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Div ine  Comedy
Dante  A l i gh ie r i

I n fe r no  :  Canto  I

Ne l  mezzo  de l  cammin  d i  nos t ra  v i ta
mi  r i t rova i  pe r  una  se lva  oscura ,

ché  l a  d i r i t t a  v ia  e ra  smar r i t a .

Ah i  quanto  a  d i r  qua l  e ra  è  cosa  dura
es ta  se l va  se l vagg ia  e  aspra  e  fo r te

che  ne l  pens ie r  r inova  l a  paura !

Tant ’  è  amara  che  poco  è  p iù  mor te ;
ma per  t ra t ta r  de l  ben  ch ’ i ’  v i  t rova i ,
d i rò  de  l ’ a l t re  cose  ch ’ i ’  v ’ho  scor te .

Io  non  so  ben  r id i r  com’  i ’  v ’ i n t ra i ,
t an t ’  e ra  p ien  d i  sonno a  que l  punto

che  la  ve race  v ia  abbandona i .
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Div ine  Comedy
Dante  A l i gh ie r i

I n fe r no  :  Canto  I

M idway  upon the  jou r ney  o f  our  l i f e
I  found myse l f  w i th in  a  fo res t  da rk ,

For  the  s t ra igh t fo rward  pa thway  had  been  los t .

Ah  me!  how hard  a  th ing  i t  i s  to  say
What  was  th i s  fo res t  savage ,  rough ,  and  s te r n ,

Wh ich  in  the  ve ry  thought  renews the  fea r.

So  b i t te r  i s  i t ,  dea th  i s  l i t t l e  more ;
But  o f  the  good to  t rea t ,  wh ich  the re  I  found,

Speak  w i l l  I  o f  the  o ther  th ings  I  saw there .

I  cannot  we l l  repeat  how there  I  en te red ,
So  fu l l  was  I  o f  s lumber  a t  the  moment
In  wh ich  I  had  abandoned the  t rue  way.
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In  the  manner  of  Pope S ix tus  V,  my thes is  reorganizes  a  secu lar  process ion  for  Agnost ics  in  Rome.  Th is 
Agnost ic  p i lgr image serves  as  an  urban des ign redeve lopment  poet ica l ly  symbol iz ing  the  a l ter nat ive 
path  that  Dante  cou ld  have  taken.  My thes is  pro ject  recognizes  the  connect ion  between the  P inc ian 
Hi l l ,  the  P iazza  de l  Popolo  and the  P iazza  de l la  L iber ta  as  a  t r iptych offer ing  a  garden,  space,  and 
p lace .  The garden represents  awe,  the  P iazza  de l  Popolo  space symbol izes  contemplat ion ,  and the 
p lace  serves  myst ic ism.

PROJECT INIT IATION

I n  Canto  I  o f  In fe r no  in  the  poem,  “Comedy,”  in  the  midd le  o f  Dante ’s  jou r ney  in  l i f e ,  he  f inds  h imse l f  los t  in 
a  dark  fo res t ,  and  he  cannot  f i nd  the  s t ra igh t  pa th .  He  does  not  remember  how he  wandered  away  f rom h is 
t rue  pa th  tha t  he  shou ld  have  been  fo l low ing ,  bu t  now is  in  a  fea r fu l  p lace .  He  looks  up  f rom the  va l l ey,  sees 
the  sun  sh in ing  on  the  h i l l top  and  proceeds  to  c l imb towards  the  l igh t .  But  con f ron ta t ion  w i th  a  l eopard , 
l i on ,  and  “she-wo l f ”  d r i ves  Dante  back  down in to  the  darkness  o f  the  va l l ey.

As  Dante  beg ins  to  fee l  hope less  in  h is  un fo r tunate  s i tua t ion ,  a  s t range  f igu re  approaches  h im.  Dante  then 
moves  fo rward ,  seek ing  he lp  f rom i t ,  and  the  f igu re  shows h imse l f  to  be  the  poet ,  h i s  maste r  o f  i nsp i ra t ion , 
V i rg i l .  V i rg i l  i ns t ruc ts  Dante  to  go  another  way  because  o f  the  she-wo l f  and  confesses  tha t  someday,  “a 
marve lous  g reyhound,  whose  food i s  w isdom,  love ,  and  courage ,  w i l l  come f rom the  na t ion  be tween  “Fe l t ro 
and  Fe l t ro , ”  and  save  I ta l y,  chas ing  the  she-wo l f  back  to  He l l . ”  He  then  commands  Dante  to  fo l low h im and 
see  the  hor r ib le  s igh ts  o f  the  damned in  He l l ,  the  hope  o f  those  do ing  penance  in  Purgato ry,  and  i f  he  so  de-
s i res ,  the  rea lm o f  the  b lessed  in  Parad ise .  Dante  read i l y  agrees ,  and  the  two poets  beg in  the i r  long  jou r ney.

U l t imate ly,  i t  was  Dante ’s  consc ious  dec is ion  to  seek  sa lva t ion .  Throughout  the  poem,  Dante  i s  advocat ing 
a  s t r i c t  adherence  to  a  med ieva l  Catho l ic  theo logy.  The  theo logy  ins is ts  tha t  man must  s t r i ve  fo r  r igh teous-
ness  and  mora l i t y.  In  shor t ,  the  cyc le  and  the  da i l y  a f fa i r s  f rom s imp ly  l i v ing  wou ld  g radua l l y  change  a  man 
towards  le tha rgy,  s t ray ing  h im f rom the  s t r i c t  pa ths  o f  mora l i t y,  accord ing  to  Catho l ic i sm.  A  man can  f ind 
h imse l f  i n  the  dark  woods ,  i f  each  o f  h is  thoughts  a re  not  devoted  to  mora l i t y.

