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The title of this dissertation – Utopia and Contradiction – is the arrival of a reflection and not a starting point. 

It is the synthesis of logic of thought from an architecture student who sees in these two ideas the condensing of 

a projectual attitude, which reveals itself only as the opportunity to read a comprehensive theme of the modes of 

the discipline – intervention on historical ruin. 

 

Thesis framework 

The research follows an inverse course to that of the typical “logic of specificity”, instead it commences with 

a reality, a practical case study, to develop a generalist reflection and to seek to establish a final view of the 

discipline’s whole. The idea of focusing the dissertation around a case study is related to the fact that it can 

synthesize knowledge and reflections on the disposition of contemporary architecture in the intervention in 

historical context with a backdrop of an expectant architectural object and, thus, to confront more directly the 

two realities that in architecture are wanted together, theory and practice, both in the study of real examples and 

in the experimentation of the hypothesis in a final projectual intention. 

The premise of this study arises in the historical context of Naples, motivated by a period of studies in Italy – 

the unobtrusive situation of the Real Albergo dei Poveri, which in the English translation means “the royal shelter 

of the poor” – a monumental building, original of the 18th century and today in a state of ruin and without active 

participation in the contemporary city.  

 

Naples and the Real Albergo dei Poveri 

Naples is the main city of Southern Italy, capital of the Campania region. It is 

considered the third city with the largest number of inhabitants, after Rome and 

Milan.  It has Greek origin which explains its embryonic connection to the sea and 

is characterized as a city with volcanic soil and Mediterranean climate, enjoying a 

unique natural condition. It is bathed south by the Gulf of Naples in the form of 

bays and dominated in the East by the Vesuvius volcano. As Lisbon, it is a solar city, 

composed of hills and facing south. From empirical experience, Naples revealed 

itself as a place of contrasts and mixed feelings. A magnificent city-shaped chaos 

waiting to be realized as a great metropolis. A place of vast potential, with a dense 

and rich history, but whose shadow reveals disorder, weak common space and 

corruption. The experimental case study that gives a motto to this dissertation – 

the Real Albergo dei Poveri – is a living example that condenses the Neapolitan 

idiosyncrasy ... of utopia and contradiction. 

1. Sketches of Naples –  
implantation (facing North) and 

view to the Vesuvius. 
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The building is located in the heart of Naples, specifically 

in the north-eastern side, in one of its most characteristic 

squares – Charles III Square – evocative of which was perhaps 

the most emblematic king of a golden period of the city, who 

order the construction of several public buildings, among 

them the Albergo. Although today it is located in the center 

of Naples, on the 18th century this was considered a 

suburban area, an expansion area, outside the city walls. The 

original project arose during the reign of Charles III from 

Bourbon, when Naples, the capital, was one of the most 

cosmopolitan cities in Europe and one of the main centers of 

diffusion of the Enlightenment. This city, along with the 

French capital, was one of the most active in the experiments 

of the Enlightenment ideals giving life to new architectural 

typologies that advocated social philanthropy geared towards a future well-being of society, cultivating the idea 

of forming a new human being who from the exercise of his reason, would be able to make the world a better 

place. Within the Enlightenment culture, which gave shape to the new typologies of assistance architecture, the 

Albergo dei Poveri presents itself as one of the most outstanding exponents for its unique and pioneering 

character. At a time when the city faced a serious problem of overpopulation, the building was designed with the 

objective to host the poor and the homeless of the city (around 8.000 people) and to provide them with the 

appropriate training to create a new working class capable to do the maintenance and construction of the capital 

of the kingdom. This was extremely important, since it was designed and project in one of those rare periods of 

history during which it was believed that the concept of architecture could be used as a solution for social and 

urban problems. The Albergo dei Poveri was designed as if it was a city within a city, built though unique functional 

and typological mechanisms. It is considered world heritage by UNESCO since 1995. According to the architect 

Paolo Giordano, the building is a “true architectural metaphor of utopia”, a building that represents the 

achievement of a true Enlightenment culture which believes that “logic and reason can, on their own and based 

on a simple relationship of cause/effect, solve all the evils and problems that occur in society” 1. It is a case study 

that attempted to challenge the Enlightenment utopia, being, in the opinion of this author, a “symbolic 

architecture of the international historical hinge in which it stands”2. Even though the building was never 

completed in its entireness, its use was always associated with assisting those in need, although not with the initial 

values of the project, both due to the physical incompleteness of the program and to a paradigmatic change in 

society. In fact, with the industrial revolution, a new social class emerged - the bourgeois, who strongly advocated 

values of economy, production and control rather than social ones. Even though, it was always used, the building 

suffered from a progressive state of decay that ended in 1980 when it was formerly closed due to an earthquake.  

