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BIUHRY{E / The architect’s letter

NFEFRBEEREF / A house that is hardly there at all

Lorenzo Bini*
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Dear SOS Abitare,

I'd like to ask you for some help with a tiny design
project that has come about as a result ofanother
slightly larger one close by with which it is linked.

U'll call the first the guest quarters and the other quite
simply the house. Itinvolves transforming tumbledown
buildings into places fit for habitation, The location

is Lubriano, a little village in Alta Tuscia, in Lazio,
where Tuscany and Umbria meet. Lubriano lies

on a road at the top of a valley that cuts into a plateau
and overlooks Civita di Bagnoregio which is situated
in the centre of the valley. The house is positioned
between the road and the valley, with an upper floor
accessed from the former and a downstairs area reached
from the latter through a garden that ends in a 200-m
sheer drop. The houses here are small, but they all have
underground spaces carved out of the tufa rock.

I have been asked to create guest quarters inside an
impluvium from which the house gets its light, or
alternatively in a tiny room in a secluded point beyond
it, on the edge of the ravine. | didn't really want to
occupy the impluvium space partly because it seemed
too damp but mainly because it was just so nice the way
it was, like an underground garden. So | decided

to work in the 8-sqm room. There is hardly anything
to these guest quarters: just a bed, some fittings and
alarge equipped window: So my point is whether it is
right to give up on the impluvium space, which would
allow me to create more spacious quarters? And, can
such a little room even be defined as quarters? Can it
take guests? Is it at all fit for habitation?

* Lorenzo Binl (ltaly, 1971). An architect, he studied at Milan
Polythechnic and at the SHKS in Osto. [n 2004 he foundext
Studiometrico in Milan, with Francesca Murialdo,

2% / Typology

T / Guest quarters

5% / Location

AHEPTE. M5, BAH / Lubriang, Viterbo, Italy
RWIR / Surface area

SRAX (BR) +16ENXE (AK) /
8 sqm (room) + 16 sqm (impluyvium)
%/ Client

M RER / Gallery owner

FiN / Budget

€ 40.000
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The project
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S / Conceptual diagrams

The drawings on this page show
how the guest quarters {our SOS
project) relate to the main house,
whaose design is the outcome

of an carlier intervention.

The main house has two levels:

an upper storey at streel level
(40,007 containing the entrance,
a small living room, the bedroom
and a large bathroom; and a lower
storey at garden level (-2,50)
comprising a spacious kitchen, a
small bathroom and a storeroom.
The lower storey leads to a grotto
(~5.00) which connects up the main
house, the impluvium and a small
grotto further down (~7.50),
making it a crossroads between
the main house and the guest
quarters (opposite page, in detail),

=

WAARREEOA-AREE /

A-A section through impluvium and grottoes

2 A 020

#HNRLFEE (000/
General plan at street level (20,00)

TRAZEBSFEE (2,50 /
General plan at garden level (-2.50)

RTFELFEM (-5,00¢-7,50)/
General plan of underground levels (-5.00 and -7.50)
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A1/ Entrance

ETIX / Living area

EhR / Bedroom

# % / Bathroom

481 W 7 Nelghbouring houses
0¥ / mpluvium

B / Kitchen

ki % / Storeroam

K 1% / Guest room

¥ /Grotto



H5FWE / Plan of guest quarters

BT HOA-ARNEME / A-A section through guest quarters

THEBETENRER . Lorenzo Bini
SUEHTEARMEMEHEL,

* In these pages Lueenzo Bini gives
a short description of his project.
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The guest quarters are accessed either
by a staircase along one side of the
impluvium, or through a separate
entrance on the opposite side which
passes between neighbouring houses,
The impluvium is designed as an
open-air below-ground garden which
becomes an extension of the house
In warmer months. The tiny room
space projects inta the impluvium
through a large three-dimensional
equipped window. The room is
designed like a hotel suite with large
bed opposite a small window framing
the view, On the side opposite the
large window there is a storage
wall with access to the bathroom
and the other entrance.