Dante  was  sp i r i tua l l y  los t  and had on ly  two opt ions  to  choose  f rom,  seek  sa lvat ion ,  o r  seek  doubt .  H is , 
“Comedy”  leads  h im to  seek  sa lvat ion ,  but  th is  thes is  supposes  the  a l te r nat ive  pathway -  the  path  o f 
doubt .  Ins tead o f  seek ing  sa lvat ion ,  th is  thes is  supposes  Dante  to  cont inue  h is  jour ney  in  the  dark  wood. 
One who fo l lows Dante ’s  a l te r nate  course  wounds up  jo in ing  the  Soc ie ty  o f  the  Preservat ion  o f  Doubt . 
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CLIENT :  SOCIETY OF PRESERVATION OF DOUBT

The  Soc ie ty  o f  P reserva t ion  o f  Doubt  i s  an  in fo rma l ,  ye t  co l l ec t i ve  g roup o f  ind iv idua ls  who have  fa l l en  in to 
the  pecu l ia r  rou te  o f  s t ray ing  away  f rom sa lva t ion .  The i r  des i re  to  in ten t iona l l y  no t  seek  Catho l ic i sm,  nor 
sa lva t ion ,  bu t  ra ther  accept  a  n ih i l i s t i c - l i ke  v iew o f  the  wor ld ’s  s ta tus  leads  them to  a  d i f fe ren t  u l t imatum - 
an  oppor tun i ty  to  red iscover  the i r  own senses .  The  red iscovery  o f  exper ienc ing  the i r  senses  in  a  new l igh t , 
a l lows  fo r  each  ind iv idua l  to  seek  the i r  own pathway,  and  in  do ing  so  -  each  a l low h imse l f  to  reach  a  s ta te 
o f  t ranscendence . 

The  Soc ie ty  o f  P reserva t ion  o f  Doubt  per fo rms in  a  manner  un l i ke  founder  o f  the  Sa lva t ion  Army,  Wi l l i am 
Booth .  Members  o f  the  Soc ie ty  o f  P reserva t ion  o f  Doubt  do  not  p reach  a  gospe l  o f  Jesus  Chr is t  to  the  poor, 
the  homeless ,  the  hungry,  and  the  des t i tu te .  As  the  Soc ie ty  o f  P reserva t ion  o f  Doubt  re f ra ins  f rom preach-
ing ,  adver t i s ing ,  and  conv inc ing  o thers  in to  the i r  o rgan iza t ion  as  the  Sa lva t ion  Army has  h is to r ica l l y  done , 
the re  i s  no  fo rma l  d isagreement  in  the  unders tand ing  o f  doubt  amongst  members  o f  the  o rgan iza t ion  and 

Members  o f  the  Soc ie ty  o f  P reserva t ion  o f  Doubt ,  i ns tead ,  choose  to  focus  the i r  energy  in  reach ing  a  s ta te 
o f  p r i va te  t ranscendence .  Thus ,  the re  i s  no  convent iona l  r i tua l  to  ach ieve  t ranscendence ,  un l i ke  in  the  Abra-
hamic  re l ig ions ,  Chr i s t i an i ty,  Juda ism,  and  Is lam.  And s  o ,  to  reach  a  s ta te  o f  t ranscendence ,  even  as  an 
agnost ic ,  o r  one  who may  ident i f y  as  i r re l ig ious ,  nonre l ig ious ,  o r  n ih i l i s t i c ,  a  convent iona l  manner  has  not 
ye t  been  es tab l i shed . 
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SITE

ROME’S URBAN PLANNING: 
Pope S ix tus  V  was  bor n  a  peasant  on  December  13 ,  1521 .  In  h is  youth ,  he  jo ined  a  F ranc iscan  o rder,  where 
he  d isp layed  h is  ta len ts  as  a  scho la r  and  preacher.  Pope  P ius  V  made h im card ina l  and  u l t imate ly  se rved  as 
Pope .  Pope  S ix tus  rooted  out  cor rupt ion  and  law lessness  across  Rome,  and  i s  known fo r  as  a  s ign i f i can t 
f igu re  o f  the  Counte r  Re fo rmat ion .  He  had  a  fa rs igh ted  u rban  v is ion  fo r  Rome,  t rans fo rming  Rome as  cap i to l 
f rom a  med ieva l  hodgepodge in to  a  Baroque  showplace .

Pope  S ix tus  la id  ou t  a  new s t ree t  p lan  fo r  Rome,  un i t ing  the  seven  p i lg r im churches  and  o ther  ma jo r  s i tes . 
These  ma jo r  s i tes  wou ld  be  punctua ted  by  Egypt ian  obe l i sks ,  tha t  had  been  brought  to  Rome by  pas t  em-
perors  and   He  rehab i l i t a ted  Roman aqueducts  and  wate r  courses  and  dot ted  the  c i t y  w i th  founta ins  tha t 
l a rge ly  su rv ive .  The  resu l t  was  to  improve  l i v ing  s tandards ,  encourage  g rowth  and  brea the  new l i f e  in to  the 
c i t y.  In  par t ,  the  bu i ld ing  c raze  was  d r i ven  by  h is  des i re  to  reasser t  the  power  o f  the  Pope  and  the  ma jes ty  o f 
Rome as  symbo ls  o f  church  s t rength  in  face  o f  the  th rea t  o f  the  Re fo rmat ion is ts .  H is  u rban  p lann ing  ac t ions 
invoked a  sequent ia l  pa thway  fo r  the  p i lg r ims  o f  the  Chr i s t i an  fa i th .

ENTERING ROME:
As one  en te rs  th rough  the  ma in  ga te ,  the  Por to  F lamin io ;  one  has  a l l  o f  Rome spread  be fo re  h im.  One  a r r i ves 
a t  the  P iazza  de l  Popo lo  and  encounte rs  the  t r idente .  on  the  le f t  fo r  the  Qu i r ina le  and  Santa  Mar ia  Magg io re . 
On  cente r  down the  St rada  de l  Corso  to  the  Cap i to l ine  H i l l  (where  the  monument  o f  V ic to r  Emmanue l  I I I  l i es ) 
and  c i t y  cente r.  To  the  r igh t  l i es  the  Campus  Mar t ius  and  Vat ican .  The  P iazza  de l  Popo lo  i s  marked  by  one  o f 
th i r teen  Egypt ian  Obe l i sks  in  Rome,  the  F lamin io  Obe l i sk .  The  seeming ly  ident ica l  churches  o f  Santa  Mar ia 
in  Montesanto  and  Santa  Mar ia  de i  M i raco l i  f l ank  the  cente r  road  to  the  Cap i to l ine .

