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Il Gateway Arch di Saarinen valorizzato 
Nicholas Adams

La riqualificazione del Gateway Arch National 
Expansion Memorial, completata nel 2018, 
rappresenta la chiusura di un cerchio. 
Concepito nel 1933 come progetto di 
rinnovamento urbano per sfruttare un’area 
lungo il fiume Mississippi, il sito aveva al 
centro il grande arco alto 192 metri, progettato 
da Eero Saarinen (1910–61), inserito in un 
parco disegnato da Dan Kiley (1912–2004).  
Il National Expansion Memorial (un parco,  
un museo e l’arco in questione), inaugurato  
nel 1968, era dedicato alla visione di Thomas 
Jefferson dell’espansione verso ovest degli Stati 
Uniti. E, in modo appropriato, era delimitato 
da un lato dal fiume e dai binari ferroviari  
e dall’altro dall’Interstate 44 che si estende  
in direzione sud-ovest fino a Wichita Falls,  
in Texas: fiume, strada e ferrovia, elementi 
determinanti nell’espansione verso ovest  
degli Stati Uniti d’America. 

Il National Expansion Memorial è stato  
a lungo un’attrazione turistica popolare.  
I visitatori potevano salire sulla sommità 
dell’arco negli angusti scompartimenti di un 
ascensore su rotaia per ammirare il panorama 
(fino a quasi 50 chilometri di distanza nelle 
belle giornate), e poi visitare il museo 
sotterraneo dedicato alla storia della 
“conquista dell’Ovest”. L’arco di Saarinen  
è diventato l’emblema di St.Louis sfruttato 
dalle autorità cittadine e dalle grandi aziende. 
In tutti i negozi di souvenir della zona si 
possono acquistare T-shirt e portachiavi 
decorati con la sua immagine. Ma il Memorial, 
a cui si accedeva in auto o attraversando due 
orribili ponti pedonali sospesi sopra il traffico 
continuo dell’Interstate e due strade 
secondarie (al livello del parco), è anche  
un classico esempio di cattiva pianificazione 
urbana americana. Con il passare del tempo,  
il sito si è degradato: gli interventi sul 
paesaggio ideati da Kiley non sono mai stati 
portati a termine e il terreno intorno all’arco  
è rimasto soltanto un enorme prato verde.  
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Saarinen. Guardando verso l’alto e cambiando 
angolazione, l’arco sembra fondersi nel cielo, 
come un lungo truciolo di legno (riuscite a 
immaginare qualcosa di più scandinavo?).  
Da lontano appare relativamente statico, una 
catenaria che si staglia sulla pianura; da vicino, 
la forma diventa luce e l’arco si fa evanescente, 
effimero. Sono questi gli effetti che lo studio 
Carpenter Associates ha cercato di ricreare  
a terra nel suo intervento. 

Mentre si scende in curva verso l’ingresso 
del museo, la linea di riferimento naturale 
sembra sollevarsi. Entrando nel museo la forza 
della luce è intensa. Una copertura di vetro 
consente un’ultima visione dell’arco prima  
di oltrepassare la soglia. La luce naturale si 
riversa nell’atrio alto quattro metri e altrove:  
al tramonto i raggi del sole penetrano dentro  
il museo per quasi 38 metri. Gli ascensori e 
una scala monumentale conducono i visitatori 
nella sala principale sette metri più in basso. 
Travi strutturali compongono il soffitto di 
entrambe le sale; le lampade a LED inserite 
all’interno di rivestimenti tubolari metallici 
sono collocate a distanza di quattro travi l’una 
dall’altra. Rivolte verso l’alto, forniscono una 
luce diffusa che ripropone i livelli di quella 
naturale all’esterno. Le travi e la loro 
illuminazione conferiscono al soffitto una 
profondità simile a quella del cielo. In effetti, 
anche questo spazio sotterraneo sembra 
pervaso di luce naturale. Alla fine, dopo aver 
ripercorso la storia dell’espansione verso ovest 
all’interno del museo, si esce in direzione 
dell’Old Court House e ci si trova davanti  
la città di St. Louis, il prodotto urbano di 
quell’espansione.

Gli allestimenti polverosi e statici del museo, 
così come la sua logora narrazione del destino 
dell’uomo bianco, hanno perso ogni attrattiva. 
Non integrato nella città, il National Expansion 
Memorial ha visto declinare il numero di 
visitatori nel corso degli anni e benché l’arco  
di Saarinen sia sublime come sempre, il sito 
nel suo complesso è sopravvissuto senza mai 
aver avuto un’identità propria. 