                                                           
1 Paolo GIORDANO – L’Albergo dei Poveri a Napoli. Il ridisegno, il rilievo e la riconfigurazione dell’architettura monumental. 
1ªEdição. Naples: La scuola di Pitagora, 2014, p. 43. 
2 Idem. 

2. Current plan of part of the city of Naples, 
illustrating the integration of the case study         

(north orientation). 
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Since then, the building has continued without an assertive and efficient response to its state of inertia, awaiting 

a contemporary recovery and reconfiguration that will turn it again into an active protagonist in the city.  

 The Albergo dei Poveri's particular condition of “interrupted architecture” determines a new type of identity: 

a two-faced building (bipolar), which symbolizes simultaneously the concept of "completeness" and 

"incompleteness": the first one easily identified by the front façade and the second by the aesthetical and 

volumetric indetermination which characterizes all the ruin that is hidden behind the raised wall. This 

configurational ambivalence can explain why Albergo dei Poveri is considered a true architectonical metaphor of 

utopia. 

From the expectant condition of the case study emerged two thematic lines of investigation that are, initially, 

carried out independently – ruin and program – and developed somewhat free in their own validity and not 

necessarily circumscribed to the case study. 

 

The ruin – abstraction layout 

The theme of ruin is here perceived in its formal value and in its inherent condition of inviting the art of mental 

building or rebuilding. To this mental access, interpretive of the ruin, the role of abstraction is considered, which 

implicitly has an idea of distance from the real, but as a means of reaction. In the etymological origin, the reflexive 

verb is extracted: “to withdraw (from) to concentrate (in)”3. Having a preexisting, disconnected historical object, 

the use of abstraction becomes essential in the idea of extracting a content to later intervene. In this case, it is 

sought to investigate the possibility of extending in time the preexisting historical identity perceived through 

abstraction. This process means, in a general way, the necessary distance from the historical "weight" of the 

existing one, in order to convey the real problems of intervention, construction, to the scope of critical, intellectual 

discussion. This attitude is reflected in the initial approach to the project and implies a necessary departure from 

the doctrines of conservation and restoration, assuming a disposition of free thought as a sign of contemporary 

                                                           
3 J. COSTA; A. MELO – Dicionário da língua portuguesa. Oporto: Porto editora, 2004, p. 13. 

3. Comparison of aerial photographs showing the double condition of the building. On the left, 
the “finished” body visible to the city; on the right, the hidden ruin.  
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posture. Fernando Pessoa spoke of a “sacred instinct to have no theories”4. It is therefore intended to understand 

this process which consists in the development of a mental speech on construction.  

In the development of this theme, it was necessary to distance oneself from the case study (making an analogy 

to the studied subject - abstraction), in order to investigate how, in the contemporary world, this mental 

mechanism is used in the practical intervention. To do that, it was necessary to investigate hypotheses of other 

cases studies, complementary to the investigation. It was sought to choose those, similar to the current situation 

of the Neapolitan building, who were buildings of considerable size and which were ruins with monumental value 

before a contemporary rehabilitation intervention, that did not remove their original identity. The selected case 

studies are: the intervention of the architect Souto de Moura in the reconversion of the Convent of Santa Maria 

do Bouro in Braga (1989 - 1997) and the intervention of the architect David Chipperfield in the recovery of the 

Neues Museum in Berlin (1997 - 2009). However, in order to recognize and understand these contemporary 

examples, there was a need to carry out a more extensive study in time, thus framing the contemporary situation. 

After the clear theoretical definition of what abstraction is, one tries to understand how it has been used over 

time in the relationship between architecture and ruin, understanding that the present disposition will naturally 

be a construction (and deconstruction) of how this mechanism was being used. In this part of the study, one comes 

across with several theoretical and practical speeches of the relation between the new construction and the old 

one, in the exercise of understanding the historical ruin. Starting with the practical and economic sense of literal 

and uncomplexed understanding that is held until the Alberti Renaissance (1404-1472), in which the model and 

didactic values associated with ruin arise, and the architect's position is first questioned before the pre-existence; 

passing through a modus operandis of the Baroque that uses the old work as a quarry, justifying itself in the need 

of reformulation of the Church and the creation of absolute monarchies, ending with the “Vitruvian catechism”5 

and revealing itself in a plastic sense; the Enlightenment as a fundamental moment (similar to the period of origin 

of the Real Albergo dei Poveri of Naples), generating the decisive attitude towards the genesis of the contemporary 

abstract disposition, to allow a mental distance in relation to everything that surrounds Man as thinking being and 

in the condition of transformer the world, giving him the (mental) freedom to confront the past, the figure of 

Piranesi (1720-1778) stands out for the image synthesis, at the same time, rational (rigorist) and libertarian 

(imaginative); the 19th century as the development of interpretations of the ruin in different senses - on the one 

hand, the documentary and historical value, on the other, the romantic view - however recognizing the access to 

a certain moment to the abstraction; Schinkel (1781-1841) and Soane (1753-1837) are exceptions of great 

modernity to abstraction; the values of Riegl (1858-1905); Gunnar Asplund (1885-1940); the “Wolffian thesis”6 of 

the evolution of history without names and Giedion (1888-1968); the monumentality of Kahn (1901-1974) and 

the neoplasticism in Scarpa (1906-1978); the analogy of Rossi (1931-1997); Souto Moura; David Chipperfield. 