The  P iazza  de l  Popo lo  i s  a  l a rge  u rban  square .  I t ’s  name means  “Peop le ’s  Square”  bu t  h is to r ica l l y  der i ves 
f rom the  pop la rs  p lan t  genus .  The  p iazza  l i es  ins ide  o f  the  nor the r n  ga te  in  the  Aure l i an  Wa l l s ,  now re fe r red 
to  as  the  Por ta  de l  Popo lo .

PIAZZA DEL POPOLO:
Between 1811 ,  and  1822  a rch i tec t  G iuseppe  Va lad ie r  des igned the  layout  o f  the  P iazza  de l  Popo lo  today.  He 
removed a  founta in  by  G iacomo De l la  Por ta ,  demol i shed  some ins ign i f i can t  bu i ld ings  to  fo rm (2 )  semic i rc les , 
remin iscent  o f  Ber n in i ’s  p lan  fo r  S t .  Pe te r ’s  Square .  Un l i ke  Ber n in i ,  Va lad ie r ’s  P iazza  de l  Popo lo ,  i ncorpo-
ra ted  t rees  as  a  c r i t i ca l  e lement ,  l ead ing  one  up  to  an  over look  f rom the  P inc io  Gardens .

PINCIO GARDEN DESIGN:
Va lad ie r  a l so  des igned the  P inc io  Gardens  fo rming  a  d i rec t  re la t ionsh ip  to  the  P iazza  de l  Popo lo .  The  P in-
c ian  H i l l  o f  Anc ien t  Rome,  over looks  the  space  f rom the  eas t ,  o f fe r ing  a  v iew towards  St .  Pe te r ’s  Bas i l i ca . 
Va lad ie r  e l im ina ted  in fo rma l l y  te r raced  gardens  be long ing  to  the  August in ian  monaste ry.  In  i t s  p lace ,  Va la-
d ie r  des igned a  se r ies  o f  fo rma l  te r races  lead ing  up  to  a  t r ip le -a rched g ro t to  and  u l t imate ly  a  ba lus t raded 
lookout  a t  i t s  summi t .  The  layout  o f  the  bosquets  and  t rees  f l ank  the  open  space  fo rc ing  the  ma in  perspec-
t i ve  west  toward  the  Va t ican .  The  P inc io  (P inc ian  H i l l )  se rves  as  a  l i nk  to  the  Vi l l a  Borghese  gardens .

PIAZZA DELLA L IBERTA:
Piazza  de l l a  L iber ta  i s  a  square  in  the  r ione ,  P ra t i  i n  Rome.  I t  i s  loca ted  on  the  r igh t  bank  o f  T iber  r i ve r 
fac ing  the  P iazza  de l  Popo lo .  F rom i t  l aunches  the  Via  Co la  d i  R ienzo ,  tha t  c rosses  the  r ione  Pra t i  end ing 
in  P iazza  R isorg imento .  The  square  i s  a  rec tangu la r  lo t ,  cons is t ing  o f  two g reen  a reas  w i th  f lowerbeds .  I t  i s 
su r rounded by  centu ry  o ld  t rees ,  ec lec t ic -s ty le  bu i ld ings .  Nearby  monuments  inc lude  the  sacred  aed icu la 
( sma l l  sh r ine )  por t ray ing  the  Vi rg in  w i th  the  Ch i le ,  a  monument  to  the  d ramat is t  P ie t ro  Cossa  and  Casa  De ’ 
Sa lv i ,  as  we l l  as  an  apar tment  house  bu i l t  by  P ie t ro  Asch ie r i  i n  1930 .
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PRESCRIBING PROGRAM

The  home bred  I ta l i ans  res id ing  in  Rome spend the i r  days  work ing  in  ca fes ,  and  the i r  n igh ts  a t  res tauran ts 
en joy ing  aper i t i v i .  The  in te r na t iona l  tour i s ts  v i s i t  Rome fo r  i t s  r i chness  in  h is to r ic  monuments ,  museums, 
a r t  p ieces ,  and  romant ic  l andscapes .  The  re l ig ious ly  subscr ibed  and  a f f i l i a ted  ind iv idua ls  v i s i t  Rome fo r 
i t s  Catho l ic  re l ig ious  power  and  the  a rch i tec tu re  tha t  represents  i t ,  such  as  (bu t  no t  l im i ted  to )  the  seven 
p i lg r image  churches  o f  Rome,  most  no tab ly  the  Bas i l i ca  o f  Sa in t  Pe te r ’s  in  the  Va t ican .  But  what  about  the 
i r re l ig ious?  The  agnost ics  in  Rome? Where  do  they  go?  G iven  a  secu la r  unders tand ing  o f  sacred  space ,  how 
does  one  go  about  des ign ing  a  p lace  fo r  th i s  un ique  g roup in  a  c i t y  dominated  by  900  churches ,  most  o f 
wh ich  represent ing  the  Catho l ic  re l ig ion?  Recogn iz ing  agnost ic i sm as  a  re l ig ion ,  g iven  the  agnost ic ’s  gen-
e ra l  l ack  o f  re l ig ious  r i tua l ,  what  type  o f  r i tua l  wou ld  bes t  se rve  the i r  i n te res ts? 

Th is  thes is  has  an  in te res t  in  awe,  contempla t ion ,  and  myst ic i sm and w i th  regard  to  p rescr ib ing  a  p rogram, 
i t  supposes  tha t  an  a rch i tec tu re  wou ld  resu l t  i n  a  resor t .  Th is  resor t  complex  wou ld  se rve  as  a  re t rea t  fo r 
ind iv idua ls  hop ing  to  avo id  the  Catho l ic  dominance  o f  Rome,  and  produce  a  se r ies  o f  sensory  exper iences 
as  a  med ium to  reach ing  t ranscendence .  The  complex ’s  p rogram wou ld  be  composed o f  a  ho te l ,  s tud ios ,  and 
one  co l lec t i ve  garden .  The  s tud ios  w i l l  o f fe r  spaces  fo r  wr i te rs ,  v i sua l  a r t i s ts ,  mus ic ians ,  cooks ,  and  yoga 
en thus ias ts  to  take  re fuge  in .  Each  ind iv idua l  s tud io  o f fe rs  a  un ique  perspect i ve  and  emphas is  on  advanc-
ing  one ’s  own connect ion  to  a  par t i cu la r  sense :  th ink ing ,  see ing ,  hear ing ,  tas t ing ,  and  fee l ing  respect i ve ly. 