Nel 2010 il National Parks Service e il 
municipio di St. Louis hanno indetto un 
concorso intitolato “The City + The Arch + The 
River” per la riqualificazione del parco e del 
museo. La vittoria è andata a un team messo 
insieme da Michael van Valkenburgh & 
Associates, che includeva James Carpenter 
Design Associates e Cooper Robertson.  
Ogni studio ha svolto un compito diverso.  
Van Valkenburgh ha recuperato il parco di 
Kiley e con l’aiuto della città e di finanziatori 
privati ha costruito un notevole ponte sopra 
l’Interstate 44, dotato di pannelli 
fonoassorbenti per ridurre il rumore 
dell’autostrada, creando nuovi collegamenti  
tra il parco, l’arco e lo straordinario edificio 
ottocentesco dell’Old Court House. Le strade 
secondarie sono state chiuse. Come per magia, 
l’ampia zona verde realizzata sopra l’autostrada 
e i nuovi interventi paesaggistici hanno 
generato uno spazio urbano vitale, 
paragonabile al rinnovato Millennium Park  
di Chicago e all’High Line di New York. Quasi 
ottocento nuovi platani hanno sostituito i 
frassini morenti piantati lungo i viali nel 1948 
su disegno di Kiley. Van Valkenburg ha 
recuperato il progetto paesaggistico originale  
e ha ampliato il sito. Al posto di un vecchio 
parcheggio sul lato nord che ostruiva la vista 
del fiume è stato realizzato un nuovo anfiteatro 
per concerti, grazie al quale gli abitanti della 
città sono tornati a godere del loro parco. 
Percorsi pedonali e piste ciclabili rendono 
tutto più animato, soprattutto nei 
fine-settimana e nelle calde sere d’estate.

Il nuovo Memorial ha ricongiunto il parco 
alla città, creando spazi per la vita urbana 

collettiva in un contesto che negli ultimi 
quarant’anni ne è stato privo. L’interazione 
vitale tra arco e paesaggio sognata da Saarinen 
e Kiley è stata finalmente realizzata con 
elementi moderni (come il noleggio delle 
biciclette) capaci di attirare i visitatori di oggi. 
L’asse che si estende dall’Arco all’Old Court 
House è irresistibile e il profilo ricurvo di 
marciapiedi e spazi verdi riecheggia la grande 
curva dell’arco sovrastante, la cui ombra si 
sposta lentamente attraverso il parco con il 
passare delle ore. 

La supervisione della trasformazione del 
museo sotterraneo è stata affidata a Cooper 
Robertson. Le sale espositive adesso 
raccontano una nuova versione dell’espansione 
verso ovest, a partire dalla storia naturale e dai 
primi abitanti della regione, come attestato dal 
vicino insediamento urbano di nativi 
americani di Cahokia, risalente al periodo 
compreso tra il 1050 e il 1350. Attraverso le 
installazioni interattive si rivivono le 
esperienze dei primi abitanti e degli immigrati 
europei. Una parte del museo è dedicata 
inoltre alla storia del Gateway Arch di 
Saarinen; particolare risalto è dato al modello 
del 1948 portato sul sito per la prima volta. 

L’elemento cruciale del nuovo progetto, 
quello che collega il parco e il museo, è stato 
creato dallo studio James Carpenter Design 
Associates. Mentre gli interventi sul paesaggio 
potevano essere regolati sul modello fornito  
da Kiley, realizzare la transizione tra parco e 
museo sotterraneo era una questione delicata. 
I progettisti della Carpenter Design Associates 
hanno inciso un arco nel paesaggio facendo  
in modo che l’apice della curva corrispondesse 
con l’ingresso del museo. I visitatori scendono 
lungo il suo perimetro fiancheggiando una 
parete di acciaio inossidabile, che evoca il 
colore dell’arco, ed è leggermente inclinata per 
riflettere il cielo. In questo gioco di altezze, il 
sentiero scende verso il basso, il livello del 
suolo sale e il muro inclinato amplia lo spazio. 

