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Architecture should always offer a 
means whereby the organic con¬ 
nection between a building and 
nature (including man and human life 
as an element of greater importance 
than others) is provided for. 

Alvar Aalto 

I believe that architects should de¬ 
sign gardens to be used, as much as 
the houses they build, to develop a 
sense of beauty and the taste and 
inclination toward the fine arts and 
other spiritual values. 

Luis Barragan 



Nature as Inspiration 

Nature has been an inspiration for Man's architecture since the beginning of 

time. Man, born in nature built in nature with the elements of the landscape. By 

virtue of these elements, whether sticks, stones or mud, Man's early architecture 

was integral with its surroundings. With time and Man's advancement of tech¬ 

nology, natures' elements for building have been refined and elaborated, however, 

Man's refined and elaborate architecture lasts the integration it once had with the 

landscape and in many cases it is now merely an object in the landscape. When 

architecture is an object in the landscape it speaks only about itself and not about 

its surroundings. This is acceptable when the object is pure, or the object is 

sculpture, for understanding of it is based upon its own merits. The context in 

which it exists is of no consequence. If the object lacks purity or a sculptural 

quality, it is not an object that can be understood on its own; the context within 

which it sits must be considered. Without an integration with its surroundings, an 

interpretation of the object or the surroundings cannot be made. 

This integral relationship of architecture to its surroundings can be achieved 

through various means. Natural elements from the landscape can be incorporated 

into the design (the works of the California architects Greene and Greene or 

Bernard Maybeck come to mind), the architecture can be an extension of the 

physical landscape (Wright's Falling Water is a prime example), or the landscape 

can be manipulated about the architecture (the burm houses of Ambasz), however, 

more subtle means of integration are possible. When nature is the inspiration for 

architecture, it can be transformed and brought into the architecture. In 

opposition to this transformation of nature, the built form can be fragmented, and 
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these fragments of architecture can be placed in nature and fragments of nature 

can be placed in the architecture. A contrast between man's built objects and the 

elements of the landscape is established, thus resulting in the enhancement of both 

architecture and nature. It is this enhancement of Architecture and Nature that is 

desired. Architecture should not attempt to dominate, but should be a part of 

nature. 

These subtle means of integration are evident in the works of two architects, 

Alvar Aalto and Luis Barragan. As is expected the methods of achieving this 

integration are very opposite. For Aalto "architecture's inner nature is a 
3 

fluctuation and a development suggestive of natural organic life". Everything 

that surrounds mein is made up of cells, tissues, or organisms, architecture, 

according to Aalto, "cannot be treated differently from biology's other elements, 

or otherwise (it) runs the risk of not fitting the system, (it) becomes inhuman".** 

nature, for Aalto, is not merely inspiration, but the originator for his works. 

The architecture of Barragan is not of the scientific mind, but of the 

spiritual, and through his creations of gardens "he invites the partnership of the 

Kingdom of nature".^ Barragan's architecture is an architecture of planes which 

act as extensions of the built form. The integration with nature is through 

contrast. By contrasting nature with a very pure, man-made object, both nature 

and the object are noticed, in a sense the architecture serves as a backdrop to 

nature while nature serves as a backdrop for architecture. Architecture and nature 

coexist, one does not dominate the other. 

Nature as inspiration for architecture is the commonality between Aalto and 

Barragan, however, the interpretations by each are extremely different. Stated 
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simply, Aalto puts nature into architecture through transformation; architecture is 

a continuation of nature. Barragan puts architecture into nature by fragmenting 

his architecture, and through contrast both nature and architecture are understood. 

By comparing and contrasting the works of each architect in terms of formal 

characteristics, materials and use of natural light, one can understand how an 

architecture can transpire when its inspiration is from nature. 

'Continuation' and 'Fragmentation' Defined 

It is necessary to define Aalto's continuation of nature through transfor¬ 

mation' and Barragan's 'fragmentation of architecture as a contrast to nature' 

before discussing the characteristics of form, materials and light. According to 

Aalto, everything that man comes in dontact with must be thought of in terms of 

nature. Just as any living organism is complex and made up of different parts, so 

then should architecture. Those parts of architecture can be articulated dif¬ 

ferently to reveal this complexity. Everything Aalto designs was designed with 

nature in mind. Various functions of a building are not uniform, therefore 

uniformity was not given to the building forms. (A reading room functions 

differently than an office, therefore formally they must be different.) By taking 

something found in nature (be it the forests or lakes of Finland) and transforming 

it, nature then becomes a part of architecture and architecture a part of nature. 

