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Abstract  Through the investigation Carlo 
Scarpa’s architecture, four design techniques 
have been chosen; these techniques explain 
the reasoning behind Scarpa’s decision mak-
ing. The four techniques will be the influence 
in discovering a new approach to reactivat-
ing an existing building.
 The site selected for this project is 
the Leys Institute, Ponsonby. The site, as well 
as the general Ponsonby area, has a long his-
tory and a strong community mentality. How 
the history of the site can be incorporated 
into the design will be investigated through 
the use of exploratory drawings and model 
making. Drawings and modelling will also be 
used to investigate how the four Carlo Scar-
pa techniques are applied to the building. 
 The intention of this project is to 
generate a design that uses Scarpa’s design 
techniques to create community based spac-
es within the building that will draw the local 
people in.
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1.0
Introduction



Figure 1.1 ‘Crocifissione e Scanti’ Sketch



Research Question  How can design techniques used by 
Carlo Scarpa be applied to the rejuvenation 
of an existing building?
 

11



Outline of the Project
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 Carlo Scarpa was a Modernist archi-
tect but without the Modernist ideals. He 
valued craftsmanship and truth to materials 
rather than mass-production. He also valued 
the context of the buildings he worked on, 
not just the physical but also the historic. He 
often acted as an architectural archaeologist 
in order to express the building’s history.
 The project first investigates existing 
literature on the opinion of Scarpa by both 
other architects and architectural critics. 
 It then explores the techniques used 
by Scarpa that explain the reasoning behind 
his design decisions. These techniques will 
be cross examined against other architects 
of a similar time to help fully understand 
what Scarpa had done. The techniques will 
be used to make informed decisions in the 
design development stages of the project.
 These techniques will be found 
through the investigation of four of Scarpa’s 

architectural works; the Castelvecchio Mu-
seum in Verona, the Querini Stampalia Foun-
dation in Venice, the Olivetti Showroom in 
Venice and the Canova Plaster Cast Gallery in 
Possagno.
 These four precedent studies have 
been chosen because they were all existing 
buildings before Scarpa worked on them.  



Aims and Objectives
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Scope and Limitations  Although this project involves the 
use of an existing building, it is not a conser-
vation project. Design decisions will be made 
with respect for conservation, but will not 
follow the ICOMOS NZ Charter guidelines. 

The purpose of this project is to in-
vestigate the reasoning behind Carlo Scarpa’s 
decisions and extract his most effective tech-
niques. These techniques will then be used 
to form an architectural design approach for 
revitalising an underutilised existing build-
ing. 
 This will require the analysis of the 
site and history of the building, as well as the 
surrounding urban context and the social in-
teraction. This analysis will be vital in deter-
mining the final design.





2.0
Existing Knowledge
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Carlo Scarpa  Expression was also important to 
Scarpa, “The value of a work lies in its ex-
pression - when a thing is well expressed, its 
value is high”3 This includes expressing the 
craftsmanship that goes into making some-
thing. This is true for both the architecture of 
a building and the artwork being displayed 
within it. This becomes obvious when look-
ing at Scarpa’s museum designs and the way 
he designs spaces specifically for the art.

3 Dal Co, Complete Works, 283.

 Carlo Scarpa was born in 1906 in 
Venice, Italy. In 1926 Scarpa gained his di-
ploma of Professor in Architectural Drawing, 
from the Royal Academy of Fine Art in Ven-
ice. However, Scarpa did not have a complete 
architectural education, resulting in Scarpa 
not being recognised as an architect. Despite 
this, Scarpa succeeded in winning a number 
of architectural awards. This included the 
National Olivetti Award for Architecture in 
1956, and in 1972 he became Director of the 
Architectural Institute of Venice University.
 Carlo Scarpa’s lack of official archi-
tectural training was irrelevant because of 
the way he thought about architecture. 
 “If the architecture is any good, a 
person who looks and listens will feel its 
good effects without noticing.”2

 Scarpa was not worried about the 
building as a whole but rather how the spac-
es inside feel and relate to each other. This 
is probably why Scarpa did not design many 
buildings from scratch, preferring to manipu-
late an existing building.

2 Francesco Dal Co and Giusseppe Mazzariol, Carlo 
Scarpa The Complete Works, (London: The Architectural 
Press), 1986, 286.Figure 2.1 Carlo Scarpa



Scarpa’s work often incurred harsh 
criticism for two reasons. The first was due 
to his fondness of working within an existing 
fabric. Then there was the way in which he 
designed and how his buildings came across; 
in fragments. These two things as well as his 
lack of official architectural education result-
ed in Scarpa not truly being acknowledged 
by all until just before his death in 1978. 

“Was he really an architect? A tricky 
question.”4 Italian architect and renowned 
critic, Bruno Zevi finds it hard to agree that 
Scarpa was a true architect. This was not 
uncommon during Scarpa’s career. This is 
because “Scarpa had few opportunities to 
invent original spaces.”5 Instead he preferred 
to reinvent existing buildings. Of these works 
Zevi says, “After he had left his imprint the 
place would be unrecognizable, acquiring 
tensions at times spasmodic, usually subtle, 
incisive, dazzling and in all cases engrossing.”6 
However it is these works which cause Zevi to 
see Scarpa more as an interior designer or an 
“outstanding artist”7 than an architect. Zevi 

4 Dal Co, Complete Works, 271.
5 Dal Co, Complete Works, 271.
6 Dal Co, Complete Works, 272.
7 Dal Co, Complete Works, 272.

Criticism of Carlo Scarpa
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believes that Scarpa abandoned the specific 
challenge for the architect, that of designing 
spaces for living in. Of this Scarpa takes “a 
more tortuous and elaborate path, one in-
volving projects correcting reality and spaces 
suited to contemplation rather than living.”8 
 Bruno Zevi also criticises the way in 
which Scarpa works; believing that Scarpa’s 
process of working on separate parts within 
the building, came at the expense of the uni-
ty of the building. Even years later in the late 
1980’s to early 1990’s Scarpa’s work received 
this same criticism from American architect 
and author of Details of Modern Architec-
ture, Edward R. Ford. “In some cases they 
(Scarpa’s works) seem to be assemblages 
of brilliant fragments lacking an organising 
idea.”9 He believes this is why the existing re-
search on Scarpa’s work has such a centered 
focus on details.

8 Dal Co, Complete Works, 271.
9 Edward R. Ford, The Details of Modern Architec-
ture, Volume 2: 1928-1988, (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press), 
1996, 365.



Kenneth Frampton on 
Tectonics
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 Kenneth Frampton is a British archi-
tect, critic and historian. He is well known 
for his writing on twentieth century architec-
ture, in particular Studies in Tectonic Culture: 
The poetics of construction in nineteenth 
and twentieth century architecture, in which 
Scarpa’s architecture is one of the topics. 
Frampton is interested in tectonics, making 
Scarpa’s expression of craftsmanship a topic 
Frampton comments on. “Nothing surely 
could be more tectonic than this return to 
‘thingness’”10 By this Frampton is talking 
about expressing the truth of materials and 
their origins. Within Scarpa’s work this not 
only includes the building materials, but also 
extends to the artwork; alluding to the pro-
cess in which it has been made. “The mount-
ing of certain paintings on easels, so as to 
remind the viewer of their craft origin.”11 
 Frampton’s interest in tectonics 
has led to his research on Scarpa’s use of 
the joint. “Throughout his work, the joint is 

10 Kenneth Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture: 
The poetics of construction in nineteenth and twentieth cen-
tury architecture, (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press), 1995, 323.
11 Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, 323.

treated as a kind of tectonic condensation; as 
an intersection embodying the whole in the 
part.”12 This comment refers to the way Scar-
pa put such an emphasis on joints because 
they become the link between the separate 
parts of his work. Frampton expands on this 
by saying, “There was never the intention of 
an ideal whole.”13 This is because of Scarpa’s 
process of designing in parts, as he was only 
concerned with ‘momentary locations’14.
 The way Carlo Scarpa used layering 
to explain the building’s history also inter-
ested Kenneth Frampton. Where ever pos-
sible Scarpa tried to express the history of a 
building; even through the use of the ground 
floor, as Frampton explains, “A ground floor 
for Scarpa was never merely a serviceable 
covering laid over an abstract plane, but 
rather it was an elevated artificial datum to 
be read as a tactile palimpsest.”15 Palimpsest 
meaning something that has been reused or 
altered but traces of its earlier form are still 
able to be seen.