The  p ro jec t ’s  des ign  o f  the  garden ,  space ,  and  p lace  a re  cons idered  in  the  la rger  scope  o f  the  s i te .  Va lad i -
e r ’s  P inc ian  H i l l  se rves  as  the  garden ,  the  P iazza  de l  Popo lo  funct ions  as  the  ma in  space ,  wh i le  the  man-
i fes ted  des ign  rep lac ing  the  P iazza  de l l a  L iber ta  per fo rms as  the  in tended p lace  fo r  th i s  g roup o f  peop le . 

The  p ro jec t  commences  a t  the  P inc ian  H i l l ,  se rv ing  as  a  meander  in  the  Vi l l a  Borghese  gardens ,  a l l ud ing  to 
Canto  I  o f  Dante ’s  In fe r no .  I t  p rogrammat ica l l y  t i es  the  complex  together,  h i s to r ica l l y  l i nks  the  p ro jec t  f rom 
the  t ime  o f  Pope  S ix tus  V  to  Rome today,  and  anchors  the  p ro jec t  as  the  s ta r t ing  po in t  fo r  a  secu la r  p ro-
cess ion  to  the  p ro jec t ’s  p lace .  One ’s  movement  and  sequence  th rough  the  g rea te r  s i te  and  u l t imate ly  to  the 
a rch i tec tu re  a l lows  fo r  the  red iscovery  o f  exper ienc ing  the i r  senses  in  a  new l igh t .  Each  ind iv idua l  seeks  a 
pa th  o f  the i r  own,  and  in  do ing  so  -  a l low themse lves  to  reach  a  s ta te  o f  t ranscendence .

In  rewr i t i ng  the  a l te r na t i ve  pa thway  tha t  Dante  cou ld  have  taken ,  I  reconceptua l i zed  the  cubes  o f  uncer ta in 
doubt  in to  f i ve  s tud ios .

The Cubes  o f  Uncer ta in  Doubt :

F i rs t  Cube  ( I n  Darkness ) :  Mov ie  Theate r

Second Cube ( I n  Den ia l ) :   Cook ing  Stud io

Th i rd  Cube  ( I n  Gr ie f ) :   Yoga  Stud io 

Four th  Cube  ( I n  Thought ) :   Mus ic  S tud io

F i f th  Cube  ( I n  S i l ence ) :  Wr i t i ng  S tud io
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PHENOMENOLOGY OF CONTEMPLATIVE SPACE

Through the  eyes  o f  a  sacred  man,  a  man who assoc ia tes  h imse l f  to  the  p ro fane  wou ld  be l i eve  tha t  our  wor ld 
i s  popu la ted  w i th  unseen  sp i r i tua l  be ing (s ) .  When members  o f  a  g roup tha t  share  s im i la r  idea ls  o r  a t  the  ve ry 
l eas t  in te res ts  regard ing  a  type  o f  the ism meet  -  tha t  i s  when  a  re l ig ion  t ru ly  l i ves  up  to  i t ’s  fu l l  po ten t ia l . 
I f  the  Abrahamic  re l ig ions :  Chr i s t i an i ty,  Juda ism,  and  Is lam cou ld  be  cons idered  and  ca tegor i zed  each  as 
types  o f  re l ig ion  s ince  they  be l i eve  in  the  ex is tence  o f  a  monothe ism,  tha t  be ing  God -  then  the  same shou ld 
app ly  to  agnost ic i sm and ig the ism as  re l ig ions ,  so  long  as  members  o f  tha t  o rgan iza t ion  come together  to 
share  the i r  idea ls .  But  one  must  a lso  ask  a  fundamenta l  ques t ion  regard ing  a  meet ing  fo r  agnost ics  and 
ig the is ts  -  why  wou ld  agnost ics  and  ig the is ts  congregate  and/or  assemble  together  in  the  f i r s t  p lace? 

Ig the is ts  acknowledge  tha t  the  ex is tence  o f  God i s  mean ing less ,  s ince  the  te rm,  “God”  has  no  unambiguous 
de f in i t ion .  Be fo re  an  ig the is t  cou ld  cons ider  a rgu ing  on  God’s  ex is tence ,  a  non-cont rovers ia l  un ive rsa l l y  ac-
cepted  de f in i t ion  o f  god  must  be  accepted .  Convent iona l l y  the  te rm,  “agnost ic i sm”  l i es  in  the  lack  o f  be l i e f 
o f  any th ing  super na tu ra l .  The  ve ry  na tu re  o f  the  te rm,  “agnost ic i sm”  l i es  in  the  spec i f i c  be l i e f  tha t  the  t ru th 
va lues  ce r ta in  c la ims  -  par t i cu la r l y  metaphys ica l  and  re l ig ious  c la ims  such  as  whether  o r  no t  God,  o r  the 
super na tu ra l  ex is t  -  a re  unknown and perhaps  unknowab le .  The  be l i e f  resu l ts  in  no t  pos ing  fo r,  nor  aga ins t 
the ism,  nor  a the ism.  There  seems to  be  no  reason  to  meet  s ince  the  ru les  o f  the  re l ig ion  a re  b lank .  As  Ig -
the is ts  can ’t  acknowledge  the  te rm,  God to  connote  i t s  va r ious  connota t ions  accord ing  to  Chr i s t i ans ,  tha t 
be ing  :  se l f -ex is ten t ,  t ranscendent ,  immanent ,  immutab le ,  e te r na l ,  omn ipresent ,  omn ipotent ,  omn isc ien t , 
i ncorporea l ,  and  one  a l l  s imu l taneous ly  -  the  te rm loses  i t s  fundamenta l  va lue  and  mean ing  in  the  count less 
in te rp re ta t ions  to  the  in i t i a l  un i fo rm mean ing .  God cou ld  be  any th ing  f rom a  d iv ine  power  u rg ing  fo r  Abra-
ham to  k i l l  h i s  son  in  God’s  name to  p rove  h is  be l i e f  i n  h im (Genes is  22 :14 ) ,  to  a  bur n ing  bush  demonst ra t ing 
h is  be ing  th rough  unconvent iona l  manners  to  Moses  (Exodus  3 :6 ) .

