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Abstract

This thesis examines and subsequently links two 

concepts of twentieth-century architectural theory, 

Aldo Rossi’s ‘propelling permanences’ and Colin Rowe 

& Alfred Koetter’s ‘ambiguous and composite buildings’, 

within the context of the city of Milan. After an analysis 

of Milan’s urban plans and its principal monuments, it 

concludes that many of these monuments have had a 

direct influence on the development and form of these 

urban plans. They can therefore be characterized as 

‘propelling permanences’.

This thesis furthermore observes, with reference to 

a number of Milanese examples, that an ‘ambiguous 

and composite building’ often ‘arises’ out of a conflict 

between the opposing ‘forces’ of conflicting propelling 

permanences on a certain location in the city. The 

ambiguous and composite building spatially mediates 

and reconciles these influences and thus ‘solves’ the 

urban situation on this location. Therefore, this thesis 

undertakes to define an architectural and urban design 

method that is able to solve such urban situations, 

which will be named ‘ambiguous composition’.

To test whether and how this design method works, a 

design is made for the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio in Milan, a 

location that is identified as being spatially ‘unresolved’. 

Before this, however, necessary additional research is 

carried out on two subjects. First, this thesis studies 

irregular floor plans, because building mass is often 

amorphous in the method of ambiguous composition, 

leading to irregularities in the floor plan. Second, it 

examines the context or ‘ambiente’ of the chosen 

design location, an important aspect in the method of 

ambiguous composition.
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Propelling Permanences and 
Ambiguous Composites in Milan

Mediating Monument and Urban Fabric

Part A
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This thesis is about the relationship between the 

outstanding and the ordinary, the eternal and the 

temporary, the ‘monument’ and the ‘urban fabric’. 

Milan, like any other city, is composed of innumerable 

elements or ‘urban artefacts’.1 These elements can be 

seemingly permanent presences or they can be fleeting 

moments of short existence. This difference can be 

described as the difference between the monument 

or ‘primary element’,2 and the regular buildings of the 

city or its ‘texture’.3 When looking at the morphological 

development of the city, it becomes clear that many 

of these monuments have a large influence on the 

actual form and development of the city. Therefore, 

they can be described as ‘propelling permanences’.4 

It is the nature of this propulsion, this catalysing 

characteristic, that will be examined in this thesis. In 

doing so, this thesis will offer a better understanding 

of what constitutes a monument. This is certainly 

not a superfluous undertaking: Aldo Rossi himself 

admits that the theory of permanences ‘remains to be 

developed further’ because it is ‘quite important for a 

complete panorama of architectural studies’.5

Aldo Rossi draws a clear distinction between the 

monument and the urban fabric. On the one hand, 

there are the monuments of the city: primary 

elements that are ‘capable of accelerating the process 

of urbanisation in a city’ and are characterised by 

a permanent presence even when their form is 

‘disconnected from its original function’.6 On the other 

hand, the vast majority of the urban fabric consists 

of ‘dwelling areas’ that have a shorter existence and 

transform more easily and quickly. Often, however, 

actual urban artefacts will have characteristics of both 

extremes, and could thus be classified as something 

in between these two categories. These instances 

1 - 2

Rossi, 1982

4

Rossi, 1982

5

Rossi, 1982:166

6

Rossi, 1982:87

3

Rowe & Koetter, 1978

Introduction to part A
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7

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:168

present a theoretical problem in Rossi’s view of the 

city. In Collage City, however, Rowe and Koetter collect 

a series of ‘ambiguous and composite buildings’ that 

could perhaps help to resolve this issue.7 The nature 

of these ambiguous presences–per definition a very 

ambiguous nature–will also be examined in this thesis. 

Finally, the relationship between the ambiguous 

composite and the propelling permanence will be 

examined theoretically and with examples drawn from 

the city of Milan. The results of this research will form 

the basis of a newly defined–though not necessarily 

‘new’–urban and architectural design method in which 

these two concepts are strongly present.

The research questions that will be answered in Part A 

of this thesis can thus be defined as follows:

(1) What is the role of propelling permanences in the 

morphological development of the city?

(2) What is the role of ambiguous and composite 

buildings in the morphological development of the city?

(3) What is the relationship between propelling 

permanences and ambiguous composites?

(4) Can an architectural and urban design method be 

defined that may (but does not necessarily always) lead 

to ambiguous and composite buildings?
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This chapter will aim to establish a clear description 

and understanding of two important concepts: Aldo 

Rossi’s ‘propelling permanences’1 and the ‘ambiguous 

and composite buildings’2 of Colin Rowe and Fred 

Koetter. The relationship between these two concepts 

is what is most important for this thesis. Mark Gijsbers 

has already explored this relationship before.3 With 

Gijsbers’ thesis as a starting point, this relationship 

will be further investigated with the aim of making 

it clearer and more explicit. In order to strengthen 

the understanding of propelling permanences, and 

gain further knowledge about their influence on the 

morphology of the city, a number of case studies will be 

analyzed in chapter three. Before that, however, chapter 

two will briefly outline the urban planning history of 

Milan in the nineteenth and twentieth century. This is 

necessary for the correct understanding of these case 

studies in their historical-morphological context.

Aldo Rossi and the theory of propelling 
permanences

To Aldo Rossi, a permanence is ‘a past that we are 

still experiencing’.4 Rossi’s theory of permanences is 

influenced by Poète’s theory of persistences: ‘these 

persistences are revealed through monuments, the 

physical signs of the past, as well as through the 

persistence of a city’s basic layout and plans’.5 In other 

words, monuments and primary elements persist, but 

so do streets and squares. ‘Cities tend to remain on 

their axes of development, maintaining the position 

of their original layout and growing according to the 

direction and meaning of their older artefacts’.6 As a 

result of the growth of the city, permanences usually 

become surrounded by newer developments over 

Theorising permanence
and ambiguity

1

2

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:168

3

Apelt et al, 2014:48

1

Rossi, 1982:59

4 - 9

Rossi, 1982:59

1.1
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time, and thus tend to appear as ‘isolated and aberrant 

artefacts’7 after a certain period of time.

Rossi furthermore makes a distinction between 

propelling and pathological elements: ‘artefacts either 

enable us to understand the city in its totality, or they 

appear as a series of isolated elements that we can 

link only tenuously to an urban system’.8 Pathological 

permanences can be understood as ‘dead’ monuments 

that do not contribute to the morphological development 

of the city. They have an important historical value, but 

stand isolated in the city and have lost their original 

function without appropriating a new one. Propelling 

permanences are the exact opposite: they continue 

to function, can gain new and different functions, and 

have the ability to ‘condition the urban area in which 

they stand’.9

When analysing the morphological development of 

the city, these propelling permanences are of specific 

interest. As they influence the ‘urban area in which 

they stand’, they can steer morphological development 

in a certain direction. When applying the theory of 

propelling permances to a city like Milan, the city can 

be seen as a large force field in which the different 

monuments exert their influence on the development 

of the surrounding urban fabric, streets, squares, and 

even other monuments. When we see the city as a 

force field of the influences of various propelling 

presences, a problem of conflicting influences arises. 

When various strong influences collide at a certain 

place in the city, the urban fabric can in theory become 

disordered and unstructured. In certain cases, this 

can form a plausible explanation for the presence of 

specific unstructured areas of the city, as we will see 

in the following chapter.
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It may be obvious that the propelling permanences 

do not actively change the morphology of the city 

‘by themselves’. Rather, they influence the people 

who design and plan the further development of the 

city. Nowadays, these people are usually architects 

and urban planners. When we look at Milan and the 

urban plans that have been made for this city over 

the nineteenth and twentieth century, the influence 

of monuments becomes immediately apparent. From 

Antolini’s plans for the Foro Bonaparte in 1801 to 

Albertini’s plan in 1934, important monuments have 

always played a key role in the layout of new streets 

and neighbourhoods. The Castello Sforzesco and Santa 

Maria delle Grazie are clear examples of this, both 

being starting points for new axes in the city’s large-

scale street pattern.

But the influence of existing monuments can reach 

even further, with far-reaching consequences: even 

within the existing and established patterns of streets 

and squares, entirely new streets and squares can be 

‘inserted’ to better connect certain monuments to each 

other or to other important places in the city. Sixtus V’s 

plan of Rome and Hausmann’s plan of Paris are well-

known examples of this procedure. In Milan, a similar 

development can be seen during the nineteenth and 

twentieth century, albeit on a smaller scale and much 

more fragmented. The subsequent urban plans of 

Antolini, Beruto, Pavia-Masera, and Albertini, have all 

been influenced by existing monuments, and have all 

demolished parts of the existing urban fabric to make 

way for new streets and squares. The Via Dante (from 

the Castello Sforzesco), Piazza del Duomo (around the 

Duomo), and the Piazza alla Scala (in front of the Teatro 

alla Scala) are but a few examples of this process.

Opposite page

Schwarzplan of Milan 

ca. 1815.

In red: the case 

studies of propelling 

permanences, see 

chapter 3.

In grey: all the new 

streets and squares 

that are inserted 

into the existing 

urban fabric of Milan 

between 1815 and 

2017.

Note how certain 

monuments coincide 

with new streets 

and squares: a 

clear manifestation 

of propelling 

permanence in urban 

planning.
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Via Dante

Piazza della Scala

Piazza Cordusio

Piazza del Duomo

Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II

Piazza Armando Diaz

1

2
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Duomo di Milano

Teatro alla Scala

Basilica di San Lorenzo

Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio

Santa Maria delle Grazie

Castello Sforzesco



20

1.2 Ambiguous and composite buildings
in the collage city

In Collage City, Rowe and Koetter present us with a 

series of ‘ambiguous and composite buildings’.10 These 

buildings are described as ‘urban megastructures if 

need be’ that have the ability to ‘engage circumstance 

and rise above it’ and are often ‘more than a little wild’.11 

These ambiguous composites are furthermore, as their 

name suggests, characterized by a great number of 

ambiguities. They can be, at the same time: regular 

and irregular, passive and active, collaborative and 

assertive, ideal and circumstantial. Most importantly, 

they are ‘capable of almost every local accomodation’,12 

making them highly valuable elements in the bricolage 

of the collage city.

From Rowe and Koetter alone, the question of what 

exactly constitutes an ambiguous composite remains 

somewhat vague. In a recent graduation thesis, 

however, Mark Gijsbers explores the theories of 

Collage City further.13 He comes to a description 

of an ambiguous composite as a ‘building with a 

double legibility, both as both object and as texture’ 

that furthermore ‘plays a role in urban sequences’.14 

More importantly, Gijsbers accurately recognizes that 

these ambiguous composites are a ‘hybrid between 

primary elements and the urban fabric’ that, in all their 

ambiguity, share characteristics with both elements.15 

A truly ambiguous composite is both outstanding and 

ordinary, both eternal and temporary, both monument 

and urban fabric. Gijsbers analyses the following three 

characteristics of ambiguous composites:16

14 - 15

Gijsbers, 2014:11

13

Apelt et al, 2014:48

10 - 12

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:168

16

Gijsbers, 2014:13
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17

Gijsbers, 2014:11

1. They create spatial sequences, either urban 

or internal, and thus (often) play an active role in 

shaping urban space;

2. They use autonomous volumes, or ‘objects in 

the mass’, to create spatial sequences or to order 

space;

3. Building mass is, in principle, subservient to 

the geometry of the space. As a consequence, 

space can (and will often) be geometric while the 

total volume of the building is amorphous.

These three characteristics together form a valuable 

‘manual’ as to what an ambiguous composite can be. 

However, they do not elaborate much on the actual 

ambiguity of these buildings. For a complete description 

of characteristics, it may be obvious that something 

has to be said about this ambiguity. Therefore, in the 

following paragraph, an effort is undertaken to do so.

The ambiguous composite as a mediator 
between monument and urban fabric

1.3

Gijsber’s thesis forms an admirable effort in analysing 

and theorising Rowe’s ambiguous composites. A few 

critical notes, however, are necessary here. First of 

all, Gijsbers seems to rather neglect the ambiguous 

nature of these composites. This already becomes 

apparent from his description of these phenomena 

as ‘composites’ instead of ‘ambiguous composites’17. 

It may be clear that ambiguity is of paramount 

importance to the nature of the ambiguous composite. 

Secondly, Gijsbers mentions the relationship between 

Rossi’s propelling permanence and Rowe’s ambiguous 

composite but does not elaborate on this much further. 

Clarifying the influence of the propelling permanence 
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on the ambiguous composite can help in defining its 

ambiguous nature.

When we see the city as a field of forces, consisting 

of the influences of various propelling presences, the 

ambiguous composite can be logically explained as a 

mediator between these various elements, on locations 

where a conflict of influence occurs. Its ambiguity is 

thus a result of its accomodation of various propelling 

forces of primary elements. This can be illustrated with 

three examples from the city of Milan that are shown 

on the previous pages: the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II 

can be seen as a mediator between the Piazza alla Scala 

and the Piazza del Duomo,18 the Palazzo dell’Arengario 

mediates between the same Piazza del Duomo and 

the Palazzo Reale, and the Università Cattolica del 

Sacro Cuore mediates between the structure of the 

medieval city wall and the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio. 

We can thus come to a new description of the general 

characteristics of ambiguous composites.

Ambiguous composites:

(1) tend to arise out of a conflict between the 

opposing propelling forces of primary elements 

and/or other permanences, mediating and 

reconciling these influences;

(2) create spatial sequences, either urban or 

internal, and thus (often) play an active role in 

shaping urban space;

(3) use autonomous volumes, or ‘objects in the 

mass’, to create spatial sequences or to order 

space;

(4) subordinate, in principle, building mass to 

the geometry of the space. As a consequence, 

space can (and will often) be geometric while 

the total volume of the building is amorphous.

18

Gijsbers, 2014:71
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This expanded description gives a better explanation of 

the origins of these ambiguous composites, and their 

relationship to the theory of propelling permanences. 

This is not just a theoretical contribution; a developed 

understanding of ambiguous composites can also aid 

the - urban and architectural - design process on urban 

locations in which various propelling forces of primary 

elements lead to conflicting situations. This will be 

tested by design in the second part of this thesis, on 

the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio in Milan.

Fig. 1.1: Galleria 

Vittorio Emanuele II

Fig. 1.2: Palazzo Reale 

& Palazzo dell’Arengario

Fig. 1.3: Basilica di 

Sant’Ambrogio & 

Università Cattolica 

del Sacro Cuore
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Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II
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Palazzo Reale & Palazzo dell’Arengario
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Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio & Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore
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Urbanism in Milan2

2.1

Conscious urban planning in Milan arguably started 

with Giovanni Antonio Antolini’s plans for the Foro 

Bonaparte in 1801.  However, this plan only covered 

the area around the Castello Sforzesco and Parco 

Sempione. The first all-encompassing plan for the 

entire city was made in 1884-1889, by Cesare Beruto.  