12 Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, 299.
13 Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, 332.
14 Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, 332.
15 Frampton, Studies in Tectonic Culture, 320.
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Sergio Los on Fragments 
and Light

Italian architect Sergio Los, studied 
under and collaborated with Carlo Scarpa at 
the University Iuav of Venice. Los has writ-
ten many books on Carlo Scarpa’s architec-
ture, including the first ever book written on 
Scarpa’s work. 
 Even Sergio Los, who worked with 
Scarpa for a number of years, talked about 
how his fragmented design style resulted in 
his lack of acceptance by others as a genu-
ine architect. Los’ understanding of Scarpa’s 
working style allowed for a deeper analysis 
into his decisions on how he linked the frag-
ments. Of the Castelvecchio Museum Los 
explains, “Projecting elements such as the 
wall at the entrance or the floor areas were 
extended from the inside to the outside to 
help put across this inner wall as a part of the 
courtyard.”16 Also adding to the fragmenta-
tion of his work was that he wanted to reveal 
the different historic times in a building, “to 
address the building itself as a great archae-
ological find.”17

 

16 Sergio Los, Scarpa, (Cologne: Taschen, 2009), 45.
17 Los, Scarpa, 43.

 The reasons behind Scarpa’s ma-
nipulation of light fascinated Sergio Los. 
“Scarpa’s explorations were concerned more 
with Canova’s sculptures than with the build-
ing which was to house them.”18 Light was 
manipulated for the needs of the specially 
placed sculptures, making sure that its ap-
pearance changed with the different times 
of the day, as well as with the seasons or 
weather.  

18 Los, Scarpa, 17.
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Richard Murphy on Space 
and Time

 “All great buildings once visited usu-
ally exceed the expectations of the informed 
visitor, but rarely to the degree experienced 
with Scarpa.”19  Based in Edinburgh, Scot-
land, Richard Murphy is a practicing architect 
influenced by Carlo Scarpa’s architecture. In 
particular Scarpa’s idea of architecture with 
a sense of space and time. “His built projects 
are moments frozen in the process of refin-
ing ideas rather than triumphant conclusions 
to them.”20 His research has led to Murphy 
having an extensive knowledge of Scarpa’s 
work, on which he has written a number of 
books and filmed a documentary in 1998. 
 Murphy agrees with the criticism 
that there is no sequence of thought or or-
ganisation within Scarpa’s designs, both in 
the building and in the development stages. 
However, he does not think this is a bad 
thing. He believes, “his (Scarpa’s) drawings 
bear witness to the indivisibility of the idea 
from its realisation.”21

 

19 Richard Murphy, Carlo Scarpa and the Castelvec-
chio, (London: Butterworth Architecture, 1990), 1.
20 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 13.
21 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 12.



Figure 2.2 Cangrande statue sketch





3.0
Precedent Studies



Castelvecchio Museum              1958-1964
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great exhibition spaces of the museum.
 From 1923 to 1926, Antonio Avena 
set about ‘restoring’ the Castelvecchio to 
“create the illusion modelled of a historical 
palace.”22 The courtyard facade of the Na-
poleonic block was completely remodelled, 
with all existing openings removed and re-
placed with symmetrical Gothic window sur-
rounds.

By 1958 the Castelvecchio had many 
historical layers with, “each phase overlaying 
and partially obscuring the previous.”23

22 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 8.
23 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 8.

History

Figure 3.3 Plan of Castelvecchio 1801

Figure 3.4 Plan of Castelvecchio 1803

Figure 3.5 Plan of Castelvecchio 1806

Figure 3.2 Plan of central Verona
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 Verona is a fortified city, with three 
distinct fortification walls visible: the Roman 
wall (blue), the twelfth-century ‘Commune’ 
wall (green) and the fourteenth-century Sca-
ligeri wall (purple). A detached portion of the 
Commune wall forms the western boundary 
of the Castelvecchio’s great courtyard and di-
vides the museum in two. 
 The Castelvecchio was built by the 
Scaligris in 1354, not as a refuge for the citi-
zens but rather against them. The Reggia was 
built first on the western side of the Com-
mune wall. This included an escape bridge 
over the Adige. A military zone consisting 
of two battlemented walls enclosing a large 
courtyard area opening out to the river, was 
then built on the ‘city side’ of the Commune 
wall. 
 Moats were dug around the entire 
perimeter of the Castelvecchio, with a sec-
ond moat inside the walls adjacent to the 
Commune wall. During the seventeenth-cen-
tury, this moat was filled in, however, it was 
rediscovered and excavated during Scarpa’s 
renovations in 1962.
 To the north and east of the great 
courtyard, barracks known as the ‘Napole-
onic block’ were built by the French between 
1802 and 1803. These would become the 



Defining history through 
demolition

26

 “Like an archaeologist Scarpa sought 
to lay bare the original constructions, to re-
construct in the imagination if not com-
pletely in reality how the castle had previ-
ously functioned. But therein lay the classic 
dilemma of the archaeologist: to expose the 
earliest work it is often necessary to destroy 
subsequent overlaying constructions.” 24

 
24 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 8.

 At Castelvecchio, as with some of 
his other works, Scarpa was not focused on 
the concept of restoration, “but in an idea 
to do with historical clarity, making history 
visible”25.  In some areas of the Castelvec-
chio, Scarpa uses demolition as a strategy 
to define the different layers of history. “In 
all Scarpa’s demolitions around the castle he 
not only attempted to reveal history, he also 
tried to clarify it.”26 
 With Antonio Avena’s 1920’s resto-
ration, Scarpa was very aggressive, remov-
ing all traces of it inside the museum. “At 
Castelvecchio everything (the facade) was 
fake”27 However, because he was unable to 
completely remove the facade, he wanted to 
find a way to demonstrate its fake qualities. 
Scarpa did this through asymmetry which is 
usually associated with Venetian Gothic ar-
chitecture. Scarpa’s first move was to move 
the entry from the centre of the Napoleonic 
block where Avena had placed it, to the east 
corner. Scarpa also intervened with the oth-
er end of the Napoleonic block through the 
demolition of the end bay, in which the Can-
25 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 4.
26 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 8.
27 Interview with Carlo Scarpa, Complete Works

grande statue now stands. The demolition to 
create the void seems destructive, but has 
been done to generate a gap between the 
two barrack wings. This gap emphasises that 
the two areas were not always a part of the 
original castle; the void reveals two separate 
points in the Castelvecchio’s history. The 
discovery and subsequent excavation of the 
moat further emphasises this.  
 Scarpa attempted to “clarify and 
expose the layers of history by selective ex-
cavation and creative demolition.”28 It is the 
revealing of the many historical layers in a 
building that I am looking to convey in this 
project.

28 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 4.

Figure 3.6 Castelvecchio void sketch



Before Carlo Scarpa

After Carlo Scarpa
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Figure 3.7/8 Castelvecchio figure ground sketch
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Defining history through details

 Due to Scarpa often inserting new 
elements into existing buildings, he will at-
tempt to define the different layers wherever 
possible. 
 Voids are one way in which Scarpa 
defines the layers of history found in a build-
ing, as well as his own insertions. “These 
voids are the medium which both connects 
the two eras and points out their intrinsic 
differences.”29 As already mentioned, the 
removal of the end bay of the barracks has 
generated a void which expresses the two 
different historical layers. 
 Voids are also used to define build-
ing elements through “The detachment of 
planes.”30 Floors are designed with “a trough 
around the edge”31 so that they appear not 
to be attached to the walls and are “individu-
ated, as if they were a series of platforms.”32

 Illusions can be generated, also 

29 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 9.
30 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 16.
31 Olsberg, Intervening with History, 72.
32 Olsberg, Intervening with History, 72.

through the use of voids. Illusions are intro-
duced either to conceal the real junction be-
tween two elements or to make something 
appear to be something it isn’t. An example 
of this is the beam running the length of the 
exhibition gallery “the beam disappears into 
and seemingly beyond the surface of the 
cross-walls to re-emerge in the next room.”33 
The beam does not actually run the entire 
length, it just appears that way.