1L AR/ Impluviem

2. {58/ Staircase

3. ¥/ Equipped window
4. ¥/ Guest room

5. 8 /Cupboard

6. %% / Bathroom
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EmARKE . URREWEE
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The diagrams (left and opposite
page) show the four rooms

of the main house, the range

of their contextual relationships,
and some of the domestic scenes
for which they were intended,
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Anna Gili
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The answer by
Anna Gili

Anna Gili Jeff hxac W (B 38 240 6 PRI HEM M Anna Gili The curious thing about this meeting of ours is that
H, EESM OO TN m R U s e A . EOrvietoffilT the design project we are going to talk about unexpectedly takes
1 # 8z T T BT P ol AR 38 4 & B Vil me back to the area where [ was born and grew up, near Orvieto

Civita di Bagnoregio, the “dying town” that is visible from the

A 1"

R AL 7. R PR T S
WBEAR AR TA AR, BRI Sl £6, RE

it I'__" . N S-L L .' L ANTH 4 I’\ v o - Ll . -
FIHRGR N 4 7GR ikl A1 ATHE (EBT 1+ ] e dei & say will come more from the "emotional” rather than the designer

windows of this house, is quite an incredible place, completely cut

off, abstract and stunningly beautiful. So I think that what T have to

AR (R R RED) | B SEMRR.L partofme will take a romantic, rather than a critical approach,
M, - ’]~H T, R K B R IRy, g Onthis project | am very interested by (and agree with) the

ML P AR AN T PR R, T i £ 28 2R M R B A 1 5 ] decision not to build anything new into the patio-impluvium,

A R O P = S A which is rather like the heart of the home, a place for socialisation,
PR I W e AL, XS TRAND. HERRAY “ 2T IR

like one of those little piazzas you find in Central Ttaly towns.

T 1 2 £t 1y Coob TG A 1a ) SF H

ER 22, froefSimny Enk, AS0L TRARE HOEk M ks £ SeRy B L also like this minimalist staircase and the idea that accompanies it
IR RN Iy W UM i ML A 48 . B T LA (£ (2 ') of rising up towards a kind of pile-dwelling, high up and safe,

R AT LA TS I FP U ah A . WImMRAY AL, KA a place to sleep peacefully in. It's nice how you can see the zig-zag

B AL, LR -4 ety g, ey effectofthessteps, which provide an almost decorative touch,

i

: A : AR & but | find the grillea b v and it g o
l'i.ﬂ'fl W 1B IR, B R A & but I find the grille a bit harsh looking, and it might be an idea to

L, BATIEER O C 0 1Yl @ e 0 S, 0 A5 4

replace it with a pane ol tepapesed glase, wich codd 'oe cohoured

green say, or even decorated. This would create a more dynamic,

BRI J o X ERALGE R CRAR TR, (AR more interesting situation. A piazza needs to be animated, and
MibaWiadzcd, mBLERS T ARy, KEkhbek because I'ma great animal lover, [ could even imagine a sort of
& 1 M A i mural, maybe with little monkeys on it, although they wouldn't
SR A 5 A TR, Mk, AT exactly fitin with the local habitat, I'm about to create a mural like

e s 3 Rl that on the outside of my own house in Umbria, in the middle
QP17 R 3 U R [ Bt/ AT & (O N E<F (R

RARBEMIM PR W LN AARE. SXERAGERY, W EMTS Hook at it, study it, but never manage to actually use colour.
AN PR ROEE IR AN IS, SXE A Nowl've finally decided to take this very bold step, which will
W R FIA AT PR RN AIE . M AR SEREOTLL R i A basically blot out the fagade.

fiik— . SERMMIR., IR AT 2, (BEEGH In places like this the pace of life is very different from that in the
WAL ENTRARA B IO HER L, XA AT AT
LIEMIENL, N A4 JCHT 2o o) A A 13 1) 52 0% 1%
REAEA TR S 2, RIS i J ik

HIXMAEZL old-fashioned way. There isa strong, exciting link with nature.
ks HAF (AT N YD X 5, eSS B a1 B e BE Ry It's the world of Saint Francis, a place of transition, of mystical

ofawood, I've been thinking about it for some years now:

town, and when you arrive here you go through a kind of
decompression process, you unwind. People wake up at daybreak

as soon as it gets light, and go to bed much carlier, the good

k. i -SeBmA Roe 4 ;guym',) T itk W[l migrations, .mq very clear signs of this can still be scen in the
EANETNY R AT O BN AD . SU P IR AR RS 0 JLED @R landscape itself And on summer nights, in the deep darkness, you
R ~ 3] CER R 1 o

see the most amazing starry sky: it seems so close because there is

A, AR I P (6 R BE RN, R B R B Ak b
Bt WIRMOE I ol UA /A Ay ot bl B2, K R S0 54 should be to bring into the room all the light and shade effects
G it BRSO B Vil Ak APl B e R R, 2 Fix A of the passing hours of the day, the changes of colour. So I would

RN 240y . TR S LAE R —RIEARY, & concentrate on the idea nl'inlcn.slly asa stmngch.u‘.utcnstic
-

no artificial lighting to spoil it. I think one of the aims of the project
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ltacaMAL. GorlichF. BlA
TRESNHE BE A (R
%) . M) AAndrei Konchalovsky
(1977) .