In the course of the twentieth century, several urban 

plans followed to keep up with the growth of the 

city and its changing ideologies. In the second half 

of the century, attention shifted from these precise 

urban plans to more general building laws and urban 

policies, including zoning laws and housing programs. 

In the last few decades, urban development in Milan 

municipality has been characterized by relatively small-

scale redevelopments of certain areas like the Bicocca 

Technological Pole and the Bovisa University Pole, and 

more recently the CityLife district on the former Fiera 

Milano trade fair site.

The Beruto Plan of 1884-1889*

In the period of the consolidation of the Kingdom of 

Italy, Milan pursued the role of modern city and to attain 

this, the city went through a process of growth. One 

of the main changes derived from the industrialization 

was the increase of the population in the cities.  This 

period of Milan is characterized by its town planning 

and extensions to cope with the population growth and 

modernization. 

In 1884, a plan for the expansion of the city was 

assigned to Cesare  Beruto. This plan had to take into 

account the hybrid character of Milan, where industry 

and housing shared the same spaces. Beruto opted 

for a city formed by ring roads outside of the Spanish 

Opposite page

Fig. 2.1: The Beruto 

Plan of 1884-1889

*

Text of chapter 2.1 

originally by Catherine 

Trebes, adapted by 

the author.
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walls that could grow like a spider web if this was 

to be necessary in the future. Additionally, the major 

roads were quadrupled to connect the inner city centre 

with the new outlying planned areas. Some major 

infrastructure facilities were built in or next to the 

footprints of the Spanish walls. This were for example 

the Cimitero Monumentale, the Stazione Centrale in 

the Piazza della Repubblica, and some public parks 

and gardens. An important expansion of this master 

plan was the development of the north-east area that 

transformed the Piazza d’Armi into the new Parco 

Sempione.

Compared to other urban plans executed at  that time, 

The Beruto Plan had small yet influential  interventions 

in the historic city centre. Probably the most influential 

was the creation of the Via Dante. This was a street that 

connected the Castello Sforcesco with the Duomo. It 

was already planned in the Napoleonic era as Corso 

Napoleone, however it was never executed. This project 

involved the renovation of the piazza Cordusio and its 

surroundings into the financial district of Milan.

The Pavia-Masera Plan of 1910-1912

The strong population growth that Milan experienced 

at the turn of the century, quickly rendered the Beruto 

Plan of 1884-1889 insufficient in dealing with the 

urban expansion of the city. Problems included a large 

amount of traffic, the absence of green areas in the 

city centre, and building speculation by profit-driven 

parties. Furthermore, the railway network prevented a 

good connection to the surrounding suburbs by forming 

a physical barrier between the city centre and these 

surrounding areas. Therefore, between 1910 and 1912, 

2.2

Opposite page

Fig. 2.2: The Pavia-

Masera Plan of 

1910-1912
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Angelo Pavia and Giovanni Masera worked on a series 

of interventions that would modernize the work of 

Beruto and control the expansion of the city. The Pavia-

Masera Plan continued in more or less the same spirit 

as the Beruto plan, accepting the existing situation and 

trying to expand the structure of the city in a functional 

and logical manner.1 The most important intervention 

in the city centre was the creation of a new street 

between Piazza dell Scala and Piazza San Babila (the 

current Corso Giacomo Matteotti) in order to lighten 

traffic. The plan also proposed to demolish the existing 

railway network and build a new central station further 

north (the current Stazione Centrale), that would be 

linked to the city through a wide boulevard (the current 

Via Vittor Pisani). The Pavia-Masera Plan did not solve all 

problems: the lack of green areas remained an issue, 

and the business of building speculation persisted. 

Furthermore, the plan was never completely carried 

out: the First World War and the following Spanish 

epidemic changed the focus of the city authorities, and 

urban planning issues were on the back burner for a 

number of years. 

The Albertini Plan of 1934

As a result of fascist policies to expand and transform 

Milan into a modern Italian city, the boundaries of the 

city were extended in 1923, in order to include thirteen 

formerly independent adjacent towns. This expansion 

was not without its difficulties. In 1925, the so-called 

Club of Urbanists2 published the leaflet Urban Problems, 

in which they addressed problems of urban growth 

both in the historic fabric of the city, as well as in the 

newly annexed areas. The necessity for renewed urban 

plans and policies was recognized by the authorities, 

1

Polano, 1991; 

Robuschi, 2015

2.3
2

Club degli Urbanisti. 

Members included 

architects of the 

Novecento movement 

like Giovanni Muzio, 

Giuseppe de Finetti, 

Gio Ponti, Emilio 

Lancia and others.

Opposite page

Fig. 2.3: The Albertini 

Plan of 1934
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and a national competition was launched 1926, in order 

to come up with a new urban plan for the city. The 

Club of Urbanists submitted a proposal called ‘Forma 

Urbis Mediolani’ which aimed to preserve the historical 

character of the city and advocated decentralized 

growth patterns. The jury, however, decided that the 

plan did not sufficiently solve the problem of future 

growth, and awarded it the second place. The first 

place went to a radically different plan, called ‘Ciò per 

Amor’, by architect Piero Portaluppi and engineer Marco 

Semenza. This plan favored the efficiencies of engineers 

and speculators and reinforced the centralized order of 

the city that the Beruto Plan had already established. 

It furthermore proposed to eliminate much of the 

congested medieval fabric with broad new streets 

and to create a system of large piazzas to facilitate 

traffic flow. The plan was approved by Mussolini, and 

the engineer Cesare Albertini was asked to refine 

left

Fig. 2.4: A map of 

the city centre of 

Milan, showing all the 

buildings that were 

destroyed (black) or 

damaged (grey) as 

a result of the allied 

bombings between 

1942 and 1944.
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4

A proposal for residential 

development in the 

Sempione Fair Area. 

Architects: F. Albini, G. 

Gardella, G. Minoletti, 

G. Pagano, G. Palanti, G. 

Predaval and G. Romano.

5

A proposal for the Arena. 

Architects: I. Diotallevi, F. 

Marescotti and G. Pagano.

6

These counter-proposals 

include the Arena, Piazza 

Diaz, Piazza Cavour, 

and the area east of the 

Duomo.

3

Maulsby, 2011, 2014

the Portaluppi-Semenza plan with the underlying aim 

of creating a strong physical presence of the fascist 

administration in the city’s urban fabric. This resulted 

in the Albertini Plan of 1934. This plan projected the 

destruction and rebuilding of over fifty percent of the 

historic city centre and a regulated expansion of the 

city periphery in line with the Beruto Plan.3 Because 

of the Second World War, only parts of the plan were 

carried out. The creation of Piazza degli Affari, Piazza 

Diaz, and Piazza San Babila are the most notable fascist 

intervention in the city’s urban core. Furthermore, part 

of the canal system around Milan (the so-called Navigli) 

was covered over. However, much of the historic 

city centre survived the fascist urge for monumental 

presence and representation in Milan.

In response to the official urban planning policies that 

are discussed above, a number of alternative proposals 

were made during the fascist regime, mostly by 

architects of the Rational movement. These proposals 

include the 1938 Green Milan4 project, the 1938-

1940 Horizontal City5 project, as well as numerous 

proposals by Giuseppe de Finetti.6 However, none of 

these alternative proposals were ever realized and, 

as a consequence, the architects of the Rationalist 

movement had very little influence on the city’s urban 

plans. This would change after the Second World War.

The AR Plan of 1945 and the PRG of 1953

After the Second World War, the suspension of the 

Albertini plan led to the need for a new overall urban 

scheme. A group of architects of the Rationalist 

movement, called Architetti Riuniti,7 responded to this 

need shortly after the war with the AR Plan of 1945. 

7

Architetti Reuniti 

consisted of F. 

Albini, G.L. Banfi, 

L. Belgiojoso, P. 

Bottoni, E. Cerutti, I. 

Gardella, G. Mucchi, 

E. Peressutti, M. 

Pucci, A. Putelli, E.N. 

Rogers, G. Romano, 

and M. Zanuso. Banfi, 

Belgiojoso, Peressutti 

and Rogers form the 

architectural firm 

BBPR.

2.4
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Left

Fig. 2.5: Territorial 

framework of the 

Piano Regolatore 

Generale of 1953

In contrast to the Albertini Plan, This plan proposed 

satellite neighborhoods, a business park around 

Sempione, large sports facilities to the northwest of 

the city, and industries to the south along a navigable 

canal. In other words, a separation of functions and 

decentralization according to modernist town planning 

principles.

The AR Plan led to a competition for a new overall urban 

plan, resulting in the Piano Regolatore Generale (PRG, 

General Urban Development Plan) of 1953. The PRG 

divided the municipal region into three zones. The first 

zone covered almost all the built area, and was subject 

to a building code. The second zone was designated for 

urban expansion, whereas the third zone at the edge of 

the municipal boundary was designated for agricultural 

purposes. The QT8 district, a satellite neighborhood built 

for the occasion of the 8th Triennial in the second zone, 
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8

Polano, 1991; 

Robuschi, 2015; 

Rossi, 1972

is a rare example of a neighborhood built within the 

modernist ideas of the PRG. During the post-war years, 

however, another plan was also active that did not align 

with the PRG: the so-called Fanfani Plan, better known as 

Ina Casa. This plan, which was active between 1949 and 

1963, promoted and subsidized the building of working-

class houses but did not regard the zones of the PRG or 

the ideas of self-sufficient, satellite neighborhoods. This 

led to a number of mono-functional and often uniform 

residential neighborhoods around the city centre, which 

were not self-sufficient and thus relied on the city centre’s 

facilities. The Gallaratese neighborhood, in which Aldo 

Rossi would later build his famous Gallaratese II housing 

complex, is one of these neighborhoods. Because of 

political pressure, economical and real estate interests, 

and the parallel and contradicting Ina Casa plan, the PRG 

was not widely implemented and is therefore generally 

regarded as a failure.8

From Plans to Policies

The failure of the PRG, combined with a large population 

growth in the fifties and sixties, created a strong need 

for social housing in the seventies. In 1971, a new 

housing law redefined the urban zones with different 

types of building activity assigned to each. In the 

historical city centre (zone A), building policies were 

conservative. In the suburban areas (zone B), the focus 

was on completing the city fabric. On the outskirts 

of the city (zone C), there was the possibility of new 

urbanization. Other policies were installed that were 

meant to decrease building speculation and strengthen 

the network of green areas in the city. In the seventies, 

however, urbanization slowed again as a result of a 

new economic crisis, making these plans and policies 

2.5
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Albertini plan

Opposite page

Urban growth of 

Milan, schematic:

only partially successful.9 In the last decades of the 

twentieth century, no large and all-encompassing 

urban plans were produced. Instead, the focus was on 

policies, guideline documents, and small-scale plans for 

specific areas. A number of abandoned industrial areas 

were redeveloped for new purposes, like the Bicocca 

Technological Pole and the Bovisa University Pole. This 

period also saw the rise of a number of self-sufficient 

districts on the outskirts of Milan, true to the ideas of 

the Rationalist city planners, and a general migration of 

the upper class to these areas. The most recent large 

urban development in the near vicinity of the historic 

city centre concerns the former Fiera Milano, the 

site of the trade fair. It is currently transformed into 

a residential, commercial and business district called 

CityLife. The English name of this development already 

hints towards the difference in urban approach of this 

area in relation to the historic city centre.

9

Polano, 1991; 

Robuschi, 2015
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Case studies of propelling 
permanences

In order to support the theories on propelling 

permanences as treated in the first chapter of this 

thesis, six case studies were analysed in order to 

further explore their propelling qualities. All case 

studies consist of important monuments located in 

Milan, viewed in both their direct context and within 

the larger structure of the city. They are analysed 

through the following drawings:

(1) A detailed situation drawing in which the 

floor plan of the building is inserted in the 

morphology of the urban fabric;

(2) A ‘schwarzplan’ or figure-ground plan, in 

which buildings are drawn in black and unbuilt 

space in white;

(3) A ‘weißplan’ or public space plan, in which 

publicly accessible space is drawn in black while 

semi-public, semi-private and private spaces are 

drawn in white;

(4) A ‘rotblauplan’ of ‘warm and cold’ spaces, 

showing the gradation of enclosure of both 

interior and exterior spaces, according to the 

principles of Uwe Schröder;1

(5) A series of morphological maps, ranging from 

200 to 2017, in which red lines indicate the major 

morphological developments that are a result of 

the influence of the primary element.

These drawings are complemented with a written 

description of the monument and its relationship to the 

morphology of the city, which altogether explains the 

propelling presence of each individual monument.

1

Schröder, 2015:60

3

Opposite page

Schwarzplan of Milan, 

current situation.

In red: the case 

studies of propelling 

permanences:
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Teatro alla Scala

Basilica di S. Lorenzo

Basilica di S. Ambrogio

S. Maria delle Grazie

Castello Sforzesco
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Duomo di Milano3.1

opposite page

Duomo di Milano, 

current situation:

0 15 30

The Duomo di Milano, or ‘Basilica Cattedrale 

Metropolitana di Santa Maria Nascente’, is easily the 

most important monument of the city of Milan. It is 

centrally located in the historic city centre on a large 

rectangular square, the Piazza del Duomo.2 Whereas 

construction started in 1386, the building was only 

completely finished in 1965. Aldo Rossi therefore 

observes that ‘still today, the Milanese call their 

cathedral ‘la fabbrica del dôm,’ and understand by this 

expression both the size and the difficulty of the church’s 

construction, the idea of a single building whose process 

goes on over time’.3 The church’s propelling influence 

on the morphology of the city arguably starts with the 

creation of the Piazza del Duomo between 1865 and 

1873, after a design by Giuseppe Mengoni. In order to 

create a large, geometrically pure square in which the 

Duomo becomes the focal point, many existing buildings 

were demolished. The Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II and 

a number of other buildings where then built along the 

perimeter of the square, all with a similar height and 

following the strict north-south and east-west direction 

of the Duomo, which many of the new streets around 

this square consequently also followed. During the 

Fascist regime, the Palazzo dell’Arengario was added on 

the south side of the square, and large breakthroughs 

and demolitions were carried out to build the Piazza Diaz 

and surrounding streets, all following the same north-

south and east-west logic.

2

Wolfrum, 2014:116

3

Rossi, 1982:18

4

Maulsby, 2014:159

left

Fig. 3.1: Duomo di 

Milano, aerial view
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200

400-1300

1556-1700 1700-1814

200-400

1300-1556: construction on the Duomo starts.
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1814-1884: construction of Piazza del Duomo, Galleria 

Vittorio Emanuele II, Via Mazzini, Via Martini.

1922-1946: construction of Piazza Diaz, Via Marconi, 

Via Dogana, Via Gonzaga, Via Baracchini.

1972-1990 1990-2017

1884-1922: construction of Via Grossi.

1946-1972: construction of the Duomo finishes.
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Teatro alla Scala3.2

Opposite page

Current situation 

Teatro alla Scala:

The Teatro alla Scala was built in 1778 by Giuseppe 

Piermarini, as the principal opera house of Milan. 

