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Life and Architecture of the Cistercian Order and its Influences 
 
Christian monastic life began in 3rd century Egypt. It started with the Benedictine Order by St. Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-543), followed by the 
Cluniac Order, and then the Cistercian Movement. Accompanied by a group of novices, Bernard of Fontaines (1090-1153) came into the order 
in 1112, and then was canonized St. Bernard of Clairvaux sixty-two years later. He was often regarded as the founder of the second 
generation of Cistercians. His doctrine stated: 
 
“That the monks should voluntarily seek to accept the rule of St. Benedict, because this rule represents God and, moreover, God’s law of 
freedom and love… Devotion to God results in the elimination of anything superfluous from the soul and what does remain is not destroyed 
but transformed.” 1 

 
By the end of the 13th century, the Cistercian Order had expanded all over Western Europe that it became difficult to control the unity of the 
order. Periods of decadence followed which led to a decline in the Order. Leading up to the French Revolution, reformed Cistercians 
(Trappists) took over what was left of the Dominican and Franciscan friars. In 1892, two distinct Orders emerged, the Cistercian Order of the 
Common Observance and the Order of the Strict Observance. The latter saw a return to the rule of St. Benedict: strict asceticism and a life of 
poverty and simplicity.  
 
The Cistercian Order accepted people of all social ranks, from lay brothers to aristocrats and intellectuals. This was, and still is, evident from 
the coarse garments of undyed sheep’s wool that they habitually wear, and thus had garnered them the name ‘the white monks’. (Established 
Benedictine monks wore black habits.) When the monks were not indoors devoting time to prayer and spiritual reading, they primarily spent it 
outdoors farming, growing and making their own produce such as cheese, bread, jam, cider, etc. and maintaining a self-sustaining way of life.  
 
Simplicity, quality, humility, and respect for what is sacred are the values that not only guide monks but monastic architecture as well. 
Churches were undecorated but uniform; simple but dignified. To seek God, one must seek towards the light, the ethereal presence of the 
divine. The inspiration of the architecture was often drawn from its locale and surrounding areas using indigenous materials. Ornamentation 
and anything that was unnecessary were banished, because fundamentally these material embellishments hide the truth and distract a monk 
from his vow of poverty. Monks live quietly in self-sufficient communities that surround and defend them from the material distractions of 
normal daily life.  
 
“This spirit and life of the Cistercian Order seeks a particular framework and has produced an architecture whose pure simplicity speaks more 
of the daily existence of its inhabitants than of the period in which it was created.” 2 

 

 
 

 

 

 

1 Lucien Herve, Architecture of Truth  (New York: Phaidon Press Limited, 2001), 147. 
2 pp. 148-149. 
3 John Pawson, “Afterword,” Architecture of Truth (New York: Phaidon Press Limited, 2001), pp. 152-153. 
 

Le Thoronet (1170-1200) is a wonderful example of Cistercian architecture. The 
craftsmanship of the stonework represents a perfect union of the arts of the master 
builder and the mason. The use of the local hard limestone suggests a connection 
between the building and its site. The quality of the cutting and laying of the stone 
is dependent on the hierarchy of the spaces within the abbey. If any modest 
ornamentation was used, the moldings were carved into the stone rather than 
applied onto another stone by mortar. The honest use and beauty of materials is 
revealed by “… great shards of light and how they carve out spaces in the interior.” 
3  The construction of such beautiful buildings exploits the natural beauty of the 
stone and the skills of talented stone masons. 
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Le Corbusier 
 