Questo nuovo ingresso è paragonabile a 
uno degli speciali miracoli dell’Arco di 

1
il nuovo ingresso al Gateway 
Arch Museum a Saint Louis

the new entrance of the 
Gateway Arch Museum  
in Saint Louis

2 
veduta dall’alto del nuovo 
ingresso al museo e del nuovo 
collegamento con l’Old Court 
House e la città 

view from above of the new 
entrance to the museum and 
the new connection to the 
Old Courthouse and the city 

Bibliografia
Chiara Baglione, Eero Saarinen, 
Gateway to the West: 1947–1965, 
in «Casabella», n. 850, giugno 
2015, pp. 4-27.
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3, 4
vedute aeree del Gateway Arch 
National Park durante i lavori 
di riqualificazione

aerial views of Gateway Arch 
National Park during the 
renovation

5
sezione sulla Old Court House 
e sul nuovo museo

section through the Old 
Courthouse and the new 
museum

6
pianta del museo alla quota 
del nuovo ingresso 

plan of the museum  
at the new entrance level

7
pianta del museo con il nuovo 
allestimento 

plan of the museum  
with the new exhibits

Michael van Valkenburgh 
Associates + James Carpenter 
Design Associates + Cooper 
Robertson

Museum at the Gateway Arch, 
Gateway Arch National Park, 
St. Louis, Missouri, Stati Uniti

scheda del progetto
landscape architecture e direzione 
del team di progetto

Michael van Valkenburgh 
Associates

progetto del nuovo ingresso  
al museo  

James Carpenter Design 
Associates: James Carpenter 
(principal), Joseph Welker 
(senior design/project 
manager)

team
Richard Kress, Katharine 
McClellan, Garrett Ricciardi, 
Reid Freeman, Stephanie Hui, 
Xavier Schirlin, Allison Wills, 
Chris Pietsch, Duncan White, 
Devin Hines, Walter Shih, 
Rayme Kuniyuki 

architetto del museo	
Cooper Robertson 

architetto locale 	
Trivers Associates 

accessibilità 
Cohen Hilberry Architects 

ingegneria civile	
David Mason & Associates 

strutture 
Alper Audi 

ingegneria del vetro 	
Eckersley O’Callaghan 

illuminazione 
Tillotson Design Associates

impresa
McCarthy, Alpha Paric 

allestimento del museo	
Haley Sharpe Design

proprietario
National Park Service 

committente
Gateway Arch Park 
Foundation

cronologia
2010: concorso
2010–18: progetto  
e realizzazione

localizzazione
11 N 4th St, St. Louis, 
Missouri, Stati Uniti
 

fotografie
Nic Lehoux

James Carpenter

scala 50%

A
LE

X 
M

AC
LE

A
N

A
LE

X 
M

AC
LE

A
N

3

5

7

6

4



48 49casabella 892

8
l’arco progettato da Eero 
Saarinen appena completato, 
prima della creazione del parco 

the arch designed by Eero 
Saarinen when it had just 
been completed, prior to the 
creation of the park 

9
pianta della copertura del nuovo 
ingresso al museo

roof plan of the new museum 
entrance

10
l’arco con il nuovo ingresso  
al museo in una veduta serale 
dall’alto

the arch with the new 
museum entrance in an 
overhead evening view

11
veduta dall’alto del nuovo 
ingresso

view from above of the new 
entrance

12
spaccato assonometrico del 
nuovo ingresso con schemi 
geometrici

axonometric cutaway of the 
new entrance with geometric 
diagrams

James Carpenter

Overall Conical Geometry

Cone with 3 degree angle

Canopy pro	le follows 
cutting plane of landscape

Screen wall

Conic vertical surface 
corresponding to 
entry screenwall

Upper cutting planeConic vertical surface

Lower cutting plane

Resulting Geometry Entry - Axonometric
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13
sezione sull’ingresso  
e sul museo

section through the entrance 
and the museum

14
la nuova hall d’ingresso  
del museo

the new entrance hall  
of the museum

15
la copertura in vetro sopra 
l’ingresso del museo

the glass roof over the 
museum entrance

16
una sala del museo con il nuovo 
allestimento

a room in the museum  
with the new exhibits

17
l’arco quasi completato, durante 
il posizionamento dell’ultimo 
elemento in una cerimonia 
pubblica tenutasi il 28 ottobre 
1965

the arch almost completed, 
during positioning of the last 
segment in a public 
ceremony on 28 October 1965