33 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 16.

Figure 3.9 Cangrande statue sketch



Apertures
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 Although the manipulation of light is 
the main reason for glazing in Scarpa’s works, 
“Glass is (also) present in a selection of sub-
narratives (. . .) It signals the presence of a 
void, and exacerbates juxtaposition between 
what is fixed and what is fluid, what is of the 
present and what endures from the past.”34 
This is evident in the windows at Castelvec-
chio. The Gothic windows put in by Avena in 
the 1920’s are evident from the exterior, but 
Scarpa has overlaid these windows with his 
own on the interior to break up the unnatu-
ral symmetry of the façade.   

34 Judith Carmen Arthur and Stefan Bryant, Carlo 
Scarpa: Museo Canoviano, Possagno, (Stuttgart/London: Edi-
tion Axel Menges, 2002), 15.

Figure 3.10 Window sketch by Carlo Scarpa



 The way he organises space is done 
in parts which are then related to each other. 
Within the Sculpture Exhibition Gallery at 
the Castelvecchio museum, each room was 
designed separately to suit the individual 
needs of each statue. The rooms were then 
linked together through the subtle details 
of a beam which appears to run the entire 
length of the gallery.
 For Scarpa, “’Joining’ also applies 
to spaces and larger elements and Scarpa 
creates a wealth of thresholds throughout 
the (Castelvecchio) museum between one 
space and another.”35 Therefore, circulation 
elements like stairs and bridges play an im-
portant role in Scarpa’s works. The bridge 
which runs through the Cangrande void 
space at Castelvecchio is an example of this. 
The bridge links the two layers of the build-
ings history together while at the same time 
emphasising the gap between the two, as it 
“dramatizes the verticality of the space.”36 
Being the only angled moment in the whole 
building, “the experience of the bridge is 
given special status”37 as it acts as a prom-
enade into the first floor gallery. The 45 de-
35 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 16.
36 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 102.
37 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 102.

gree angle acknowledges the space and its 
importance in the museum.
 “Steps are consistently highlighted 
as transitional devices.”38 This is often done 
through making a special gesture of the first 
step. The Reggia staircase at Castelvecchio 
shows this, “The first step is extended into a 
platform – an invitational gesture.”39

38 Carmel-Arthur, Museo Canoviano, 15.
39 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 131.

Unifying through Details
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Figure 3.11 Sculpture Gallery at Castelvecchio Museum
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Querini Stampalia Foundation               1961-1963
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History
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Figure 3.13/14 Plans of Querini Stampalia Foundation

Before Scarpa After Scarpa

 Built between 1513 and 1523 the 
Querini Stampalia Foundation followed the 
rigid, standardised plan of the traditional 
Venetian palazzo. However, over the years 
it had been heavily modified, with interior 
walls being built in and neoclassical ele-
ments added. “Scarpa’s first move was to re-
move all these and restore the old plan.” 40

 Due to the Querini Stampalia’s use 
as a gallery space, Scarpa could not open the 
old androne to the exterior as it was original-
ly. Instead Scarpa alluded to this by detailing 
it as an exterior space. “The room is ambigu-
ously inside/outside so in a sense these walls 
can be read in some way as Scarpa’s own ex-
ternal facades.”41

 As well as articulating “every ele-
ment of the palazzo’s construction and 
history through slight misalignments and 
reveals.”42 Scarpa also expresses his own lay-
ers to the building. In the exhibition room, 
travertine and brass walls are placed up 
against the brick walls of the palace. “We can 
see this idea expressed at their ends where 
their thickness can be seen and measured.”43

40 Ford, Details of Modern Architecture, 371.
41 Richard Murphy, Querini Stampalia Foundation: 
Carlo Scarpa, (London: Phaidon, 1993), un-paginated.
42 Cadwell, Michael, Strange Details, (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2007), 20.
43 Murphy, Querini Stampalia Foundation, un-
paginated.



Water
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 “It is ‘about’ Venice without imitat-
ing it.”44 The design of the Querini Stampa-
lia Foundation incorporates the water from 
the surrounding canals, allowing the water 
to flow into the building with the changing 
tides. Before Scarpa was commissioned, the 
ground floor was unusable due to the pe-
riodic floods associated with the Venetian 
high tides. This caused Scarpa to design an 
elevated ‘catwalk’ in the entrance hall, al-
lowing “the water to penetrate the building 

44 Murphy, Querini Stampalia Foundation, un-
paginated.

at the entrance and then to run through the 
rooms in the conduit along the wall.”45 Even 
inside visitors are unable to escape the wa-
ters of Venice and Scarpa continues this as 
visitors move deeper into the building to the 
gallery on the original floor level, “we step 
down on our way into the gallery and the 
floor wraps the sides of the wall to establish 
a waterline. So we are up to our ankles.”46 
Although water is unable to penetrate the 
exhibition gallery, Scarpa’s use of materials 

45  Los, Scarpa, 59.
46 Cadwell, Strange Details, 25.

makes its presence unavoidable. This room 
opens out to the garden at the rear of the 
building. “Scarpa raised the garden level to 
create a more intimate relationship between 
outdoors and indoors.”47 In the garden, wa-
ter is once again a prominent figure. Water 
journeys the length of the yard through a 
long, thin trough reflecting the canal at the 
front of the palazzo.

47  Los, Scarpa, 61.

Figure 3.15 Long section of Querini Stampalia Foundation



Light
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 In the centre of the Querini Stam-
palia Foundation is the entrance hall and 
the exhibition gallery. Each end of these two 
rooms appears to be open to the exterior, 
through the use of glass or screen doors. In 
doing this Scarpa allows light reflecting off 
the water in the canals to reach the exhibi-
tion gallery. “Where it fuses with the green 
glow of light from the garden.”48 The atmo-
sphere generated in the exhibition gallery 
has been created through this manipulation 
of light. However, light alone could not have 
created this; it is Scarpa’s understanding of 
how to use light in conjunction with the con-
text of the building. He knew how the light 
would react when reflecting off of different 
materials. This is shown in the way he used 
the surrounding water and grass as diffusing 
surfaces.

48 Olsberg, Intervening with History, 103. Figure 3.16 Exhibition gallery



Olivetti Showroom                   1957-1958
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History and Layering
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 The Olivetti Showroom can be found 
on the northern edge of St Mark’s Square in 
Venice. Before Scarpa was commissioned to 
work on the building in 1957, it was a dark, 
long and narrow space. The first thing Scar-
pa did was remove all of the old fittings and 
strengthen the structure.
 The Olivetti Showroom is one of the 
best examples of how Scarpa expresses his 
new layer of history against the old existing 
layers. The surfaces that Scarpa has added 
appear to float, hovering just in front of 
the existing. “Few surfaces appear to actu-
ally touch the corners, so that plaster never 
touches floor, terrazzo never touches wall”49

49 Ford, Details of Modern Architecture, 369. Figure 3.18 Floor to wall joint
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Staircase  In Scarpa’s works, stairs “not only re-
solve the fundamentally problematic chang-
es of level on the side, but orchestrate the 
movement of narrative from old to new.”50 
This is shown in the Olivetti Showroom where 
Scarpa has used the staircase as a sculptural 
piece standing in space as an autonomous 
object,51 displaying the connection between 
the original ground floor and Scarpa’s mez-
zanine insertion.

50 Carmel-Arthur, Museo Canoviano, 15.
51 Anne-Catrin Schultz, Carlo Scarpa Layers, (Stutt-
gart: Edition Axel Menges, 2010), 44.

Figure 3.19 Olivetti  Showroom staircase



Water Light
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 Originally the space was very dark, 
and so to combat that Scarpa placed large 
windows on both facades opening onto the 
neighbouring piazzas, in doing this the space 
appears to move out into the surrounding ar-
cade of the square.  
 Scarpa also used artificial lighting 
throughout the space. Fluorescent tubes are 
hidden in vertical slots behind frosted glass, 
which helps to diffuse the light.

 Scarpa used water both literally and 
metaphorically at the Olivetti Showroom. 
 Water has been literally used to em-
phasise Alberto Viani’s sculpture. The sculp-
ture is reflected in a shallow pool making it 
seem bigger than it is.
 Murano glass tiles have been used in 
a decorative pattern on the floor. The inten-
tionally irregular pattern, in conjunction with 
the different sized tiles “gives the feeling of 
a moving surface, as if it were permanently 
under water.”52 This creates the metaphoric 
use of water.

