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Carlo Scarpa. Towards a Climatic Architecture

Carlo Scarpa, while he was still completing the Tomb for Giuseppe and Onorina Brion in 1978, an ‘Island of the
Dead’ a la Bocklin, designed a luxurious dwelling for Prince Fahad Al Saud in Riyadh. He designed a garden of
the living, an earthly paradise, the Persian pairidaéza, the sacred enclosure reserved for the elect: an Eden. Eden
for Scarpa is a ‘well-being of water and space’, built of precious and rare materials in which to enjoy the reflections of
moonlight. Scarpa’s Arab Eden is refined opulence. Scarpa has in mind Islamic castles, but also Byzantine art
and especially Venice, which is a ‘dissymmetrical, high, low, crooked, straight’ architecture, according to him perfectly
approachable to the best Arab architecture. The Villa in Riyadh is also an opportunity to reflect around some
unaccustomed design issues in Scarpa’s production; this is perhaps an experiment toward a climatic architecture, an
architecture that in the specific case of the Villa in Riyadh is adapted to the torrid climate of the Arabian desert.

Carlo Scarpa. Towards a Climatic Architecture

Carlo Scarpa, mentre stava ancora completando la Tomba per Giuseppe e Onorina Brion nel 1978, un’“Isola dei
morti” a la Bocklin, progetta una lussuosa dimora per il principe Fahad Al Saud a Riyad, un giardino dei vivi, un
paradiso terrestre, il pairidaéza persiano, il recinto sacro riservato agli eletti: 'Eden. LEden per Scarpa & un
“benessere di acqua e di spazi”, costruito in materiali preziosi e rari in cui godere dei riflessi della luce della Luna.
L'Eden arabo di Scarpa € opulenza raffinata. Scarpa ha in mente i castelli islamici, ma anche 'arte bizantina e
soprattutto Venezia che e un’architettura “dissimmetrica, alta, bassa, storta, diritta”, secondo lui perfettamente
accostabile alla migliore architettura araba. La villa a Riyad & anche un’occasione per riflettere intorno ad alcune
questioni progettuali poco abituali nella produzione di Scarpa; e forse questo un esperimento verso un’architettura
climatica, un’architettura che nel caso specifico della Villa a Riyadh si adatta al clima torrido del deserto arabico.
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Vesper
Rivista di architettura, arti e teoria

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
interpret the act of designing through tracing and reveal-
ing the movement of transformation. Pythagoras identified
in the planet Venus both the evening star (Hesperos) and
the morning star (Phosphoros), assigning the two names
to the same star observed in different temporal conditions.
Vesper thus states a perspective rather than an object, priv-
ileging the condition that defines its status. Rather than the
sharp light of dawn, heralding a brand-new day and prom-
ising 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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Carlo Scarpa. Towards
a Climatic Architecture

Carlo Scarpa’s never-built work, the villa principesca in Riyadh is present-
ed in this contribution as an experiment in sustainable architecture, i.e.
an architecture that through the conscious use of specific technical and
technological devices, the control of orientation and exposure to the
sun, and the use of precise materials, is able to adapt even to extreme
climates and environments, such as in this case the Arabian desert of
Riyadh. Scarpa designed a sort of ‘solar’ citadel (Los 1977) for Prince
Fahad Al Saud, a princely complex that could adapt well to adverse cli-
matic conditions. The idea of Carlo Scarpa as a ‘sustainable’ architect is
far removed from the positions of the traditional critics towards Scarpa,
however, the project for the villa in Riyadh clearly refers to a certain sen-
sitivity towards the climatic adaptation of buildings. All of Scarpa’s ini-
tial decisions, represented in the very few sketches, are oriented towards
the conscious construction of a climatically efficient and high-perfor-
mance complex. Performance that derives from the correct orientation
and exposure of the house, from the conscious use of appropriate vege-
tation to the choice of material and colour of the finishes.

