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The Mechanization of the Sacred Grotto

The notion of ‘grotto’, one of the most ancient and mythical architectural templates, is currently in tension with the
mechanised ethos of the time. Its cave-like aspect and uterine space historically gave rise to extraordinary and
fundamental allegorical and metaphysical meanings. Yet, it recently came to be at odds with the quantifiable
social reality of technological societies. Grotto, therefore, is revisited through theoretical discourses that highlight
its transfiguration throughout time; and through comparative research, exposing how the well-established ‘primi-
tive hut’ challenged its autonomy as a primary system of territorialisation of human culture.

The Mechanization of the Sacred Grotto

La nozione di “grotta”, uno dei modelli architettonici piu antichi e mitici, & attualmente in tensione con I'ethos
meccanizzato del tempo. Il suo aspetto cavernicolo e uterino ha storicamente dato origine a fondamentali signifi-
cati allegorici e metafisici. Tuttavia, la nozione di “grotta” si € scontrata recentemente con la realta sociale quanti-
ficabile delle societa tecnologiche. Il testo ripensa lo spazio della grotta attraverso posizionamenti teorici che ne
evidenziano la trasfigurazione nel corso del tempo. Attraverso una ricerca comparativa, il contributo mette in luce
come la consolidata “capanna primitiva” abbia messo in discussione la propria autonomia come sistema prima-
rio di territorializzazione della cultura umana.
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Vesper ¢ una rivista scientifica semestrale, multidiscipli-
nare e bilingue, si occupa delle relazioni tra forme e pro-
cessi del progetto e del pensiero. Ponendo lo sguardo al
crepuscolo, quando la luce si confonde con il buio e l'og-
getto illuminante non ¢ piu visibile, Vesper intende leg-
gere l'atto progettuale seguendo e rendendo evidente il
moto della trasformazione. Pitagora identifico nel pianeta
Venere sia la stella della sera (Hesperos) che quella del mat-
tino (Phosphoros), i due nomi si riferiscono allo stesso astro
ma posto in condizioni temporali differenti. Vesper dichia-
ra quindi una posizione piu che un oggetto e privilegia il
situarsi che ne profila lo statuto. Non ¢ qui accesa la luce
tagliente dell’alba, che promette giorni completamente
nuovi e alti sol dell’avvenire, ma quella che fa intravedere
nella penombra una possibilita nell’esistente.

Richiamando e rinnovando la tradizione delle riviste car-
tacee italiane, Vesper ospita un paesaggio articolato di moda-
lita narrative, accoglie forme di scrittura e stili differenti,
privilegia I'intelligenza visiva del progetto, dell’espressio-
ne grafica, dell'immagine e delle contaminazioni tra lin-
guaggi. Larivista ¢ pensata nella sua successione di numeri
tematici come discorso sulla contemporaneita, nello spa-
zio di ogni singolo numero ¢ articolata in un insieme di
rubriche che gettano luci differenti sul tema. Nel proce-
dere delle diverse sezioni — editoriale, citazione, proget-
to, racconto, lezione, saggio, inserto, traduzione, archivio,
viaggio, ring, tutorial, dizionario — mutano i riverberi tra
idee e realta, si accende I'intreccio tra evidenze concrete e
loro potenzialita, potenziali trasformativi, immaginari. Le
rubriche sono pensate non per aggiornare istantaneamente
ma per indagare condizioni progettuali e per fornire stru-
menti e materiali dall’'ombra lunga.

Vesper
Journal of Architecture, Arts & Theory

Vesper is a six-monthly, multidisciplinary and bilingual sci-
entific journal which deals with the relationships between
forms and processes of thought and of design. Gazing into
the dusk, when light slowly merges with darkness and the
illuminating object is no longer visible, Vesper aims to inter-
pret the act of designing through tracing and revealing the
movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified in the
planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and the morn-
ing star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names to the same
star observed in different temporal conditions. Vesper thus
states a perspective rather than an object, privileging the
condition that defines its status. Rather than the sharp
light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and promising a
brighter future, it is the twilight that allows you to have a
glimpse at the potential of what is already there.