 

52 Los, Scarpa, 53.

Figure 3.20 Mosaic tiles

Figure 3.21 Facade window



Canova Plaster Cast Gallery                 1955-1957
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 Apertures played a crucial role in 
Scarpa’s architecture and how he controlled 
natural light in the spaces. Scarpa uses the 
Modernist invention of ‘corner windows’ to 
provide an unimpeded view out of the build-
ing. However, these corner windows also 
produce a special type of light which “avoids 
the dazzle resulting from a window in the 
middle of the wall.”53 Scarpa uses corner win-
dows because they allow light sources and 
light diffusing surfaces to be at right angles 
to each other. When this happens “the walls 
become illumination systems that colour the 
light with their own material textures.”54 This 
occurs in the ‘high’ gallery at the Canova 
Plaster Cast Gallery, with two pairs of win-
dows that sit at opposite ends of the room. 
These windows bring “an unexpected pres-
ence of blue sky into the gallery”55 and proj-
ect a sense of changeability into the space.

53 Los, Scarpa, 21.
54 Los, Scarpa, 21.
55 Olsberg, Intervening with History, 61.

Light

Figure 3.23 Three Graces Dancing sketch

 Scarpa uses light in the Canova Plas-
ter Cast Gallery to bring the statues to life. 
Due to the whiteness of the plaster, gener-
ating the illusion of movement within the 
work is harder to achieve than with other 
materials like marble. Therefore to achieve 
this Scarpa uses natural light. “Artificial light 
is too still for statuary. Scarpa needed a light 
that moves, to give depth to the surface of 
the casts and to lead them into conversation. 
Natural light is never still.”56

 Scarpa uses a mixture of diffused 
and direct light to achieve a unique lighting 
effect on the artwork. Water is also incor-
porated to create movement in the statues, 
in a way that static materials cannot do. 
“The sunlight reflected in the water creates 
an ever changing play of light on the Three 
Graces Dancing.”57

 The full height window, which also 
makes up part of the roof, creates an area 
for the Three Graces to be illuminated both 
from the side and from above. A small body 
of water on the other side of the glass gives 
the statue movement as both the statue and 
sunlight are reflected in both the water and 
the glass.

56 Olsberg, Intervening with History, 210.
57 Los, Scarpa, 37.
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Level Changes

Figure 3.24 Canova Plaster Cast Gallery longitudinal section

 Scarpa uses level changes for a num-
ber of different reasons, which vary due to 
the use of the building and the context in 
which it sits. The Canova Plaster Cast Gallery 
in Possagno is located on a sloping site so 
Scarpa has echoed this through changes in 
floor level. However, this is not the only rea-
son, “For a visitor in the gallery, the change 
in floor level necessitates a pause in mo-
tion. The edge of the gallery floor becomes a 
viewing platform.”58 These viewing platforms 
“are architectural devices enabling Scarpa to 
uncover layers of the building’s history in a 
single narrative moment.”59

58 Carmel-Arthur, Museo Canoviano, 13.
59 Carmel-Arthur, Museo Canoviano, 14.
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4.0
Carlo Scarpa’s Techniques
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Layers  Four techniques used by Scarpa be-
came apparent during the precedent study. 
The first was layering.
 
 Within almost all of his intervention 
works, Scarpa used layers. He used layers in a 
number of ways but of most significance are 
the layers of history and how he attempted 
to clarify them, though sometimes he did it 
in very drastic ways. “Scarpa embarked on 
an intriguing strategy of demolition, change, 
and modification.”60   
 When Scarpa added his own layer 
to a building, he defined it as another layer 
of history. This was usually done through a 
juxtaposition of materials and/or a slight gap 
between the existing building and the addi-
tion. This idea of layering new juxtaposed 
finishes on top of existing elements may be 
“derived from this re-surfacing of Venetian 
facades.”61  
 The process in which Scarpa de-
signed was also layered. A huge number of 
drawings were produced, often on tracing 
paper layered on top of one another, each 

60 Olsberg, Intervening with History, 70.
61 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 15.

with a different explanatory drawing. Even 
his final drawings were not on one whole 
piece of card, but many small pieces taped 
together generating a whole. Each drawing 
has also been worked up with layers of dif-
ferent media, first with pencil, then India ink 
and coloured crayon to define significant as-
pects of a drawing. This design process echo-
ing the many layers of history found in many 
of Scarpa’s works.   
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Light

The second technique was light.
“Scarpa believed the best exhibition 

designers were those able to architecturally 
exploit the complexities of natural light.”62 

Scarpa uses both natural and artifi-
cial light in conjunction with diffusing surfac-
es to define spaces within his works. Of this 
Sergio Los says, “I should therefore like to 
consider architecture as the art of light, and 
the luminous space created by Carlo Scarpa 
as the cognitive instrument employed to 
make things clear.”63

 Within his museum designs, Scarpa 
not only uses light to define space but also to 
emphasise certain objects within the space. 
“Scarpa placed each work of art according to 
the fall of light.”64

62 Carmel-Arthur, Museo Canoviano, 12.
63 Los, Scarpa, 16.
64 Olsberg, Intervening with History, 72. Figure 4.1/2/3 Castelvecchio; Room 2 (The Saints) of Exhibition Gallery light study sketches
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Water

Figure 4.4 Venice acqua alta 2012

 The third technique was water.
 Carlo Scarpa used water in all of his 
architectural works, both literally and meta-
phorically to define or clarify key elements in 
the building. “Water becomes an essential 
theme used to carry and develop reinvented 
functions and to manipulate the organisa-
tion of space.”65 
 Born in Venice, Scarpa had always 
been surrounded by water. He used both 
the water and the effect it has on the city of 
Venice as inspiration. Scarpa’s use of acqua 
alta is the most obvious metaphorical use 
of water in his works. Acqua alta is the sea-
sonal high tides that occur in Venice. These 
changes in water level, “transform the lives 
of the citizens”66 in Venice, forcing them to 
adjust the way they live accordingly. The way 
Scarpa used level changes within the build-
ings reflected the movement of the tides.  
 
65 Robert A.M. Stern, Peggy Deamer and Alan Plat-
tus ed., Re-reading perspecta: The first fifty years of the Yale 
Architectural Journal, (London: MIT, 2004), pp. 467-476, 472.
66 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 14.

However, when talking about level 
changes it is essential to mention Austrian 
architect Adolf Loos. ‘Raumplan’ a term in-
troduced by one of Loos’ students, is used 
to define the way in which Loos used level 
changes to distinguish the different rooms 
within a building. 
 An example of Loos ‘Raumplan’ is 
the Tzara House, Paris, France. “The dining 
room is given a position behind the salon, to 
which it is connected by means of the wid-
est possible opening so as to give as much 
connection as possible to the world outside 
the salon. The floor is raised approximately 

70 centimetres, but Loos provides no balus-
trade nor any other kind of separation, in-
troducing a living space.”67 This is different 
to what Scarpa did as he used level changes 
to give certain statues their own little space 
rather than to define a whole room.
 Tzara House was devised because of 
the steep contoured site conditions. These 
conditions are similar at the site chosen for 
this project.
 

67 Risselada, Max ed., Raumplan versus Plan Libre: 
Adolf Loos and Le Corbusier, 1919-1930, The Netherlands: 
Delft University Press, 1988, p33.
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Part to Part  The final technique used by Scarpa 
was moving from part to part.
 A major criticism of Scarpa’s work 
is that it appears to be very fragmented. 
This is due to his design process of design-
ing from part to part and then unifying the 
whole building through details or connect-
ing elements like stairs or bridges. “Scarpa’s 
projects seem casually organised and based 
on an experiential method. Spatial cohesion 
results from a process of discrete ideas held 
together by an uncanny ability to judge the 
essence of each part and orchestrate its rela-
tion to a whole.”68 Scarpa had one drawing 
of the whole building on the drawing board 
and would dissect problematic areas which 
he would blow up and develop with layers 
of tracing paper. Once this ‘specific formal 
event’ was considered satisfactory, it was 
drawn into the contextual drawing and the 
process would begin again with another 
‘event’.69

 “If there is in Scarpa’s work an ideal 
of unity, that ideal should not be searched 
for in the perceived composition of the 
structure, (. . .) but should instead be sought 

68 Olsberg, Intervening with History, 40.
69 Murphy, Castelvecchio, 12.

in the process or perhaps the attitude.”70  
             - Guiseppe Zambonini
 
 German architect Karljosef Schattner 
was greatly influenced by Carlo Scarpa’s 
work, particularly the act of joining new ad-
ditions to existing buildings. 
 However, in Schattner’s Waisenhaus, 
Eichstätt, he looks to unify the two buildings, 
whereas Scarpa would have expressed their 
differences. Schattner concealed the slight 
angle of the second building, but Scarpa 
would have embraced this quirky quality and 
exemplified it.