In the early 20th century, Swiss (and later French) architect, designer, urbanist, writer and painter Charles-Edouard Jeanneret, better known as 
Le Corbusier, shared with the world his work and social theories and became one of the founding fathers of modern architecture.  He adopted 
his own version of Leonardo da Vinci’s ‘Vitruvian Man’ and called it the Modulor. He based the system using the golden ratio, proportions of 
the human body, and on Fibonacci numbers. Harmony and proportion and faith in the mathematical order of the universe form the center of his 
design philosophy. These ideas are apparent in his subsequent projects, including his most notable church Notre Dame du Haut (1950-1954) 
in Ronchamp, France. This building is considered one of the finest examples of 20th century religious architecture.  It replaced a former Roman 
Catholic pilgrimage chapel on the site dedicated to the Virgin Mary that was destroyed during the Second World War. An opportunity arose as  
reformers within the church advocated against decadence, and decided to renew its spirit by embracing modern art and 
architecture. Father Marie-Alain Couturier, who would continue to work with Le Corbusier later on with the commission of La Tourette 
monastery, got the unorthodox project to complete by 1954. Interestingly, Le Corbusier, an atheist, did not accept the commission at first but it 
was the hilly terrain that offered him the chance to do something that was entirely site-specific. Views of the horizon can be seen from all four 
sides of the hill. It is also interesting to point out that the site has been a place of worship for centuries.  
 

 
Chapel in Ronchamp, Le Corbusier 
 
 
Le Corbusier’s chapel is different from all of his other projects as it departs from his principles of standardization and the machine aesthetic. 
The journey up to the sanctus sanctorum (the chapel) was done in such a way that one cannot see the building and the vistas beyond until 
one reaches the crest of the hill. From afar, the church is often said to resemble a sailing ship or a nun’s habit.  
 
The structure is built almost entirely out of concrete with the rubble from the previous chapel filled inside the walls. Le Corbusier intended on 
doing this to preserve the sanctity of the site. The random arrangement of different sized apertures, and varying degrees of slant towards the 
center of the rectangular openings, dominate the southern wall, which starts out as a point from the east to 10 feet thick on the west side. The 
wall also curves towards the south. The billowing concrete roof appears to float above the walls as it is separated by a few centimeters. This is 
possible because, it is supported by thin reinforced concrete columns, which are encased in the massive walls. As such, a narrow strip of 
diffused light enters through this gap and the wall openings, onto the whitewashed walls. Some of the openings are filled with small pieces of 
red, green, and yellow stained glass. Looking at the pictures and describing a building such as this do not do justice. Architecture has to be 
experienced, a theme which resonates particularly in the works of Minimalist architecture.    
 
A few years later, Le Corbusier and another architect Iannis Xenakis worked on Sainte Marie de La Tourette (1956-1960), a Dominican Order 
priory in a valley near Lyon, France. The convent contains study halls, a library, a refectory (dining hall), and houses a hundred bedrooms (or 
cells) for teachers and students, located on the upper two levels in a loggia-like arrangement. The four elevated structures on concrete piles 
are grouped in a U-shaped configuration with the church building closing off the sloping central courtyard. Like the chapel in Ronchamp, La 
Tourette is constructed of rough reinforced concrete with vertical brise-soleils, window-openings divided into mathematical proportions of the 
Modulor, and “light cannons.” However, it dominates the landscape as the structures rise from the slope of the unchanged terrain while 
Ronchamp sits low to the hillside. It is worth noting that Le Thoronet is credited for inspiring Le Corbusier in building La Tourette. When he was 
informed by Father Marie-Alain Couturier to visit the 12th century Cistercian Abbey, the architect was drawn to its harmonious arrangement of 
pure forms. At La Tourette, the complex is a product of its age. The crude concrete (beton brut) is conceptualized to be a new type of stone, 
where it is cheaper and easier to form. It is also meant to represent humility and poverty as opposed to the clean modern lines and 
overabundant affluence displayed in post-World War II industrialized building. This evidence of poor craftsmanship is a reflection of the serious 
budgetary restrictions, which in turn forces us towards a standardization of easily assembled products.   
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Sainte Marie de la Tourette, Le Corbusier 
 
 
Tadao Ando 

 