Interestingly, the current Piazza della Scala did not 

exist when the theatre was first built. For the first 

decades of its existence, the theatre faced the street 

that is currently the Via Alessandro Manzoni to the 

north and the Via Santa Margherita to the south. 

Only in the 1860s did the construction of the square 

start, as part of the new plans for Piazza del Duomo 

and its surroundings by Giuseppe Mengoni. The pre-

existing Palazzo Marino now became the east wall of 

the square, while the new Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II 

(1877) and Palazzo Beltrami (1886) formed its southern 

wall. Much later, the Banca Commerciale Italiana 

(1927) was builth on the north side, completing the 

square as we know it today. Especially the peculiar 

relation between the square and the Galleria Vittorio 

Emanuele II can illustrate the propelling influence of 

the Teatro alla Scala. The Galleria connects the Piazza 

della Scala to the Piazza del Duomo, but also resolves 

the angle between the two squares within its building 

mass.5 The Galleria thus mediates between the Piazza 

del Duomo, of which the Duomo di Milano is the 

primary monument, and the Piazza della Scala, of 

which the Teatro alla Scala is the primary monument. 

The influence of both these propelling permanences 

on the urban fabric thus materialises in the shape of 

the Galleria.

0 15 30
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Via Alessandro Manzoni

Piazza della Scala

Via Santa Margherita

Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II

5

Gijsbers, 2014:76

left

Fig. 3.2: Teatro alla 

Scala, aerial view
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Schwarzplan

1814
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200

400-1300

1556-1700 1700-1814: construction of Teatro alla Scala

200-400

1300-1556
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1814-1884: construction of Piazza della Scala and Via 

Marino.

1922-1946

1972-1990 1990-2017

1884-1922

1946-1972
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Basilica di San Lorenzo3.3

Opposite page

Current situation 

Basilica di San 

Lorenzo

The Basilica di San Lorenzo was built in the fourth or 

fifth century and was, for a long time, one of the most 

important basilicas of the western catholic church. 

Over the ages, many extensions have been added that 

are attached to the main, centrally organised volume. 

The church was also partially destroyed and rebuilt a 

number of times. As Aldo Rossi observes, ‘in the San 

Lorenzo we see today, the various types of additions 

to it, from the medieval (the Chapel of St. Aquilinus) 

to the Renaissance (Martino Bassi’s dome), are still 

apparent, while the entire structure occupies the place 

of the ancient Roman baths, in the very heart of Roman 

Milan. We are clearly in the presence of a monument’.6 

The centrally organised church, one of the largest 

centrally planned buildings of its time, has had a peculiar 

influence on the local urban fabric. Many surrounding 

streets, like the Via Celestino IV, Via Papa Gregorio XIV 

and Via Cardinale Caprara, are organised as if they were 

radials of an imaginary circle that has the church in 

its centre. Because of this, the church’s central dome 

becomes a focal point that is visible from many of the 

surrounding streets. After the bombings of the second 

world war, many of the houses around the church that 

were destroyed were not rebuilt. Instead, a park was 

created on the east side of the basilica in the shape of a 

semi-circle. This park thus also follows the central-radial 

logic of the church, curving around it and making it the 

focal point of the current-day urban composition.

6

Rossi, 1982:115
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Via Celestino IV

Via Papa Gregorio XIV

Via Cardinale Caprara

Piazza Vetra

0 15 30
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Fig. 3.3: Basilica di San 

Lorenzo, aerial view
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Rotblauplan
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Rotblauplan
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200

400-1300: construction of Basilica di San Lorenzo.

1556-1700 1700-1814: construction of a radial axis to the south-

east.

200-400

1300-1556: construction of a radial axis to the north-

east.
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1814-1884: construction of a new radial axis to the 

north-east.

1922-1946: construction of Piazza Vetra, Via Celestino 

IV, Via Papa Gregorio XIV, Via Cardinale Caprara.

1972-1990 1990-2017

1884-1922

1946-1972: heavy bombing damages and 

reconstruction of Via Cardinale Caprara.
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Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio3.4

Opposite page

Current situation 

Basilica di 

Sant’Ambrogio

The Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio was built in the fourth 

century by St. Ambrose, whose body lies in the crypt 

under the altar. It is connected to the triangularly-

shaped Piazza Sant’Ambrogio to the north. Its main 

entrance leads directly to the Pusterla di Sant’Ambrogio, 

the remains of a city gate in the former medieval city 

wall, to the west. The basilica was ‘one of the most 

important sites of early Christian Milan, a period when 

the city’s importance surpassed that of Rome’,7 and 

can thus righfully be called one of the most important 

monuments of the city. Its propelling influences 

becomes visible when the other important buildings, or 

primary elements, in its vicinity are examined. A number 

of nearby buildings that have been constructed over 

the ages, like the Chiesa di San Francesco Grande (13th 

century, demolished in the 18th century), Bramante’s 

Cloysters (16th century), the Caserma Garibaldi (1843), 

the Monumento ai Caduti (1929) and the Palazzina 

dell’Abate (1950s), are built in the exact same direction 

as the basilica, almost as if they are standing on an 

invisible orthogonal ‘grid’ that is only present in this part 

of the city. The situation becomes spatially problematic 

when the grid reaches the structure of the medieval 

city wall, which is circular and thus ‘collides’ with the 

orthogonality of the ‘Ambrosian grid’. The irregular 

shape of the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio can be seen as a 

result of this collision, as the unresolved spatial residue 

of these two propelling forces.

7

Maulsby, 2014:50
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Fig. 3.4: Basilica di 

Sant’Ambrogio, aerial 

view
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400-1300: extensions of Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio, 

construction of Chiesa di San Francesco Grande.

1556-1700: extension of Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio. 1700-1814: demolition of Chiesa di San Francesco 

Grande, construction of Caserma Garibaldi.

200-400: construction of Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio.

1300-1556: construction of Via Sant’Agnese.



1814-1884

1922-1946: construction of the entrance building of 

the Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore

1972-1990: extensions of the Università Cattolica del 

Sacro Cuore

1990-2017

1884-1922: construction of Monumento ai Caduti

1946-1972: construction of a number of other 

buildings for the Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore
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Santa Maria delle Grazie3.5

Opposite page

Current situation 

Santa Maria delle 

Grazie

The Santa Maria delle Grazie is a fifteenth-century 

church by Donato Bramante, outside the former 

medieval city wall but inside the former Spanish walls. 

It was originally built along the Corso Magenta which 

led out of the city to the west. With the expansion 

of the city in the 19th century and the subsequent 

development and execution of the Beruto plan of 

1884-1889, the church complex was incorportated 

in a triangular building block that is characteristic for 

this urban plan. The propelling influence of the church 

can be seen in an axis that starts at the front of the 

church. This street was originally designed as part of 

the Beruto plan and was extended further a number of 

times afterwards. The axis runs in north-west direction, 

all the way to the former Fiera di Milano. When this was 

area recently developed into a residential and business 

district called City Life, the axis was continued further, 

all the way to the highway outside the city. It is now a 

four kilometer long axis that leads from the highway, 

in one straight line, to the Santa Maria delle Grazie, 

only to be interrupted by a newly designed tower in the 

middle of the City Life district.

1

2

Corso Magenta

Via Fratelli Ruffini 

(start of south-east to 

north-west axis)

0 15 30

left

Fig. 3.5: Santa Maria 

delle Grazie, aerial view
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400-1300

1556-1700 1700-1814

200-400

1300-1556: construction of Santa Maria delle Grazie.
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1814-1884

1922-1946: extension of north-west to south-east 

axis towards the Fiera di Milano.

1972-1990 1990-2017: further extension of the north-west to 

south-east axis through the ‘City Life’ district.

1884-1922: construction of a long north-west to 

south-east axis, construction of Via Caradosso

1946-1972
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Castello Sforzesco3.6

Opposite page

Current situation 

Castello Sforzesco

The Castello Sforzesco was originally built by Galeazzo 

II Visconti in the fourtheenth century. In 1452, Filarete 

designed the central tower, which was destroyed in 

1521 but rebuilt again in 1905. The bombings of the 

second world war left the castle heavily damaged, and 

after the war it was reconstructed and turned into a 

museum by BBPR, the architecture firm of Ernesto N. 

Rogers. The building has had an important propelling 

influence on the urban plans of the nineteenth century. 

In 1801, Giovanni Antonio Antolini made a plan for Foro 

Buonaparte which revolves around the castle but was 

never executed. However, as Aldo Rossi observes, 

‘there is ultimately a relationship between any single 

architectural project and the destiny of the city’.8 The 

formal idea of the Foro Bonaparte remained influential, 

and in 1884 it was ‘revived in the Beruto Plan with notable 

prominence’.9 The Beruto Plan projected a new park to 

the north-west of the castle, the Parco Sempione, on 

the former parade grounds. On each side of this park, 

a radial-concentric structure of representative building 

blocks was constructed, one around the Arco della Pace 

and the other around the Castello Sforzesco. This new 

‘Foro Buonaparte’ forms a large urban composition with 

the castle as its focal point. Furthermore, the Via Dante 

was built to connect the castle to the Piazza del Duomo, 

and can thus be seen as the result of the combined 

propelling influences of both the Castello Sforzesco and 

the Duomo di Milano.
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8

Rossi, 1982:18

9

Rossi, 1982:146
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Fig. 3.6: Castello 

Sforzesco, aerial view
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200

400-1300

1556-1700 1700-1814: construction of the Piazza d’armi, Arena 

Civica Gianni Brera, and the Arco della Pace.

200-400

1300-1556: construction of Castello Sforzesco.
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1814-1884

1922-1946: construction of the Palazzo dell’Arte.

1972-1990 1990-2017

1884-1922: construction of Parco Sempione, Foro 

Buonaparte, and a number of other axes.

1946-1972
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What can we learn from buildings that manifest 

themselves as ambiguous and composite? Gijsbers 

states that the ‘ambiguous composite’ is not a real 

‘type’,1 and indeed it is not. Instead, this chapter will 

elaborate on the idea that the ambiguous composite is 

the result of a specific way of working, a certain ‘design 

method’, that strongly relates to both architectural 

and urban design and even synthesises these two 

fields. This chapter will therefore explore whether the 

‘ambiguous composite’ could also be hypothesized as 

a means of urban and architectural design, which will 

thus be called ‘ambiguous composition’. A connection 

will furthermore be sought between ‘ambiguous 

composition’ and the ‘truly urban design practice’ 

that Giulio Bettini describes with regard to the design 

practice of Asnago Vender in Milan.2 Asnago Vender 

arguably never built an ambiguous and composite 

building, but–as this chapter will argue–the practice of 

ambiguous composition does not always necessarily 

have to result in an ambiguous and composite building.

Context, locus and ambiente

A truly urban design practice is quite obviously a design 

practice that takes the urban condition into serious 

consideration. The modernist movement has been 

‘accused’ of not doing this, or at least not well enough, 

in their often utopian town planning efforts.3 But how 

does one take the urban condition into consideration? 

Opinions on this matter differ and vary. One obvious 

method of doing so is to carefully consider the so-called 

‘context’ of a design project, something which has 

probably started during the postmodernist period, as a 

4.1

1

Gijsbers, 2014:110

2

Bettini, 2016:66

3

Panerai et al., 2004; 

Rowe & Koetter, 1978

From the ‘ambiguous and 
composite building’ to 
‘ambiguous composition’ as a 
truly urban design practice

4
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Colenbrander & Rapp, 

2016:18

6

Rossi, 1982:21

7

Rossi, 1982:22

reaction to modernism.4 The term ‘context’ is incredibly 

broad, and can range from the direct surroundings of a 

building, the neighbourhood or city it is located in, to 

more intangible influences such as the social, economic 

and political structures of the area, city or country, not 

to mention the history and historical development of 

all these factors. It is therefore incredibly difficult to 

‘prove’ that one has rightfully considered the context of 

a building, and because of this it has also become easy 

to claim that one has. This has been dubbed the cliché 

of context: ‘the awareness of this idea of context […] 

has become a mandatory phrase in any comments by 

(and about) an architect, explaining his newest building, 

and that the immediate and wider environment of the 

building has served as a source of inspiration’.5 The 

term ‘context’ has, as a result, become rather empty 

and meaningless.

It is, however, obviously impossible not to consider the 

city at all, especially in a design practice that wishes to 

call itself ‘truly urban’. Every building, both existing and 

projected, stands on a specific and unique location. As 

Aldo Rossi states, ‘although it is impossible to make 

decisions about […] interventions in any rational manner 

solely on the basis of local situations, one must realise 

that their singularity is still what characterises them’.6 

A solution to the impasse of context might perhaps be 

found in using a more specific term, which could still 

grasp all the complexities and layers of the ‘city […] 

as an artefact’.7 Rossi himself uses the term ‘locus’ 

(the latin word for place) which he derives from the 

concept of ‘genius loci,’ an important concept in the 

architecture of the classical world. According to Rossi, 

the locus ‘emphasises the conditions and qualities 

within undifferentiated space which are necessary for 

understanding an urban artefact’.8

8

Rossi, 1982:103
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Norberg-Schulz, 

1980:19

10

Norberg-Schulz, 

1980:22

11 - 12

Lunati, 2015:32

Christian Norberg-Schulz, in a similar manner, 

understands the idea of ‘genius loci’ as the character of 

a place. He believes that this specific character should 

be articulated by architecture because people need to 

be able to orient and identify with their environment: 

‘to gain an existential foothold man has to be able to 

orientate himself; he has to know where he is. But 

he also has to identify himself with the environment, 

that is, he has to know how he is a certain place’.9 

For Norberg-Schulz, ‘human identity presupposes the 

identity of place’.10

Another term that was quite common in the Italian 

architectural discourse of the mid-twentieth century 

is ‘ambiente’. According to Angelo Lunati, this term 

is difficult to translate into English, with possible 

translations being ‘[…] ‘immediate surroundings’, 

‘setting’, literally as ‘ambience’, or–most frequently–

as ‘surrounding environment’.11 The word ‘context’ is 

not given as a possible translation, which may seem 

strange. However, as Lunati explains, ‘the concept of 

ambiente includes buildings, road patterns and urban 

spaces that already exist, as well as the light and 

rhythm of the seasons, and it is concerned with the 

emotional, relational and historic significance of the 

whole situation as it already exists in a dialectic process 

- which is why the word ‘context’ has been avoided’.12 

What seems to be most important is that ‘ambiente’ 

always refers to a physical reality. When trying to 

describe the ‘surrounding environment’ of a location it 

can thus be helpful to replace the term ‘context’ with 

‘ambiente’, in an effort to prevent clichés. Using this 

term may help in describing a location’s characteristics 

in a true and meaningful way. Therefore, chapter 6 will 

aim to do so for the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio, the design 

location chosen for an architectural design that follows 
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the theories as discussed in part A of this thesis. The 

design steps described in chapter 7, especially step 

1 and 2, will schematically show the result of these 

considerations.