70  Stern, Re-reading Perspecta, 469.

Figure 4.5 Waisenhaus, Eichstätt plan sketch





5.0
Project Development



Site Criteria

 The site chosen is the Leys Institute 
in Ponsonby, Auckland and has been chosen 
for the following reasons:

There are two existing buildings, the 
Leys Institute and the Leys Gymnasium. My 
precedent studies; the Castelvecchio Mu-
seum, the Olivetti Showroom, the Querini 
Stampalia Foundation and the Canova Plas-
ter Cast Gallery were all existing buildings 
before Carlo Scarpa worked on them.

The site has steep contours for 
the use of one of Scarpa’s techniques; the 
change of floor levels.

The site is easily accessible due to 
two major arterial roads, these being Pon-
sonby Road/St Mary’s Road and Jervois 
Road/College Hill Road. Both of these roads 
lead into the city centre and contain many 
bus routes, allowing for access from the rest 
of Auckland.

Ponsonby is an area within Auckland 
which has a long history compared with the 
rest of the city and has a strong sense of 
community.
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Figure 5.1 Three Lamps photo c.1905

Site Analysis

Figure 5.2 Wider view location map (opposite)
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Figure 5.3 Map of Auckland 1866

Ponsonby History

 “The story of Freemans Bay, Ponson-
by and St Mary’s Bay has thus been one of 
transformation and regeneration.” 71

 Ponsonby as well as Freemans Bay 
and St Mary’s Bay was founded in 1840 when 
Governor Hudson and his crew first sailed 
into the Waitemata Harbour in search of a 
new capital. It became Auckland’s third sub-
urb after Parnell and Grafton.
 Ponsonby was predominantly work-
ing class, with a strong tradition of feisty rad-
icalism. However, “By the early 20th century, 
the polluted, crowded, heavily industrial 
lower reaches of Freemans Bay were disturb-
ingly reminiscent of the slums of London.”72  
 Between 1870 and 1914 the popu-
lation increased dramatically and shops and 
trades sprang up to service them. Several 
imposing buildings including the Ponsonby 
Post Office and the Ponsonby Club Hotel also 
graced Ponsonby Rd. Along with the Leys 
Institute in 1905, these buildings “architec-
turally stamped the suburb with its essential 

71 Jenny Carlyon and Diana Morrow, Urban Village, 
(Auckland, New Zealand: Random House, 2008), 19.
72 Di Stewart and Bruce Petry. Auckland City Council. 
“Ponsonby Road and Jervois Road: Heritage Study Volume 1”, 
18.

character, which it retains to this present 
day.”73

 In 1885 the Ponsonby Rd horse driv-
en tram was extended from Karangahape 
Rd to the Three Lamps, this fostered both 
residential and commercial growth. In 1902 
horse trams were phased out and replaced 
by electric trams. 
 This changed after WW1 when pros-
perity and expansion dimmed. Unfortunate-
ly, this continued during the 1918 influenza 
epidemic in which Ponsonby, as well as many 
other city suburbs were overcrowded and 
unsanitary.
 The construction and completion of 
the Harbour Bridge in 1959 caused an eco-
nomic downturn in Ponsonby. There was a 
huge escalation in through traffic caused by 
the bridge, however this did not reinvigorate 
the retail business as people had hoped and 
many of the shops on Ponsonby Rd were 
converted for light industrial use. 
 However, in the mid-1970s the 
clogged motorways and a rise in fuel prices 
renewed the popularity of inner city living.
This is still the case today and Ponsonby con-
tinues to be a popular place to live.
73 Stewart, Ponsonby Road and Jervois Road, 21.



Figure 5.5 Three Lamps Intersection c. 1900        

 Figure 5.4 Tram on Ponsonby Road    
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Surrounding Area  The area surrounding the Leys Insti-
tute is very child/family orientated. On the 
corner of Jervois Road and St Mary’s Road to 
the southwest of the site, there is The Doro-
thy Butler Children’s Bookshop (b) and Future 
Feet Children’s Footwear (c). Neighbouring 
these shops is Ponsonby Community Plunket 
(a) and Community Toy Library. To the north, 
east and south of the Leys Institute are resi-
dential buildings along with schools.    
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Figure 5.6 a) Plunket

Figure 5.7 b) The Dorothy Butler Children’s Bookshop

Figure 5.8 c) Clarks Future Feet Children’s Footwear

Figure 5.9 Surrounding building location map (opposite)





Movement of People  People wanting to visit the Leys Insti-
tute library or gymnasium have to enter both 
buildings from St Mary’s Road. However, this 
is only accessible by pedestrians. If visitors 
are driving, they must park in the car park 
to the rear of the building accessed via Ded-
wood Terrace. They must then walk through 
the narrow alleyway to the front of the build-
ing to enter.  
 As it is at the moment, many parents 
drop their children at the front St Mary’s 
Road entrance and then go and find a car 
park. This can be dangerous as children are 
left alone for an unknown length of time.
 Mornings are a busy time for both 
the library and the gymnasium, due to the 
activities scheduled for children. Parents 
with strollers, park at the rear and then must 
walk up the alleyway to enter the library. 
Once inside they have to walk through the 
entire library to reach the children’s area, 
which causes a disturbance throughout the 
library.
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Figure 5.10 Movement of people diagram (opposite)
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Figure 5.11 Context map (opposite)

Site Analysis Conclusions
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 During visits to the site, it became 
evident that the majority of the people vis-
iting both the Leys Institute library and the 
gymnasium are children younger than high 
school age and their parents. Presumably 
this is due to the area being very children 
orientated. The library does have a desig-
nated children’s area, where activities for 
the children occur. However, this space is too 
small for a large number of children and the 
noise does radiate throughout the rest of the 
library. There is also nothing for the parents 
to do while their children are occupied. This 
is one issue that needs to be addressed.
 Another issue requiring attention 
is how people enter the building. The only 
entrance into the library is the front of the 
building on St Mary’s Road. However, park-
ing is only available at the back on Dedwood 
Terrace forcing visitors to walk up through 
the narrow alleyway to get inside both the 
library and the neighbouring gym.
 That the entrances to the library 
and the gym sit opposite each other is the 
only connection between the two buildings. 
This connection needs to be made stronger 
so that visitors are compelled to go to both 
buildings.





Figure 5.12 Leys Institute sketch (opposite)



Building Analysis



Leys Institute, Ponsonby
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Figure 5.13 Mr. William Leys

 “In the late 1800’s William Leys, who 
was then the Chairman of the Ponsonby 
School Committee, was concerned about 
boys loitering on the street corners, losing 
the benefit of school education. He had a 
vision to build a library to encourage recre-
ational reading and learning.”74

 However, Mr William Leys died be-
fore seeing his vision become a reality. But 
funds bequeathed by William Leys and funds 
also provided by his brother Dr Thomson 
Wilson Leys, made the building of the Leys 
Institute possible, and it was opened in 1905. 
Designed by Robert Martin Watt, the Leys In-
stitute became Auckland’s first suburban li-
brary.
 A Gymnasium was added in 1906, 
built from a bequest made by local resident, 
William Mason. The gym encouraged the 
formation of many local sports clubs, includ-
ing the Leys Institute Boxing and Wrestling 
club and the Gymnastics club.   