Following the tradition of Italian paper journals, Vesper
revives it by hosting a wide spectrum of narratives, wel-
coming different writings and styles, privileging the visual
intelligence of design, of graphic expression, of images and
contaminations between different languages. The jour-
nal is conceived as a series of thematic issues that build a
discourse on the contemporary. Each issue is divided into
sections that offer a range of diverse perspectives on the
theme analysed: editorial, quote, project, tale, lecture, essay,
extra, translation, archive, journey, ring, tutorial, dictionary.
Throughout the different sections, reverberations between
ideas and reality change, connections emerge between tan-
gible facts and their potentials, transformative prospects,
collective perception. The principal aim of these sections is
not to provide instant news, but to offer an in-depth investi-
gation of different instances of design and to provide tools
and materials that have a long-lasting effect.
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The Mechanization
of the Sacred Grotto

Bethlehem Mine, Barrackville, West Virginia, 1910s ca. Courtesy
Marion County Historical Society, West Virginia and Regional
History Center.

Grotto at Villa Pallavicini, Pegli, 1880 ca. Ph. Celestino Degoix.
Courtesy Rijksmuseum.

Marcos Amado Petroli

A Cave for a Modern Polyphemus: The ‘Grotto’ Between Myth and Disenchantment
‘Grotto’ (in Italian, grotta, from Latin, crypta, commonly meaning ‘cave’) has
its origins in the mysterious vaulted rock-cut caverns found in the ancient
world. Used for many purposes throughout history, from sanctuaries to
springs to wine cellars, grottoes were also venerated as sacred as a tem-
ple or as noble as a palace (Verschaftel 2021). The ‘grotto’ became a ‘man-
ner’, challenging hard-line academics and rationalists alike, and was placed
in concepts such as ‘terza natura, ‘intermediate structure), and ‘primitive
type’. But, for some reason, the grotto vanished. Lost its mysteriousness, its
desirable condition, and its exceptional beauty. Mechanized by the recent
ethos of the time, these former subterranean chambers were whitewashed
from their original ontological values, and more than often, presented in
modern historiographies as pure cutting-edge engineering feats.

The mechanization of public parks and gardens has been previous-
ly addressed through the introduction of industrial-age elements (e.g.,
playgrounds, carousels, athletic facilities, and motorized hydraulic
features) within classic-established templates of the urban landscape
(Field, Gournay, Somma 2008). Amusement parks with large parking
lots became the ultimate expression of a mechanized collective space,
ultimately leading to an artificial or a science-fiction reconstruction of
the city. But lights, progress, euphoria, and vigilance expressed an extem-
porary and transitional nature much diverse from the natural form of
grottoes. The main adversary of the grotto, therefore, is arguably the
whole modernisation process within the concepts of public landscape.

Miller argued that two main types of grotte were historically constructed
throughout time: the ‘rustic grotto’, an imitation of an underground cave;
and the architectural nymphaeum, a natural sanctuary often recreated as
a half-rotunda monument (Miller 1982). Such duality of meaning is fre-
quently related to the complex relationship between nature and art. Since
De Natura Deorum, by MT. Cicero, the so-called ‘second nature’ was used
to describe the human modification of the natural environmentin agricul-
tural and utilitarian gardens. Like the Garden of Alcinous, presented in the
classic Homer’s Odyssey, a simple, fertile, and productive garden could very
well exist and oppose the ‘wild, free garden that was hailed to fulfil our
aesthetic desires. Attached to ideas of fertility and fabrication, the whole
design of a garden or grotto could be defended by a mercantilism-based
society. Paradoxically, such utilitarian understanding of the natural land-
scape is in line with the very modernisation process that came to challenge
the existence of the grottoes in recent architectural theory.