The  ve ry  l ack  o f  an  a rch i tec tu ra l  re l ig ious  p resence  fo r  those  who subscr ibe  themse lves  to  ig the ism and 
agnost ic i sm in  the  contemporary  u rban  re l ig ious  landscape  today  poses  the  need fo r  the i r  representa t ion 
in  ways  o ther  than  non-denominat iona l  and  secu la r  spaces .  A rch i tec tu re  has  se rved  s ince  the  Pa leo l i th ic 
t imes ,  and  cont inues  to  se rve  as  a  med ium to  express  a  re la t ionsh ip  be tween  re l ig ion ,  o r  the  search  o f  a 
h igher  super na tu ra l  power  w i th  a  g roup o f  ind iv idua ls  in  m ind .

I  contend i t  i s  v i ta l  to  understand the  ro le  o f  arch i tecture  that  scr ipts  sp i r i tua l  exper iences ,  in  order  to 
ant ic ipate  what  the  impl icat ions  of  such changes wi l l  be  for  those who cons ider  themselves  to  be  i r re-
spect ive  of  re l ig ion  (agnost ics ) .  Fur thermore ,  i t  i s  my content ion  that  th is  movement  must  be  rea l ized 
through an  arch i tectura l  sanctuary  that  is  composed of  a  spat ia l  mani festat ion  in  which  i t  produces a 
un iversa l  set t ing  for  contemplat ion .  
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This  thes is  contends that  arch i tecture  has  the  potent ia l  to  scr ipt  a  hyper  spec i f ic  sp i r i tua l  exper ience 
catered toward both  the  ind iv idua l  and the  co l lect ive .  Arch i tecture  can invoke an  essence of  sp i r i tu-
a l i ty  regard less  of  one ’s  own aff i l ia t ion  towards  re l ig ion .  I t  i s  my content ion  that  there  is  potent ia l  for 
des ign  in  arch i tecture  wi th in  agency  to  per form the  thes is ,  a  contemplat ive  space for  ind iv idua ls  wi th 
or  wi thout  a  re l ig ious  ident i ty.  Arch i tecture  can per form as  a  dev ice  to  invoke a  sense of  sp i r i tua l i ty 
in  ind iv idua ls  that  would  not  cons ider  themselves  ne i ther  re l ig ious ,  nor  sp i r i tua l  -  by  prov id ing  a  p lace
of  awe,  contemplat ion ,  and myst ic ism.

The  symbo l ic  agendas  p rope l l i ng  the  a rch i tec tu re  w i l l  i nev i tab ly  p roduce  a  space  tha t  i s  the  consequence 
o f  a  deep ly  l aye red ,  and  r ich  contex t .  Th is  space  w i l l  se rve  as  a  sacred  marker,  based  exc lus ive ly  on  the 
be l i e f  tha t ,  “our  ident i t i es  a re  re la ted  to  the  sense  o f  be long ing  to  a  p lace  (Marsh ,  Be long ing ) . ”  To  under-
s tand  one ’s  own ident i t y,  one  must  recogn ize  and  cha l lenge  the i r  own assumpt ions  o f  what  i t  means  to  be  in 
a  sacred  space .  Thus ,  the  a rch i tec tu re  w i l l  u l t imate ly  se rve  as  a  h ie rophany,  a  man i fes ta t ion  o f  the  sacred 
(E l i ade ,  The  Sacred  and  the  Pro fane ) .  I t  w i l l  be  a  tabu la  rasa ,  a  c lean  s la te  -  one  tha t  i s  consecra ted  th rough 
the  r i tua l  o f  the  sacred  and  per fo rms to  reach  a  t ranscendent  s ta te  o f  be ing .

The cha l lenge then becomes,  how does one go about  ident i fy ing  an  appropr ia te  secu lar  understanding 
of  the  sacred? And u l t imate ly,  how does one go about  des ign ing  an  arch i tecture  that  invokes  an  es-
sence of  sp i r i tua l i ty  for  ind iv idua ls  who don’t  a ff i l ia te  themselves  wi th  re l ig ion?

For  the  purpose  o f  th i s  thes is ,  I  w i l l  on ly  seek  to  cons ider  the  perspect i ve  o f  the  te rms:  re l ig ion ,  agnos-
t ic i sm,  and  ig the ism f rom the  Weste r n  wor ld  and  i t s  in te rp re ta t ions  o f  the  sacred ,  sp i r i tua l ,  and  pro fane . 
The  a rch i tec tu ra l  ca ta logue  and  case  s tud ies  se r ies  conta ined  w i th in  th is  thes is  document  were  ca re fu l l y 
se lec ted  on  a  bas is  o f  spec i f i c  e lements  tha t  when  synchron ized  together  in  the  fo rm o f  a rch i tec tu re  -  p ro-
duce  spaces  tha t  inc i te  an  essence  o f  sp i r i tua l i t y.  The  fo l low ing  a rch i tec tu ra l  sub jec ts  re fe renced inc lude 
a  va r ie ty  o f  the  fo l low ing  e lements .  Th is  c r i te r ia  fo r  ob jec t i ve  ana lys is  inc ludes  the  fo l low ing  e lements : 
p ropor t ion ,  geomet ry,  symmet ry  /  asymmet ry,  ax ia l i t y,  cen te r ing  /  recente r ing ,  sequence  /  movement ,  l i gh t , 
sound,  thea t r ica l  p resenta t ion  /  s tage-se t t ing ,  s t ruc tu re ,  rhy thm,  and  sub jec t i ve  /  pe rsona l  observa t ion .  The 
t rea tment  o f  these  e lements  p roduce  a rch i tec tu ra l  dev ices  un ique  to  each  p ro jec t  w i th  respect  to  h is to ry, 
contex t ,  fo rm,  and  per fo rmance  on  the  ind iv idua l  exper ienc ing  the  a rch i tec tu re .  Th is  thes is  be l i eves  tha t 
the  synchron iza t ion  o f  the  e lements  l i s ted  above  to ta l  to  and  sc r ip ts  a  sp i r i tua l  exper ience  p rov ided  so le ly 
by  the  spat ia l  man i fes ta t ion  o f  the  a rch i tec tu re  a lone .
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SITE ANALYSIS : 
ROMA, ITALIA : PRIMORDIAL THEOLOGIC REVERENCE
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ROME