74 http://www.aucklandlibraries.govt.nz/EN/
heritage/localhistory/suburbs/leysinstitute/Pages/
leysinstitute.aspx (accessed March 2013)

 A children’s’ library was opened in 
1909, the first in Australasia. This was then 
extended in both 1922 and 1939. The Hil-
ary Leys Memorial Wing was added in 1958. 
Hilary was Sir Cecil’s wife (Cecil was the son 
of T.W. Leys; William Leys younger brother.), 
and no expense was spared in the planning 
or the execution. 
 An addition to the rear of the Gym-
nasium was done in 1968.
 Fire resistance work was done on 
the Leys Institute in 1983 and a fire egress 
was put in in 1984.
 Gummer and Ford renovated the in-
terior and added new facilities such as the 
activities room, this was completed in 1991.
 The Leys Institute and Gymnasium 
has remained a central focus of cultural life 
in the whole area. 

“The Leys Institute was created with 
a view to improving community well-being . 
. . and to making life better for residents.”75

75 Carlyon, Urban Village, 55.

History
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Figure 5.14 Leys Institute  c.1905

Figure 5.15 Leys Institute interior c.1922
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Figure 5.16 Leys Institute original interior c.1905

Figure 5.17 Leys Institute Gymnasium interior 1906
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Architectural Significance
Facade Analysis

Figure 5.18 Verticality of the building diagram

Figure 5.19 Windows and rhythm  diagram

 The Leys Institute is a registered Category 1 building. However,  
because this is not a conservation project, as stated above in Scope and 
Limitations, so the regulations relating to the buildings historic status 
will not influence design decisions.
 Designed in turn of the century Edwardian Baroque, the Leys 
Institute is an important architectural example in Auckland. This is be-
cause it is one of only a few located in the Auckland area. The oth-
ers include the Auckland Town Hall, the Auckland Ferry Terminal and 
the former General Post Office now Britomart Transport Centre, all of 
which were built after the Leys Institute.
 “In its earlier phase the architecture was characterised by the 
use of elaborate and picturesque skyline.”76 This is evident with the St 
Mary’s Road façade due to the emphasised vertical elements, specifi-
cally in the windows and ornamentation.
 “The institute stands as a monument to the Victorian ideals of 
education and self-improvement for the community.”77 This project will 
therefore only minimally deal with the St Mary’s Road façade.
 Construction of the building consists of timber floors and fram-
ing, encased by plastered brick. 

76 http://www.historic.org.nz/TheRegister/RegisterSearch/RegisterResults.
aspx?RID=613 (accessed May 2013)
77 http://www.historic.org.nz/TheRegister/RegisterSearch/RegisterResults.
aspx?RID=613 (accessed May 2013)



Additions to the Building
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Figure 5.20 1905 Ground Floor Plan of Leys Institute
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Figure 5.21 1909 Ground Floor Plan of Leys Institute



1922 Ground Floor Plan of Leys Institute
from Auckland Council Archives
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Figure 5.22 1922 Ground Floor Plan of Leys Institute
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Figure 5.23 1939 Ground Floor Plan of Leys Institute
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Figure 5.24 1957 Ground Floor Plan of Leys Institute



71

Figure 5.25 1991 Ground Floor Plan of Leys Institute
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Figure 5.26 Basement Floor Plan of Leys Institute



Figure 5.27/28/29 Existing Exterior of Leys Institute from St Mary’s Road 

Existing Building
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Figure 5.30/31/32 Existing Interior of Leys Institute 
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Figure 5.33/34 Existing Exterior Courtyard of Leys Institute
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Figure 35/36 Existing Exterior of Leys Institute from Dedwood Terrace

76



77

Figure 5.37/38 Existing Exterior of Leys Gymnasium
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Programme  Currently the Leys Institute is the 
Ponsonby Public Library, with the neighbour-
ing Leys Gymnasium still being used as a 
public gym.
 It is important that the building re-
mains as a library which is available to the 
whole community. This is due to Mr William 
Leys’ original intentions for the building; get-
ting children off the street. This ideal has 
only changed slightly, in that the library is 
available for the entire community, not just 
children. However, the library as it is today, 
is located only on the St Mary’s Road ground 
floor and is very small for the number of peo-
ple that use it.
 Therefore, the project will include 
the rejuvenation of the existing library, the 
gymnasium and an addition linking the site 
together.
 The addition will include a café and 
seating area where parents; or anyone visit-
ing the library can get a coffee while the chil-
dren enjoy the library.



Libraries
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books         technology      

silence     communication

 “A building synonymous with knowl-
edge and access to knowledge from the very 
beginning of time.”78

 Today, the library is shifting in focus; 
from collections of books and other materi-
als, to its users. A library is no longer used 
solely to borrow material, but as “a local 
community place of refuge; a local meeting 
place providing opportunities for inspiration, 
dialogue, contemplation and study.”79

 Although books and other printed 
materials are still available, shelving does 
not dominate the space any more. Areas are 
designed primarily for the user and user fa-
cilities. This is in part due to the “increasingly 
digitized and network information-based 
society.”80 Libraries are beginning to reflect 
the on-going technological developments.

78 Niegaard, Hellen, Libraries for the Future: An Inter-
national Perspective.
79 Niegaard, Libraries for the Future
80 Niegaard, Libraries for the Future
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books       technology      

silence   communication

 The Leys Institute library has not re-
ally shifted its focus. The space is still domi-
nated by book shelving and the technology 
that has been introduced is minimal.

User areas are few and far between 
and very small. These usually consist of a low 
table and a couple of comfy chairs. These 
spaces are meant for quiet reading rather 
than a community meeting area that the 
more contemporary libraries are tending to-
wards. 

The Leys Institute Existing 
Layout

Figure 5.39 Existing library layout



Hjorring Central Library, Denmark
Bosch & Fjord          2008

books       technology      

silence  communication
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“This project focuses on the shifting relationship with the library and transforms it into 
a meeting place that encourages engagement, participation, and development (. . .) this library 
serves as a new platform for finding knowledge, communication, and inspiration.”81

81  Sven Ehmann, Sofia Borges and Robert Klanten, Learn for life : new architecture for new learning, (Berlin: Gestalten, 
2012), 100.

Figure 5.40/41/42 Hjorring Central Library interior



City Library in Seinajoki, Finland
JKMM Architects     2012
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books       technology      

silence   communication

 “Its key mission is to provide a setting for encounters, meetings and events. Encouraging 
the users to be active, rather than passively receiving information and services is also important. 
In other words, the library has to be a versatile, flexible and adaptable public space. To attract 
visitors, a well-functioning library must provide experiences. In Seinäjoki, particular attention was 
focused on the collections for children and young people, which were developed from the per-
spective of the younger user groups.”82

82  http://www.archdaily.com/360049/city-library-in-seinajoki-jkmm-architects/ (accessed July 2013)

Figure 5.43/44/45 Seinajoki City Library interior



My Stance on Libraries

books         technology      

silence     communication
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 Even though the development of 
technology and digital media is important 
and will only continue to develop, it is also 
important that physical printed books remain 
a focus in the library as a way of ‘preserving 
the past’ for future generations. This is in-
creasingly important these days as more and 
more children are growing up with laptops, 
iPads and smart phones. It is therefore nec-
essary that technology and physical books 
are given equal priority within the library.
 This is also the case with the differ-
ent spaces within the library. Due to the in-
creasing number of uses that the library now 
fulfils, both quiet study spaces and commu-

nication areas are important. Visitors will use 
the library as a quiet space to read or study, 
whereas others will use it as a place to meet 
up with friends.
 The children will also need their own 
space as their needs are different from oth-
ers visiting the library.  





6.0
Design Response
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Figure 6.2 Section of the existing site

Figure  6.1 Figure ground of the existing site



87

Clarifying History

 The initial idea for this project was to 
clarify the layers of history, similar to what 
Scarpa has done with the Cangrande void at 
the Castelvecchio Museum. 
 Each of the additions which have 
occurred during the buildings lifetime, have 
been separated with a gap to define the dif-
ferent historical layers. 

 However, this idea needed to be re-
fined due to a number of reasons.
 This idea is very destructive to the 
building, disrupting the order of the space. 
Having so many smaller spaces is not spatial-
ly economic for the library programme.
 Lastly, having so many gaps is not 
practical from a security point of view. It 
would require many librarians to run the 
building.

Initial Idea

Figure 6.3 Figure ground of initial idea
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Option 1 Option 2 Option 3
 Option 1 involves the complete re-
moval of central areas and glazing of 1922 
addition. This option is too dramatic in terms 
of revealing the courtyard to users of the li-
brary. 