James Carpenter
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of the distillery, the visitors’ center 
culminates in a tasting platform at the 
top of a drum of reinforced concrete 
that contains a reserve cellar, where the 
“spirit” obtained from the processes of 
refining is stored on wall-mounted 
shelves, with racks on stacked levels, to 
age for a minimum of three years inside 
sherry casks. In this two-story masonry 
structure based on the ancient mega-
lithic brochs of Scotland, the casks are 
stored and displayed in a controlled 
atmosphere and micro-climate, similar 
to those found in traditional dunnage 
warehouses. A circular skylight at the 
center of the ceiling offers a view from 
above of the precious, evocative cellar.   

page 43
Saarinen’s Gateway Arch Improved

Nicholas Adams

With the renovation of the Gateway 
Arch National Expansion Memorial in 
2018, the site has come full circle. 
Conceived in 1933 as an urban renewal 
project to enliven the Mississippi river 
front, at its center was the great 192-me-
ter high catenary arch by Eero Saarinen 
(1910–61) that was to be set within a 
garden designed by Dan Kiley (1912–
2004). The Memorial (a park, a muse-
um, and the Arch), inaugurated in 1968, 
is dedicated to Thomas Jefferson’s 
vision of the westward expansion of the 
United States. Appropriately enough, it 
is framed to one side by the Mississippi 
river and train tracks and to the other 
by Interstate 44 which runs south west 
to Wichita Falls, Texas: river, road and 
rail, essential parts of America’s 
westward expansion.
The Memorial has long been a popular 
tourist attraction. Visitors could ride to 
the top of the Arch in a cramped rocket 
car for the view (30 miles on a good day) 
and there was an underground muse-
um telling the story of the “conquest of 
the west.” Saarinen’s Arch became St. 
Louis’ essential urban sign, exploited 
by city government and big business. 
Gateway T-shirts and key rings are 
available for purchase from the usual 
souvenir stalls. But the Gateway 
Memorial was a classically tragic piece 
of American urban planning with 
access either by car or across a nasty 
pair of pedestrian bridges over the 
pounding traffic of the interstate and 
two park-level secondary roads that had 
to be crossed. In time, the site wore 
down – Kiley’s landscaping had never 
been completed and the ground around 
the arch was just a massive green lawn. 
The museum was no attraction with 
static and dusty displays and an 
old-fashioned narrative around the 
white man’s manifest destiny.  Cut off 
from the city, attendance fell over the 
years and though Saarinen’s Arch 
remained as sublime as ever, the 
Memorial survived thoroughly neu-
tered. 
In 2010 the National Parks Service and 
the city of St. Louis launched a competi-
tion entitled The City + The Arch + The 
River to renovate park and museum. 
The winners, a team assembled by 
Michael van Valkenburgh & Associates 
included James Carpenter Design 
Associates and Cooper Robertson. Each 
had different tasks. Van Valkenburgh 
brought back the Kiley landscape and 
with the help of the city and private 

funding built a substantial bridge 
across Interstate 44. Baffles lowered the 
noise from the highway and the result 
was to open connections between park, 
arch, and the magnificent nineteenth 
Old Court House. The subsidiary roads 
were closed. As if by magic the extend-
ed landscaping over the interstate and 
the new landscaping at the Memorial 
have created an urban space as lively as 
the renovated Millennium Park in 
Chicago or the High Line in New York. 
Some 800 newly planted London plane 
trees have replaced the dying ash trees 
planned by Kiley along the allées in 
1948. Van Valkenburgh has brought 
back the Kiley landscape plan and 
expanded the site. An old parking 
garage on the north side that blocked 
views of the river has been replaced 
with a new concert amphitheater 
attracting local residents back to their 
park. Walkways and bike paths have 
created a bustling environment, 
notably at weekends and on warm 
summer nights. 
The new Memorial has reknit park to 
city and created spaces for collective 
civic life in a city that has been hol-
lowed over the past forty years. The 
energetic interaction of arch and 
landscape dreamed of by Saarinen and 
Kiley has now been realized – with 
modern elements (like bike rentals) to 
make the spaces attractive for today’s 
visitors. The axis from Arch to Old 
Court House is irresistible and curving 
pavements and plantings echo the great 
curve of the Arch overhead; through 
much of the day its shadow moves 
slowly across the landscaped park.
Transformation of the museum under 
the Arch has been overseen by Cooper 
Robertson. Galleries tell a new story of 
westward expansion beginning with 
the natural history and the region’s 
first inhabitants; there is a major 
Indian city dating from 1050–1350 
nearby at Cahokia. Interactive exhibits 
recount the experiences of the first 
inhabitants and European migrants. 
Displays also tell the history of Saarin-
en’s Arch with a focus on the 1948 
model which has been brought on site 
for the first time. 
The critical new piece in the develop-
ment, connecting landscape and 
museum, has been provided by James 
Carpenter Design Associates. While 
Kiley had provided the model for the 
landscape plans, effecting the transi-
tion between park and the under-
ground museum was a delicate matter. 
Carpenter Design Associates have 
incised an arc into the landscape with 
the apex of the curve at the entrance to 
the museum. Visitors descend slowly 
downward around its perimeter flanked 
by a stainless-steel wall comparable in 
color to the Arch. This wall has been 
tilted out gently to reflect the sky. 
Heights shift: as the path descends, the 
ground level rises, and the tilted wall 
extends the space. 
It is an entrance that parallels one of 
the particular miracles of Saarinen’s 
Arch. Looking up, as we shift our angle 
to the Arch, it seems to melt into the 
sky, like a long wood shaving (what 
could be more Scandinavian?). From a 
distance, what appears comparatively 
static, a catenary arch set against the 
plains, up close the arch is evanescent, 
fleeting, as form turns to light. These 
are the effects Carpenter Associates 