Today, Rome is a city composed of over 900 churches, a city synonymous with transcendence, 
and a city understood as primordially reverent. But, during the Late Hellenistic / Greco-Roman 
period of 214 BCE, Rome invaded Greece and dissolved the Achaean league. This successful in-
vasion commenced the rise and triumph of the historic Roman empire which would lead it and its 
associated uniform religion of Christianity to seal the fate for the architecture of the city, ultimately 
serving as a global sacred marker. One might suppose the evolution of churches in Rome to con-
sist of three significant periods. Each period resulted in architecture that was designed to reflect 
the ideals of that respective period. These periods include the Romanesque, the Renaissance, 
and the Baroque period which range from the mid 10th century to the mid 18th century. 

ROMANESQUE

In the midst of the 10th and 11th century, the First Romanesque period was born. The ideals 
of this period was characterized in the basilicas of its time. A basilica is a large oblong hall or 
building with double colonnades and a semicircular apse on the center and end of the axis pro-
grammed as a church. The characteristics of these basilicas included large, thick structural walls 
and a facade which lacked sculptures or any elements of iconography. The interior spaces were 
profusely painted with frescoes. This treatment to the architecture disallowed any opportunity to 
showcase a hierophany, a sculpture that signifies a manifestation of the sacred. The “editing-out” 
of ornament, or architectural decoration on the facade in this period, further demonstrated a con-
nection between the architecture and the ideals of the period, particularly in that to be a part of 
the Christian religion, one must adhere to choosing a modest, simplistic life - one that does not 
favor an extravagant lifestyle, for at the end of one’s life, they will ultimately experience the lavish 
lifestyle they so deserve. In short, indulgence was considered to be a sin and the architecture 
of the time would have to omit ornament as it too was seen as an delicacy in architecture. One 
must prove to God that one is willing to humbly accept their life and use it primarily for prayer. 
In Rome, the Santa Maria in Cosmedin basilica embodies the ideals of the Romanesque period 
and functions as a minor basilica. The four major basilicas that serve as the Papal churches were 
designed during the Romanesque period and they include: San Giovanni in Laterano, San Pietro 
in Vaticano, San Paolo fuori le Mura, and Santa Maria Maggiore.
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RENAISSANCE

During the 14th, a period referred to as, the Renaissance or, “the re-birth of the arts” was born. 
While the period consisted of hyper realistic artistic renderings of iconic and notable leaders in 
Italy through drawing, painting, and sculpture, the period also gave birth to architecture that re-
flected the ideals of the period. These Roman churches of the time took an opposition to the atti-
tude of the Romanesque. In place of a modest, naked architectural aesthetic, this period became 
understood as the rebirth of ancient greek elements. These include the use of peripteral columns, 
pediments, tympanums, stereobates, stylobates and the capital orders. Some notable examples 
of these Roman churches include Santa Maria della Pace and San Pietro in Montorio (Tempiet-
to) by architect, Donato Bramante. The use of these elements begin to reinforce the connection 
between the Christian religion and architecture. By including ornament, and sculptural elements 
in the facade, the architecture celebrates the religion. Choosing to spend an exorbitant amount 
of money on the architecture emphasizes the importance of the religion. The architecture thus 
makes a clear statement, one that chooses to celebrate the architecture and equalize it with the 
prominence of the religion.

BAROQUE

The High Renaissance period in the 17th century served as a transition from the reign of the  Re-
naissance period to the Baroque period. The Baroque period lasted between 1600 and 1700 and 
is often noted for its exaggerated motion and clear, easily interpreted detail to produce drama, 
tension, exuberance, and grandeur in sculpture, painting, and  architecture. The Catholic church 
popularized the movement as a response to the Protestant Reformation. In social economic class-
es, the aristocracy observed the dramatic style of Baroque architecture as a means of impressing 
visitors and expressing triumph. Similarly, power and control were other means of expression. The 
Baroque architectural period had a mission to convince and convert others into Catholicism. The 
interior spaces of the churches by Francesco Borromini and Gian Lorenzo di Bernini in San Alle 
Quattro Fontane and Sant’ Andrea al Quirinale respectively performed as architectural propagan-
da. Their use of light, ornament, proportion, all were choreographed and synchronized to produce 
a stage-set like architecture, one that would serve its role in convincing the irreligious to join Cath-
olic religion. Baroque palaces were designed around an entrance of courts, grand staircases, and 
reception rooms that increased in opulence. In short, the Baroque period used extreme drama as 
a means of affecting the individual to join the Catholic religion.
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As an opposition to the historic power and contemporary prominence of the Catho-
lic religion in Rome, this thesis supposes an architectural sanctuary, one composed 
of a spatial manifestation that produces a universal setting for contemplation must 

be created for those who are irrespective of religion, namely, agnostics.

Historically, Catholics have always had a place to meet, to congregate, and to assemble 
in the name of religion - but what about agnostics in Rome today? Where should they 
meet? Why would they meet at all, and in today’s Roman society - what type of architec-

ture could be necessary and respective of the ideals of agnosticism?
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This thesis incites an an architectural intervention within the urban fabric of Rome. 
Architecture has the potential to script a hyper specific spiritual experience catered 
toward both the individual and the collective. It can produce an essence of spiritual-
ity regardless of one’s own affiliation towards religion. It is my contention that, with-
in agency, there is potential for design to perform the thesis, a contemplative space 
for individuals with or without a religious identity, in a city primarily acknowledged 

for its religious global prominence.
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PINCIO, PIAZZA DEL POPOLO, &
PIAZZA DELLA LIBERTA

SCALE: 1” = 350’

ROMA / ITALIA
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PINCIO, PIAZZA DEL POPOLO, &
PIAZZA DELLA LIBERTA

SCALE: 1” = 350’