 Option 2 involves the complete re-
moval of central areas and glazing of the 
1957 addition. This reveals subtle views of 
the courtyard; however, having large areas 
of exterior space in the centre of the build-
ing is impractical in regards to the library 
programme. Books and computers are more 
likely to get damaged.

 Option 3 involves glazing the 1922 
addition gives dramatic views to the court-
yard; this will leave visitors to the library not 
feeling like it is necessary to go outside to the 
courtyard, as it will feel like they are already 
sitting in it.

Figure 6.4/5/6/7 Figure ground of clarifying demolition options



Removal of 1957

 Demolishing the walls of one addi-
tion and replacing it with glass; due to the 
programme being a library, the area needs 
to be enclosed. This defines the layer of his-
tory without removing it completely; similar 
to what Scarpa did with the void space at the 
Castelvecchio Museum. 
 By doing this to the 1957 addition, 
the views out of the library and into the 
courtyard are gradual and can be viewed 
from many different places in and around the 
library but cannot immediately be reached.

Option 4
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Figure 6.8 Castelvecchio figure ground



 The demolition of the 1957 addition 
is only clarifying one layer of history. To de-
fine the other historic layers, each addition 
has a slight change in level. This initial idea 
does not alter the original floor as the new 
floors are layered on top of it.
 Using level changes to clarify layers 
of history was not something Scarpa did. 
However, the way it defines different areas 
of the building is similar to the way different 
spaces at the Querini Stampalia Foundation 
are on different levels.

Figure 6.9/10/11/12 Exploratory level change models
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Initial Level Change Idea

Figure 6.13 Querini Stampalia Foundation section



 The initial level change idea did not 
have any reasoning behind the heights of 
each level. This development involves the 
complete removal and restructuring of the 
majority of the floor, at a number of different 
levels. With this approach the changes in lev-
el move down towards the courtyard rather 
than away from it. The later the addition the 
closer to the courtyard it is. However, this is 
a very drastic move and the integrity of the 
building is compromised.  
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Radical Level Change

Figure 6.14 Cross section

Figure 6.15 Longitudinal section



Having changes in levels requires a 
lot of vertical circulation like stairs. However, 
because the Leys Institute is a public building, 
the whole building needs to be accessible for 
everyone. This means that just stairs are not 
good enough. There needs to be some way 
that wheelchairs and strollers are also able 
to get around.

 This led to ramps replacing all of the 
stairs throughout the building. Book shelv-
ing defines the ramps and double as balus-
trades.
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Figure 6.16/17 Level Changes with ramps, ground and  
basement floor plans 



 Using ramps in this way affect the 
clarity of the layers of history that the change 
of level is defining. The ramps do not show 
the clarification as clearly as stairs do.
 Light shafts have therefore been in-
troduced to bring that clarity back.
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Figure 6.18 Ramps with clarifying light shafts



Figure 6.19 Section showing light shafts

 Light shafts run the entire height of 
the building. They are positioned in areas 
that are determined by the layers that have 
been added to the building over the years. 
 As well as allowing light deep into 
the building, they also allow the rear of the 
building to relate to the verticality that the 
front facade portrays.
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Light Shafts
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Figure 6.20/21 Light shaft exploration plan and section

 The light shafts as they are here are not defined by 
anything. They are like glass ‘things’. This is not as powerful 
as Scarpa’s manipulation of light.



Addition

 The addition will act as a ‘hinge’ be-
tween the gymnasium and the courtyard. 
Similar to the way the void links the two 
barracks at the Castelvecchio Museum, the 
addition will link all the buildings on the site 
together. It will also provide an entry point 
from the rear of the building, as well as reac-
tivate the library courtyard.
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Figure 6.22 Addition as ‘hinge’ diagram
Figure 6.23 Addition insertion with courtyard spaces



 As new elements to the building, 
the addition and light shafts need to be jux-
taposed against the original building. There-
fore, a lighter material than the brick and 
plaster will be used. In using glass, the dif-
ference between the old and the new is im-
mediately obvious to the viewers. 
 The gymnasium is a huge space used 
predominantly by children, who may feel in-
timidated by the large area. The addition will 
accommodate this by penetrating the gym-
nasium slightly. This will break up the gym 
interior making it appear smaller.

Figure 6.24 Types of interventions
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Four ‘Moments’  Due to the size of the building four 
‘moments’ have been chosen for more in 
depth detailed development. The location of 
each ‘moment’ has been chosen for its im-
portance in relation to either the history of 
the building or what the building requires in 
terms of social interaction.
 ‘Moment 1’ (1905 moment) is the 
link between the original 1905 building and 
the other additions to the building. This mo-
ment focuses on the historical element of 
the building.
 ‘Moment 2’ (gym to library moment) 
is the link between the library, the neigh-
bouring gymnasium and the addition. This 
link will become a metaphor for the impor-

tance of exercising both the body and the 
mind.
 ‘Moment 3’ (addition to courtyard) 
links the library courtyard with the addition. 
This moment will focus on reactivating the 
under used courtyard as well as the rear of 
the building.   
 ‘Moment 4’ (removal of 1957) will 
develop the design for the demolition of the 
1957 addition. This will be the main link be-
tween upstairs and the children’s area down-
stairs, as well as the courtyard outside.
 Developing smaller moments is 
something Scarpa did with his works: using 
details to link the separate parts together.



Figure 6.25 Four ‘moments’ of detailed concentration
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 Where the original 1905 building 
meets the additions is an important area in 
the building with respect to the history of 
the site. To highlight its importance, its level 
has been raised 600mm. It will be the high-
est point in the building. As with the radi-
cal level change; the later the addition, the 
lower the level. However, this excludes the 

original building which will keep its original 
floor.
 The development sketches investi-
gate ramps that divide up the larger spaces 
without making the clarifying level changes 
unclear. The ramp which connects the 1905 
area to the meeting point is angled towards 
the door to draw visitors up it. This ramp also 
divides the space, separating books from the 
main technology area. 
 This ‘moment’ also includes the Li-

brarian’s desk. Initially the desk was located 
on the change of level. However, this meant 
that the Librarians were always higher than 
the visitors, making them seem intimidating 
to approach. This also meant that this area 
was used primarily as circulation. The Librar-
ian’s desk now has its own slight level change 
and merges rather than bridges the 1905 
building with the rest. 
 Within this small area, there are 
three changes in level all of which require 

1905 Moment



the light shafts became smaller, rendering 
their clarifying uses all but redundant. The 
light shafts therefore, became gaps in the 
floor, over which the ramps bridge. Bridg-
ing ‘historical’ gaps is something Scarpa did 
at Castelvecchio with the bridge in the Can-
grande void space. Within this project, these 
gaps separate the different additions, just 
like the initial idea of the project. However, 
they do not impede on the spaces within the 
library as the initial idea did.   

Figure 6.26/27/28/29/30/31 ‘1905 moment’ development sketches
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ramp connections. Two of the three ramps 
have been placed side by side. One links 
1905 to the 1909 addition and the other 
connects 1909 to the 1922 addition. Having 
two ramps and the Librarian’s desk in such 
close proximity seemed to clutter the small 
space, leaving room for nothing but circula-
tion. Even moving the Librarian’s desk did 
not solve this problem, though the area did 
become less cluttered.
 By removing one of the level chang-

es and therefore one of the ramps, the space 
becomes more open and has the potential to 
be more than just circulation space. In doing 
this, the 1909 addition is now on the same 
level as the connecting ‘moment’. These two 
areas therefore required something else to 
clarify that they are two different moments 
in history.
 The light shafts as glass boxes also 
added to the clutter around this area. As 
the ramps and the Librarian area developed, 



Figure 6.32/33/34 ‘1905 moment’ working model
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Inlaid Skirting Exploration
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 The ramps and bridges are important elements in the building as they connect the dif-
ferent layers of history together, as well as the different ‘moments’. It is therefore essential that 
they are defined. The materiality of the ramps and bridges will be visually different to the existing 
Kauri floors. Steel inlaid into the floor is used to emphasise where the ramp begins and where it 
finishes. However this starts to become unclear as to which inlaid bit belongs to which ramp or 
bridge. The inlaid steel has therefore only been placed at the beginning of the first ramp in the 
1905 area to emphasise its importance. Figure 6.35/36/37 Inlaid skirting exploration
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 All ramps and bridges throughout 
the building are structured the same way. 
They are made up of their own steel frame 
which is separate from the floor structure. 
This defines the ramp as a separate ele-
ment of significance. By having only the edge 
made up of steel, it is very clear where one 
ramp ends and another starts. 