During Late Renaissance, new interpretations between nature and art
induced the birth of a ‘third nature, elevating the grotto to a level of decep-
tion and wonder (Beck 2002). Themes such as alchemy, or the transforma-
tion of matter through magic, could already be seen in cases such as the
Grotta of Palazzo Te in Mantova (1524-1534). In architectural theory, grot-
toes received great attention as a part of the garden’ notion, particularly in
English-speaking historiographies. Seen as part of the humanistic thinking,
both, gardens and grottoes, became an expression of mortal human’s pow-
er as an active being, emphasising, therefore, human control over nature.
Odpyssey, for instance, portrayed the grotto of the gigantic cyclops Polyphemus
in Crete as a metaphor for self-knowledge and personal identity. The alle-
gory of the grotto is also addressed in Plato’s Republic as a rhetorical instinct
for survival, but also to the ‘truth’ hidden in the dark, that is revealed both,
materially or mystically, when one searches for it in the deepness of a cave;
and when one successfully exits the labyrinth that is the inner cave.

Gardens, on the verge of picturesque theory, were often described by their
‘beautiful irregularities) surprise, and various scenes that go from the pleas-
ing, to the horrid, to the enchanted (Mallgrave 2006). It was also impor-
tant to hide some parts of a composition for the continual entertainment of
the eye, raising the pleasures of imagination. As a mysterious dark cavern,
the grotto was one of those landscape elements that created an ‘unexpected
scene’. Perspective, light, and shade could make the richest scene, from the
gloom of the grotto to the opening day. But still being a close imitation of
Nature, ot smitatio ruris, rather than the stiff severity of the new Classicism.
An example of a modern interpretation of the natural cave is seen at the
Grotto for Meditation in New Harmony, designed by Frederick J. Kiesler in
the early 1960s (unbuilt). In this case, the free-flow of forms and figurative
symbolism aim to represent the grotto through ambivalence, human control
and wilderness, which are both intrinsic to the grotto.

While the garden became a model for an ‘idealised’ place in architec-
tural theory; the grotto, in turn, came to absorb a half-scientific, and a
half-mystical conceptualisation of the elements of the Earth. Balmori
argued that the grotto was used by 18th century architects and landscap-
ers as an intermediate structure (Balmori 1991): a strategy of mediation to
articulate the complex relationship between nature and art on the one
hand; and a link between divergent architectural languages, such as the
rigid classicist house and the picturesque garden, on the other.

210 Vesper|The Adversary

The term ‘grotto’ survived, approximately, until the Eclectic tradition,
and particularly until the Brownian Landscape in England, but it was vir-
tually annihilated in modern architectural theory when the controversial
relationship between myth and Enlightenment also implied a general
disenchantment of the world, as well as a detachment from nature (Silva
2012). The thinking process supposed to counteract the savage pulses of
humankind and renunciate hedonistic desires. Reality came to be known
as quantifiable, object of calculation, that needs to be abstract and formal
in character (Adorno 2015). The mythical character of the grotto, there-
fore, vanished, losing its heteronomous condition within the social reali-
ty of technological societies. The historical sacredness of the grottos and
its mysterious character was, ultimately, weakened as an irrational force.

Grottoes’ elevations started to be covered by geological materials and
be treated as museums of mineralogy and mining. Their natural stone,
stalagmites and stalactites, came to be replaced by cement mortar. The
development of mills, minecarts, trolleys, drills, and other hydraulic
machines came to simulate the motions that used, according to the pic-
turesque theory, to enliven the scenes (a role usually fulfilled by water,
fountains, and rivers). Movement, incidentally, is the fundamental sym-
bolic system in the age of mechanization. ‘Movement and the symbols
of movement become one flesh with our being’ (Giedion 1948, p. 113).

