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Giovanni Battista Piranesi, Ichnographia Campi Martii

is, 1762 (detail)

antiquae urbi
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The In-Between and the Porticus

The porticus, commonly referred to as
arcade, colonnade or gallery is a prevailing
architectural device in Rome and perhaps the most
prominent building typology expressed in Piranesi’'s
Ichnographia. This device will allow for a better
understanding of the individual’ s engagement with

city-depth in the public realm.

The portico is a public space of excellence
that serves as shelter from wet or hot conditions
but it also serves as a connector or gateway form
one space to another . Moreover, it represents
the most basic and primitive way of framing in art
history. Through its commonly expressed arches, it
presents the subject with a selective scene, defining
an interior and exterior. The frame conceals what is
behind it, introducing a limitation in vision allowing

for the mind to take over.

Vision is that which becomes visible of the

invisible. (Wallis de Vries 2014, 38)

The multiplication of this linear device
creates a matrix of frames, introducing the notion
of depth. This engages the viewer in a three-
dimensional space instead of a two-dimensional
plane. For this reason the porticus is both inviting
and intriguing; stimulating the mind to envision and
the body to react. The static individual is solicited to
become a participant in the discovery of the spatial
sphere that lies at the limitation of vision. Moreover,
the in-between space symbolizes the intersection of

visibility and invisibility, the tangible and the elusive.
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These earlier models explore the relationship between portico and spatial
sequence.
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For many arts the frame is a crucial instrument
to separate the real from the imaginary . ts
function is to select a view, its event to kindle the
imagination (...) The effect of framing is visual,
but as my eye is led to move into space, my
body starts wandering with all my senses awake.
(Wallis de Vries 2014, 35-174)

Friedrich Nietzsche in Die Frohlichen

Wissenschaft states that the arcade allows one to

‘walk in one’s own thought’. (W allis de Vries 2014,
79)

The collages express the manipulation of the arch into the
portico, generating different spatial configurations.
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The Room and the Element

The room is understood as the totality of
rooms that make for the interior . It represents the
confines that frame experience and immersion. Its
walls protect the heart of the event and frame the

individual’s escape.

The purpose of ‘the interior ’ could be said to be
two fold: the making of environmentally controlled
spaces for human inhabitation; and the definition
of an outside from an inside, whether physical,
legal, or political. The interior in both senses is
the making of a world that is distinct yet related
to an exterior. The interior, then, is its own little
reality, with its own rules, limits, and truths.
(Brennan 2015)

Overbeck, Frigidarium of the Old Baths at Pompeii, 1898
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In the same way that the in-between aspires
to réverie through the invisibility of its structure, the
room does so with its evocative elements. It does
so through the spatial confines that frame the purity
of elements such as water, light or sound. One can
argue that a correlation exists between element
and imagination, imagination and escape; therefore
between element and escape. Bachelard claims,
“Si les choses mettent en ordre nos idées, les
matiéres élémentaires mettent en ordre nos réves.
Les matiéres élémentaires regoivent et conservent
et exaltent nos réves (Bachelard 1956, 182).”
Interestingly enough, “escapism has a somewhat
negative meaning because of the common notion
that what one escapes from is reality and what one
escapes to is fantasy” (T uan 1998, 22). However ,
fantasy is rooted in reality manifested through
one’s imagination, and imagination is the vehicle
for escape. Yi-Fu Tuan goes as far to say that

“imagination is our unique way of escaping” (113).

The image of the courtyard in Fellini’ s
Satyricon comes to mind as it represents the
possibility of escape while addressing the issues of
city density and intensity.

Density and intensity require architecture. And

that is where the concept of archescape comes

in — a vision of an architectural landscape that

frames urban escape. (Wallis de Vries 2014, 163)

The following chapter introduces the
historical and geographical context of the project
along with the dense con figuration of the block

where the intervention occurs.