A possible risk of being ‘too’ aware of context could be 

that a new building fails to add something to an existing 

situation or, in other words, that it doesn’t ‘conquer 

reality’.13 As Colenbrander and Rapp state, ‘considering 

the context of a building often means not knowing 

what to do’.14 This rather pessimistic statement can 

be understood in the light of the current architectural 

reality, in which almost every new building is explained 

with arguments of context-sensitivity, sometimes with 

positive results, but just as often leading to architecture 

which is nothing more than a ‘mute and blind adaption 

of the existing morphology of the city’.15 Colenbrander 

and Rapp’s comment thus seems to be a plea against 

dullness and substandard design solutions. In the 

ideal situation, an architect ‘make[s] one aware of the 

complexities and subtleties that are at stake when an 

architect really attempts to express a certain articulated 

sense of place’.16 The term ‘sense of place’ that is used 

by Colenbrander and Rapp seems to fit surprisingly well 

with the idea of ‘ambiente’, as both concepts do not rule 

out new and unique solutions to current situations. It 

is therefore not necessary, and in many cases probably 

even undesirable, for context-aware architecture to be 

submissive, modest or invisible. Or, as Colenbrander 

& Rapp provocatively state: ‘being sensitive to context 

does not automatically imply being docile: a context 

may also be responded to by adding qualities that are 

not yet there, or even through a denial of the existing 

features, if they are ugly beyond redemption’.17 17

Colenbrander & Rapp, 

2016:22
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4.2
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Bettini, 2016:66

left

Fig. 4.1: Ernst May, 

layouts illustrating the 

evolution of the urban 

block, 1930.

opposite page

Fig. 4.2: Ernst May, 

Siedlung Westhausen, 

aerial view, 1930s.

Hierarchy in design

The ambiguous and composite building subordinates its 

building mass to the shape of the public space, usually 

resulting in a rather strange and amorphous building 

form. This is the result of a hierarchy that is implicit 

in the design practice of ambiguous composition: 

public space is more important than the exact form or 

orientation of the individual building. This strong focus 

on the quality of the public space is why this design 

practice can rightfully be called ‘truly urban,’ to use 

the words of Bettini.18 It is also something that seems 

commonplace in the traditional European city but has 

been less obvious in the city planning efforts of more 

recent times, specifically among architects and urban 

planners of the modernist movement. 

The modernist movement’s strong emphasis on ‘light, 

space and air’ has often resulted in the prioritisation of 

buildings over space, of individual dwellings over the 

shape of streets and squares. Panerai et al. illustrate 

this development in modernist town planning efforts 

with an examination of ‘The New Frankfurt’ of Ernst 

May. In the large new estates that were planned and 

built for Frankfurt between 1925 and 1930, like Siedlung 

Westhausen, building blocks are reduced to single lines 

of houses, all in the same direction to have optimal 

light and air conditions for each individual dwelling. 

The 15.000 houses that were built in Frankfurt made 

the traditional urban block disappear, to be replaced by 

‘another type of urban form–from which we are only 
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now with great difficulty managing to escape’.19 In 

these abstract urban configurations, ‘any relationship 

with the street and any attempt to connect with the 

rest of the city was abandoned’.20 The result is the 

near absence of any enclosed or clearly defined public 

space.

Rowe & Koetter thus observe that ‘by 1930, the 

disintegration of the street and of all highly organized 

public space seemed to have become inevitable’.21 

They blame this development on two things: ‘the new 

and rationalized form of housing’ 22 that we can see 

in Ernst May’s Frankfurt, and ‘the new dictates for 

vehicular activity’ 23 as cars started to take up more 

and more space in the city. Rowe & Koetter state that 

‘if the configuration of housing now evolved from the 

inside out, from the logical needs of the individual 

residential unit, then it could no longer be subservient 

to external pressures; and, if external public space 

had become so functionally chaotic as to be without 

effective significance, then–in any case–there were no 

valid pressures which it could any longer extert’,24 thus 

illustrating the changed hierarchy between public and 

private space in the city and what they call ‘modern 

architecture’s object fixation’.25 They further illustrate 

this with a comparison between Le Corbusier’s project 

for Saint-Dié and the historic city centre of Parma. They 

observe that ‘the typical format of the traditional city 

[is] in every way […] so much the inverse of the city 

of modern architecture that the two of them together 

might, sometimes, almost present themselves as the 

alternative reading of some Gestalt diagram illustrating 

the fluctuations of the figure-ground phenomenon. 

Thus, the one is almost white, the other almost 

black; the one an accumulation of solids in largely 

unmanipulated void, the other an accumulation of voids 

19

Panerai et al., 2004:90

21 - 24

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:56

25

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:58

opposite page

Fig. 4.3: Figure-

ground plans of Le 

Corbusier’s project for 

Saint-Dié (above) and 

the historic city centre 

of Parma (below).

20
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29

Sitte, 1889

in largely unmanipulated solid’.26 Rowe & Koetter go as 

far as to state that ‘the object building […] represents 

nothing short of a demolition of public life and decorum 

[and] reduces the public realm, the traditional world of 

visible civics to an amorphic remainder’ 27 for the sake 

of the ‘presuppositions of modern architecture–light, 

air, hygiene, aspect, prospect, recreation, movement, 

openness’.28

Concluding, we can state that–very generally speaking–

modernist planning theories and efforts were guided 

by a very different idea of the hierarchy between public 

and private space than those of the traditional european 

city, or, for example, Camillo Sitte.29 In order to create 

good urban spaces again, this might be something we 

have to re-evaluate. Therefore, ambiguous composition 

very consciously prioritises urban space. The form of 

the urban space is always more important than that 

of private space. The forms of individual buildings may, 

as a result of this hierarchy, be irregular or otherwise 

difficult. It is the task of architecture to find bespoke 

solutions for difficult situations and circumstances; 

chapter five will aim to explore a number of ways in 

which this can be done in the floor plan of irregularly-

shaped buildings.

26

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:62

27 - 28

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:63
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4.3 Ideal and circumstance

Before moving on to a tentative definition of ‘ambiguous 

composition’ as a truly urban design practice, something 

has to be said about the relationship–or rather the 

opposition–between the ideal and the circumstantial, 

between conceptual and empirical design, between 

order and disorder. Architects try to order the world 

but are often confronted with circumstances they 

cannot solve unambiguously. Especially in the city, 

the culmination of centuries of construction by an 

innumerable amount of different builders and architects 

means that circumstance is everywhere. When trying 

to take one’s surroundings into consideration, as 

described in the previous paragraphs, it is impossible 

to simply deny the circumstantial and create an ideal 

building if the location is not suitable for this. Milan is 

full of important and age-old monuments and its inner 

city can be read as a more or less completed whole. 

Consequently, there are not many places where one 

can build an ideal building without disrespecting the 

location.

One could convincingly argue that Aldo Rossi managed 

to build an ideal building in the heart of the city when 

he built his Monumento a Sandro Pertini (1988) along 

the important Via Alessandro Manzoni. However, this 

concerned a small building with only a commemorative 

function. Something similar could be said of BBPR’s 

Monumento ai Caduti nei Campi di Concentramento 

(1946) in the Cimitero Monumentale, Milan’s main 

cemetery. The pure architecture of this ‘universe of 

light and reason’ 30 can indeed be described as ideal. 

Again, however, the structure is small and has only 

a commemorative function. Furthermore, it stands 

in the rather ‘isolated’ context of the cemetery. That 

30

Kirk, 2005:146
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it can be difficult, even for monuments, to properly 

deal with circumstance, can be seen at the Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio. Here, Muzio’s ideal and octagonally-

shaped Monumento ai Caduti (1929) stands isolated on 

the square, even separated from it by a wall. Perhaps 

because of this wall, but also because of its awkward 

location on the triangular square, the building hardly 

interacts with the surrounding urban space. Only when 

seen from afar does it become clear that the 40-meter 

high structure interacts in an interesting way with the 

two towers of the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio.

But what exactly is meant by ideal and circumstantial, or 

conceptual and empirical? Christian Rapp emphasises 

the relationship between the abstract concept and 

the concrete matter of a building; between abstract 

and rational thought, crystallised into a certain order, 

and the material reality of architecture which makes 

it impossible for the concept to materialise in its 

ideal shape.31 Jan Turnovsky has defined conceptual 

architecture as ‘architecture [that] follows an abstract 

concept [and] is defined by a categorical, compositional 

will-to-order’, and empirical architectures as ‘an 

architecture that is committed to concrete existing 

conditions related to construction, use or site’.32 When 

reflecting on the idea of empiricism in its philosophical 

context, we may come to the conclusion that the 

latter definition is slightly too narrow. Philosophical 

empiricism states that our knowledge is primarily 

dependent on our sensory experience. As a result, 

we don’t experience the world ‘directly’ or in its 

‘true conceptual purity’; we merely observe it with 

our senses, after which we try to draw conceptual 

conclusions out of our empirical observations to the 

best of our abilities. When applied to architecture, it is 

obvious that architecture is also experienced through 

31

Rapp, 1996:84
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Opposite page

Fig. 4.4: Three ‘ideal’ 

Milanese monuments:

Above

Aldo Rossi, Monumento 

a Sandro Pertini, 1988.

Middle

BBPR, Monumento 

ai Caduti nei Campi di 

Concentramento, 1946.

Below

Giovanni Muzio et al., 

Monumento ai Caduti, 

1929.
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the senses. Most people will interact with a building 

solely through their senses, as opposed to the architect 

who might try to understand the conceptual ideas 

of the building through its abstractions, such as floor 

plans, sections and elevations. Therefore, empirical 

architecture can also be defined as an architecture 

that is concerned with the way in which buildings are 

observed through the senses, instead of merely by its 

conceptual image.

Most works of ‘postmodern’ architectural theory can 

be read, or at least interpreted, as pleas for a more 

circumstantial or empirical way of designing. This is 

likely because they often react to modernist theories 

and town planning efforts, which were often considered 

to be too idealistic and conceptual. In Complexity and 

Contradiction in Architecture, Robert Venturi states that 

he prefers ‘a complex and contradictory architecture 

based on the richness and ambiguity of modern 

experience’ and that he chooses for ‘richness of 

meaning rather than clarity of meaning’.33 This rejection 

of clarity of meaning is an indirect rejection of many 

of modernism’s most revered buildings and theories. 

Furthermore, a rejection of clarity of meaning can be 

interpreted as a rejection of purely conceptual or ideal 

architecture in general. Or, as Venturi states it, ‘the eye 

does not want to be too easily or too quickly satisfied 

in its search for unity within a whole’.34

Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter similarly see no other 

option for the current-day city and its complex political 

reality, than to model it in a sort of ‘bricolage’ 35 or 

collage of both ideal and circumstantial elements. 

For this method, they draw inspiration from the city 

of Rome, which they describe as being a ‘collision of 

palaces, piazze and villas, [an] inextricable fusion of 

35

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:102-103
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imposition and accomodation, [a] highly succesful and 

resilient traffic jam of intentions, an anthology of closed 

compositions and ad hoc stuff in between, which is 

simultaneously a dialectic of ideal types plus a dialectic 

of ideal types with empirical context’.36 According to 

Rowe & Koetter, both the ideal and the circumstantial 

have an important place in modern-day architecture 

and urban planning, and ‘a two-way argument between 

these polar extremes’ 37 is possible and, moreover, 

necessary for its viability.

It is important to note that there is no such thing as 

a purely conceptual building, just as there is no such 

thing as a purely empirical one. Palladio’s Villa Rotonda 

is often described as a conceptual building because of 

its strong geometry and relatively isolated position in 

relation to the surrounding landscape.38 However, the 

building does have a front, a back, and two sides that 

all stand in a different relationship with their context, 

and even forms an ensemble with an access road 

and stable buildings nearby. The terrain on which it 

stands gradually slopes downwards, but not equally 

in all directions, and an irregular wall surrounds the 

premises of the villa, beyond which the countryside 

starts. The view is fantastic; it is also part of the 

building’s ‘ambiente’. In other words, the building is 

tightly connected to its surroundings, or as Rossi states 

with regard to both Villa Malcontenta and Villa Rotonda: 

‘it is precisely their “situation” which conditions our 

understanding’,39 referring to the concept of ‘locus’ 

in architecture. Even the two prototypical ‘extremes’ 

of conceptual and empirical architecture, the Greek 

temple and the primitive hut, are not as pure as they 

might seem. The Greek temple also has a front, a 

back, two sides, surroundings, and is often part of a 

composition of multiple buildings, just as much as the 

36

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:106

37

Rowe & Koetter, 

1978:117

38

Rapp, 1996:81

39
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Villa Rotonda. The primitive hut did not appear out of 

nowhere. It was built by someone who had to construct 

a mental (and thus conceptual) image of the building in 

his or her mind before he or she could actually build it.40

Trying to achieve either purely conceptual or purely 

empirical architecture is therefore doomed to be 

an unsuccesful–because impossible–undertaking. 

Instead, a more fruitful undertaking would be to try 

and find the right balance between the ‘architect’s 

dream of perfection’ of conceptual architecture and the 

‘comfortable imperfection’ of empirical architecture, 

between ‘architecture par excellence’ and ‘architecture 

without architects’.41 Two architects who practised in 

Milan in the mid-twentieth century, Mario Asnago and 

Claudio Vender, seem to have achieved this paradoxical 

harmony. With an architecture that revolved around 

the idea of ‘Regeln und Variationen’,42 they designed 

buildings with a strong conceptual framework (the 

‘rule’), in which certain apparently irrational ‘exceptions’ 

create a second compositional layer. These exceptions 

were in reality not at all irrational but rather based upon 

the sensory experience of the observer of the building. 

This approach led to compositions that are logical 

when seen from the perspective of a pedestrian, 

whereas they appear strange when seen on a floor plan 

or elevation drawing. As Bettini observes, ‘Die “der 

spontanen Empfindung folgende” Projektierung - um 

die Worte von Asnago und Vender zu gebrauchen - und 

die genaue analytische Beobachtung befinden sich in 

einem fruchtbaren Gleichgewicht’.43 A good example 

of this method is the Via Alberico Albricci 10 in Milan, 

which was built by Asnago & Vender in 1955. Bettini 

describes the operation that Asnago & Vender carried 

out on the corner of the otherwise regular building 

block as follows:

40

Brus & Jenniskens, 

2016:17-23

41

Rapp, 1996:81

42

Bettini, 2016

43
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Fig. 4.5: Andrea 

Palladio, Villa Almerico 

Capra ‘La Rotonda’, 

1566-1571.
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Opposite page

Fig. 4.6: Mario Asnago 

& Claudio Vender, Via 

Alberico Albricci 10, 

1956-1958.

