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MECANISMS OF ARCHITECTURE 

About some architectural mechanisms 

Oh, who can heal me! 

He has just delivered you already from vero; 

don't want to send me 

of today's messenger, 

who don't know how to tell me what I want. 

And all those who wander, 

from you I get a thousand thanks for referring to you. 

And everyone else gets to me, 

and leave me dying 

a I don't know what that are left stammering. 

This is how the wife expresses herself in the Spiritual Canticle of St. John of the Cross 

with such a tearfulness that makes us burst into tears. And for this the poet uses a literary 

device that in poetry is called alliteration. As if it were a cooking recipe, he puts three 

pinches of salt in the pot: "a I don't know what that are left babbling", a pronoun, an article 

and the beginning of a verb. The alliteration, so ingenious and so effective, is nothing 

more than a poetic mechanism that materializes well here the babbling that produces 

the tearing of love described in the poem. 

Thus, the architectural mechanisms. I often talk to my students about these architectural 

mechanisms. They are spatial operations capable of helping to set up the ideas that we 

want to materialize. Ideas in architecture, in the end, always translate into forms. And 

forms in architecture have proportions and measures and concrete materials. And often 

working with form through simple mechanisms allows us to materialize ideas that at first 

glance seem complex. 

These mechanisms in architecture are always related to the physical man, to the human 

body, like architecture itself. Because if poetry is related to the soul, to memory, to 

understanding, to reason, architecture is also related to the body. Hence the importance 

of measure, proportion and materials, and also of light.  

Architectural mechanisms, like cooking recipes, if applied with precision, can be very 

effective.  

In Spanish, the term "mecanismo" usually refers to technical elements.  

When I searched in the dictionary of the Real Academia Española de la Lengua the term 

mechanism, it was impossible to find the meaning of this word related to architecture. 

Nor in Google or similar. In English the term tools seems to be well suited to this of 

mechanisms. So I am encouraged to write now on this topic that I think is important for 

architects. 
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In some of my published texts I have developed at greater length and depth, some of 

these mechanisms. Here it is a question of making a commented enumeration of some 

of what I consider to be the most important and effective mechanisms with which an 

architect can work. 

COMPRESSION+ EXPANSION 

The lintel of a door is usually 2.10 m high, and we all pass under it, including Pau Gasol. 

But if we make Pau Gasol pass his 2.13 m height under a wide ceiling of 2.10 m, he will 

do it with difficulty, and he will have to bend his head down. And he will physically feel 

the phenomenon of spatial compression, the one that Le Corbusier set at 2.26 m for his 

lowest ceilings. 

A wide plane of such a low height, 2.10, always produces a clear spatial compression in 

the human body, which is greater for taller people. If this occurs in a small space, as in 

a bathroom, the sensation is less pronounced. 

At the last stone fair in Verona, in September 2013, I designed a pavilion for the Italian 

stone company Pibamarmi. It consisted of a large 4x4x1 m travertine nocciola stone 

suspended in the air, 1.90 m above the ground, inside an 8x8x4 m light cube on a 

mirrored floor. Visitors had to cross under the huge stone, and over the mirror, to reach 

Pibamarmi's office. And there, under that great stone, one could feel, as if it were 

Sisyphus himself, gravity as an attribute of physics. Or as an inescapable property of 

architecture. Everything there spoke of the weight of gravity and spatial compression. 

The compressed space in architecture is the one in which the human body has that 

strong feeling of compression, after an appropriate combination of reduced dimension 

vertically and wide horizontally. What we call spatial compression. Very simple to 

understand. 

But if, on the other hand, the ceiling of a room is 7 m high, what architects call double 

height, the spatial sensation will be very different. We speak then of a spatial dilation, of 

a dilated space. The so-called main floor in the bourgeois housing of the nineteenth and 

twentieth century used to have that greater height, often that so-called double height. 

And of course in the palaces. 

And if we combine both spaces, one compressed with one dilated, one of single height 

with one of double height, so that to enter the higher one you have to pass through the 

lower one, the effect is of great spatial efficiency. It is the well-known mechanism of the 

compression-dilation of space that has been used so many times in architecture. 