Drawing of the Itaca Palace, In

a plate by L. Gorlich, and the “bed
of Odysseus” in a snapshot taken
from the TV film “0dyssey”, directed
by Andrei Konchalovsky (1997).
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of the place, and on the relationship between indoors and outdoors.
So for the large glass wall I would use glass blocks. There are some
types that are not completely see-through: they have an undulating
surface that capture the outside image and bring it inside in a
broken up, fragmentary form, which is a bit like the effect produced
by impressionist paintings. | use a lot of glass in my design projects,
it's a material | like very much. And with glass block there’s also

this interesting contrast between the idea of the heavy static quality
of the modular structure, and the ability to capture and filter moving
images that are changing all the time, never stop moving, | get really
excited about the potential of all this, which I studied in depth

with students at Milan Polytechnic, with very interesting results.
But back to the room. You've really made quite an extensive use

of wood, creating kind of a boiserie, but wood isn't a very common
feature of houses in Central Italy. And you've chosen larch, whereas
Iwould perhaps go for chestnut, which is a nice warm wood

and in plentiful supply round here.

You could perhaps incorporate mirrors into the sliding doors

of the cupboard, which would reflect the interplay of light and
colour from the big glass wall. These mirrors could be screen-
printed, acid-ctched or frosted, with stylised tree motifs -
geometrical rather than naturalistic - to create a link with the
natural surroundings. The idea of interfering with the reflective
effect would also be a reminder of the ancient Etruscan belief that all
the mirrors in the house should be covered over at night-time.
Having said that, the real focal point of the space should, as 1 see it,
be the bed. I could take this concept to the extreme and say that

the whole room should become a bed, like Odysseus’ nuptial bed
carved from the trunk of an ancient olive tree firmly rooted to the
ground and around which, as the myth goes, his house was then
built. This is a fantastic story for designing a bed in a place like this,
where homes are traditionally made from just a few elements.

Ifwe think of the bed as a big object, we are reminded of the idea
of atree with roots, which then brings us back to the idea

of the room as a pile-dwelling, a raised-up space that should be
made very intense, very theatrical.

Lorenzo Bini | did actually think about this nice idea of raising up
the bed, one reason being that I could imagine that when you're
lying on it you would be able to look out of the small window in
front of it. But then I wondered if it wouldn't be too cumbersome
anitem in such a small space.

AG You could limit yourself to decorating the bedhead. I'm
thinking for example of the work that Gualviero Michelangeli, an
old craftsman in Orvieto, used to do. Hed been to Belgium to
discover the secrets of woodworking and had developed a special
carving technique which is now dying out, sadly. But I still envisage
geometric motifs, ones which perhaps hint at the structure of trees,
But thisis a matter of personal taste, because there are some
interesting sculptural, organic options as well as ethnic

. BTFRM. Umbria, EAH.
. { Animals and new habitats: Mural with
Umbiela, Italy, 2002.

and artisanal ones, while there are others that are dreadful.,

LB Coming back to the outdoor space, what materials could be
used in your opinion in the impluviam?

AG Ochres, browns and yellows are the main colours in this part
of the country, which is partly Etruscan and partly medieval.

Ifyou don’t want to stray too far away from local traditions, then

I would suggest using terracotta, which of course comes in countless
different varieties. I'd suggest a two-tone effect using 40-cm yellow
and red tiles laid, say, in a chequerboard pattern. Otherwise I'm also
very fond of materials from the 19505, like the green stone I put in
this loft of mine in Milan, which have a pattern that’s not too rigid,
not too regular, with a bit of movement in it.

LB To begin with I thought about using wooden blocks for the
floor, but that's probably not a good idea because the impluvium
will be exposed to bad weather. I also thought about the beautiful
unpaved square in Civita di Bagnoregio, where the dust is kicked up
by the kids running around on it...

AG You're right to think about the wind, which here can be very
strong when it gets up, the kind that makes a whistling sound.

So, in this area, protected outdoor spaces like this patio are very
important. Here you can spend a large part of the day socialising.
The bedroom, on the other hand, is a place of contemplation and
meditation, more cut off but in close visual and mental
communication with the intensity of the place.  FY
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Anna Gili's sketches on the
guest-quarters project: the fulcrum
of the interior is the bed, rooted
and arranged like V" Odysseus’ bed"”;
wall decoration in the impluvium,
the social focus of the house,