‘In der Via A. Albricci 10 wurde die einseitig 

bündige Ausrichtung der Fenster, wie sie bei den 

vorhergehenden Gebäuden […] zu finden war, zwar 

weitergeführt, aber durch die Verschiebung einiger 

Fensterpaare unterbrochen. Betrachtet man das 

Gebäude von der Via Larga aus, erschliesst sich 

der Sinn dieser Anordnung: Die drei von diesem 

Standpunkt aus sichtbaren Fensterachsen definieren 

zusammen mit dem aus den Achsen gerückten 

Fensterpaar eine Figur, die den Standort und die 

Funktion des Hauses als Stirngebäude am Ende der 

Strasse betont. Die beiden Fenster im ersten Stock 

an der zur Piazza Velasca hin gelegenen Fassade 

charakterisieren - zusammen mit dem fehlenden 

Fenster im letzten Stock - diesen leicht abfallenden 

Fassadenteil. Diese leichten Verschiebungen 

verankern das Gebäude in seinem Umfeld und regen 

Auge (und Verstand) an, weitere Verbindungen und 

Unterschiede zu suchen, wodurch ein, wie Maertens 

es definierte, ‘sinnlich aufmerksames Anschauen’ 44 

gefördert wird.’

Ambiguous composition

With all the aforementioned considerations in mind, the 

relationship between ‘ambiguous composition’ and the 

‘ambiguous composite’ can be described as follows: 

while practicing ambiguous composition, ambiguous 

and composite buildings may arise on certain specific 

locations, in order to resolve conflicts between the 

opposing propelling forces of primary elements and/or 

other permanences, mediating and reconciling these 

influences (ch. 1.3, characteristic 1). The characteristics 

of the ambiguous and composite buildings are simply 

a result of the way in which urbanism is practised 

44
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in ambiguous composition. Ambiguous composites 

create spatial sequences, order space, and subordinate 

building mass to the geometry of the space, resulting 

in amorphous building volumes (ch. 1.3, characteristics 

2, 3 and 4). Therefore, this thesis proposes a definition 

of ‘ambiguous composition’ as an urban design practice 

that has the potential of being ‘truly urban’.

The urban and architectural design practice of 

‘ambiguous composition’:

(1) Considers the overall structure of the city and 

its monuments, and resolves conflicts between the 

opposing propelling forces of primary elements and/

or other permanences, if necessary by means of 

ambiguous and composite buildings; (ch. 1)

(2) Considers the context or ‘ambiente’ of the design 

location without becoming submissive to it; (ch. 4.1 

& 6)

(3) Makes design decisions hierarchically, always 

placing public spaces, sequences and other 

interests above private ones. As a result, building 

mass is subordinated to the geometry of the space; 

(ch. 1 & 4.2)

(4) Resolves problems, arising out of this hierarchical 

ordering, through architecture; (ch. 5)

(5) Achieves a good balance between ideal and 

circumstance, between conceptual and empirical 

design. (ch. 4.3)



0 2 4

Via Alberico Albricci 10, east (left) and north (right) facades, fragments.
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opposite page

Fig. B.1: Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio, 

historical photograph 

(date unknown).

Introduction to part B

After the theoretical and case-study based research of 

part A, the second part of this thesis will aim to put the 

collected knowledge into practice by making a design 

that follows the principles for urban and architectural 

design that have been laid out in the first part. One of 

the case studies that has been treated in chapter three, 

the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio, has been characterized as 

a monumental yet spatially ‘unresolved’ location in 

the medieval core of Milan. On this location, multiple 

primary elements have exerted morphological 

influence on the shape of the urban fabric. The Basilica 

di Sant’Ambrogio is the oldest building and the main 

propelling permanence on the square. However, 

because of an unresolved conflict between the various 

influences, the architectural and urban presence of 

the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio is messy, confusing and 

unworthy of the monuments that it houses. In order to 

test the newly defined design method, the design will 

thus aim to resolve this conflict through the design of 

an ambiguous composite on this location, or in other 

words, through the use of ‘ambiguous composition’.

Before this, however, necessary additional research is 

carried out on two subjects. Chapter 5 will examine 

the typical characteristics of corner floor plans and 

illustrate these with a number of Milanese examples. 

The lessons that can be learned from these floor plans 

can also be applied to irregular floor plans in general. In 

the method of ambiguous composition, where building 

mass is subservient to urban space and thus often has 

an amorphous form, floor plans will often be irregularly 

shaped. The concept of poché is important here, as 

the use of poché–on the scale of the room but also on 

the scale of the city–is generally the best way to solve 

these kind of geometric problems. After this, chapter 

6 will explore the context or ‘ambiente’ of the chosen 
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design location. As argued in chapter 4, the ambiente 

of a location is an important aspect in the method of 

ambiguous composition, and thus needs to be properly 

examined. Finally, chapter 7 will present and explain 

the design of an ambiguous composite that has been 

made for the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio.



128

Urban and public space is prioritized in the practice 

of ambiguous composition. The–often amorphous–

ambiguous composite can thus be understood as 

a ‘poché’ or spatial residue of the urban space. As 

Venturi explains, ‘contradiction between inside and 

outside may manifest itself in an unattached lining 

which produces an additional space between the lining 

and the exterior wall’,1 and ‘residual space in between 

dominant spaces with varying degrees of openness 

can occur at the scale of the city’.2 Rowe & Koetter, in 

the same line of reasoning, argue that ‘a building itself 

may become a type of poché, for certain purposes a 

solid assisting the legibility of adjacent spaces’,3 which 

is exactly what happens on an urban scale with an 

ambiguous composite.

Because the ambiguous composite often can be read 

as a poché of the urban space and thus generally has 

a rather amorphous form, the floor plans of ambiguous 

composites are not always logically shaped and 

inventiveness may be required to ‘solve’ these kinds 

of floor plans. The floor plans of these amorphous 

buildings do not necessarily have to be spatially less 

interesting, or less efficient in terms of usable square 

meters, than those of more normally shaped buildings. 

In the best cases, the organisation of the floor plan will 

even allow for additional qualities that would not be 

possible in a rectangular floor plan. Good architecture 

can thus solve difficult building shapes and even use 

them to its advantage.

In terms of floor plan organisation, there is one general 

building typology that regularly deals with odd shapes 

and angles: the corner building. Corner buildings, 

whose shape is generally the result of the angle in 

which two crossing streets meet, exist in all shapes 

The irregular floor plan as a result 
of ambiguous composition

5

1

Venturi, 1966:74

2

Venturi, 1966:78

3

Rowe & Koetter, 
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Fig. 5.1: Emilio 

Lancia, Palazzo 

Matteotti, seen from 

Piazza San Babila
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and sizes. In Milan, urban plans like the Beruto plan 

and the Albertini plan have created a street pattern of 

straight streets and spacious intersections of up to 

eight different streets. The corner buildings on these 

countless intersections occupy a special and very 

visible place in the city’s built fabric. Therefore, based 

on ‘Der Eckgrundriss’,4 this chapter will examine a 

number of Milanese corner buildings and assess their 

specific qualities. It will be argued that many of these 

qualities or solutions can provide valuable lessons for 

the internal organisation of ambiguous and composite 

buildings. The examination of irregular floor plans is 

not exclusive to just corner buildings. A number of 

buildings that are not on a street corner, but that have 

irregular floor plans as a result of other factors, will also 

be examined.

As Mäckler and Sonne state, ‘am Beispiel des 

Eckgrundrisses zeigt sich die unauflösliche Verbindung 

von Städtebau und Architektur: Entstanden aus dem 

architektonischen Problem, auch an den Ecken des 

städtischen Blocks nutzbare Räume anzuordnen, haben 

Architekten über Jahrhunderte vielfältigste Formen 

entwickelt, um eben diesen Räumen eine zusätzliche 

Qualität zu geben’.5 This intimate relationship between 

architecture and urbanism is exactly the ‘raison 

d’être’ of the ambiguous and composite building. An 

ambiguous and composite building can be understood 

as the architectural solution for an urban problem. The 

main difference between a ‘normal’ corner floor plan 

and the ambiguous composite is perhaps that most 

corner buildings in the traditional building blocks of 

the city are a direct result of the shape of the building 

block, while the ambiguous composite is a direct result 

of the shape of the urban space.

5

Mäckler & Sonne, 

2014:6



131

The following paragraphs will examine five important 

characteristics of the corner floor plan, and thus 

of the irregular floor plan, through case studies of 

Milanese buildings. First, the orientation of the public 

and the private, or primary and secondary, rooms of 

a building will be examined. Generally, public rooms 

face the street and thus the liveliness of the urban 

condition.6 Private and secondary functions are usually 

located on the ‘interior’ side of the building, facing a 

private courtyard or garden. Second, the position of 

the staircase in the floor plan will be examined. The 

position of this element is generally decisive for the 

organisation of all the other rooms in the building.7 Third, 

the antechamber will be examined. As a room that is 

generally located close to the staircase, the shape and 

position of the antechamber is of large importance for 

the connections to and between the other rooms. The 

antechamber furthermore provides the opportunity to 

have an entrance sequence that is more than just a 

soulless hallway with doors on each side. Fourth, the 

importance of the corner room will be examined. This 

room usually has the most interesting orientation and 

is thus usually the subject of special treatment.8 Finally, 

the way in which geometric irregularities are solved 

within the irregular floor plan will be examined. Most 

rooms in a building work best when they have regular, 

geometric shapes.9 The concept of poché is especially 

important in solving issues relating to the geometry 

of rooms. As Rowe and Koetter observe, ‘the general 

usefulness of poché […] comes by its ability, as a solid, 

to engage or be engaged by adjacent voids, to act as 

both figure and ground as necessity or circumstance 

might require’.10 Both on the scale of the building and 

the scale of the room, poché can thus act to form 

and logically connect spaces–be it streets, squares, 

courtyards or rooms–in an otherwise illogical whole.

7

Ebbing & Mäckler, 

2014:13

6

Ebbing & Mäckler, 

2014:12

8

Ebbing & Mäckler, 

2014:15

9
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Rino Ferrini, Palazzo 

Ferrini, 1932-1934, 

first to fourth floor.

5.1

11

Ebbing & Mäckler, 

2014:12

The orientation of public and private rooms

The public rooms of a house–like the living room, 

dining room and kitchen–can be seen as an extension 

of the exterior public space and stand in close 

relation to it. In a good floor plan design, interior and 

exterior ‘public spaces’ are closely connected to each 

other, creating lively and socially safe streets and 

squares. As Ebbing states, ‘es besteht also ein enger 

Zusammenhang zwischen der Morphologie der Stadt 

und der Morphologie des Grundrisses’,11 stressing the 

necessary continuity and relationship between inside 

and outside, between architecture and urbanism. In 

the traditional urban block, orientation towards the 

street is thus more important than orientation towards 

the sun. While the public rooms of a house are usually 

oriented towards the urban space, the private rooms–

like bathrooms and bedrooms–need more privacy and 

are thus often located on higher floors and at the back 

side of the house, facing the interior of a building block 

or a courtyard. This general layout creates a smooth 

transition from the public to the private sphere, and is 

inherent in the morphology of the traditional European 

city with its closed building blocks.

Rino Ferrini’s ‘Palazzo Ferinni’ may serve to illustrate 

this general arrangement. This residential building by 

Rino Ferrini, built between 1932 and 1934, is located 

in the Magenta district within the historical centre of 

Milan, between the Castello Sforzesco and the Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio. The corner building, which completes 

a polygonally-shaped and closed building block, 

occupies a special position in the street space and 

towards the intersection it is located at. It has three 

main facades, which are designed differently towards 

each street, taking into consideration the heights of the 
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Mario Asnago & 

Claudio Vender, 

Palazzo Via Daniele 

Manin 33, 1933-1934, 

ground floor (below) 

and first floor (above).
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Caruso & Thomas, 

2015

surrounding buildings. As a result of this, the façade 

facing the intersection become the most monumental 

and imposing one, while the facades along the two 

streets are more subtle and more restrained. The 

street level contains public shops while the upper six 

stories are for residential living. Each level consists 

of eight dwellings, in which the larger public rooms 

are generally oriented towards the street, while the 

smaller private rooms are generally oriented towards 

the courtyard inside the building block. Two exceptions 

are made in this arrangement. One of the apartments 

is located entirely in the interior of the block and thus 

only faces the courtyard. This is probably a result of 

the need for space optimization. The apartment that 

directly faces the square is not oriented towards 

the interior courtyard at all, which is a result of the 

general shape of the corner building with its large 

and prominent volume on the corner that faces the 

square.

Another example of this urban logic can be seen at 

Asnago Vender’s ‘Palazzo Via Manin 33’, which is built 

on a slightly irregular plot at the edge of the Giardini 

Pubblici Indro Montanelli, as part of a closed building 

block near the Piazza della Repubblica.12 Palazzo 

Manin’s rounded corner is the morphological solution 

to the acute angle of the plot. It creates spatial 

continuity and gives equal importance to the two 

roads it faces, Via Iginio Ugo Tarchetti and Via Daniele 

Manin. The eight-storey building’s floor plans are 

organised in two parallel ‘bands:’ the primary living 

spaces are located along the outer perimeter of the 

building and overlook the park, while the service and 

traffic spaces are located at the back, along the inner 

courtyard. Two staircases, one representative and one 

for servants, are located in the inner corner of the 
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Gigiotto Zanini, 

Palazzo Cività, 1932-

1934, first floor.

Note: the scale of this 
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(1:400) from that of all 

the other drawings in 

this chapter (1:250).

0 3 6

15

Ebbing & Mäckler, 

2014:14

14

Garnerone, 2007

building. The first to the fifth floor each contain two 

apartments of equal size, while the sixth and seventh 

floor are entirely occupied by the client’s own home.13

A third and final example can be found at the 

Piazza Eleonora Duse. On the west side of this 

small, secluded, but geometrically surprisingly pure 

square, Gigiotto Zanini’s ‘Palazzo Cività’ finishes a 

composition of four facing palazzo-facades of equal 

dimensions, one on each side of the square.14 The 

main volume of the building is eight storeys high and 

follows the alignment of the square and the adjacent 

Via Tommaso Salvini and Via Pietro Cossa. On the 

inside, the building has three short wings, enclosing 

two courtyards. In the main volume that is adjacent 

to the street and square, the larger public rooms are 

again oriented towards the public space, whereas the 

smaller private rooms face the interior courtyard. An 

exception here is the larger middle wing, in which 

a number of apartments are located that only have 

rooms facing the interior of the building block. This 

‘exception’ is probably the result of a need for space 

optimization on this important and central location in 

the city. The lack of direct connection to the public 

space is compensated by the fact that most of the 

larger rooms of the house face a sizeable garden in 

the inside of the building block. The other two shorter 

wings only contain smaller private rooms such as 

bedrooms and bathrooms.
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and first to third floor 

(above).
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The position of the staircase

The position of the staircase has a large influence on 

the layout of the floor plan, as it forms the starting 

point for the routing through the rest of the building. 