Grotto’s traditional elements, therefore, became gradually mechanized
by the ethos of the time. Mechanization is a process able to make itself
go unnoticed or unconsidered, and has become so intertwined with our
life that we tend to naturalise it (Norwood 2015, p. 5). The metaphysical
treasures hidden in the grotto are now quantifiable and tradable in the
Machine Age, like a resourceful mineral mine.

A World for Hunters: The ‘Cave’ vs the ‘Hut’
The second approach in this reasoning considers the grotto’s elemental
form as one primitive architectural type. Its uterine space, the cave, can be
theoretically legitimised by its maximus hostis, the primitive hut. It is well-
known that the primitive hut (or cabin) has received wide attention over
the years in modern historiographies, often seen as the precursor of the
structural frame or seen as far as a recollection of lost perfection that has
been humankind’s original condition nurtured in memory (Rykwert 1981).
But the grotto is also a primitive template that was arguably imitated by
art, eventually coming to belong to society in the form of vaulted architec-
ture. While the industrialisation of the hut proved to be an ideal style for the
office, seen in skyscrapers, pavilions, and glass-box buildings; the grotto, in
turn, provided an alternative symbolic language for ritualistic iconography,
seen in the Western culture in cases such as civic buildings and churches.

The primitive hut, or the ‘ancestral home’, was coined in 18th centu-
ry architectural theory as the model from which all the great buildings
of architecture were imagined (Mallgrave 2006). From the shelter, to the
temple, to the structural frame. Quatremere de Quincy counterargued this
idea, suggesting that the origins of architecture were not only linked to the
primitive hut, but to two other schemes: the cave and the tent. Accordingly,
the original architecture of hunters and fishermen is the cave, since they
tried to find shelter anywhere possible. The character of the cave is heavi-
ness. Herders, on the other hand, preferred tents due to their nomadic life-

of architecture, called ‘third space’ Accordingly, such a combination would
counteract the blasé and lack of social representations growing in modern

Fundamentals

metropolises (Giedion 1971). Giedion believed that, throughout the evolu-
tion of humankind since ancient civilizations, there were general templates
that organised social life through authority, ‘those elements that remained
constant despite the advent of mechanization and the tragic 19th centu-
ry rift between thinking and feeling’ (#bid., p. I). The cave is seen as one of
those elements, as opposed to the hegemony and standardisation of the hut.
Such a template would also provide a new image of social firmness and col-
umn-free technology suitable for extraordinary programs. Modern catenary
forms, thin-shells, geodesic domes, etc., can arguably be considered abstract,
modern, and industrial versions of ancient grottoes.

However, the grotto as a type or model still is conditioned to matters
of representation. It has been argued that mechanization surpassed tra-
ditional tools of representation, devaluating both sacred and convention-
al symbols (Norwood 2015). It has been also argued that representation
itself was replaced, or opposed, by simulation. “Whereas representation
attempts to absorb simulation by interpreting it as a false representation,
simulation envelops the whole edifice of representation itself as a simula-
crum’ (Baudrillard 1994, p. 6). The cave, seen as a conceptual prison, con-
ceals its inner tension, and potentially constructs a simulacrum of reality.

The grotto, essentially, evokes at least four forms of representation: the
first one is a basic reflection of a natural cave, by mimesis, placed in an arti-
ficial garden; the second one, a Platonic distortion of the meaning of the
grotto, when it departs, for example, from the architectural nymphaeum,
in ways that paradoxically make this relationship more clearer; the third
one, a false attempt to replicate a grotto, which creates an object far dif-
ferent from the model itself; and the last one, a simulacrum of the grotto,
when buildings such as vaulted subway stations, airport hubs, and railway
terminals, achieve a new meaning that has no direct relationship with the
original genesis of the primitive cave or the grotto. Hopefully, understand-
ing the many guises of the grotto, and the challenges proposed by its rivals,
is a contribution to its re-evaluation in recent architectural theory, which
often portrays the grotto as detached from chronological studies and seen
as an independent ephemeral phenomenon.
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