have tried capture on the ground. 
As we curl down towards the entrance 
of the museum, the natural datum line 
seems to rise. Crossing into the 
museum the strength of light is 
sustained. A glass canopy allows a final 
view of the Arch before we cross the 
threshold. Daylight spills into the 
four-meter high reception hall and 
beyond; at sunset sun beams can 
extend some 38 meters into the 
museum. Escalators and a monumental 
stair then leads visitors down seven 
meters into a main hall. Structural 
beams form the ceiling for both halls 
with LED lights set within metal 
tubular covers on every fourth beam. 
The lights shine upwards providing a 
diffused light that follows outdoor 
daylight levels. The beams and their 
lighting provide a sky-like depth to the 
ceiling. Effectively, even underground 
we remain in daylight. Ultimately, 
turning back from our exploration of 
the history of westward expansion in 
the museum we exit towards the Old 
Court House and face the city of St. 
Louis, the urban product of that 
expansion.

Bibliografia
Chiara Baglione, “Eero Saarinen, 
“Gateway to the West: 1947–1965,” 
«Casabella», 850, june 2015, pp. 4–27.
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A sounding box for public space

Francesca Serrazanetti

It is hard to get lost in the orderly 
system of streets in the center of 
Merida. Based on an orthogonal layout, 
the city even has street names that 
reflect a rigorous system of numbering: 
even numbers for the north-south axes, 
odd numbers for the east-west. In this 
checkerboard of full and empty parts, 
the houses are grouped in compact 
blocks, opening onto the main square 
between churches and colonial archi-
tecture. While in the green areas of the 
center music and shade attract inhabit-
ants in a few gathering places, the 
buildings enclose the blocks to protect 
internal courtyards and spaces, inside 
the boundaries of gates and old walls. 
The Palacio de la Musica Mexicana 
opened in June in the city center is part 
of this system, at the corner of Calle 59 
and Calle 58. And it also complies with 
a certain sensitivity to the historical 
context in which it stands.
After all, in the activity of the Yucatan 
architects the relationship with the 
architecture of the past is often an 
influential factor. The heritage ranges 
from Mayan archaeological sites to 
buildings of the colonial era, all the way 
to the haciendas that in the 19th 
century punctuated the countryside of 
the peninsula, fostering the henequen 
industry, based on the widespread 
presence in the region of the agave 
plants used for fibers with which to 
make rope and twine. Renovated and 
expanded, at times with a conservative 
approach, at times in a more invasive 
way, to be transformed into museums, 
hotels, private homes or spaces for 
events, these haciendas have been the 
focus of much of the more interesting 
design activity of recent years in this 
region. Even when the construction 
happens from scratch, the architecture 