Ebbing observes that ‘ihre lage [ist] nicht nur abhängig 

von der Ausrichtung des Hauses zum öffentlichen und 

privaten Raum oder zu den Himmelsrichtungen, sonder 

zunächst von der Größe und der Anzahl der Wohnungen 

auf einem Geschoss’.15 This is especially true for corner 

floor plans. Staircases are usually located on the 

bisector of the corner floor plan, and can in this position 

give acces to two or three apartments. The staircase 

is usually placed in the inner corner of the building, 

whis is the area of the floor plan where the least light 

enters the building. The rest of the corner floor plan 

can thus be optimized for living spaces with enough 

light and views. Furthermore, according to Ebbing, 

positioning the staircase in the diagonal gives the 

architect ‘die Möglichkeit der räumlichen Inszenierung 

und Ausbildung einer eigenen geometrischen Figur 

und einprägsamen Raumgestalt’.16 This can lead to 

interesting compositions and sequences, as will be 

further discussed in the following two paragraphs 

about the antechamber and the corner room.

Giuseppe Terragni’s ‘Casa Lavezzari’ is a good 

example of a corner building where the staircase is 

positioned right on the bisector, creating a symmetrical 

composition. Casa Lavezzari is located on a trapezium-

shaped corner plot along the Via Luigi Varanini, Via 

Nino Oxilia, and Piazza Morbegno. The floor plan has a 

V-shape as a result of the shape of the plot, and consists 

of two wings, which are connected to one another at 

the narrow side of the trapezium. The main entrance 

of the building is located on this short side, facing 

16

Ebbing & Mäckler, 

2014:14
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Giovanni Muzio, Casa 

dei Giornalisti, 1934-

1936, seventh floor.

Piazza Morbegno, and leads to the main staircase that 

is located in the inner corner of the building, facing 

the small interior courtyard. The staircase leads to two 

apartments on each floor, one on either side. Despite 

the difficult angle of  36°, Terragni has managed to build 

a house on this plot that has a symmetrical composition, 

two logically designed apartments per floor, and a clear 

urban presence towards the Piazza Morbegno.

Another example, on a larger scale, can be found in 

Giovanni Muzio’s ‘Casa dei Giornalisti.’ Again reacting 

to the irregularly-shaped plot, the Casa dei Giornalisti 

possesses a strong volumetric hierarchy: the main 

façade towards Viale Monte Santo is symmetrical, with 

3 square windows on each side of a set of two loggias 

per floor. However, the three square windows on the Via 

Andrea Appiani also create a partial symmetry around 

the bisector of the corner volume, thus giving the 

building two clearly distinguishable symmetries. This 

volumetric composition defines both the main street 

and the corner volume. The 29 apartments of this ‘house 

for journalists’ show a great typological variety in their 

floor plans, as a result of the freedom that the reinforced 

concrete skeleton permitted Muzio. The apartment sizes 

vary between four and twelve rooms, as the freedom 

of interior division is only limited by the fixed positions 

of the staircases, bathrooms and kitchens. A typical 

floor generally consists of four separate apartments, 

which can be enlarged by the connection of additional 

rooms in the adjoining apartment or by combining two 

apartments.17 The two staircases, located at the back of 

the building, allow for this flexible use and changeability 

of the other spaces in the building. The staircase that is 

located in the diagonal furthermore leads to a number 

of interestingly-shaped antechambers, which will be 

discussed in the following paragraph.

17

Burg, 1992:118-119
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5.3 The antechamber as organizing principle

The organisation of the corner floor plan in a way 

that all rooms in the building are easily and logically 

accessed from the staircase, is not always easy 

and can result in unusually long and oddly shaped 

hallways. This can be seen in the aforementioned 

‘Palazzo Ferrini’ or ‘Palazzo Via Daniele Manin 33’. In 

both cases, a lot of square meters are necessary for 

the hallways. These hallways are merely traffic spaces 

and their floor area should thus ideally be reduced to 

a minimum. In an effort to reduce this ‘lost’ traffic 

space, floor plans can also be organized differently. 

Rooms can be connected to each other through 

rooms that function more like antechambers than 

as hallways. These antechambers can have spatial 

qualities in and of themselves, and can thus be an 

addition to the general layout of the floor plan, much 

more than the generally anonymous and dark hallways 

of aforementioned examples. This can be observed in 

the ‘Casa dei Giornalisti’ by Giovanni Muzio. Here, a 

number of interconnected antechambers in different 

shapes and sizes solve the geometric irregularities of 

the corner and connect the different rooms, while at 

the same time creating small but pleasant spaces in 

the more private part of the apartment.

Another example can be found in the ‘Palazzo Sola 

Busca’ by Aldo Andreani, who can rightfully be 

considered a master in the use of these ‘organizing 

antechambers’. The building, consisting of upper-

class apartments,18 occupies a small triangular plot 

and has two entrances: the main entrance is located 

on the corner of the volume, while the smaller side 

entrance faces Via Gabrio Serbelloni. In the interior of 

the upper floors, spaces are organized around an oval 

18

Garnerone, 2007
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antechamber located in the bisector of the volume, 

which directly connects the entrance hall to the most 

important room of the apartment, the corner room. It 

furthermore leads to the service quarters through a 

hallway, and to two other living rooms. Everything in 

the house thus almost literally ‘revolves’ around this 

small organizing antechamber.

Right around the corner, Andreani built ‘Palazzo Fidia’, 

another residential apartment building that has similar 

qualities. This building is also located on a triangular 

plot and forms a triangular ensemble with two adjacent 

freestanding apartment buildings of similar shape and 

size.19 The floor plan shows a strong similarity to that 

of Palazzo Sola Busca, but the building has only one 

main entrance on one of its corners. In the interior of 

the upper floors, spaces are again organized around 

geometrically shaped antechambers, which connect 

to the important rooms of the apartment.

The importance of the corner room

The corner room is almost without exception the most 

valuable room in the corner floor plan.20 If the angle of 

the corner is not right (= 90°) but acute (< 90°) or 

obtuse (> 90°), it is often impossible to make this room 

simply orthogonal. Many different spatial solutions 

are available to solve this geometric ‘problem’, often 

leading to interestingly-shaped rooms. This can for 

example be seen in the aforementioned Palazzo Via 

Daniele Manin 33, Palazzo Cività, Casa dei Giornalisti 

and Palazzo Sola Busca. In all these examples, the 

corner room has a polygonal shape that is symmetrical 

around the bisector. Moreover, as discussed in the 

previous paragraphs, the corner rooms of the Casa 

19

Garnerone, 2007

20

Ebbing & Mäckler, 

2014:15
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Aldo Andreani, 

Palazzo Sola Busca, 

1924-1927, first floor.
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Aldo Andreani, 

Palazzo Fidia, 1929-

1932, third floor.
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dei Giornalisti and Palazzo Sola Busca are connected 

to the rest of the house through geometrically 

shaped antechambers. This leads to a sequence of 

geometrically pure and interesting spaces, solving the 

geometric irregularities of the overall shape of the floor 

plan. Furthermore, in the Palazzo Sola Busca, a diagonal 

enfilade is created that leads from the entrance hall 

to the corner room. This axis of representative rooms 

thus almost literally becomes the organisational 

‘spine’ of the floor plan. A good corner floor plan 

can thus achieve, ‘trotz aller Unregelmäßigkeiten der 

inneren oder äußeren Umgebung […] geometrische 

präzise Zimmer mit einer eigenen Charakteristik’.21 

Aside from the interesting shape that a corner room 

often has, its value is obviously mostly derived from 

its position at the corner of the building and thus its 

orientation towards the public space. It is often ‘das 

einige Zimmer, das Fenster und Ausblicke in zwei 

oder sogar drei Richtungen erlaubt’,22 and can thus 

generally be characterized as the most public room 

of the house. The corner room often has ‘eine ganz 

eigene Atmosphäre, die die angrenzenden Zimmer 

kaum bieten können’,23 and thus gives the corner floor 

plan a spatial quality that is simply unattainable in a 

‘normal’ floor plan.

Besides the examples that are already shortly 

mentioned, Emilio Lancia’s ‘Palazzo Matteotti’ 

can serve to illustrate different spatial solutions 

of the corner room in one and the same building. 

The street that this building is located on, Corso 

Giacomo Matteotti, was inserted into the existing 

street pattern in the 1930s as part of the Albertini 

plan. Palazzo Matteotti was then built to restore 

the building block between this new street and the 

existing Via San Pietro All’Orto, Via Pietro Verri, and 

21

Ebbing & Mäckler, 

2014:16

23
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Via Monte Napoleone. The building actually consists 

of four individual buildings: one on the corner of Corso 

Matteotti and Via San Pietro; one along the Corso 

Matteotti; one on the corner of Corso Matteotti and 

Via Monte Napoleone; and one along the Via Monte 

Napoleone.

The two corner buildings have received a decidedly 

different corner treatment. The corner on Corso 

Matteotti and Via San Pietro is obtuse (112°) and 

the building volume is nearly symmetrical along its 

bisector, making the two intersecting streets equally 

important. A balcony on the third floor wraps around 

the corner of the building, further creating a smooth 

transition between the two streets. Large polygonally-

shaped corner rooms are located on this corner with 

the balcony and are symmetrical along the bisector. 

At the other end of the building, the corner of Corso 

Matteotti and Via Monte Napoleone is sharp (47°), and 

the overall volume creates a strong hierarchy between 

the two streets. The Corso Matteotti is clearly the 

more important street. A tower-like volume follows 

the direction of the Corso Matteotti, emphasizing 

this corner and creating the hierarchy between Corso 

Matteotti and Via Monte Napoleone. In the dwellings 

on this corner, the corner room is rectangular and is 

oriented towards this street. On the fifth and sixth 

floor, where the tower volume rises above the main 

building volume, penthouses are located, in which 

this corner room is also the most important room.24

24
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Emilio Lancia, Palazzo 

Matteotti, 1933-1636, 

second floor, west block.
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Emilio Lancia, Palazzo 
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second floor, east block.
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5.5 Solving geometric irregularities

As discussed above, solving geometric irregularities 

in floor plans revolves around the use of poché. As 

Ebbing states, ‘durch die Kollision von regelmäßigen 

Formen mit einer unregelmäßigen Umgebung 

können Räume entstehen, die nich exakt geometrisch 

oder gleichmäßig sind’.25 Preventing this and thus 

achieving the goal of ‘Regelmäßigkeit der Raumfigur’ 
26 can be done in a number of ways. Walls can be 

made slightly thicker or thinner, which is the most 

‘original’ meaning of the word poché. Furthermore, 

elements like built-in closets or installation shafts 

can be placed strategically to ensure a geometrically 

logical resulting space. On a larger scale, entire 

rooms or parts of the building can serve as a poché. 

Especially secondary rooms like hallways, toilets or 

storage rooms can have an irregular shape and thus 

ensure the regular shape of the primary rooms of the 

building.

Gio Ponti’s ‘Casa Ponti’ is a good example of a floor 

plan that solves the geometric irregularities of the plot 

and the building through the use of poché. The house, 

locted on Via Randaccio, is technically not a corner 

building as it is free standing. However, because of 

the shape of the plot it does face similar issues that 

most corner buildings do. The house has a fan-shaped 

layout, with one concave façade facing the Via Andrea 

Massena, one convex façade at the back side of the plot, 

and two straight facades along the Via Randaccio and 

the Via Eupli. This irregular shape follows the contours 

of the plot, and is the result of the street pattern that 

is part of the Parco Sempione area around the Arco 

della Pace. The internal organization revolves around 

a centrally located oval antechamber on each floor, to 

25
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which the staircases are linked, and through which 

most of the other rooms can be directly accessed. 

The result of this organizing principle is that there are 

hardly any corridors in the building.27 The larger rooms 

of the house are octagonal and regularly-shaped, 

while the smaller rooms and hallways act as poché 

to solve the geometric irregularities and connect all 

the rooms to each other. The main living space, facing 

the Via Andrea Massena, is a corner room. Because 

the building is freestanding, there are mulptiple 

other corner rooms in the building as well. However, 

these are generally not very interestingly shaped and 

do not make optimal use of their orientation in two 

directions; many only have windows in one of the two 

exterior walls.

From the corner building to the ambiguous 
composite

The main aim of both the corner floor plan and 

the aforementioned irregular floor plan that might 

occur in the ambiguous composite is to, ‘trotz aller 

Unregelmäßigkeiten der inneren oder äußeren 

Umgebung geometrisch präzise Zimmer mit 

einer eigenen Charakteristik auszubilden’.28 The 

aforementioned observations and case studies may 

thus aid in dealing with the geometric issues that 

might occur when designing an ambiguous composite 

for the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio. This chapter has not 

presented a ‘research’ in the academical sense, rather 

it has presented the general existing knowledge on 

the corner floor plan and illustrated it with a number 

of Milanese examples. In the design phase, it can thus 

serve as a concrete ‘design tool’ for the design of 

irregular floor plans.

27
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Fig. 5.2: Rino Ferrini, 

Palazzo Ferrini.
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This typomorphological survey of Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio is a means of trying to understand 

the context, or rather the ambiente, of the square 

and its surroundings. It consists of two parts: an 

elaboration on the morphological development of the 

site through detailed historical maps (in addition to 

the the large-scale morphological development as 

analysed in chapter 3.4), and a survey of a number 

of important buildings on the location. There is an 

enormous ‘continuity’ observable in the construction 

of new buildings on and around the square. The 

earliest structure, the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio, dates 

from the fourth century, while a number of important 

additions have been built as recently as the 1950s. 

The location is thus not a ‘dead’ place in the city: 

the monument’s propelling permanence keeps on 

influencing further construction. A general starting 

point for the design that will be elaborated upon in 

chapter 7, is to add something to the existing location, 

while at the same time taking into consideration 

the existing elements already present. As Ernesto 

Rogers puts it, with an implied reference to the idea 

of propelling permanences: ‘constructing a building in 

a setting [ambiente] that is already distinguished by 

other architects’ work places one under an obligation 

to respect the elements that are already present - 

so that one should offer one’s own energy as fresh 

sustenance to perpetuate their vitality’.1

The ambiente of Piazza 
Sant’Ambrogio

6

1

Rogers, 1955:21
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Morphological development

The morphological development of the Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio has already been briefly described using 

a series of historic morphological maps in chapter 

3.4. This paragraph will briefly describe a number of 

important buildings on and around the square in relation 

to their context. This will be done using fragments of a 

number of original and detailed city maps, ranging from 

the sixteenth to the nineteenth century. 

The first building on this location, the Basilica di 

Sant’Ambrogio, was built in the fourth century. During 

the middle ages, the basilica became part of the urban 

fabric within the city walls. A special gate in the city 

wall, the Pusterla di Sant’Ambrogio, connected it to the 

surrounding landscape. Several structures were built 

around and against the building, slowly leading to the 

formation of a square-like space to the north of the 

basilica.

As can be seen on the 1580 map by Giovanni Battist 

Clarici, another church was built nearby in the thirteenth 

century, the Chiesa di San Francesco Grande. It can 

still be seen on the 1783 map by Domenico Cagnoni. 