One work of Aalto's, the Villa Maires, at Noormarkkeu, best illustrates this 

notion of transformation. The underlying theme of the villa is the debate between 

nature and civilization. This metamorphosis of the natural to the man-made begins 

with a natural wall that consists of an earth mound, a rustic wooden gate, and a 



rubble wall that occurs, along the garden side of the villa. This wall, which begins 

as a mound of earth changes character as it enters the house from rubble to brick, 

to white washed brick, to plaster, and on the roof terrace it becomes a wall of 

modern steel pipe railing. Although the interior is very modern in contrast to the 

rustic exterior wall, reminders of the surrounding landscape are placed within the 

house. The forest that one passes through before arriving at the villa is brought 

within the house in the form of ebony black columns. Looking through the living 

room to the forest beyond, these columns (sometimes singular, sometimes multiple 

wrapped columns) appear to be part of forest. A stairway seems to float within a 

forest of wooden columns and after ascending the stairs, one looks up to a light, 

just as if one is standing in a clearing of trees looking up to the sun. Scenes found 

in nature have been transformed into architecture. 

Barragan fragments his architecture and by placing man-made planes in the 

landscape, he sets up a dialouge between nature and architecture, a dialogue of 

tension. He composes surreal and almost deChirico-like settings which in one sense 

form a stage set for the inhabitants of the architecture and in another sense, a 

stage set for nature. One example of this is the entrance wall at the Las Arboledas 

residential development. Two trees are left standing in front of the one hundred 

yard red stucco wall. A tension between the man-made and the natural result. The 

color of the wall heightens this tension further while the wall serves as a backdrop 

for the trees; neither wall or nature go unnoticed, each plays off the other. 

Barragan states, "before the machine-age, even in the middle of cities, nature was 

everybody's trusted companion. Nowadays, the situation is reversed. Man does not 

meet with nature, even when he leaves the city to commune with her. Enclosed in 

his shiny automobile, his spirit stamped with the mark of the world, whence the 



-5- 

automobile emerged, he is within nature, a foreign body. A billboard is sufficient 

to stifle the voice of nature. Nature becomes a scrap of nature and man a scrap of 

man. The intended dialogue between man and nature becomes a hysterical, 

monotonous human monologue."^ 

By creating gardens that involve a contrast between the man-made and 

nature, the dialogue is no longer a human monologue - man no longer a 'scrap of 

man', nature no longer a 'scrap of nature'. 

Issue of Form 

We have thus come back to the question of form as such. A 
constantly changing environment means that there is after 
all a form that should be independent of how things are 
constructed... Nature, biology, is formally rich and lux¬ 
uriant. It can with the same structures, the same inter¬ 
meshing, and the same principles in its cells' inner structure 
achieve a billion cpmbinations, each of which represents a 
high level of form/ 

Aalto 

We should try to produce with modern architecture the same 
alternative that is found in the surfaces, spaces, and vol¬ 
umes of pre-Columbian architecture as well as colonial and 
popular architecture, but it has to be done with a contem¬ 
porary expression. Obviously, we cannot repeat these forms 
exactly, but we can analyze the essence of the elements. So 
that, without copying the same gardens, patios, and plazas, 
we can transmit to people the experiences of ^enturies 
which may make their lives a bit more pleasurable/ 

Barragan 

The formal characteristics of Aalto's architecture can be described as 

organic and fluid, in contrast to the geometric and rigid, volumetric forms of 

Barragan's architecure. Aalto's organic forms, derived from nature are found in all 
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of his works, ranging from the smallest of objects (Savoy glass vase) to the design 

of large urban projects (Helsink City Center). Aalto sketched landscapes or 

elements found in nature constantly in an effort to perfect the compositional 

aspects of these organic shapes. His design for the city library at Viipuri is a result 

of these landscape sketches. Referring to this project, Aalto states, "I pursued the 

solution with the help of primitive sketches. From some kind of fantastic, mountain 

landscapes with cliffs lit up by suns in different positions I gradually arrived at the 

9 concept for the library building." A section of the building takes on these 

mountainous characteristics for the various reading and lending areas exist on 

different plateaus, with the control area being on a central, higher plateau. The 

various areas are lit from above by funnel-like skylights - thus 'the cliffs are lit by 

suns in different positions'. Again this continuation of nature through transfor¬ 

mation. 