ROMA / ITALIA
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Re la t ionsh ip  be tween  s i te  and  P iazza  d i  San  P ie t ro Re la t ionsh ip  be tween  s i te ,  monuments ,  and  	
P iazza  de l  R isorg imento
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Re la t ionsh ip  be tween  s i te  and 
P iazza  de l  Popo lo

Re la t ionsh ip  o f  b r idges  to  monumenta l  f igu res
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Ana lys is  o f  Urban  Gr id  /  Forma l  D is t r i c t  o f  R ione Re la t ionsh ip  o f  s i te  to  o ther  p iazzas  nearby
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Secu la r  P rocess ion
P inc io  /  P iazza  De l  Popo lo  /  S i te
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Pope S ix tus  V  Urban  P lan  o f  Rome:
A  re l ig ious  p rocess ion ;  a  p i lg r immage to  the  7  Papa l  Churches
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Pope S ix tus  V  u rban  t r ident  over laps  F rank  Fuentes ’s
 Agnost ic  Secu la t  P rocess ion



28 PINCIO PIAZZA DEL POPOLO SITE VIA COLA DI RIENZOVIA FERDINANDO DI SAVOIA 

SITE SECTION:  P INCIO TO P IAZZA DELLA L IBERTA
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PROGRAM ANALYSIS
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HOTEL

RESTAURANT

BAR / CAFE

GUEST UNITS

ACCOUNT OFFICES

OFFICES / 5000 sq. feet

LOBBY / 5000 sq. feet

BANQUET HALL / 3500 sq. feet
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ADMIN OFFICES
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TOTAL AREA: 143,000 sq. feet
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IDENTIFYING THE ESSENCE OF SPIRITUALITY : 
AN ARCHITECTURAL CATALOGUE
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Villa D’ Este /  Alberto Galvani / Tivoli, Italia / (1565)
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Villa Farnese /  Antonio da Sangallo / Caprarola, Italia / (1530)
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Villa Lante /  Jacopo Barozzi da Vignola, Giacomo del Duca / Viterbo, Italia / (1656)
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Villa Guilia / Giorgio Vasari, Barozzi da Vignola, Bartolomeo Ammannati / Roma, Italia / (1553)
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Palazzo del Lavoro / Pier Luigi Nervi / Turino, Italia / (1961)
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Palazzo Farnese / Giacomo Barozza da Vignola / Roma, Italia / (1541)



51



52

Church of the Gesu / Giacomo Barozzi da Vignola, Giacomo della Porta / Roma, Italia / (1584 )
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Jubilee Church / Richard Meier / Roma, Italia / (1996)
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Basilica of Santa Maria Maggiore / Ferdinando Fuga / Roma, Italia / (435 AD)
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Basilica of St.John Laterano / Francesco Borromini / Roma, Italia / (325 AD)
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Basilica of St.John Laterano / Francesco Borromini / Roma, Italia / (325 AD)
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Water - Moon Monastery / Kris Yao / Taipei, Taiwan / (2012)
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Asia Museum of Modern Art / Tadao Ando / Taipei, Taiwan / (2003)
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Salk Institute / Louis I. Kahn / San Diego, CA / (1960)
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Salk Institute / Louis I. Kahn / San Diego, CA / (1960)
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SPIRITUAL ARCHITECTURAL DEVICES : 
CASE STUDY ANALYSIS SERIES
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Chappel le  Notre-Dame-du-Haut
Ronchamp,  F rance
Le  Corbus ie r
(1953 )

The  a rch i tec tu ra l  dev ices  Le  Corbus ie r  imp lemented 
in  the  des ign  p r imar i l y  inc lude  the  south  façade  wa l l 
i n  the  way  in  wh ich  na tu ra l  l i gh t  en te rs  the  in te r io r 
space .  The  va ry ing  t rea tment  o f  the  g laz ing  in  fo rm, 
seen  bes t  in  p lan ,  in  tu r n  e f fec t  the  a rch i tec tu re  as  i t 
funne ls  the  l igh t  in to  the  space  and  a f fec ts  the  ind iv id-
ua ls  us ing  the  space .  Secondary  a rch i tec tu ra l  dev ices 
inc lude  the  roo f  she l l  s t ruc tu re  and  the  l igh t  tower 
se rv ing  as  a rch i tec tu ra l  metaphors  to  an  a i rp lane ’s 
w ings  and  the  resur rec t ion  o f  the  b ib l i ca l  charac te r, 
Jesus  o f  Nazare th .  The  roo f  l i t e ra l l y  imposes  i t se l f 
on to  the  ind iv idua l  imp ly ing  compress ion  onto  the  in-
d iv idua l  a f fec t ing  the i r  sp i r i tua l  exper ience .  The  l igh t 
tower  uses  c le res to ry  w indows to  f i l t e r  l i gh t  down the 
ve r t i ca l  chamber  and  in to  the  chape l ,  wh i le  mak ing  an 
a l lus ion  to  the  b ib le  by  a  fo rm o f  i conography.
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Chappelle Notre-Dame-du-Haut
Ronchamp, France

Le Corbusier
1953
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Church Sa inte-P ier re
F i rm iny,  F rance
Le  Corbus ie r
(1953 )

The  a rch i tec tu ra l  dev ices  Le  Corbus ie r  imp lemented 
in  th is  des ign  p r imar i l y  inc lude  the  a rch i tec tu ra l  t rea t -
ment  to  the  f i l t e r ing  na tu ra l  day l igh t  in to  the  space . 
One  o f  Le  Corbus ie r ’s  a ims  was  to  u l t imate ly  c rea te 
a  se t t ing  tha t  es tab l i shed  a  p lace  fo r  sp i r i tua l  en r ich-
ment  on  a  modest  sca le .  Le  Corbus ie r  s ta ted  tha t  the 
space  must  be ,  “vas t  so  tha t  the  hear t  may  fee l  a t 
ease ,  and  h igh  so  tha t  p rayers  may  b rea the  in  i t . ”  He 
executed  th is  by  the  des ign  o f  the  fo rm,  bu t  used  the 
l igh t  tha t  penet ra ted  the  space  to  re fe rence  the  cos-
mos and  un ive rse  by  dep ic t ing  the  conste l l a t ion  o f 
Or ion  th rough  the  many  sma l l  vo ids  in  the  wa l l .  Th is 
des ign  fea tu re  a lso  spec i f i ca l l y  func t ioned to  ca te r 
the  l igh t  in to  an  undu la t ing  pa t te r n  wh ich  wou ld  occur 
on  Eas te r  and  Good Fr iday  o f  each  year.  Le  Corbus ie r 
des igns  the  ce i l i ng  sky l igh t  to  re fe rence  ocu lus  o f  the 
Pantheon  in  Rome.
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Eglise Saint Pierre
Firminy, France
Le Corbusier