comes to terms with the colors, 
materials and techniques of this 
heritage. 
The footprint, layout, compositional 
and materic choices of the Palacio de la 
Musica are the result of the collabora-
tion of four firms that have created the 
project (Alejandro Medina, Reyes Ríos + 
Larraín, Javier Muñoz, Quesnel Arqs), in 
dialogue with the criteria set out by the 
Instituto Nacional de Antropología e 
Historia (INAH). 
The building completes the block, 
following the orderly grid of the urban 
layout, closing towards the two streets 
for vehicles and the pedestrian zone 
that border it. On the fourth side it is 
separated from the adjacent Iglesia del 
Jesus de la Tercera Orden, creating a 
new pedestrian corridor with greenery, 
leaving space and the view of the 
17th-century church.
In spite of its compact form, the project 
is guided by the desire to open to the 
city as a new public space: therefore 
what appears to be an introverted block 
opens on the ground level with cuts 
that encourage entry to the plaza 
formed by hollowing out the ground 
floor. A space in continuity with the 
street, sheltered by the overhang of the 
auditorium on the upper level, protect-
ed from summer rains and kept cool by 
cross ventilation.
The result is an urban catalyst that 
comes to terms with what seems to be a 
true challenge for Mexican contempo-
rary architecture: to create safe 
gathering places open to the city, 
capable of generating new centralities.

The massive volumes are lightened by 
slender openings in the two facades on 
the streets with vehicle traffic, and in a 
more forceful way on the pedestrian 
street. A base in limestone blocks 
(typical of the region) is thus config-
ured, with the same material applied to 
the upper part, using smaller blocks of 
the stone. The limestone creates 
chromatic and material continuity with 
the church that borders the project 
area, and with the Catedral de San 
Ildefonso, just two blocks away. 
In the upper portion of the elevations, 
matching the geometry of the stone 
cladding, glass elements have been 
inserted that light up in different colors 
in the night. These otherwise dark 
openings are placed in an order that is 
the architectural translation of the 
notes of a keyboard, reproducing 
fragments of the song “Esta tarde vi 
llover” by the Mexican composer 
Armando Manzanero. Protruding 
slightly from the stone, they create a 
contrast of lights and shadows that 
enliven the facade, linking it to the 
movement of the surrounding build-
ings. The fourth front, facing the green 
corridor, with the foyers and circulation 
spaces behind it, is a transparent 
glazing that faces the masonry texture 
of the church. 
Respecting the context in which it is 
inserted, the building seems to listen to 
the existing historical features of the 
site. Along the axis of the Iglesia de la 
Tercera Orden a void is generated, with 
an organic form: it is the Patio de las 
Cuerdas, open towards the church and 
bordered on the other three sides by a 
curved front composed of metal parts 
that filter the light and allow air to 
enter. Suggesting the form of a stringed 

musical instrument, the patio symboli-
cally becomes the sounding box of the 
building, capable of hosting outdoor 
concerts for 400 people, as the connec-
tion node to the new pedestrian 
corridor. At the same time, it creates a 
visual axis in resonance with the dome 
of the adjacent historic building. 
Around the patio, on the upper levels, 
there are the spaces for the offices and 
archives. They correspond to one third 
of the functional program of the 
building, completed by a museum (that 
occupies the entire area of the base-
ment), the concert hall and a recording 
studio (suspended over the sheltered 
plaza, along the pedestrian street).
The museum has an area of 1200 square 
meters, with a recessed patio that like a 
light well gathers brightness to convey 
it to the main hall. The exhibition 
itinerary narrates the history of 
Mexican music from its origins to the 
present – sacred, public, private, 
traditional, popular, early and modern 
– with interactive displays that include 
videos, holograms and earphones.
The first floor contains the auditorium 
with a seating capacity of 430. In its 
proportions, the hall conforms to the 
constraints imposed by the depth and 
height of the structure, respecting the 
adjacent buildings. A large terrace 
covers the whole building, offering 
panoramic views of the city.
Systematically organizing archetypal 
figures and contemporary require-
ments, the Palacio de la Musica takes 
its place as a new central feature, 
recognizing the historical value of the 
host context. A symbolic sounding box, 
for music and for the public space of 
the city.
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Umberto Bonomo

Contemporary architecture in Chile is go-
ing through a phase of remarkable vitality, 
with works of great originality. The phe-
nomenon still in progress reminds us of 
what happened in the 1990s in countries 
like Portugal, Holland and Spain.

The spotlight on Chilean architecture 
makes us wonder about the reasons be-
hind this exceptional situation. Much has 
been written in this regard, making refer-
ence to various factors like the spectacular 
and particularly photogenic landscape, the 
process of cultural opening after the years 
of dictatorship, from which Chile emerged 
as one of the most competitive countries in 
Latin America, in economic terms, but one 
that was also plagued by social and cultur-
al injustice. What has not be sufficiently 
emphasized is the historical role played by 
the architecture schools in the training of 
generations of architects whose works are 
recognized and admired also beyond the 
national boundaries.