The rigid geometric planes of Barragan's architecture are abstractions of 

nature and traditional Mexican architecture. Many of Barragan's geometric 

compositions take on surrealistic qualities. The Casa Gilardi is a prime example. 

In one room, the dining room which contains an indoor swimming pool, the natural 

elements of sky, sun, water and color are abstracted and recreated in planes of red, 

blue and white. A vertical plane of red penetrates the horizontal blue plane of 

water. When the vertical plane touches the water the color turns from red to 

yellow, as if altered by the view through the water. Directly above the pool, a 

cubic skylight admits natural light and beneath the skylight the walls are painted 

blue, thus the sky's abstracted and assumes a permanent presence. 

The traditional Mexican courtyard house (solid and void) is respected, yet 

altered by condensing the solid mass into planes. The void still maintains its 

function as a source for light and shadow, however, it is no longer the central 
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organizing element. In Barragan's own house the garden takes the form of the void, 

it is not centralized but is pushed to the rear of the house. Only the most 

important rooms front the garden, and it is in these rooms where house and garden 

become one. The roof terrace, enclosed on all sides by rough plaster walls is open 

only to the sky. Again, Barragan’s architecture makes a stage-set for nature. It is 

the sky, the wind and the clouds that all attention is focused upon. 

Man made aqueducts like those of the region where Barragan lived as a child 

are recurring elements in his architecture. Through abstruction, the aqueducts 

become vertical wall planes. When the planes are split the water is revealed, thus 

fountains are formed. The sound of pouring, gushing, or dripping water is heard - a 

sound of nature found within an abstract, man-made artifact. 

On Materials 

The art of architecture has, in a sense, created its world of 
materials and methods itself. In a deeper sense, archi¬ 
tecture is not merely finished buildings, but rather a varie¬ 
gated process of development that, thanks to an internal 
reciprocal action, constantly leads to new solutions, new 
forms, new building materials, and constant changes in the 
etiology of construction.1 

Aalto 

Materials are left in their near-natural state: Roughly 
plastered walls and volcanic rock tiles are juxtaposed \yijth 
polished wooden floors, homespuns, and velvety carpets." 

(Ambasz of Barragan) 

The architectural projects of Aalto are made up of very robust palettes of 

materials; materials from nature that have been technologically refined. The 

materials that the inhabitant comes in close contact with are natural materials, 

wood, stone, brick, always in colors of the earth. The materials on any project are 
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always appropriate for that project in terms of symbolic content, function, and 

metaphoric content. Civic buildings, such as Finlandia Hall or Alajarvii Town Hall 

are clad in varying textures and shades of marble. Marble is used to denote the 

status that is accustomed to civic architecture. At Finlandia, the existing granite 

that is found on the site is kept very rough and uncut. A second layer of finished 

black Carrara marble appears to grow out of this rough uncut layer of granite. A 

third layer of white marble caps the composition. It is as if the natural granite has 

gone through a metamorphosis from its most natural state to a very pure, refined 

state. At the Villa Mairea, an exterior blue tile wall is intermingled within the 

rough stone and brick walls to metaphorically refer back to the water of the 

swimming pool. Aalto's most robust palette, in terms of texture, color and 

materials is found at his summer house at Muratsala, where the intermingled 

patterns of brick and tile work do not seem chaotic, but seen natural due to the 

hues of nature that each panel possesses. 

In contrast to Aalto's robust palette and refined materials, Barragan's palette 

of materials is simple, and all materials are in their raw or natural state. The 

vigorous colors that Barragan uses are the colors of the sun - very bright yellows, 

hot pinks, and phosphoresce oranges. This simple palette of materials results from 

the traditional building techniques of the region. Plaster or stucco walls, timber 

framing, stone or brick floors are all indiginous to the region. Barragan's brightly 

painted, man-made walls are juxtaposed to their natural surroundings. Nature and 

object play off one another due to the strong contrast. 
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The Manipulation of Light 

What do we mean by lights quality? Light exists for man, a 
phenomenon he needs without interruption at his disposal. 
Properly adapted quality is in other words much more 
important in this case than in the case .of objects whose 
contact with humans is merely temporary. 

Aalto 

Architects are forgetting the need of human beings for half 
light, the sort of light that imposes a sense of tranquility... 
We should try to recover mental and spiritual ease and to 
alleviate anxiety, the salient characteristic ofthese agitated 
times, and the pleasures of thinking, working, conversing,are 
heightened by the absence of glowing, distracting light. 