1971
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Chiesa  Di  San Giovanni  Bat t is ta
F i rm iny,  F rance
Le  Corbus ie r
(1953 )

Mar io  Bot ta ’s  des ign  o f  the  church  o f  S t .  John  the 
Bapt i s t  used  was  composed o f  to ta l  des ign  approach 
l i ke  tha t  o f  F rank  L loyd  Wr igh t ’s  Un i ty  Temple  and  Ro-
b ie  House .  Bot ta ’s  des ign  fea tu res  a  cy l indr ica l  based 
p lan  symbo l i z ing  the  anx ie ty  o f  man.  As  the  church  e l -
eva tes  and  meets  w i th  a  per fec t  c i rcu la r  roo f ,  symbo l -
i z ing  the  per fec t ion  o f  the  heavens ,  and  cosmos -  he 
re fe rences  a  s im i la r  des ign  tac t ic  by  Le  Corbus ie r  in 
F i rm iny,  a  t rans i t ion  f rom a  square  base  to  a  c i rcu la r 
roo f  a l l ud ing  to  the  ac t  o f  t ranscendence  in  man in  a 
re l ig ious  space .  Bot ta ’s  a rch i tec tu ra l  dev ices  inc lude 
the  use  o f  geomet ry,  p ropor t ion ,  sca le ,  and  in te r na l 
l andscapes  por t ray ing  the  in f in i te .  The  syn thes is  o f 
these  e lements ,  and  the i r  sum to ta l  to  a  sp i r i tua l  ex-
per ience  c rea ted  by  the  a rch i tec tu re .  The  a rch i tec tu r-
a l ,  spa t ia l  man i fes ta t ion  c rea tes  a  fa r  more  sp i r i tua l 
exper ience  fo r  those  i r re l ig ious  than  the  e f fec t  o f  the 
s imp le  Iconography.
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Chiesa di San Giovanni Battista
Mogno, Switzerland

Mario Botta
1998
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Chiesa di San Giovanni Battista
Mogno, Switzerland

Mario Botta
1998
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Pantheon
F i rm iny,  F rance
Le  Corbus ie r
(1953 )

The  a rch i tec tu ra l  e lements  used  in  the  Pantheon  in -
c lude  sca le ,  day l igh t ,  p ropor t ion ,  and  geomet ry.  The 
most  no tab le  a rch i tec tu ra l  dev ice  used  in  the  Pan-
theon  i s  the  ocu lus .  The  twenty  s ix  foo t  w ide  ocu lus 
a l lows  fo r  an  exp l ic i t  re la t ionsh ip  w i th  the  ea r th ,  as  i t 
a l lows  ra in  in to  the  in te r io r  space ,  and  day l igh t  in to 
the  space .  The  ocu lus  per fo rms l i ke  a  c lock ,  measur-
ing  t ime  th roughout  the  day  by  the  s t rong  ray  o f  l i gh t 
as  i t  h igh l igh ts  the  in te r io r  space .  The  des ign  o f  the 
temple  inde f in i te l y  poses  a  re la t ionsh ip  o f  sca le  be-
tween  the  ind iv idua l  and  the  a rch i tec tu re ,  wh i le  a rch i -
tec tu ra l l y  match ing  the  p rominence  o f  the  Gods  when 
in i t i a l l y  des igned.  Wh i le  th is  h is to r ic  example  cont in -
ues  to  l i ve  up  to  the  p rominence  today  as  o f  when  i t 
was  comple ted ,  i t  se rves  as  a  canon ica l  a rch i tec tu ra l 
monument  w i th in  the  u rban  fabr ic  o f  Rome.
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Pantéon
Roma, Italia

Apollodorus of Damascus
108 AD
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Hagia  Sophia
F i rm iny,  F rance
Le  Corbus ie r
(1953 )

The  a rch i tec tu ra l  e lements  used  in  the  Hag ia  Soph ia 
inc lude  sca le ,  day l igh t ,  p ropor t ion ,  and  geomet ry.  The 
most  no tab le  a rch i tec tu ra l  dev ice  used  in  Hag ia  So-
ph ia  i s  the  c le res to ry  w indow beneath  the  dome a l lud-
ing  to  the  heavens .  Th is  i s  made s t ruc tu ra l l y  poss i -
b le  by  the  pendent i ves  suppor t ing  the  dome,  a l low ing 
fo r  a  f igu ra l  vo id  r igh t  be fo re  i t .  The  vo id  a l lows  fo r 
the  c le res to ry  w indows to  l igh t  the  co lossa l  i n te r io r 
space .  The  cente r  dome is  108  fee t  w ide ,  more  than 
f i ve  t imes  la rger  than  the  Pantheon ’s  ocu lus .  S im i la r l y 
to  the  Pantheon  in  Rome,  th is  p ro jec t ’s  re la t ionsh ip 
be tween  sca le  and  the  ind iv idua ls  tha t  occupy  i t  em-
powers  the  a rch i tec tu re .  The  in i t i a l  church ,  and  la te r 
mosque  conta ins  two f loors  cente red  on  a  g ian t  nave 
w i th  the  g rea t  dome ce i l i ng  above  i t .  Sma l le r  domes 
tower  above  i t  as  we l l .  The  church  dominates  i t  u rban 
se t t ing  based on  i t s  sheer  s i ze  and  the  d ramat ic  d i f -
fe rence  in  w i th  the  res t  o f  the  u rban  fabr ic  o f  the  c i t y.



85



86



87
Hagia Sophia
Istanbul, Turkey

Isidore of Miletus and Anthemius of Tralles
532 AD
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