THE PLANE THAT BECOMES A LINE 

If a large, horizontal rectangular plane is raised in front of us, as Mies Van der Rohe did 

in The Farnsworth House, and the plane is complete, we will see, due to perspective, a 

trapezoid. If the plane continues to rise until it reaches eye level, the trapezoid 

disappears and before us there will be nothing but a straight line. Because if we raise to 
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eye level the horizontal plane of the earth (which the Italians call piano terra and the 

French call rez-de-chaussée and the English call ground floor) this plane becomes a 

horizontal line and the whole appears before us with an insurmountable lightness. This 

so simple to understand and to apply, is an architectural mechanism. It is a means to 

materialize the idea of lightness. It is a means, never an end. A simple and effective 

mechanism easy to repeat as many times as one wants and needs. This is how I did it 

in Entrecatedrales, in Cadiz and in some of my podium houses and the lightness 

achieved, from the outside, is surprising. 

FRAMING VS. UNDERLINING  

Facing the sea, we have a distant horizon. And the higher our position is, the clearer is 

that perception of the horizon's remoteness. This situation of a spectator in front of a 

landscape with a distant horizon, we have it many times in our life. When we are on the 

top of a mountain or a hill, in front of the landscape whose horizon we see far away but 

well defined. 

Faced with these distant horizon landscapes, architecture can adopt two solutions. Or 

rather, architecture can use two different mechanisms: to frame this landscape, 

objectifying it, or to emphasize the landscape itself, subjectifying it. 

When through a window, the viewer inside, sees the distant horizon landscape, the 

framed landscape resembles a painting. This picture, framed by the shadow, objectifies 

that landscape that seems to be moving away from the viewer. 

This is the most common situation of people experiencing the landscape through the 

windows of buildings. Of course, the architect can work on the shape and position of 

these windows, of these openings, to enhance the value of this framed landscape. 

When, through a high horizontal plane, the viewer contemplates the distant horizon 

landscape, the underlined landscape resembles the sea. This landscape, underlined by 

the horizontal plane, by the line of its edge, is subjectivized. It seems that the viewer 

enters this landscape or, better yet, it seems that the landscape comes to him. I have 

sometimes used the image of Aladdin's flying carpet. In the situation described it seems 

that we are on that flying carpet and that the landscape is coming towards us. 

This situation is that of the upper plane of the podiums. Perhaps the clearest, the most 

architectural, is the Acropolis of Athens. Or better still the high Mayan and Aztec 

platforms that dominate the natural landscape and of which Jorn Utzon speaks to us 

masterfully in "Platforms and Plateaux". 

I have worked with these mechanisms many times in my projects. Facing the Atlantic 

Ocean in Cadiz I have acted in both ways. When I did the Drago Public School in 1992, 

I made a large, deep window in the main lobby, framing the sea. Almost 20 years later, 

in Entre Catedrales, I have emphasized that same sea through a very white platform in 

such a way that it seems that the whole sea is coming to us. 
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And in the Casa de Blas in Sevilla la Nueva and in the Olnick Spanu in New York and in 

the Casa Rufo in Toledo, the main theme is the high plane of its platforms in front of the 

landscape, in all of them, of distant horizon. And this operation is even more radical in 

the House in Zahara and in the Landscape Interpretation Center in Lanzarote. 

UNDERLINE THE LANDSCAPE 

If we stand on a high horizontal plane and look at the landscape in front of us, the straight 

horizontal line on the edge of that plane, now seen from above, underlines the landscape 

in front of us. And even more so if that landscape has a distant horizon. And it will seem 

that the landscape is coming towards us. Or that we are entering the landscape as if we 

were riding on Aladdin's flying carpet. 

I have done so in many of my works, not only in Entrecatedrales but also in the Casa de 

Blas or in the Casa Rufo or in the Olnick Spanu House in New York. And, even more 

radical, with nothing at all on top of it, on the bare Roman travertine platform in Zahara, 

facing the Atlantic Ocean. 