                                                           
4 Enrique VILA-MATAS – Perder teorias. 1st Edition. Lisbon: Teodolito, 2011, p. 24. 
5 Leonardo BENEVOLO – História da Arquitetura Moderna. 3rd Edition. São Paulo: Perspectiva, 1994 (1ªed. 1960), p. 22. 
6 Reference to Heinrich Wölfflin (1864-1945) and his work “Principles of Art History” (1915). Cf. Rafael MONEO - Soane anual 
lecture. London, 2017. Available in: https://www.architectural-review.co m/essays/rafael-moneo-on-john-soane-and-
building-on-history/10026831.article 
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The program – purpose of the intervention 

The theme “Program” emerges as the other key piece of the research for the critical “look” to the 

rehabilitation of the experimental case study, the Albergo dei Poveri. The historical nature of this building is 

essential to discuss the premise that architecture can be used as a response or solution to social problems. It 

matters to understand and analyze: the formal and functional mechanisms of the original program; the programs 

that, over two centuries, have developed effectively in the “incomplete” building; the proposals that in the last 30 

years (since it has been unused), have arisen in the debate around its situation of expectant inertia. It is equally 

important  to study other helpful architectural structures, of great dimensions from the Enlightenment context 

and to understand their role and applicability in the contemporary society. The reflection about architecture as a 

'solution' of social problems must be understood according to the social context in which today's Europe is 

emerged. An Europe, that aims to be multicultural, and that is dealing with a migrant surge endured by millions of 

refugees, a problem that was defused by the humanitarian crisis in the Middle East and Africa. It is therefore a 

pertinent subject linked to a way of thinking architecture as an instrument that observes reality in a propositive 

way.  

The theme of the Program is more directly linked to the case of study than the Ruin investigation. In this 

section, the motivation was trying to understand what project would be most suitable to the Albergo dei Poveri, 

in order to be fully rehabilitated and used in the contemporary society. The fact that the main intention, in this 

theme, is not to try to extract a general response to a program that may be applicable to other buildings, possesses 

two reasons: firstly, because it is interesting to explore the disposition of contemporary architecture that is linked 

to the place7, as unique and context-specific, and therefore as important as all other aspects involved in the 

project; secondly, because the Albergo dei Poveri is a case study almost unique in its typology and singular for its 

incomplete root character, which makes it an exception for the definition of a programmatic response. 

The problem is, ultimately, understood in its compatibility or incompatibility of two case points: a program 

destined for a building which is considered as cultural heritage and has great historical value and should be 

perceived by respecting the values of respect, protection, safety, recreation and knowledge; a social program as 

it was in the past, that is implemented to improve the needs and the basic living conditions of those who can't 

afford them, supported by the values of solidarity, poverty, re-education, integration and control. The debate 

between these two case points is promoted - the promotion of global heritage and the integration of a social 

program - with the aim of reaching a conclusion concerning the architecture capability of protecting an historical 

building, without jeopardizing its historical value through a program that is designed to fight social problems. 

 

 

                                                           
7 “Place means situation, area, terrain, landscape, building or other work, group of buildings or other works, and must include 
components, contents, spaces and views.” ICOMOS, The Burra Charter / The Australian ICOMOS Charter for Places of Cultural 
Significance, 1979. 
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The conclusion in the form of hypothesis  

In the final synthesis of this investigation it is intended, after fully understanding and studying these themes 

– the formal value of ruin and the integration of an ambivalent program – and after comprehend and theorize the 

relations of these in the framework of the case of study,  present, in conclusion, the hypothesis in the sense of a 

project intention for the Albergo dei Poveri 

In conclusion, the case of study, basis and experimentally, is discussed in this thesis in three complimentary 

and sequential scopes, with different dimensions – ruin, program and hypothesis – always changing between 

Theory and Practice, without overlooking the author's critical analysis, who wishes to expand his knowledge as a 

future architect. The utopia of wanting to put the world on a sheet of paper and the contradiction of it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the end, it contradicts itself ... Utopia and Contradiction is not only the arrival, but the journey of an active 

predisposition of wanting to read and to do architecture. 
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