However, the Chiesa di San Francesco Grande was 

demolished in the nineteenth century to make way for 

the Caserma Garibaldi that still stands on this location 

today. Whereas the 1807 map by the Astronomers of 

Brera still shows the building block of the church and 

the courtyards that are connected to it, on the 1817 

map by Antonio Tua and Gaspare Cagnoni, we see that 

the entire building block has disappeared to make way 

for the Caserma. This building was under construction 

for a long time; its definitive shape can be seen on the 

1873 map by Vallardi.

6.1



157

Fig. 6.1: Giovanni 

Battista Clarici, map of 

Milan, 1580, fragment.

Fig. 6.2: Gabriel 

Bodenergh, map of 

Milan, 1725, fragment.

Fig. 6.3: Domenico 

Cagnoni, map of 

Milan, 1783, fragment.
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In the sixteenth century, cloysters were built at the 

east side of the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio that were 

converted to a university in the 1940s, when Giovanni 

Muzio built a new entrance building for this university 

that faces the square. In the 1920s, a monument to the 

fallen of the first world war was built in the middle of 

the square, also by Giovanni Muzio. During the second 

world war, the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio and a number 

of surrounding buildings were heavily bombed and 

damaged. After the war, the basilica was extensively 

restored, as well as many other buildings. The original 

Canonica, however, was replaced by Ferdinando 

Reggiori’s ‘Palazzina dell’Abate’ in the 1950s. Luigi 

Caccia Dominioni furthermore built the ‘Casa Caccia 

Dominioni’ at the edge of the square, close to the 

Pusterla di Sant’Ambrogio, in the 1950s. This building 

has an important place in the architectural debate of 

post-war Milan. All of these recent twentieth-century 

buildings continued the growth and development 

of the square and its surroundings, and will also be 

analyzed in the following paragraphs.

left

Fig. 6.4: Giovanni 

Muzio et al., 

Monumento ai Caduti, 

1927-1929, fragment.



159

Fig. 6.5: Astronomi di 

Brera, 1807, map of 

Milan, fragment.

Fig. 6.6: Antonio Tua 

& Gaspare Cagnoni, 

map of Milan, 1817, 

fragment.

Fig. 6.7: Vallardi, 

map of Milan, 1873, 

fragment.



160

Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio6.2.1

Architect
Date
Type

unknown
AD 379
church

left

Fig. 6.8: Basilica di 

Sant’Ambrogio, court.

opposite page

Fig. 6.9: Basilica di 

Sant’Ambrogio, frontal 

view.

The Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio was built in AD 379, and 

has been expanded a number of times; its two towers, 

courtyard and numerous altars are later additions. 

During the second world war it was the subject of 

numerous bombings by the allied forces and was 

heavily damaged, but it has been faithfully restored 

afterwards. Even though the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio is 

named after this church, it stands in a rather dubious 

relation to it. Located at the south side of the square, 

the main entrance of the church is directed towards a 

small corner of the square. At the side of the church 

that faces the square, Bramante’s portico is attached to 

its outer wall, creating the first part of a courtyard that 

was never finished. This area is surrounded by a fence 

and is thus not part of the public space.
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above

Fig. 6.10: Basilica di 

Sant’Ambrogio, court.
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Basilica di 

Sant’Ambrogio, 

ground floor.
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Portico Bramantesco6.2.2

Architect
Date
Type

Donato Bramante
1492-1494
portico

left

Fig. 6.11: Portico 

Bramantesco, trunk 

column.

opposite page

Fig. 6.12: The arcades 

of Palazzina dell’Abate 

(left) and Portico 

Bramantesco (right).

opposite page

Fig. 6.13: Portico 

Bramantesco.

The Portico Bramantesco was built against the side of 

the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio in the fifteenth century, by 

Donato Bramante. It is the first part of a courtyard that 

was never finished. However, in the 1950s, Ferdinando 

Reggiorio built the Palazzina dell’Abate and created a 

second side of this courtyard. Bramante’s portico is 

famous for its trunk-shaped columns, four in total, on 

the corners and at both sides of the main portal that 

leads into the Basilica.
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Università Cattolica, courts6.2.3

Architect
Date
Type

Current function

Donato Bramante
1497-1562
cloisters
university

left

Fig. 6.14: Università 

Cattolica, court.

The two courts that Donato Bramante built next to the 

Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio in the fifteenth century were 

originally used as cloisters, but were converted into a 

university in the twentieth century. They are internally 

connected to the church, as well as to a number of 

other buildings that belong to the university. Later 

additions include a chapel to the north side, and a large 

auditorium to the south side. Muzio furthermore built 

a new entrance building to the north side, that also 

connects to the chapel (not visible in the drawing on 

the opposite page) that continues the symmetry axis 

of the courts. This axis runs all the way along the Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio and thus forms an important sight line 

to and from the square.

opposite page

Università Cattolica, 

courts, ground floor.
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Caserma Garibaldi6.2.4

Architect
Date
Type

Current function

Gerolamo Rossi, Giovanni Voghera
1807-1843
military barracks
police offices and logistics

opposite page

Caserma Garibaldi, 

ground floor.

left

Fig. 6.16: Caserma 

Garibaldi, facade 

facing the Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio.

0 7,5 15

The Caserma Garibaldi was built in the nineteenth 

century, by Gerolamo Rossi and Giovanni Voghera. 

Originally built as military barracks, it currently houses 

the roughly similar contemporary function of police 

headquarters. The large structure has two rectangular 

courtyards, and its main facade faces the Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio, forming the complete east side of the 

square. It is located directly opposite the Monumento 

ai Caduti, which is located roughly in the middle of the 

square.
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Monumento ai Caduti6.2.5

Architect
Date
Type

Giovanni Muzio, A. Alpago Novello, T. Buzzi, O. Cabiati
1927-1929
monument

left

Fig. 6.17: Monumento 

ai Caduti.

The Monumento ai Caduti was constructed between 

1927 and 1929 by Giovani Muzio and a number of 

other architects to commemorate the fallen Milanese 

soldiers of the first world war. It is located more or 

less in the middle of the square. The 40-meter high 

octagonal tower is clad with light marble. Around it, a 

rectangular wall of dark granite is constructed. This wall 

makes the location feel more ‘sacred’, but also isolates 

it from the rest of the square.

opposite page

Monumento ai Caduti, 

ground floor.

0 3 6
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Università Cattolica, entrance building6.2.6

Architect
Date
Type

Giovanni Muzio
1927-1949
university

left

Fig. 6.18: Università 

Cattolica entrance 

building, detail.

Giovanni Muzio also built the entrance building to the 

Università Cattolica, that is connected to Bramante’s 

courtyards and creates a strong axis that runs along 

the Piazza di Sant’Ambrogio. It is the most important 

of a number of buildings that Muzio constructed when 

the former cloisters were converted to a university 

complex.

opposite page

Fig. 6.19: Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio. Left: 

Caserma Garibaldi.

Middle: entrance 

building of the 

Università Cattolica 

del Sacro Cuore.

Right: Monumento ai 

Caduti.
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Università Cattolica, 

entrance building, 

main facade.

0 3 6
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Università Cattolica, 

entrance building, 

ground floor.

0 3 6
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Palazzina dell’Abate6.2.7

Architect
Date
Type

Ferdinando Reggiori
1950s
hybrid (museum, archive, offices, residential)

opposite page

Palazzina dell’Abate, 

ground floor and main 

facade.

left

Fig. 6.20: Palazzina 

dell’Abate, portico.

0 3 6

Ferdinando Reggiori built the Palazzina dell’Abate in the 

1950’s, after the original one had been destroyed by the 

heavy bombings of the second world war. It is directly 

connected to Donato Bramante’s portico, and creates 

the second side of a courtyard that was never fully 

finished. The arcade at the back of the building closely 

resembles Bramante’s arcade, however the granite 

columns are square instead of round. The front of the 

building faces the Via Santa Valeria and is adjacent to 

the entrance building of the Università Cattolica. It has 

a nearly symmetrical composition that is only disturbed 

by the placement of windows on the south side, where 

the stairs are located and the windows are thus set 

on a different height. On the second floor, a broad 

colonnade forms a counterpart to the arcade on the 

back side.
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Casa Caccia Dominioni6.2.8

Architect
Date
Type

Luigi Caccia Dominioni
1949-1953
residential

opposite page

Casa Caccia Dominioni, 

ground floor and main 

facade.

left

Fig. 6.21: Casa 

Caccia Dominioni, 

facade facing Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio.

0 3 6

The Casa Caccia Dominioni was built by Luigi Caccia 

Dominioni between 1949 and 1953, to complete a 

building block that had been partly destroyed as a result 

of the bombing of the second world war. It stands on 

the south side of the square, on the corner between 

the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio and the Via San Vittore, and 

faces the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio.
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Design of an ambiguous composite 
for the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio

7

This chapter will aim to put the collected knowledge 

of propelling permanences, ambiguous composites, 

irregular floor plans, and of course the ‘ambiente’ of the 

Piazza Sant’Ambrogio into practice. A design proposal 

is done for this square, that follows the principles for 

urban and architectural design that have been laid out 

in the first part of this thesis. The Piazza Sant’Ambrogio 

has been characterized as a monumental yet spatially 

‘unresolved’ location in chapter three, and its specific 

qualities have been further analyzed in chapter six. In 

order to test the newly defined design method, the 

design will thus aim to resolve this conflict by proposing 

an ambiguous composite for this location, or in other 

words, through the use of ‘ambiguous composition’.

The design starts with large-scale morphological 

considerations about the overall shape of the building, 

which will be schematically shown. The exploration of 

the location started with a critical review of the elements 

that were already present. A number of buildings on and 

around the square have a high historical and architectural 

value, as has been analyzed in chapter six (scheme 1). 

Some buildings, however, were found unimportant or 

even detrimental to the spatial coherence of the square. 

These include a number of small buildings to the north 

of the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio, and the wall that stands 

around the Monumento ai Caduti (scheme 2). The 

proposed ambiguous composite reacts to each important 

element on the square in a specific way morphologically, 

both important streets and buildings (scheme 3A to 

3E). The results of all these specific reactions is the 

rather amorphous ‘basic’ form of the building. Besides 

reacting to all these different elements, it also aims 

to ‘mediate’ the different influences of the propelling 

permanences on the square. In practice this means that 

its form mediates between the gridlike orthogonality 
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of the ensemble Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio -Università 

Cattolica - Caserma Garibaldi, and the curved path of 

the former medieval city wall, which is still present in 

the Via Lanzone that runs to the west side of the Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio. The ambiguous composite also needs 

internal coherence. Therefore, a logical urban sequence, 

connecting the important interior and exterior public 

spaces, is created (scheme 4). Furthermore, the volume 

is adjusted internally so that all parts of the buildings 

have enough light and air (scheme 5). Finally, the building 

is divided into a number of logical parts functionally and 

construction-wise (scheme 6). While still functioning 

as one whole, the building now basically consists of a 

number of small apartment blocks, blocks for student 

accomodation, and a library.

Then, the overall morphological form of the ambiguous 

composite is further elaborated architecturally. This 

is important for this thesis for two main reasons: the 

logical structure of the floor plans and the appearance of 

the public space. Firstly, making all the floor plans of this 

ambiguous composite logical in their layout, forms a sort 

of ‘proof’ for the method of ‘ambiguous composition’. 

As explained in chapters four and five, the form of the 

individual building has a very low hierarchy in ambiguous 

composition. However, through inventiveness and good 

architecture, it should be possible to ‘resolve’ the floor 

plans of such a building satisfactorily.

Secondly, the public appearance of the building is 

architecturally elaborated through elevations, sections, 

facade details and impressions. The form of the public 

space has the highest hierarchy in the method of 

ambiguous composition, and thus the relationship with 

the public space is most important for the design of an 

ambiguous and composite building.
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Schematic design development

Unimportant or ‘bad’ elements

There are a number of buildings and structures 
on the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio that do not resolve, 
or mediate between, the clashing influences 
of the various permanences. They need to be 
removed in order to find a good design solution. 
Furthermore, the wall around the Monumento ai 
Caduti isolates it from the rest of the square, and 
makes it impossible for the building to become 
part of the urban fabric. If the wall is not removed, 
the building will stay an ‘island’ in the middle 
of the square. However, if it is removed, the 
building immediately begins to interact with its 
surroundings.

The main propelling permanence on the Piazza 
Sant’Ambrogio is the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio 
(A). There are a number of buildings and structures 
on the square that follow the influence of its 
propulsion, such as the Portico Bramantesco 
(B), the Università Cattolica (C) and the Caserma 
Garibaldi (C’). There are furthermore a number of 
other important urban structures and buildings 
present, such as the former medieval city wall 
(D & D’), the Via San Vittore ending right in front 
of the basilica (A’), and the Monumento ai Caduti 
(E). Each of these buildings has to be carefully 
considered in the urban design proposal.

Important elements1

2

7.1
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Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio

The main propelling permanence on the square 
currently stands in a rather strange orientation 
towards it. Turned sideways and in between a 
number of unimportant structures, only its two 
towers (1&2) are visible from the largest part of 
the square. To make an urban space, a real ‘Piazza 
Sant’Ambrogio’ in which the focus is mainly on 
the basilica, a small square is created in front of 
it, framing its two towers and ending the long 
and straight Via San Vittore (3), coming from the 
West, in a logical way. This square will be the new 
Piazza Sant’Ambrogio, whereas the other parts of 
the square will be named differently.

3.A

3.B Cortile Bramante

Bramante’s portico (1), famous for its trunk-
shaped columns, is in fact the South side of a 
courtyard that was never completed. In the 
1950s, Ferdinando Reggiori constructed the East 
side of the courtyard when he built the Palazzina 
dell’Abate (2). One of the main objectives of the 
current design proposal is to finish the remaining 
two sides of the courtyard, to finally complete the 
work that Bramante once started. Arcades will 
therefore be built at the North and West side to 
form a rectangular courtyard, and the height of 
the new building volumes around the court will 
match that of the existing two sides.
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Università Cattolica & Caserma Garibaldi

Via Lanzone

To the West, Piazza Sant’Ambrogio is defined by 
the Via Lanzone (1), a street that runs parallel to the 
former Medieval city wall (2). The only remainder 
of the wall in this part of the city is the Pusterla di 
Sant’Ambrogio (3), a former city gate. To the North 
and South of the square, the Via Lanzone is very 
narrow because of its medieval origins. However, 
in front of the Basilica, it would be logical for the 
street to widen and open into a square. Therefore, 
two lines are drawn parrallel to the existing street 
façade, at 12 and 24 meters distance from this 
façade. Via Lanzone will start narrow at the North 
side of the plan, and gradually widen towards the 
South, ending in front of the basilica.

Muzio’s entrance building for the Università 
Cattolica del Sacro Cuore (1), masterfully 
connected to the former convent with its two 
square coutyards (2&3), creates an axis that runs 
along the Caserma Garibaldi (4). The axis will be 
strengthened by adding building volumes to the 
West side of the street, opposite the Caserma. 
Whereas the Caserma Garibaldi currently faces 
the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio in a rather awkward and 
unclear way, it will thus become a monumental 
street façade in the new proposal.