Carlo Scarpa, while he was still completing the Tomb for Giuseppe
and Onorina Brion in 1978, an Island of the Dead in the style of Bocklin,
designed the luxurious residence for Prince Fahad Al Saud in Riyadh, a
garden of the living, an Earthly Paradise, the Persian pairidaéza, the sacred
enclosure reserved for the elect: an Eden. The client, as we read in the notes
keptin the Carlo Scarpa Archive in Treviso, is Prince Fahad Abdul Aziz Ibn
Al Saud, Crown Prince and future King of Saudi Arabia. Unfortunately,
nothing is known about this particular commission. The only collaborator
who certainly took part in the project was Hiroyuki Toyoda whose calligra-
phy is recognisable on almost all the drawings, and who collaborated with
Scarpa in the Vicenza studio in 1978 (Semi 2010, p. 235). The only reference
fora possible geolocation, and which confirms Scarpa’s actual involvement
in the villa project, is a small sketch traced on white tracing paper and a few
inspection photos. The indication for the location of the site, as stated in
sheet 41-182 is ‘Al Dariyan Road’ — more likely ‘Al Diriyah Road’, today with
another name —, a well-known historical-archaeological site in the west of
Riyadh, still today a residential area of the Saudi upper class.

Scarpa’s project for Prince Fahad is set within a perfectly square plot
measuring 100 by 100 metres, not far from the Dir'iya area that is still
today the site of the Saudi royal palaces. The project, which was never
built due to Scarpa’s death in Sendai in 1978, is an attempt at the recon-
struction of paradise, an oasis in the desert, an enclosed garden made up
of pavilions, vegetable gardens and ponds. In the very first sketches and
notes marked on ‘Industria mobili LINEA ERRE’ headed paper, Scarpa
draws the general layout of the villa, and prepares a summary list of func-
tions and areas to be prepared. Then he draws on graph paper the first
ideas for the overall layout of the villa at a scale of 1:500. This drawing
contains the pavilion layout that Scarpa develops throughout the design
phase. Other than that, there are few indications on the sheet of a garage
for 24 cars. The most interesting inscriptions and traces in this draw-
ing concern a sundial indicating the overall exposure of the villa. Scarpa
writes in the right-hand band il ‘levar del sole’ (the sun rises), in the left-
hand band ‘il sole tramonta’ (the sun sets) and below the plan he writes
‘il sole caldo’ (the hot sun). At the top of the graph sheet, he also draws a
small sundial and colours the potentially cooler area of the plot in blue.

The villa in Riyadh is perhaps an opportunity to reflect on some unu-
sual design issues in Scarpa’s production. In the preparatory drawings,
Scarpa traces sun sundials and reorganises the layout of the villa accord-
ing to the orientation of the sun’s position. Scarpa positions the gardens
with the tallest plantings, such as cypresses, orange trees and hedges, to
protect the pavilions, exposes the rooms towards the north, and designs
elements dedicated to catching the light of the moon and observing the
stars. Perhaps this is an experiment by Scarpa towards a climatic archi-
tecture, an architecture that in the specific case of the vil/a in Riyadh is
adapted to the torrid climate of the Arabian desert.

In the sketch presented in this contribution, Scarpa traces the plan of
the villa on a scale of 1:500 in black pastel. In the upper left-hand band
Scarpa draws a small axonometry of the complex where we can see the
pavilion distribution of the vz/la and the main volumes of planting such
as the cypresses on the west side, the palms in the central courtyard
and the citrus grove towards the south. Scarpa also draws the volumes
for the indoor swimming pools. In the lower left-hand section Scarpa
draws the flight of stairs to the landlords’ flats and writes ‘large staircase