CHAPTER 5: A HISTORY OF WALLS
AND GATES

The Ghetto and its Origins

The ghetto of Rome was built during the mid-
sixteenth century by the Popes architect of that time,
Sallustio Peruzzi. The ghetto was essentially an
enclosed neighborhood made up of walls and gates.
At the end of the century the ghetto developed along
Via Fiumara, framed by the Tiber river and Via Rua,
cornered by the Portico d’Ottavia. According to the
museum exhibition at the Tempio Maggiore di Roma
it was only in 1848 that Pius IX took down the walls
and by 1870 the ghetto was dismantled as Rome
joined the Kingdom of Italy . The Synagogue was
constructed shortly after and the Jews were granted

citizenship.
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lllustrative map of the former ghetto purchased in a local souvenir shop.
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lllustrative map of the current area of Sant’ Angelo purchased in a local souvenir shop.



One Block, One Gate

Immediately to the north of the former ghetto
sits the site of the intervention. It is one large city
block in the quarter of Sant’” Angelo. To its north-
west is the Fontana delle Tartarughe located in the
Piazza Mattei. At is opposite face, to north-east is
the inhospitable Piazza Lovatelli leading to the
entrance of a state building. The lower east part of
the block is connected to the Portico d’Ottavia. The
block is surrounded by Via dei Funarito its north, Via
Sant’/Angelo in Pescheria to the east, Via del Portico
d’Ottavia just south, and finally Via di Sant’Ambrogio
to the west. Located right in the middle of the block
is the Chiesa di Sant’ Ambrogio della Massima. This
chruch is swallowed by the block with no visible
entrance from Via Sant’/Angelo in Pescheria and
barely any from Via di Sant’ Ambrogio. The only
access point is through a gate that encloses the
block.
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Discovering the Block

Walking through the streets of Rome | came
to a stop at the Piazza Mattei and took a moment to
admire the fountain of the tortoises. | then walked
along the Via di Sant’ Ambrogio where my path
was re-directed a couple times due to the nature of
the windy street. | was later facing a closed gate in
front of a small courtyard with signs indicating that
trespassing this property line was forbidden. | took
a few steps over to the drinking fountain nearby to
soothe my dehydrated throat from all the walking
| had done to that point. As | stood straight again
| heard barely perceptible chanting coming from a
distance. It did not sound like religious chanting, in
fact it seemed closer to folkloric chants. | walked
back to the gate and stood there trying to locate
the source point. It could of came from anywhere.
However, | returned on my steps where | had noticed

but ignored the open door of a building.

Moving through the doorway | quickly
realized that | was standing in an abandoned
building, observing a barricaded door with heavy
chains and locks inside the main entrance hall. | was
faced with a staircase which | borrowed to get up to
the first floor, only to find another chained door. On
my way from the first to second floor, | could slowly
start to hear the chanting coming back. The second
floor was also locked off. Finally, | made my way to
the third and top floor of the building, flooded by light
coming from a central courtyard surrounded by an

L-shaped corridor. | was genuinely happy to be
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Images supporting the discovery.
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tracking down the voices | had heard. The corridor
brought me closer to the vocal source but once again

| came to a halt due to a smaller steel-caged door.

| waited in the corridor for a few minutes,
listening to the chanting and observing the courtyard
from above. It felt like a privileged moment in this
city in which | wished | had the keys to all doors.
Momentarily, the singing came to an end and people
walked out from where they were signing. | then saw
the last two individuals lock the fence and | walked
up to them asking them about their activity . They
explained that they were a small choir using one of
the rooms as rehearsal space. | then asked about any
other occupants in the building and they answered
that the only other people inhabiting it were a group
of activists fighting against the privatization of water
in Rome. The elements of escape for my intervention

were then confirmed; water and sound.
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CHAPTERG6: THREE INTERVENTIONS:
BETWEEN OLD AND NEW

Site model
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Satellite image of site, base image from Bing maps
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Site plan
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Existing plan of the block



Block analysis of building origins
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Block analysis of building occupation



Before elaborating on any of the three
interventions, an initial design move was made
through the city block creating a narrow street
connecting Via di Sant’” Ambrogio and Via
Sant’/Angelo in Pescheria . Inits current urban
state, the block swallows the church making it
unnoticeable from the street. This allows inhabitants
to walk by the church’ s walls, where one can also
gain access to it. The church is currently a hollow
space devoid of any furniture. Perhaps, one of the
reasons why it is hardly used could be linked to its
scandalous past in mid-nineteenth century . It once
served as annexe to the convent of the Nuns ofSant’
Ambrogio della Massima which is currently occupied
by a group of Benedictine monks. In his publication,
Hubert Wolf elaborates on the activities led by the
Nuns involving sexual abuse and serial poisoning
within the convent, perhaps shining light on the
anonymous character of the church. Consequently,
the idea behind conserving the blank state of the
Church is to raise curiosity about its lack of activity ,
ultimately revealing its past. (It would be possible to
envision occasional cultural events taking place in

this space.)