 
Church of Light, Tadao Ando 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The influence of Le Corbusier’s architecture has had a 
profound effect on Tadao Ando, a Japanese architect 
whose works involve primarily exposed cast-in place 
concrete and the use of natural light. Unlike many 
contemporary architects, Ando did not have formal training 
as an architect. Instead, he traveled extensively to Africa, 
Europe, and the United States to see famous buildings as 
a way of learning and experiencing architecture. He 
bought himself a book of Le Corbusier’s sketches and 
traced over them repeatedly until his pages were nearly 
black. He often wondered how Le Corbusier would have 
felt about one building or another. His buildings are 
renowned for excellent craftsmanship, which exemplify the 
Japanese tradition of zen. Ando’s Church of Light, built in 
1989, in the city of Ibaraki, Osaka Prefecture, is probably 
his most recognized and famous building. Located in a 
residential neighborhood, the reinforced concrete structure 
is about the size of a small house. The main feature is a 
cross at one end of the chapel that cuts vertically into the 
concrete from the floor to the ceiling and horizontally 
across the width of the facade. One of Ando’s themes is to 
express the duality of existence by creating a contrast 
between light and solid. Although the space is profoundly 
empty and quiet, an occupant is meant to experience the 
‘emptiness’ on a spiritual level. The engineering behind 
the concrete mix is so precise that when finished, his walls 
reveal a smooth and reflective surface like that of a taut 
fabric, as opposed to a heavy mass of earth. The main 
shell is 15 inches thick.  
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Peter Zumthor 
 
Well known for his exploration of tactile and sensory qualities of space, materials and construction methodology, Peter Zumthor is one of the 
few design practitioners and educators today who goes through some lengths to avoid the public limelight. Much of his minimalist work is 
unpublished, due largely in part with his belief that architecture can only be experienced firsthand. His architecture is meant to evoke 
phenomenological experiences and memories through the physical and emotional senses. He is drawn to the writings of philosopher Martin 
Heidegger and uses his celebration of experience and emotion as measuring tools. His own work is timeless; deeply rooted in locality and 
regional culture. The son of a cabinet-maker, Zumthor apprenticed under a carpenter and then studied industrial design and architecture as an 
exchange student at Pratt Institute in New York. Shortly thereafter, he returned to his native Switzerland to work on historic restoration projects 
and to understand the construction of different building materials. When he started his firm in 1979, his practice immediately took off.  
 
Saint Benedict’s Chapel (Sumvitg, Switzerland, 1987-1989) is a small and simple wooden structure with a curved metal roof that Zumthor 
designed in the shape of a boat (plan-wise). The interior is lit by a continuous band of clerestory windows beneath an exposed wooden roof 
frame, which is supported by an inner row of timber posts along the perimeter of the building. Beautiful wood craftsmanship is articulated from 
the slats of pine that define the entrance to the refined smoothness of the wooden pews and columns. In contrast, the exterior of the chapel is 
clad in weathered wooden shingles that show the passage of time. The hand-drawn pencil drawings are stunning works in itself. There are 13 
ceiling plans which depict different plan cuts through the roof, showing how it is to be assembled- very much like the diagrams one would need 
to build a nautical vessel. 
 
 

 
Saint Benedict’s Chapel, Peter Zumthor 
 
 
One of his most recognized projects is the Therme Vals Spa (1993-1996) in the valley of Vals of the Graubünden canton in Switzerland. The 
natural occurring springs from this region is not only a source that provides mineral water throughout Switzerland, but the water’s warm 
temperatures (30º C), the geological properties and the topography make a thermal bath ideal for this location. Nestled on a sloping terrain, 
the monolithic building of stone has a presence that is both impressive and passive in the alpine landscape. Facing the valley below, it rises 
two stories above the ground on the downward side of the mountain while the opposite side is half-buried into the hillside. In addition to a 
grass roof structure, the building was designed to look as if it had always been there before the nearby hotel complex was built in the 1960s.  
 
