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VERTICAL MONASTERIES / TWO CITIES 

 
1 .- NINE ROOMS 
The majority of our architectural programs can be synthesized, whether public or 
private, in approximately 9 different types of rooms distinguished in terms of 
scale, proportion, materiality, position in space, degree of exposure, etc. These 
rooms are connected by stairs, ramps, and corridors, which occasionally become 
one of the rooms in the list, as it happens in cloisters, patios, or courtyards. 

 
The similarities and differences between the nine rooms, the linkages and levels 
of accessibility, the relation with natural energy sources (the four pre-Aristotelian 
elements: Earth, Sun, Air, Water), and their coordination in 
tectonic-thermodynamic-economical/ecological terms are key to transforming the 
banal into the transcendental experience that we call Architecture. 

 
This self-similarity between different programs (proliferating in almost every 
culture today) has driven many to consider the link between a modest house 
(read primitive hut) and a Palace (read monumental, institutional program). Le 
Corbusier, significantly, was deeply influenced by this belief, which gave him the 
capacity to rethink links with tradition at a higher level of precision and vision than 
the rest of his colleagues at the time. 

 
If we consider that human well-being is a physiological, psychological, or simply 
neuronal issue closely related to environmental parameters and thereby linked 
with thermodynamics; it seems not only legitimate, but necessary, to revise the 
simplicity of the primitive hut narrative through a concentration on the 
self-similarity of architectural types from the simplest to the most complex, from 
the private to the public. This revision, in terms that emphasize the coordination 
and variety (thermal, material, ornamental, tectonic, etc.) of these spaces and 
the techniques and innovative knowledge that facilitates architect’s design of 
spaces congruently and consistently. 

 
The dialectic House-Palace scheme is therefore a way to question our beliefs in 
program, context, character, matter, form, energy, ornament, interior and 
public-private  specificities  from  within  a  perspective  that  is  radically  dual 
-historical and technological- and thereby casts a new light on these categories 
and on our assumptions. 



2 .- VERTICAL MONASTERIES AS MIXED USE PROTOTYPES. 
The commercial literature addressing mixed-use typologies talks about 
resource optimization, urban vegetable gardens, facilities in a shared context, 
etc. These descriptions of the mixed-use hides an economic and segregationist 
logic since it clearly divides urban facilities in those by all desired in our 
neighbourhoods, and the other ones -penitentiaries, mental health clinics, 
hospitals for terminally ill patients, waste plants...- the presence and visibility of 
which are generally rejected as if they were not a basic part of the idealized 
urban ecosystem that literature markets. Skyscrapers and mixed-use programs 
are in their typological childhood, led merely by an economic criteria, having 
understood verticality potentials just in terms of structural principia and primarily 
in relation with North  cold-climate conditions,  and therefore based in the 
modernist HVAC energy model. 

 
Program is a constitutive part of the thermodynamic materiality and an active 
agent for typology conformation. The results of diverse experimental works let us 
think mixed-use as a thermal engine tuned with the contemporary city 
metabolism, proactively testing methods for finding out the appropriate 
topological organization of sources and sinks, crucial as seed for future urban 
alternatives. 
This idea of mixed-use prototypes reminds us of other historical examples, such 
as the many times forgotten typology of the medieval monastery. In it we find that 
a complex live/work program has developed as an efficient topology in close 
relation to nature. This has not adequately been remarked as an integral 
architectonic project. It is known that monk houses had individual gardens in 
many cases, but unfortunately the existing documents attend to other issues, like 
built fabric details. No testimonies remain regarding locus selection, water 
supplies (rivers and streams), pastures for animal breeding, or chosen orientation 
for the different programmatic units that obtain the proper solar radiation and the 
needed for wind protection. 

 
What we can definitely talk about is the shape of the different courtyards, the 
basilica, the nave, and the associated programs -library, cell, refectory, cellar, 
farm-. The nine rooms principle is especially clear in the monastery, making it a 
more interesting typological reference than hotels, communes or cruises, too 
many times proposed. The mutual relationships between these activities and 
rooms make up an outstanding and refined source to rethink the topological 
organization of contemporary mixed-use program, demanding new ideas to 
translate horizontal organizations into a vertical setting with new and different 
thermodynamics performance. To read as a section what was a plan, to think 
about the consequent changes needed to assemble rooms and programs is a 
productive architectural exercise that connects new technical ideas and old 
typological sources. Drafting the appropriate spaces where to attend a balanced 



contemplative and laborious life, a place for a more healthy society, happier if I 
dare say, less obsessed with individualistic wish; in other words collaborative, 
pro-common, more contemporary in the end, shall be the architectural object of 
this project of a new prototype, which will allow all to manage many other only 
apparently secondary issues as code and regulations, methodological design 
sequences, relations among architecture, urban design and landscape, tectonics 
and thermodynamics… 

 
3 .-ARCHITECTURE FOR THE SEARCH FOR KNOWLEDGE. 
No one like Nietzsche glimpsed this ultimate need -and so deeply influenced Le 
Corbusier and Mies van der Rohe- when he stated a program for architecture 
that rises today almost as a mandate. Let's cite now as a conclusion the famous 
aphorism Architecture for the search for knowledge included in The Gay Science: 
“One day, and probably soon, we need some recognition of what above all is 
lacking in our big cities; quiet and wide, expansive places for reflection. Places 
with high, glazed cloisters for rainy or sunny weather where no street-vendor's 
cry or horse-drawn traffic noise can reach, and where good manners would 
prohibit even priests from praying aloud -buildings and sites that would altogether 
give expression to the sublimity of thoughtfulness and of stepping aside-. The 
time is past when church possessed a monopoly on reflection, when the vita 
contemplativa always had to be first of all vita religiosa; and everything built by 
the church gives expression to that idea. I do not see how we could remain 
content with such buildings even if they were stripped of their churchly purposes. 
The language spoken by these buildings is far too rhetorical and unfree, 
reminding us that they are houses of God and ostentatious monuments of some 
supra-worldly intercourse; we who are godless could not think our thoughts in 
such surroundings. We wish to see ourselves translated into stone and plants, 
we want to take walks in ourselves when we stroll around these buildings and 
gardens”. 
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