More importantly, | would argue that this
initial intervention gives another possible route for
inhabitants who which to crossover between Via di
Sant’ Ambrogio and Via Sant’Angelo in Pescheria
without having to pass through the bustling Via de/
Portico d’Ottavia.
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Intervention plan of the block
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View of narrow street created through the first gate, along the
second.
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Proposed condition
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Transition

The In-Between Room - Framing Vision

As mentioned in the earlier chapter ‘The In-
Between and the Porticus’ this first room serves a
gateway between the medieval field and the rooms
we escape to. It is a space made up of a series of
walls. It is “a space of transition where the individual
could regain his social being and the crowd gradually
break(s) down into its individual parts” (Vidler 2011,
43).

This room is based on a grid that responds
to structural elements and openings of the fagades
that enclose the courtyard. The proportions of the
room respond to the arches of the church entrance,
the height of the fountain, and the spacing of the

colonnade to its left.

The diagonal walls set up only one direct
visual link to the existing fountain from the gate. The
walls of the plan are used to fragment the courtyard
space, progressively revealing moments within it.
This encourages one to move through the room
in order to discover what is beyond the concealed
moments in space, a similar experience to navigating
the medieval field. As one gets closer to the fountain,
there is a point where the individual is faced with two
possible trails. One is framed by the entrance to the
bathing room and the other by an opening that leads
to the chanting room. The possibilities of exploration
give the individual freedom to react based on their

own emotional responses to the condition.



Plan for the in-between room
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View from the second gate framing the fountain.
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View from the corridor leading to the chanting room.

55



Immersion

The Bathing Room

This sequence presumes that one was
slightly more compelled by the threshold leading to
the bathing room; a room made up of a series of
rooms. These rooms are placed within the courtyard
that opens up from the last. The experience of the
in-between room is still in ef fect until one reaches

the door leading to the bathing rooms.

Bounded by the monastery and the vacant
building, a former college, the compositional
arrangement of the rooms generates three other
open-air rooms within the courtyard. The first being
the entrance to the bathing room (A), whereas the
second and third are respectively for the monks (B)
and for the occupants of the contiguous building
(C). The trees of the courtyard are replanted to

complement he open-air rooms.

The two spaces adjacent to the main hall
and staircase on the ground floor of the corner
building are integrative parts of the bathing rooms.
The individual walks into the first room enclosed by
the existing walls of the building for changing and
showering purposes. This space transitions to the

vestibule with seating area on both sides leading up

to the first room to reveal water; a warm water basin.
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Plan for the bathing room

20
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The warm bath
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The centralized room receives harsh morning
light infiltrating through the vaulted roof structure
while the afternoon light softly glows into the space.
This bathing room is detached from any existing
structure, connected to two other rooms. The one
at its right is the cold bathing room. The walls of this
room collide with the columns rhythmically-spaced
on the facade of the adjacent monastery . A reveal
between new and old structures allows light to reach
the water. The lifted interior partition wall interacts
with the opening of its exterior wall to allow for light

to glow into the room.

The cold bath



Moving from cold to hot bath, one needs
to pass through the central warm bath, left with
the choice of plunging back in or walking around
the water mass. The hot bathing room is a darker
environment where light simultaneously penetrates
an oculus and softly washes down through its lateral
walls. Under the oculus is a dry platform with a

drinking fountain.