Barragan 

The natural light that each architect deals with due to the geographic 

location of each, is indeed very opposite. Aalto, working in Finland had a very soft, 

gentle light to work with and in a sense he could take advantage of this. In almost 

all of his projects there is an abundance of natural light and it is this natural light 

that for the human was most important. Aalto's manipulation of light is in terms 

of function. At the library at Seinajoki large south facing clerestory windows are 

the main source of light. Because it is a library, view is not important -only 

quality light - so louvers are placed over the clerestory. No direct sunlight enters 

directly but is reflected twice off the louvers. An interior light scoop is also used 

for reflective purposes and to minimize glare. During winter months, the sun light 

enters directly - but is reflected off the opposite white wall of the light scoop. 

This manipulation of light, through reflection, is recurrent in many of Aalto's 

projects. Direct sunlight that causes a discomforting glare is never allowed. At 

the library at the Wolfsberg Cultural Center the central reading area is daylighted 

by a field of circular skylights. Deep conical shaped walls beneath the skylights 
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permit the direct sunlight to be reflected within these walls. Lights are placed 

directly above the skylights to melt snow and to provide this same indirect quality 

of light at night. Again this transformation of nature into architecture. 

Barragan, working with the very harsh light of Mexico, creates an archi¬ 

tecture that is formed by shadows. The crispness of the shadows parallel the rigid 

abstract planes. It is the spiritual quality of light that Barragan is concerned with. 

At his Chapel for the Capuchinas Sacramentarias, a hidden window filled with gold 

glass illuminates this room with a mysterious golden light, in turn, a shadow of the 

cruciform is cast on the altar. Also at the chapel, Barragan manipulates light 

through color. A cement lattice wall that separates the interior corridor from the 

exterior courtyard is painted yellows. The interior face of the lattice wall is 

painted a much more intense yellow so that on cloudy days the presence of the sun 

can be maintained. On days when the sun is quite bright, the luminosity of this 

corridor is quite great. The geometric shadow that is cast reveals nature 

contrasted to the very rigid man-made object. 

This mystic quality of light is also present at Barragan's own house. The sun 

is not a continual presence as it is at the chapel, but suggests it's presence in 

controlled instances. Light spills, as if from heaven, down the stairs. Walls do not 

touch the ceiling, so that soft light can flow from room to room. In contrast to 

Aalto, when Barragan uses a clerestory window for light, the window also frames a 

view - a view of the sky. Again, this notion of communicating with nature made 

possible by the contrast presented by the architecture. 

Inspiration for architecture should come from nature and architecture should 

not dominate nature - they should co-exist. When architecture is not part of 

nature it becomes an isolated object in the landscape, speaking only about itself. 
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Nature is the inspiration for Aalto and Barragan, though each uses this inspiration 

in opposite ways. While Aalto's architecture is a series of reinterpretations of 

nature, transformed into built form, Barragan's architecture is a series of frag¬ 

ments that relate to nature through contrast. It is possible for architecture to 

relate to nature in both ways. If nature is the inspiration for architecture, a 

complex architecture will result due to the complexity of nature. In turn a 

complexity of relationships of the built form to the landscape will result. If one 

thinks of the architecture in terms of a continuation of nature, the architecture 

can be fragmented to satisfy complex relationships of the built form of the 

landscape. 

We must deduce from nature and its challenges the prin¬ 
ciples which can act as our guides. The course of nature is 
smooth, and is kept steady by the reciprocal movement of 
the world and the correlation of its elements. Its products 
are better than those of art. Its power, ever founded on 
reason, leads to conclusions which are proof against those 
false inferences that lead us astray. What it offers is so 
simple that it is beyond comprehension how mankind in 
whose memory the original ideas were inscribed could have 
forgotten mein in order to bring forth phantoms which due 
consideration ought to have dispersed. Let us follow the 
path which nature shows us, benefitting from the favour¬ 
ableness of the celestial splendor surrounding it. 

14 Claude Nicolas Ledoux 
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A House for a Retired Couple 

Locations Caba San Lucas, Mexico. Southern Tip of Baja 

Site: Located on a cove of the Bay of San Lucas 

Program: Main House - Entry 
Living 
Dining 
Masters Suite/Library 
Kitchen 

» 

Accomodations for: 
Husband's visiting brother 
Wife's visiting sister 
Visiting children 
Visiting grandchildren 

Husband's Workshop 
Wife's Greenhouse/studio 
Caretaker's quarters 
Boat Storage/Pier 
Automobile Storage 

Approach 

Further investigation into climatic conditions and vegetation in- 
diginous to this region of Mexico will be required. From this 
investigation elaboration of the site can be made. 