Marco Marino

of marble, porphyry and [illegible]’, he writes some calculations for the
riser and tread dimensions of the steps and draws a small section for
the garage and an elevation of the volumes for the covered swimming
pools. Scarpa then reports the rough reflections of the first two sketches
on cardboard. The drawing sheet, entitled Princely villa in Riyadh (Saudi
Arabia), in a 50 by 70 centimetres format, represents the ground floor
of the villa at a scale of 1:250. Not all the inscriptions on the large card-
board are by Scarpa’s, but are probably those of the collaborator who
was helping Scarpa at the time, Hiroyuki Toyoda, who probably reports
the indications that Scarpa dictated during the probable revisions to the
project. The drawing serves as the geometric foundation, upon which
Scarpa subsequently layered the tracing sheets to explore various dis-
tributing hypothesis. The board was visibly drawn, erased and redrawn
several times, which indicates the progressive method of definition of the
Scarpa project. Many annotations are written on the cardboard. Once the
cardboard had been set up Scarpa superimposed a series of transparen-
cies on it, on which he drew freehand in pencil and coloured crayon the
details for the various parts of the villa. Four of these transparencies are
dedicated to the guest pavilion, one drawing is dedicated to the distri-
bution of the east wing of the ground floor, one drawing is dedicated to
the in-depth study of the east wing of the first floor, and one drawing is
dedicated to the distribution of the west wing of the vz/la. Scarpa in these
autograph drawings provides clearer delineations of the different parts
of the house. In folios various versions for the guest apartments are pro-
posed. Scarpa arranged five guest apartments with terraces from which
‘si contempla il levar della Luna’ (in contemplation of the rising of the
moon), and one room for the butler.

The Riyadh villa is a large one-hectare enclosure inside which are twen-
ty pavilions on two levels, each with its own specific design, connected by
aseries of corridors and arranged around six large gardens reminiscent of
the organisation of the Topkap1 Castle in Istanbul. The villa was designed
to accommodate the couple plus their two children, 18 servants, and at
least 20 guests. Two square volumes for indoor pools, four volumes for
kitchens with pyramid roofs covered in cobalt-coloured mosaic, a large
library for 10,000 volumes with alabaster windows, a large pavilion for
five guest apartments, a pavilion for the female service staff, a pavilion
for the male service staff, apartments for the prince, apartments for his
wife and two children, a covered garage for thirty cars, a dining room for
twenty people, five lounges, ten guest bathrooms, a piezometric tower, an
entrance hall with a triple staircase connecting the ground floor and the
sleeping area to separate the public and private space. Surrounding the
pavilions there are large open spaces laid out as gardens: “The garden of
the four palm trees), the ‘flower gardens’, the ‘citrus groves) the car entrance
lined with rows of cypress trees, an outdoor swimming pool protected by
a hedge, and a large paved garden on the south side with fountains and
pools of water reminiscent of the gardens of the Alhambra in Granada.

The Arabian desert of Riyadh is a landscape of red earth that Scarpa
imagines he can tame, to ‘furnish’ which in Scarpa’s own words means
‘to care’ (Scarpa 1985a, p. 282). In Islamic culture, in fact, man has to take
care, to cherish, of the world as if it were a garden, as ITan McHarg states
referring precisely to Scarpa’s reference, the Alhambra: Tt is symptomat-
ic that Islamic culture, where man is considered as the guardian of the
garden of creation, whose divine mandate it is to beautify it, and where
paradise itself is depicted as a garden for wise and probable men, and
where the garden becomes an ingredient of the urban form’ (McHarg
1995, p. 87). It is no coincidence that Scarpa understands the Arab villa
as a small city ‘made like Venice [...] you go through very narrow corri-
dors, and there is then that comfort of water and space’ (Radice 1979, p.
20). Scarpa designed the dwelling for Prince Fahad as a piece of the city,
a piece of Venice, a labyrinth in which narrow corridors open up to large
rooms, gardens, pools of water and fountains. Scarpa’s design is a mod-
ern Chahar bagh, the Islamic garden city, the Earthly Paradise destined
for the ‘compassionate’ in the Koran, an Eden of ‘fresh foliage’, water
fountains, and ‘sofas covered inside with brocade’. Scarpa’s Arab Eden
is made — in his own words traced on the drawing sheets — of ‘flower
gardens’ and ‘citrus groves’, lush vegetable gardens to protect the most
exposed parts of the house, pools, fountains and water features, an Eden
of terraces and viewpoints from which one ‘contemplates the rising of
the moon’, but also an Eden of alabaster windows, Egyptian marble and
blue mosaic domes. Eden for Scarpa is a ‘well-being of water and space’,
built of precious and rare materials in which to enjoy the reflections of
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Carlo Scarpa, Princely villa, Riyadh, 1978. Plan of the villa, 1:500. MAXXI Museo nazionale delle arti del XXI secolo, Rome. MAXXI Architettura
Collection. Carlo Scarpa fund, 41159.
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