The construction of the spa is unique in that it is broken down into 15 different block-like arrangements, each one supporting a cantilevered 
concrete roof by tie-beams. How the units fit together like a jig-saw puzzle is revealed by the 8 cm gap between the concrete roof slabs and 
the walls. Narrow strips of glass on the roof cover the gaps to keep away the natural elements while letting in daylight- this effect, which we 
have already seen in Le Corbusier’s chapel in Ronchamp, highlights the massiveness of the roof while making it appear to float. These 
architectural gestures reinforce Zumthor’s initial idea- that the carved-out system of caverns were hollowed out from a huge monolith in the 
same way that canyons are formed as a result of water erosion through rock. Clad in varying thicknesses of Valser quartzite stone, which is 
originally mined from a local quarry, the building’s façade and section reinforces the monolithic appearance that Zumthor was envisioning. 
Each stone is 1 m long and arranged in a methodical order. The stone cladding comes in three different heights, but it can be stacked in any 
arrangement so long as the total height of the three is always 15 cm. 
 
The network of fissures in the ceiling creates a new spatial dimension, which defines the various bathing functions and rituals according to the 
temperature of the water. Zumthor explored deeply the sensory and emotional qualities of bathing- how warm stone touches the naked skin; 
the diffusion of light through steam-filled air; the reflection of light on the water surface; the sound of water trickling down a sluicing-channel. 
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Therme Vals, Peter Zumthor 
 
 
 

 
Bruder Klaus Field Chapel, Peter Zumthor 
 
 
Because Zumthor spends a large amount of time on each project, his project list is very few compared to many renowned architects. He turns 
down more work than he can accept, because of his uncompromising attention to detail and depth of thought- to which his clients willingly 
agree. He is often referred to as an ‘architect’s architect.’ With a staff of 15 or so tucked away in a building he designed in the far remote areas 
of Switzerland, Zumthor lives a life that many professionals dream about.  
 
 
John Pawson 
 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, who created an influential twentieth-century architectural style, was known for using a minimal framework of steel 
beams and columns and expansive plate glass to define free-flowing interior spaces in his buildings. It was he who coined the phrase, “Less is 
more” and “God is in the details”, and is widely regarded as one of the pioneering masters of minimalism. Many years later, his minimalist 
contemporaries continue to focus on the importance of clean lines, light and proportion, scale and sensual materials. If there is a contemporary 
architect, who is credited for this minimalist aesthetic, with its pale white walls, hidden light coves, wide-plank floor boards, and limestone 
basins, it would be John Pawson, often referred as the father of modern architectural minimalism by the New York Times. His work has gained 
international fame over the years, starting with an apartment renovation he shared with art dealer Hester van Royen to the Monastery of Novy 

Another chapel that Zumthor designed is the Bruder 
Klaus Field Chapel (2007) in Mechernich-
Wachendorf, Germany. It was constructed by local 
farmers to honor their patron saint, Bruder Klaus of 
the 15th century. Unlike the Saint Benedict chapel, 
this monolithic vertical structure stands out in the 
middle of an open field like something out of a 
science fiction film. The exterior is more or less 
smooth with a series of nail holes left by the form 
work used during construction. The interior, on the 
other hand, is rough and charred from the process 
of construction- 112 tree trunks were leaned against 
eachother in a tent-like fashion to which 24 layers of 
concrete were poured over the frame at a thickness 
of 50 cm each. When the concrete had hardened, 
the wood was burned from inside out, leaving a 
hollowed blackened cavity. The interior is open to 
the sky, and when viewed towards the oculus on a 
sunny day, the light resembles the flare of a star.  
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Dvur (1999-2004) in the Czech Republic- the project which most undoubtedly has earned him well recognition beyond the architectural 
mainstream.  Born in Halifax, Yorkshire, to parents who were both Methodists, Pawson said he probably inherited his love of simplicity from 
his mother, who was a very modest person and did not like flashiness.  Growing up in the treeless landscape of the Yorkshire Moors and 
seeing the industrial mills in town, and the straightforward attitude of Yorkshire people all have had some influence on his aesthetic 
sensibilities. Pawson had a brief stint working in the family textile business but he knew it wasn’t for him. He decided to visit Japan to see the 
works of architect and designer Shiro Kuramata. After a few months, it was Kuramata who politely suggested that he went away to learn 
design for himself. Pawson returned back to London to study at the Architecture Association in London for three years, only to finish early to 
start his own practice in 1981.  
 