I will begin to analyze specific aspects of the program to understand 
how these might relate to the landscape. This will begin to 
determine how the architecture can be fragmented to respond to the 
landscape. Because sunlight is an overpowering presence in this 
region, I will deal with it in terms of function (Aalto) and in terms 
of a desired ambiance (Barragan). 



A Villa by the Sea 

Entry 

Living/Entertaining 600 sf 

Gallery/Library 300-400 

Dining (to accomadate 12) 350 

Kitchen 225 

Utilities, Delivery, Maint, 200 

Equipment/Radio Room 200 

Mechanical/Storage 150 

2125 sf 

Master Bedroom Suite 600sf 

600 sf 

Studio 400 

Darkroom 200 

Chart/Map Room 200 

Taxidermists Lab 400 

1200sf 

Guest Bedroom/Bath 1 375 

Guest Bedroom/Bath 2 375 

Childern's Living Area 300 

1050sf 

4975 sf 
(Main House) 

Guest Cottage 1 800 

Guest Cottage 2 800 

1600sf 

Caretaker 1s Cottage 900 

900sf 

7475 sf 
(Total Project 
excluding 
circulation) 

Auto Storage (3) 

Pump House 

Courtyards 

Swimming Pool 

Gardens 



Thesis Abstact 

It is my belief that when architecture is placed in a natural landscape, the 

inspiration for that architecture should be from nature. How architecture is placed 

in the landscape is the basis of study for this thesis. 

One way in which a built form and nature can be integrated is through a 

transformation of nature, thus allowing nature to become part of the built form. 

Put simply, nature is placed into architecture and a dialogue between the two is 

established. Secondly, by juxtaposing a geometric or pure form to the landscape, a 

contrast between nature and architecture is established. Architecture is placed in 

nature: neither dominates, however they begin to play off one another. Through 

fragmentation of the built form, nature is allowed to penetrate the built form. Thus 

architecture and nature become one, yet remain distinct. 

The intent of this thesis is to synthesize these notions of transformation of 

nature and a juxtaposition to nature. The result will be an architecture that 

responds not only to the complexities of the program, but the multiplicity of 

relationships between man's built environment and the natural landscape. 

The vehicle for this study will be a Retirement Villa by the Sea. The location 

for the project is a hypothetical site at the southernmost tip of the peninsula of 

Baja, Mexico. 



Concluding Remarks 

This thesis project was essentially to study the ways in which a built object 

can relate to natural surroundings. The proposal was to combine two opposing 

notions of how objects sit in the landscape. 1) an unnatural juxtaposition to 

establish a contrast between nature and the object and 2) a transformation of the 

landscape and the object so that built object and the landscape become one. 

The jury found problems with the thesis itself, in that it is difficult to prove 

a theoretical statement. In the final outcome, the thesis was not proved or 

disproved. This does not mean that what I was trying to do could not be 

accomplished. Works that stand as abstract objects in the landscape and incorporate 

the notion of transforming the landscape do exist. One has only to look at Wright's 

Fallingwater or Taliesin West, Aalto's Villa Mairea or Aalto's summer house at 

Muratsalo, or Le Corbusier s Weekend House. In the end, my thesis project should 

have only been "to make a place". The notions of transformation of the landscape, 

and juxtaposition to the landscape could have been used, but the need to "prove" 

that it was possible would not have been necessary. 

To state simply what I tried to do with the project in terms of the 

architecture: 

1) Respond to climatic conditions of the site 

large overhangs and the concrete brise-soleil for sun protection 

narrow room depths to take advantage of cross ventilation 

2) Respond to regional construction techniques 

tradition of stone construction on the peninsula 

use of structural concrete construction is common 

3) Respond to needs of the "clients" 



All of this, 1 feel is essential to the making of architecture. Just because my thesis 

vas not about regionalism, or about user-oriented dwellings does not mean that 

these things should be overlooked. Given the inherent oppositionwithin my thesis, 

1 felt it would be to my advantage to play up these oppositions throughout the 

project, thus the overriding concept of nature versus civilization. 

In summary, perhaps the idea of simply making a place, a place to live and 

to work, should have been the nature of my thesis. Had I known the difficulties 

involved in trying to "prove" a theoretical statement, I would have chosen this 

direction. 
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