Ramp Structure

Figure 6.38/39/40/41/42 Ramp working model
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Figure 6.43/44/45/46/47 Ramp structure detail exploration

Ramp Structure Detail

 Exploration of how the balustrade 
upright meets the bridge frame.
 The edge of the balustrade needs to 
be in the opposite direction to the edge of 
the frame. This is so that the thickness of the 
material is expressed. That the material is ex-
pressed is an important component, as this is 
what Scarpa tried to achieve in his works. An 
example is the column cladding at the Olivet-
ti Showroom. 

Figure 6.48 Olivetti Showroom column detail
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Figure 6.50/52 Gym to library with bridge connectionFigure 6.49/51 Gym to library without bridge connection

 Having a physical connection be-
tween the gymnasium and the library is im-
portant to the unity of the site. Even though 
it is possible to get from the gym to the li-
brary and vice versa without the bridge, it is 
important to have a quicker route for anyone 
who wishes to use it. If visitors have to travel 
long distances they may not bother going to 
the neighbouring location.
 This connection also has a meta-
phorical aspect. It indicated that it is impor-
tant for everyone, especially children, to ex-
ercise both the body and the mind; the gym 
providing the body and the library the mind.
  

Gym to Library Moment



Figure 6.53 Flipped connecting bridge Figure 6.54 Visitor traffic flows Figure 6.55 Spaces created

 The connecting bridge has been 
flipped. This causes a few changes in the way 
the library can be used.

 

 By flipping the bridge it alters the 
flow of people traffic. Visitors are now direct-
ed towards the other connecting elements in 
the building. 

 

 The change in direction generated 
by the bridge angle creates quiet corners 
within the building. These spaces could be 
used for study groups gathering in the library 
or individuals wanting a quiet corner to read.
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Addition to Courtyard

 Initially this area of the project was 
focused on an ‘L’ shaped building that cre-
ated a number of usable spaces similar to 
the front of the building. However, this did 
not incorporate the library courtyard, which 
is one space that needs reactivating.
 This led to the exploration of a plat-
form of sorts. The platform involves the 
courtyard through the penetration of the 
concrete block wall. As well as creating an 
access into the courtyard from the addition 
and the rear of the site, it also generates a 
visual connection, something that does not 
exist currently.
 Due to the contours of the site, when 
approaching the platform from Dedwood 
Terrace, the visitor must go up a couple of 
stairs. Opposite these stairs there is a small 
wall. This forces the visitor to go either right 
into the cafe addition, or left into the library 
courtyard. This is the same when coming 
from the St Mary’s Road alleyway.
 The platform also penetrates the ad-
dition, defined by a level change and differ-Figure 6.56/57/58/59 Addition to courtyard development



‘hinge’ is completed through a straight stair-
case which starts on the platform and ends 
at the gallery space in the gymnasium.
 Even though part of the platform is 
inside the addition, it is still detailed as an 
exterior space. This is similar to what Scarpa 
did with the exhibition gallery at the Querini 
Stampalia Foundation. The materials used 
in this space are also used outside in the 
garden. It is the same with the platform in 
this project. The platform consists of stone 

ent materials. This development means that 
the cafe addition no longer needs to be ‘L’ 
shaped, as the platform becomes a part of 
the ‘L’. In making the addition a rectangle, 
the unnecessary extra courtyard space is no 
longer there. Instead it becomes a small cir-
culation space.
 Together, the cafe addition and the 
platform generate the ‘hinge’ between the 
gymnasium and the courtyard. However, be-
cause they are on different floor levels, the 

paving running across its width. The paving 
stones are not laid right next to each other, 
but with a small gap between them. This 
provides space for water to run through. This 
water begins by running down the wall and 
into a trough, where it then runs between 
the paving stones, before making its way to a 
shallow pond by the courtyard wall. The gar-
den at Querini Stampalia also has water that 
depicts a journey similar to this.
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Figure 6.60 Addition to courtyard section



110

Removal of 1957

 The removal of the 1957 addition in-
volves removing the walls and the half of the 
floor that is attached to the 1922 addition. 
This then meant that the gap needed to be 
bridged. 
 A bridge perpendicular to the build-
ing was not strong enough to emphasise the 
importance of bridging this gap. An angle 
was therefore required.  

 The initial angle has two parallel 
sides the same as at the Castelvecchio Mu-
seum. However, in this project it seemed too 
harsh an element for the space.

 

 The introduction of a platform link-
ing inside with outside helped with the de-
velopment of the bridge. By pushing it away 
from the edge of the glass box, one side re-
mained angled while the other became per-
pendicular to the building.
 This development improved the 
bridge however; the platform destroyed 
the atmosphere within the area and was re-
moved.

Figure 6.61 Castelvecchio void space sketch

Figure 6.62/63 ‘Removal of 1957’ moment development



Figure 6.64/65/66 ‘removal of 1957’ working model
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 To frame the space the bridge has 
been flipped so that it angles away from the 
glass wall. In doing this the bridge allows 
space for a lift. As this area is predominantly 
a circulation area having a lift here is appro-
priate. This lift will relate to the glass inser-
tion light shafts. It will also act as part of the 
structural support for the floor and stairs. 

 To provide easier access into the lift, 
it has been rotated 90 degrees. This is also 
so that the stairs are able to expand as they 
move downwards without impacting on the 
access to the lift. 

 

 Each end of the bridge extends 
slightly over the threshold, this emphasises 
the bridge as an important element in the 
building.
 Also emphasising its importance 
is the materiality. The bridge is juxtaposed 
against the existing building, in the same way 
as the ramps in the 1905 moment.

Figure 6.67/68/69 ‘removal of 1957’ further development



Stair Exploration
 Like the staircase at the Olivetti Showroom, the staircase in the 1957 addition area flows down from 
a mezzanine of sorts. The major focus for these stairs is that they can be used for something other than just 
stairs. Investigations included the expanding of the lower steps so that they could be used as seats or book 
shelves. However, there were too many steps for this to be a feasible idea. 
 What developed from this was a series of platforms within the stairs. These platforms are wider than 
a single step so a group of people are able to sit on one together, instead of only a single person like in the 
previous idea.   

113

Figure 6.71/72/73/74 Staircase development

Figure 6.70 Olivetti Showroom staircase



7.0
Conclusion
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books            technology      

silence   communication

 The use of Carlo Scarpa’s design 
techniques has become the critical element 
in connecting the site and its social responsi-
bilities. Ponsonby is a very community based 
suburb, but the existing Leys Institute did not 
represent this. Through a design approach 
influenced by Carlo Scarpa’s architecture, 
this project will transform the Leys Institute 
into a central community space within the 
Ponsonby urban environment. 
 After discovering four design tech-
niques not immediately obvious when look-
ing at Scarpa’s architecture, the main focus 
for the project became clarifying the lay-
ers of history that had occurred at the Leys 
Institute. All four of the techniques have 

contributed in defining each layer, creating 
fragments of space linked together through 
ramps and bridges. This has been successful 
in generating a flowing journey for the visi-
tor, through both the library and its history.  
 The linking elements have been stra-
tegically designed to form spaces of com-
munication. These areas are the key to the 
libraries change in focus. Books and silent 
spaces are no longer the central focus of the 
library. Instead spaces where the community 
can gather together for reasons other than 
reading have been created. However, within 
the library, technology is not as evident as it 
should be due the continuing digital devel-

opment. Therefore, the library does not sit 
centrally in the diagram, rather it has gone 
in two directions. The spaces created have 
been created more for community involve-
ment than silent study, although these spac-
es have also been designed, they have not 
been a central focus. But moving in the oth-
er direction, books are still more prominent 
than the digital media, which has come from 
wanting to ‘preserve the past’.
 The techniques that have been cho-
sen can be applied to any existing building. 
Though the ways in which they are applied 
will differ depending on the specific needs 
and context of the site. 
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