His approach to design has always been about the exploration of space, proportion, light and materials, and a deep rooted philosophy on 
simplicity that encompasses both Western and Eastern traditions, from the Cistercian way of living to the Japanese concept of Zen. Pawson’s 
own home in London has often drawn critical responses as to how he, or anyone for that matter, can live in such an empty space with very 
little furniture, no door knobs and hidden light switches. He explains that he doesn’t design these spaces for people to fit their lives into, but 
rather the other way around. He also adds that there is a sense of clarity and richness of simplicity, rather than emptiness, which one does not 
find in most ordinary spaces. Many of his interiors are lit by discreet light coves, either from where ceiling and wall planes meet, or often times 
from underneath a wall-to-wall floating stone bench, which gives it an ethereal quality- an impression of weightlessness. Baseboards, door 
frames, and even door hinges are pretty much non-existent in his spaces. As with many architects today, Pawson typically extends 
architectural elements, such as a stone bench or limestone flooring, beyond a building’s glass façade as a way of blurring the boundary 
between interior and exterior spaces.  An example of this is shown in the Pawson House (1999) and the Tetsuka House (2005) in Tokyo, 
Japan.  
 
 

 
Pawson House, John Pawson 
 
 
Many historic homes in London that undergo renovation are faced with the challenge on how to preserve the integrity of their facades and the 
continuity of the surrounding homes. In the case of the De Camaret House (2005), a minimal amount of plaster work was needed to give the 
original brick façade a facelift. However, the interior was entirely gutted out and reconceived into a series of light-filled spaces. Living quarters 
are spread out among the four levels of the house so that every part of the home is being used. The main public spaces, such as the 
reception, living, dining and kitchen occupy the two lower floors while the private quarters take up much of the upper floors. In the middle of the 
house is a vertical space that is framed by an ascending staircase. Natural light enters through this void where a Donald Judd bench is 
installed. As with many of Pawson’s residential projects, the kitchen, dining and living rooms are located on the lower level. In the case of the 
De Camaret House, an external courtyard is situated between these common areas and an underground swimming pool, which is directly 
beneath the stone-paved garden. This contemplative space is more or less an extension of the house.   
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Tilty Barn, John Pawson                 Baron House, John Pawson 
 
 
A few of Pawson’s projects invariably involves the complexity of how to intertwine his minimalist spaces with existing architectural features, 
such as rough hewn timber beams from inside the Tilty Barn project (1995), an 18th century Dutch barn in the Essex countryside. Naturally, 
Pawson kept the beams, because they have character and bring out the richness of the building’s history. Again, the refined material palette is 
kept to a minimum, where the natural colors of the countryside and the open sky for which the area is known, flood the space through large 
expanses of floor-to-ceiling glass windows. Pawson was attempting to create the illusion that the sloping roofs are floating on top of the glass 
walls- one of the themes that is constant in many of Pawson’s projects as it is seen here in the Baron House (2005), located in Sweden. Like 
the Tilty Barn, the one-story Baron House is located in the middle of an expansive field where the pale walls and silvery roof seem to 
dematerialize into the vastness of the Scandinavian horizon. A central courtyard surrounded by glass provides uninterrupted views of the 
rolling landscape through the north-south and west-east axes of the rectilinear house. A low stone retaining wall forms a perimeter around the 
property.  
 
 