Finally, one’s bathing experience comes to
an end with the steam room. The latter is split in
two intimate rooms by a short corridor that aligns
with another fountain. This fountain connects to
a small basin that extends to the other side of the
existing facade-wall. The basin is expressed as a
small cavity cut-out from the pavement of the street.
Directly above the fountain is a slit that uses a former
opening of the fagade reflecting diffuse light into the

steam room.
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The vestibule, the warm bath and the hot bath (from right to left)
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Resonance

The Chanting Room

In this sequence, the last experiential
room is most likely the first that we perceive as
we circumambulate the block, through sound. The
chanting room is detached from the courtyard’ s
walls; an object in space. Its openings, however, are
framed to create a link between the existing access
points of the surrounding buildings. The wall to the
left of the room was at a certain point in time an
arcade, but is currently a solid wall. The intervention
also includes the carving out of the wall to reveal
only the columns that re-introduces its original state,

an arcade.

The arcade along the chanting room
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Plan for the chanting room
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One dominant trait manifested in Rome is the
sound of the bells of Christianitymaking it impossible
to forget about the geopolitical signi ficance of
the church. While papal power is responsible the
city’s arteries and reforms, as discussed in earlier
chapters, marking its presence on the ground level,
its presence is also enforced above-ground with the

resonating bells.

With an understanding of this oppressive
urban force, the chanting room is simultaneously a
sincere, symbolic and political intervention Although,
we can perceive many alternate sounds in Rome,
they mostly come from the ground level. This room
breaks the resonant monopoly of Christianity on a

higher level and introduces the voice of the people.

At this point it becomes important to de fine
the choir’s type of chanting. The group of singers
are part of a greater choir led by an Italian singer-
songwriter and researcher of ethnomusicology. This
discipline can be summarized as the study of music
in its cultural and social context. The choir’s leader
has taken an active role in this discipline and has
personally recorded the chanting of many citizens
in various ltalian towns asking them to sing about
their daily lives, hardships, etc. The choir rehearses
these recordings (lacking conventional music
structure), preserving a sense of cultural identity
and its transmission for generations to come. It is
in this spirit that the chanting room was envisioned;
a space with the ability to project and transmit the

words reflecting the reality of its own culture.
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The chanting room
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Section cutting through the three courtyards
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Plan isolating the public space of the upper block



Collage framing the outer landscape within the block (view from the first gate)
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION

This thesis reflects on the modern city that
expands outward and the medieval city recomposes
itselfinward. Referring back to Pirennes claim where
the first buildings made by man were essentially
fortresses to secure the city the project uses the pre-
existing walls of the building fagades to protect the
escape. The event is isolated from the socio-political
order of the uncontested city and encourages its
inhabitants to share authentic experience in the
withdrawn layer of the courtyards. Moreover , the
project engages in the depth of the inhabitable city
blurring the boundaries that distinguish public from
private milieux. In this context, one can discover
rooms sunken within the complexity of the city fabric;
engaging with the natural elements that enable us to
take flight.

While the transit lines of the modern city
emphasize circulation, the medieval city celebrates
navigation and exploration. Interestingly enough,
Piranesi’s Ichnographia for the Campo Marzio teats
the city as afield barely representing circulation while
thoroughly exploring variations on the archetype
of the wall. This project contributes to the textural
terrain made of surfaces and boundaries, where the

individual is gradually invested in theflesh of the city.

Finally, this thesis raises critical questions
about the way we inhabit cities where the individual
‘remains alert to the increasing ‘banalisation’ of our

urban environment that preoccupied the situationists
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and (it) continues to provide a political response to the
perceived failures of urban governance” (Coverley
2006, 111). In a way , this reinforces the contrast
between the political territory and the domestic field;
the city read from above and the one lived from the
ground. Furthermore, “the small streets, and hidden
routes over rooftops and through basements and
back alleys used by the resistance activists in Citta
Aperta, are directly opposed to the big boulevards
and piazzas which serve as the city’ s arteries for
the marching Nazi troops with their tanks” (Larmour
and Spencer 2007, 366). However, “only by resisting
the overview can the individual re-restablish the
emotional engagement with his surroundings (...)
For ‘their story begins on the ground level, with
footsteps,” writes de Certeau, and it is here, not up
above, that the history of the city is written” (Coverley
2006, 106)
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