3.C

3.D
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Monumento ai Caduti

Creating a logical urban sequence

The resulting amorphous structure does not 
yet allow for a logical sequence between the 
forecourt of the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio (1), the 
Cortile Bramante (2), and the Via della Caserma 
(3). Therefore, an additional semi-public courtyard 
is added, connecting all the existing and 
newly-formed urban spaces and making them 
accessible from all directions of approach. This 
courtyard, as well as the forecourt of the Basilica 
di Sant’Ambrogio and the Cortile Bramante, will 
be semi-public. This means that they will be 
closed during the night to guarantee the privacy 
and safety of its inhabitants.

In order to resolve the conflicting forces of the 
surrounding primary elements, it is necessary 
to create an urban space for the Monumento ai 
Caduti which interacts with the surrounding urban 
fabric. After an elaborate process of ‘research 
through design’, a very pure octagonal shape is 
chosen, referring to the building itself as well as 
to a wider tradition of octagonal shapes in catholic 
architecture. This octagon is then shifted to create 
a spatial focal point to the North of the building. 
Because of its octagonal shape, it connects the 
Cortile Bramante (1), Via della Caserma (2), and 
Via Lanzone (3), and thus solves the awkward 
45-degree angle between the streets.

3.E

4



189

2

3

1

2

3

1



190

Light and air considerations

Division of the volume into parts

The resulting amorphous volume is divided 
into logical parts that can function as apartment 
buildings or student accommodation. Each part 
is an individual building from a structural point of 
view and in terms of routing, and could in theory 
be constructed separately from the other buildings. 
Each individual building furthermore has a main 
entrance to the public space and, if possible, a 
back entrance to a private or semi-private space. 
Resolving the floor plans of the often triangular 
volumes into logical apartments and student 
complexes is part of the ‘proof’ for the method 
of ‘ambiguous composition’ that is employed to 
create this urban and architectural design proposal.

The Ambiguous Composite will be partly ‘primary 
element’ and partly ‘urban fabric’, and will thus 
consist of both public and private functions. A 
library will be located at the intersection of the 
Via dell Caserma and Via Lanzone (1). The main 
volume of this library (2) will be located largely 
underground, to allow enough light and air for 
the surrounding volumes which will become 
apartment blocks. The south part of the proposal 
consists of housing, both apartment blocks and 
student housing, creating a mix of social classes 
in the area and catering to the need for student 
accommodation. In order to create enough light 
and air, two additional private courtyards (3) are 
projected in the volume, connecting to the semi-
public courtyards.

5

6
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The 4-storey volume 

of student housing 

block B will define 

the square in front 

of the Basilica di 

Sant’Ambrogio more 

clearly.

opposite page, above

opposite page, below

Apartment blocks A1 

and A2 will form an 

ensemble opposite 

the Caserma, framing 

the entrance to the 

Piazza degli Caduti.

4

Hilhorst, 2014:125

3

Heijden & Hovenier, 

2014:73

2

Heijden & Hovenier, 

2014:71

1

Etlin, 1991:329-174

Architectural elaboration7.2

The following paragraphs will present the specific 

architectural elaboration of the proposed ambiguous 

composite. As stated in the introduction, this elaboration 

consists of two main elements: the development 

of logical floor plans to mitigate the ‘weakness’ of 

ambiguous composition–namely its amorphous form 

and resulting irregular floor plans–and the elaboration 

of its ‘public appearance’ or relationship to the public 

space–its most important element.

The ‘basic’ form of the building, that is arrived at after 

a number of morphological considerations that are laid 

out in the previous chapter, is amorphous and rather 

fragmented. Therefore, in its formal appearance, the 

building employs a rather rigid structure for its arcades 

and facade treatment. Stone and brick lesenes and 

mouldings create a strongly tectonic and grid-like layer 

on the facades. This makes the overall image of the 

building reminiscent of the twentieth-century Geometric 

Novecento movement in Milanese architecture,1 of 

which the nearby Università Cattolica entrance building 

by Giovanni Muzio is an important example.2 The 

most obvious precedent–also for Muzio himself–for 

this relatively recent and short-lived movement is the 

sixteenth-century Palazzo della Pilotta in Parma.3

Apart from the similarity to an important historic 

Milanese architectural style, the strong formal 

coherence that is arrived at through the use of this grid-

like structure of lesenes and mouldings serves a more 

important purpose. More than a formal preference, it 

is actually a conscious design tactic that is employed 

to prevent the building from ‘breaking up into its 

constituent parts’.4  The amorphous and fragmented 

overall shape of the building is thus balanced by the 

highly specific, repetitive and rigid form of the facade.



193



194

The main entrance 

of the (largely 

underground) library 

will face a small, 

newly created square 

to the north of the 

project area.

The volumes along 

the Via della Caserma 

strengthen the axis 

of the Università 

Cattolica and frame 

the view of the 

entrance building by 

Giovanni Muzio

The materials of the proposed building refer to those 

of the city of Milan in general, and to the Piazza 

Sant’Ambrogio specifically. The most important building 

on the location, the Basilica di Sant’Ambrogio is a ‘plain 

brick’5 building. The same could be said of Giovanni 

Muzio’s entrance building to the Università Cattolica. 

However, Muzio employed a rather specific tactic with 

regard to the materialization of his buildings. In many of 

his works, the ‘representative’ or primary parts of the 

building are clad with a natural stone like granite, while 

the more ‘utilitary’ or secondary parts are constructed 

in red brickwork. This can be observed in the entrance 

building to the Università Cattolica, where a stone 

portal marks the entrance to the gallery that leads to 

Bramante’s courtyards. In Muzio’s Palazzo dell’Arte in 

Milan, the entrance part of the building is also made 

out of stone, while the rest of the building is clad in 

brickwork. At the Sant’Angelo Monastery and Angelicum, 

also in Milan, the entire building is clad in brickwork, 

but here the nearby Sant’Angelo church functions as 

the stone part of the composition. This general ‘rule’ of 

materialization creates a strong hierarchy: natural stone 

is important and representative, while brick is less 

important and functional. This guideline is also followed 

in the proposed design for the Piazza Sant’Ambrogio. 

In the design method of ambiguous composition, the 

most important or ‘primary’ part of the building is not 

any specific part of the building itself, but the public 

space. Therefore, all facades that face the public space 

are clad in a light granite on ground floor level, while the 

upper parts of the building are clad in brick. Furthermore, 

the ‘entrance pavilion’ to the underground public library 

is completely clad in stone, as it represents a public 

function. This creates a stone plinth with a varying 

height along the volume of the ambiguous composite, 

facing the public space.

5

Maulsby, 2014:50

opposite page, above

opposite page, below
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opposite page

Basic facade system: 

a 4.8 m. stone plinth 

and 3.6 m. brick upper 

floors. The vertical 

grid is, dependent on 

the specific building, 

between 3.3 and 3.7 m. 

(here shown: 3.6 m.).

0 1 2

The facades of the ambiguous composite are all 

modeled on a gridlike pattern with set dimensions: a 

plinth of 4.8 m. and upper floors of 3.6 m. The vertical 

dimensions differ from building to building, dependent 

on the size of the specific volume, and range from 3.3 

to 3.7 m. The ‘square’ 1:1 ratio of the facade system 

is thus not exactly square everywhere. Depending 

on the situation, the facades have been treated in 

either a more ‘ideal’ or a more more ‘circumstantial’ 

manner. Along the stately Via della Caserma, a formal 

facade is created that remains very close to the basic 

facade system. A number of vertically-organized 

french balconies give the facade a subdued rhythm, 

but the whole volume remains monumental, massive 

and solid. Along the curving and more heterogenous 

Via Lanzone, however, the facades of the individual 

buildings are more rhythmic and differ from building to 

building. A number of buildings have vertical patterns 

of balconies, creating a lively rhythm, while others 

have french balconies and a more subdued rhythm. 

This creates a composition along the Via Lanzone that 

is more lively and ‘circumstantial’ than the one along 

Via della Caserma. In this way, it more appropriately 

reacts to the opposite side of the street that consists 

of a heterogenous ensemble of individual buildings. 

At the small Piazzetta di Sant’Ambrogio, the building 

volume frames the view of the towers of the Basilica 

di Sant’Ambrogio. Here, the facade is again formal and 

subdued, so the attention is focused on the Basilica. 

All in all, the building hopes to be ‘a Milanese building 

like so many before it: casually monumental, massive, 

solid, mysterious even and prepared for a long future of 

changing uses, erosion and elegant decay’.6

6

Heijden & Hovenier, 

2014:78
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7.2.1 Situation drawings
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Situation ground floor





First floor
situation
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Project elevations and sections7.2.2
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Via della Caserma
elevation (1/2)

0 10 20
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Via della Caserma
elevation (2/2)

0 10 20
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Via Lanzone
elevation (1/2)

0 10 20
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Via Lanzone
elevation (2/2)

0 10 20
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Library, Piazza degli Caduti, Cortile Bramante, Basilica
section (1/2)

0 10 20



Library, Piazza degli Caduti, Cortile Bramante, Basilica
section (2/2)

0 10 20
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Via Lanzone, student accomodation, Cortile Bramante, Via della Caserma
section (1/2)

0 10 20
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Via Lanzone, student accomodation, Cortile Bramante, Via della Caserma
section (1/2)
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Library7.2.3
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Bottom floor (-10.6 m.)

0 1,5 3



219

Middle floor (-4.2 m.)

0 1,5 3
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0 1,5 3

Ground floor (+0 m.)
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Upper floors (+4.8 & +8.4 m.)

0 1,5 3





Apartment blocks7.2.4
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Apartment block A

ground floor (+0 m.)

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block A

upper floor (+4.8 + 3.6*n m.)

2 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block A

upper floor (+4.8 + 3.6*n m.)

4 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block A

roof (+19.2 m.)

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block B

ground floor (+0 m.)

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block B

upper floor (+4.8 + 3.6*n m.)

3 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block C

ground floor (+0 m.)

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block C 

upper floor (+4.8 + 3.6*n m.)

3 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block D

ground floor (+0 / 1.2 m.)

2 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block D

upper floor (+4.8 & +8.4 m.)

2 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block E

ground floor (+0 / +1.2 m.)

2 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block E

upper floor (+4.8 + 3.6*n m.)

3 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block F

ground floor (+0 m.)

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block F

first floor (+4.8 m.)

2 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block F

second floor (+7.2 / +8.4 m.)

4 apartments

0 1,5 3
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Apartment block F

third & fourth floor (+12.0 & +15.6 m.)

2 apartments

0 1,5 3





Student blocks7.2.5



242

Student block A

ground floor (+0 m.)

4 units

0 1,5 3
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0 1,5 3

Student block A

first floor (+3.6 m.)

6 units
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Student block A

second floor (+7.2 m.)

12 units

0 1,5 3
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Student block B

ground floor (+0/1.2 m.)

15 units

0 1,5 3
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Student block B

first floor (+3.6/4.8 m.)

17 units

0 1,5 3
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Student block B

second floor (+7.2/8.4 m.)

17 units

0 1,5 3



Student block B

roof (+10.8/12.0 m.)

0 1,5 3





Detailed elevations and 
axonometric fragments

7.2.6



Apartment block A
elevation

0 5 10



0 5 10

Library
elevation



Apartment block E
elevation

0 5 10
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Apartment block D
elevation
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Regular window
axonometric fragment
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French balcony
axonometric fragment



266

0 1 2

Balcony
axonometric fragment
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0 1 2

Library atrium
axonometric fragment
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Conclusion8.1

This thesis has aimed to get a grip on the phenomenon 

of the European city in all its multiplicity and complexity 

by closely examining the city of Milan. It has done so 

through the examination of so-called ‘postmodern’ 

theoretical literature by the likes of Aldo Rossi, Colin 

Rowe, Alfred Koetter and Robert Venturi. This has 

led to the closer examination of two concepts, Aldo 

Rossi’s ‘propelling permanence’ and Colin Rowe & 

Alfred Koetter’s ‘ambiguous and composite building’. 

Furthermore, Venturi’s concept of ‘poché’ (which 

was also elaborated upon by Rowe & Koetter) also 

occupies an important place in the overall thesis. All 

these concepts have been examined and placed in the 

context of the city of Milan through both case studies 

and more casual observations. Especially Aldo Rossi’s 

theory of propelling permanences seems to be highly 

applicable to Milan. This is perhaps not a coincidence, 

as Rossi was born and raised in this city and was thus 

undoubtedly highly influenced by it.

The resulting design for an ambiguous and composite 

building in the heart of Milan shows, albeit admittedly 

slightly naive and unrealistic, how even spaces in the 

densely-built inner city can be spatially improved. Rossi’s 

main argument around the concepts of pathological and 

propelling permanences is probably that cities should 

not be considered ‘frozen’ works of art that can not be 

touched anymore. Morphological and typological (in the 

case of this thesis mainly morphological) development 

and improvement should always remain possible, 

especially in places that otherwise risk becoming 

merely tourist attractions, open-air museums that 

are uninhabitable for the regular people (think of that 

other Italian city of Venice for example). It is thus 

a plea for continuity: the continuity of the European 

city, not just on its developing outskirts but also in its 
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inner most core. If the urban history of Milan shows 

us anything, it is that new interventions in the existing 

urban fabric do not necessarily have a deteriorating 

effect. An extremely conservative approach, risking  

‘pathology’ instead of ‘propulsion’, is not a prerequisite 

for a respectful development of the city. Interventions 

such as the Foro Bonaparte, Via Dante, Piazza della 

Scala, Piazza del Duomo, and even arguably the Piazza 

Armando Diaz and Piazza San Babila, have made Milan 

and its monuments more structured and legible.

A critical note on the proposed design is, however, 

also necessary. The formulated design method of 

‘ambiguous composition’ is ambitious but perhaps also 

slightly naive. It courageously gives the public space 

priority, sacrificing the private space. This is justifiable 

to a degree, but obviously there should always be a 

healthy balance between the two. By choosing public 

space over private space so clearly, making the latter 

qualitatively acceptable has proven to be a difficult 

undertaking. When closely looking at the floor plans 

of the different apartments blocks that have been 

‘squeezed’ in the predetermined building volumes, 

the difficulties that have arose may become clear. 

Nevertheless, this complete reversal of the modernist 

doctrine of designing has been an interesting and 

valuable experiment. Concluding, it could thus be 

stated that, similarly to the balance between ideal and 

circumstial, or between the context of a building and 

its autonomy, the needs of the private and the public 

space should always be carefully balanced.

Daan Jenniskens, 2017
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Scale models8.6

Four scale models have been made to physically 

represent (fragments of) the proposed design. The 

scale of the models ranges from 1:10 (brick detail), 1:50 

(facade), 1:200 (building) to 1:1.000 (situation); their 

level of detail varies accordingly. Together, these four 

models can give the observer a more or less complete 

image of the building, both in detail and on the level 

of the overall building structure and its relation to the 

urban context.
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