 
Novy Dvur Monastery, John Pawson 
 
 
In 1999, Pawson was approached by a couple of Trappist monks, who saw pictures of the Calvin Klein flagship store he designed on the 
Upper East Side in New York, and asked him to design a new monastery for their order in the Czech Republic. One of the photos revealed an 
aerial shot from the lofty second floor of two long wooden tables that looked like altars. Within a short time, the monks were invited to 
Pawson’s home to get a firsthand glimpse of his architecture. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity that Pawson had been waiting for. He 
was called upon to one of their monasteries for a couple of days to observe and experience the daily rituals of the monks. According to 
Pawson, the monks have been one of his most challenging and demanding clients, and perhaps it is only fitting, because they will inhabit this 
closed community for the rest of their lives. His light-filled spaces would spiritually enhance their daily sequence of seven church services,  
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devotion to prayer, meditation, religious study, reading and manual labor. “Monastic architecture,” says Pawson, “has to mold itself around this 
elaborate choreography, making transitions between the monk’s spiritual and physical life seamless.” 4 The monks were initially upset when  
they found out that this was going to be a lifelong project, due to its size and scope. With a limited budget, the monks began to slowly 
understand the patience that is required on a project such as this, and continue to have faith in that, ‘God will provide.’ (Although the 
Monastery of Our Lady of Novy Dvur was consecrated in 2004, subsequent phases of the project, which include a guesthouse, a lay house, 
and workshops, are still ongoing. Currently, the monastery is building extended workshops for the manufacturing of mustard and hand cream, 
the sale of which would generate enough money to operate the monastery’s day-to-day costs.)  
 
The main church building, having hardly any windows, resembles a ship’s hull from the exterior. Diffused natural light enters into the pristine, 
white space from light wells hidden within the thick concrete wall construction. If you examine closely, this architectural gesture is reminiscent 
of Le Corbusier’s La Tourette, although Pawson’s design execution of the monastery is much more refined and airy. For instance, the four-
sided cloister is enclosed by endless sheets of glass, which appear to support the cantilevered barrel-vaulted ceiling- with no structural 
columns, in contrast to what we have seen in both the ceilings of the main churches at Ronchamp and La Tourette. When water fills up the 
channel along the perimeter of the cloister’s façade, the shimmering light from the water is reflected back onto the concave ceiling, creating a 
dazzling choreography of light and shadow.  
 
 

 
Novy Dvur Monastery, John Pawson 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

4  Matt Tyrnauer, "O Brother Where Art Thou," Vanity Fair, August, 2006. 
The last three projects I am going to talk about involve some of Pawson’s large-scaled single family residences. As Pawson mentioned in a 
2011 interview with Julie V. Iovine, the issue with honesty of materials is affected as the scale (and costs) of projects increase. “The truth is 
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that the structure and the visible skin are no longer the same thing. What you see is a skin.” 5  For someone who is a purist in celebrating the 
solidity and mass of materials, Pawson does yield to economic constraints and practical limitations- as long as the desired effect is achieved. 
An example is the Audi House (2002-2009), built for theater director Pierre Audi and his family. Located in the secluded woodland hills of 
Montemaggio, between Cortona and Perugia, near the border of Tuscany and Umbria in northern Italy, are two derelict stone structures- a 
convent and a small monastery dating back from the 12th century. With the centrally located stair tower reconstructed to a height of 9 m, new 
foundations and floor slabs were required to open up the interior configuration of the convent building. The monastery building was completely 
rebuilt out of reinforced concrete post and beam construction with concrete blocks as infill for the exterior walls. Because Pawson realized that 
it would be unpractical to build every outer wall of solid stone, he faced the block walls with stone rubble to make them appear like the original 
stone walls. However, if there was an aesthetic yet functional and cost-effective way to emphasize the mass of the building, it would be the 
exposure of the load-bearing chestnut ceiling timbers. The concrete floor slabs, which conceal the underfloor heating, are reduced in thickness 
since they share the structural load of the entire building with the ceiling timbers. It was important during the engineering of the structure that 
there is some truth to how the building reads. The upper floors also reveal this ‘truth’ with the exposed timbers, but the visual perception is 
changed where they slope down to meet the wall surface on which they are supported- one cannot see how the timbers supposedly rest on 
top of the exterior walls, because of the visual separation created by the deep light shelf along the top of the walls.   
 
 

 
Audi House, John Pawson 
 
 
As you may have wondered, the exteriors of both buildings do not reveal the authorship of a Pawson-type design, but you can see traces of it 
if you know where to look. All the venting is ducted through a single chimney to effectively hide all the protrusions of modern day services, and 
give the two buildings a dignified sense of authenticity. The interiors are very much a reflection of the exterior walls and the surrounding lands, 
where the same Florentine pietra serena stone is also used for the floors inside. The fireplace hearth/stone bench and wash basins are made 
of Roman travertine while the chestnut timbers make up the last component of the trilogy of elements (not including the white plaster walls).  
 