Unlike other countries in the world 
where the teaching of architecture follows 
a theoretical-speculative orientation, in 
Chile architecture is taught by starting with 
practice. Design workshops are the back-
bone of university programs. The more tra-
ditional architecture schools in Chile are 
high in the international rankings and over 
the last 30 years have produced many ar-
chitects of unmistakable talent, including 
Felipe Assadi. 

The department of architecture of Uni-

versidad Finis Terrae, Assadi’s alma mater, 
was formed in 1989, at the end of the dic-
tatorship; its programs were based on the 
pedagogical organization of the Universi-
dad Católica de Chile. In the early years, 
when Assadi was a student there, the fac-
ulty of Finis Terrae brought together –as it 
still does today– the theoretical aspect of 
the instruction with the practical aspects 
of the craft of the architect, precisely 
through workshop courses. Since then, 
this combination has generated very prag-
matic professionals. In the academic and 
then professional exercises, the project 
springs from observation, from the study of 
the places and variables involved in the 
commission, rather than being the result, 
as in other contexts, of a cumulative and 
erudite historical and cultural process. 

The project breaks away from the con-
straints of history and architectural cul-
ture, to focus on the essence of the gener-
ative idea of each proposal. This is a 
specific and explicit condition in the teach-
ing methods of the leading Chilean archi-
tecture schools, and the basis of the edu-
cational system in which Felipe Assadi was 
trained. 

It is not easy to interpret the works of an 
architecture in the central phase of his ca-
reer in a critical sense. The following text, 
then, is simply the outcome of the reflec-
tions of the writer; a sort of collection of 
snapshots scattered on a table, each rep-
resenting a work that has its own meaning, 
its own life. The objective is not to con-
struct a linear history, but to identify points 
of contact and links between one work and 
another, to bring out some of the most sig-
nificant aspects of the output of Felipe As-
sadi in the early years of his career.

Reading the descriptions and the criti-
cal commentary of the works of an archi-
tect, there is often an attempt to superim-
pose and align the result –the constructed 
work– with the disciplinary paradigms on 
which the writer bases his approach. This 
tendency on the part of critics leads to an 
incorrect determinism that expects to find 
consistency between discourse and work, 
without leaving autonomy for either. This is 
particular true for those who know and 
have worked with Felipe Assadi, and are 
thus aware of the fact that the rational, 
crude pragmatism with which he creates, 
implements and explains his projects is 
simply aspect of the complex disciplinary 
tensions implied in being an architect. The 
genuine simplicity with which Felipe ex-
plains his works is based on consideration 
of the project as the synthesis of a series of 
complex problems that are interlocked and 
juxtaposed inside it. 

Formative explorations

One of the tensions has to do with Assadi’s 
ability to explore the themes of an everyday 
character implied by a project. This inter-
est was already evident in his master’s the-
sis at the Pontificia Universidad Católica de 
Chile, for which he decided to conduct an 
experiment titled: “Matriz de emparejami-
ento: reprogramación en la arquitectura de 
la vivienda” (Pairing matrix: reprogram-
ming in the architecture of housing), in 
which he analyzed the causes of the prob-
lem of programming and reprogramming 
the house as essential inhabitable space. 
In this work we see the explicit presence of 
themes like repetition, serial construction, 
prefabrication and transport of a work, re-
prised in an implicit way in the Casa Remo-
ta or in the repeated pavilions of the Hotel 

Awasi in Patagonia, located in an extreme, 
unexplored territory. In these two projects, 
both from 2014, the serial standardization 
of construction is combined with the ex-
ceptional character of the site; a series of 
particular elements like paths, walkways, 
walls and terraces root the work to the ter-
rain, making it unique. 

The time span from 1996 to 1999 in 
the studio of Mathias Klotz is another sig-
nificant moment in the background of Fe-
lipe Assadi, who began as a staffer and 
became a partner of Klotz in the last pro-
jects. This experience had a profound im-
pact on Assadi’s way of working, a particu-
l a r  f o c u s  o n  t h e  p r o b l e m s  o f  t h e 
construction industry and in-depth knowl-
edge of the market and the technical skills 
of the not highly specialized workers in 
Chile. In this period, the young architect 
and recent graduate became convinced of 
the need to find daring constructive solu-
tions with extensive use of fair-face con-
crete. Works designed down to the small-
est details, in which the composition and 
handling of proportions play a fundamental 
role. The project for a fruit stand and Casa 
Schmitz, both in 2002, respond to these 
requirements. In these projects we can see 
the disciplinary rigor learned in Klotz’s stu-
dio: the control of problems related to con-
struction through the pursuit of essential 
solutions using basic technologies, but 
without sacrificing elegance, order and full 
mastery of the final result. 