 
The ideas that cultivated the design of the Los Angeles House (2002-2009) had begun with Luis Barragan’s description of a house being “an 
emotional piece of architecture.” Barragan, a self-taught Mexican architect, had been an admirer of Le Corbusier’s work and of European 
modernism. Years later, he became convinced that a house should not be “a machine for living,” but rather a refuge of solitude, anticipation, 
and above all, visual comfort. Although Barragan’s work is often referenced misleadingly as minimalist architecture, his ideas of form and 
space, if not his use of color, certainly have had some influence in that genre. For this project, the clients asked Pawson to create a relaxed 
environment that reminds them of their own playful childhood; a house with a Californian modernist tradition that draws its inspiration from the 
site in terms of its materials, proportions, and how the spaces capture light and views. The scheme is mainly composed of 2 rectangular 
volumes on top of one another. The lower volume, which is clad in limestone panels with floor-to-ceiling glazed openings, is comprised of the 
main public spaces- living, study, kitchen, and a 2-story dining / stair hall. Bedrooms occupy the cantilevered upper volume, rendered in stucco 
and vertical panels of red cedar within the recessed balconies. On the main floor, views of the exterior are captured through large glazed 
openings that alternate with thick walls (made of limestone and plaster) along the lower volume’s perimeter. Aligning with the two thick walls 
on either end of the house, the main rooms and the inner walls are grouped along the central core between two aisles of circulation. This 
layout is similar to that of Pawson’s many projects, including the two stone buildings on the Montemaggio estate and the penthouse of New 
York hotelier and real-estate developer Ian Schrager.   
 
 

5  Iovine, Julie V., “A Conversation With John Pawson”, El Croquis 158 John Pawson 2006-2011, 2011, 9. 
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Los Angeles House, John Pawson 
 
 
Lastly, is the recently completed Casa delle Bottere (2006-2011) in the Veneto region of Italy, where the geographical setting consists of 
orchards, vineyards, ploughed furrows and irrigation channels. From this flat terrain on a clear day, one can see extended views of the 
Dolomites along the site’s northern horizon. The region is well known for the commission of private houses, most notably in the 16th century by 
Andrea Palladio to those more recently completed by Carlo Scarpa and Tadao Ando. Before construction on the house, pool, gate house, and 
private chapel began, the client had planted undulating rows of oak trees to the north that are perpendicular to the house’s east-west axis. 
Once the trees mature, they would give slightly angled views that are in syncopation with the glazing along the north elevation. Limited to 500 
square meters of floor area above ground, the 2-story structure is excavated into the earth, revealing only a single story on the northern and 
southern sides while a pair of sunken courtyards flank the western and eastern ends. The three triangular roof planes slope gently, from what 
appears to be a flat roof on the east elevation, to converge on an apex of an asymmetrical gable end on the western façade. A visit to a 
farmhouse on the nearby Villa Emo estate inspired Pawson to echo somewhat the vernacular precedent of its roofline. Drawing on some of 
Palladio’s architectural precedents, the internal configuration of public and private spaces are divided by a cruciform hallway. The primary 
east-west corridor runs along the length of the house while the north-south corridor is at the juncture that separates the lofty public spaces (on 
the west side) from the more intimate private quarters (on the eastern half).  
 
Considered one of the best examples of sustainable homebuilding, this project is among a list of 100 houses in Italy that was awarded the 
CasaClima Oro certification (namely “zero-consumption house”) by the Agenzia CasaClima, a most sought-after and highly respected 
qualification. A large and sophisticated network of electrical and mechanical systems are distributed from the basement throughout house, 
leading to the gate house where photovoltaic cells are incorporated onto its roof. Along with eight geothermal wells on the property grounds, 
the house is mostly recognized for incorporating passive solar design strategies, such as triple glazing windows and high R-values for 
insulation, and shading of the south façade from its cantilevered roofline.  
 
 

 
Casa delle Bottere, John Pawson 
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Casa delle Bottere, John Pawson 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