Assadi-Pulido: programmatic 
explorations 

Starting in 2005 Felipe Assadi formed a 
partnership with Francisca Pulido, as a way 
of acknowledging the important contribu-
tion made by Francisca – his colleague at 
the university and his wife since 2010 – to 
the works in those years. The collaboration 
between the two architects led to an in-
tense period of programmatic research, 
during which the studio was consolidated, 
getting away from the stereotypical pro-
gram of the “beach house” with which – 
like many Chilean architects – they had 
gained a reputation on the international 
scene. In these years the studio Assadi-
Pulido achieved international acclaim, with 
production that was exceptional in terms 
of quantity, quality and diversity. This was 
the phase of projects like the Gen building, 
Casa Deck, Casa en Bahia Azul, Club Rus-
so, just to name a few of the commissions 
completed by the studio. 

The Gen building, in 2010, represents 
an incursion into the real estate market, 
which was transforming the image of San-
tiago. In this case, however, the two archi-
tects introduce an avant-garde technology 
that makes it possible to exploit solar en-
ergy to heat water. The solar panels thus 
become elements with which to construct 
the composition of the northern facade 
(the one with greatest exposure to sun-
light) of the residential building. The east-
ern facade, on the other hand, is clad in the 
same perforated metal sheets used for the 
temporary pavilion Felipe Assadi had de-
signed and built for the Bienal de Arqui-
tectura de Chile in 2008.

On a small scale, Casa Deck is proba-
bly the work that reaches the highest level 
of constructive, material and formal syn-
thesis. Here a wooden platform follows the 
slope of the terrain without touching it, and 
then bends to contain –like a sort of partial 
top– the view of the extraordinary land-
scape. A single gesture to construct an in-
terior that in the attempt to capture the 

outside, establishes a profound relation-
ship with it. Inside, a large programmatic 
block contains the physical plant elements 
and separates the private rooms –bed-
rooms and bathrooms– from the more 
public spaces, without threatening the 
overall sense of fluidity.

Felipe Assadi Arquitectos, 2010-2018

In recent years we can observe a reduction 
in the architectural production of Felipe 
Assadi. From the research experiences of 
the years of study and the scalar, program-
matic explorations of the collaboration 
with Francisca Pulido, he has shifted into a 
phase of deep rethinking of his work. Ex-
amples include the Casa H and Casa 
Manns, both completed in 2018. Perhaps 
the intense commitment of Felipe Assadi 
to teaching at a university level and acting 
as Dean of the Department of Architecture 
at Finis Terrae, has prompted further re-
flections on the processes involved in the 
practice.

Recently Assadi has returned to the 
theme of large vacation houses built along 
the Chilean coast, but this time with a high-
er degree of radicalism regarding forms, 
construction and materials. These houses 
are mostly made with fair-face concrete, 
the factor that constructs the space. In 
Casa H two enormous beams generate a 
totally flat slab inside and free up the in-
habitable space of the house, visually con-
necting it to the horizon line of the Pacific 
Ocean. The Manns house has been con-
ceived like a boat, whose concrete keel 
sinks into the ground to construct inhabit-
able space above it. In both works the 
structural research and the pursuit of for-
mal and aesthetic balance are countered 
by a great spatial tension, obtained 
through daring and totally visible construc-
tive solutions. 

In the two houses the relationship with 
the landscape returns to its dominant role, 
suggesting a romantic state of contempla-
tion. The architecture is inside the land-
scape and establishes a dialogue with it, 
but it is not created for a specific place. 
The works of Felipe Assadi are first of all 
essays on construction, formal experi-
ments, strategies of programmatic distri-
bution that respond to the need to gener-
ate an inhabitable horizontal plane that 
binds to the landscape, digging in and gen-
erating bases, pillars or system of support 
whose objective is to sustain the structure, 
but also to construct a man-made, highly 
expressive landscape.

The design explorations and internal 
tensions of the works discussed above in 
this short essay place the architectural 
output of Felipe Assadi at the center of the 
contemporary international debate. The 
aesthetic parameters challenge localism, 
the rooting in the territory, and use the 
landscape with nonchalance and pragma-
tism to generate indefinite, absolute and 
timeless constructed spaces. 
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