FRAMING THE LANDSCAPE 

If in front of the landscape we open a hole, a window, we will be framing the landscape 

with shadow. And it will seem that, framed, the landscape becomes more important, 

more objective. And it seems to move away from us, to take on more importance. We 

are framing something that did not have a frame before. Ortega y Gasset, in a beautiful 

essay on the frame, talks about all this with more wisdom than we can. And being aware 

of this architectural mechanism, we will be very careful about how to place the windows, 

looking from the inside to the outside. When in a work, in front of the same landscape, 

we have both operations, underlining and framing, the importance of their good use 

becomes even more evident.  

With these five mechanisms, compression + dilation, diagonal space, underlining the 

landscape and framing the landscape, we conclude the first part of this section on 

architectural mechanisms. 

DIAGONAL SPACE 

If we take a double-height space and put it in front of a double-height space, almost 

nothing happens. You get a larger space in plan and with the same double height. But if 

we put them together and move one of them vertically until both have a single height in 

common, we will obtain a diagonal space. And if we open a hole in the highest point so 

that the light crosses diagonally that space, even better; we will have made visible the 

diagonality of this new space. So, as a good architect friend of mine used to say, 2+2 is 

much more than just 4. Of course, another good friend of mine, also an architect, of 

course! used to say that in the end that was nothing more than the spatial mechanism of 

the siphon boat. 
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THE COMPOUND DIAGONAL SPACE 

And if encouraged by the effectiveness of this spatial mechanism we dare to do the same 

operation attaching to the highest space another space of double height with the 

consequent vertical displacement, but in the transversal direction, we will obtain a new 

richer diagonal space, where it can be stated that 2+2+2 are much more than just 6. And 

if we perforate in the right high points so that the light accompanies these spatial 

diagonalities, even better. This is the main operation I am working with in the last house 

on my desk, the Cala house in Madrid. 

STEREOTOMIC VS. TECTONIC 

We understand as stereotomic the architecture linked to the earth where it is born. It is 

architecture built with heavy materials that transmit their weight directly to the earth. It is 

said to be stereotomic of a construction of load-bearing walls whose gravity is transmitted 

directly to the ground on which it rises. It is the architecture of the cave. 

We understand as tectonic the architecture that is detached from the earth and connects 

with it with the smallest possible surface. It is the architecture built with light materials 

that rests on the earth through punctual systems. As if it were resting on the earth on 

tiptoe. It is said tectonic of a construction of light structure of bars, whose gravity, minor 

but inescapable, is transmitted to the ground on which it rests through points. It is the 

architecture of the hut. 

The use of these terms comes from Gotfried Semper which, interpreted by Kenneth 

Frampton, have come down to us. In my case through Jesus Aparicio when I was 

studying with Frampton at Columbia University. 

ISOTROPY VS. ANISOTROPY 

In physics, isotropy, (whose etymology is in the Greek roots ἴσος [isos], equitable or 

equal, and τρόπος [tropos], medium, place space, direction), is the characteristic of 

bodies whose physical properties do not depend on the direction in which they are 

examined. That is, it refers to the fact that certain commensurable vector magnitudes 

give identical results regardless of the direction chosen for such measurement. When a 

given quantity does not exhibit isotropy, it is said to exhibit anisotropy. 

Anisotropy, on the other hand, is the general property of matter according to which its 

qualities vary according to the direction in which they are examined. Something 

anisotropic may have different characteristics depending on the direction. The anisotropy 

of materials is more pronounced in crystalline solids due to their regular atomic and 

molecular structure. Almost always, if not always, the architecture has been anisotropic.  

Could an isotropic architecture be considered, isn't the Pantheon in Rome, the most 

beautiful architecture in the world, an attempt to make a spherical, isotropic space? 
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Someone will then say that since the human body is not isotropic, an isotropic 

architecture cannot be proposed. These are the same people who defend the primacy 

of symmetry because the human body is symmetrical. However, we could propose a 

cubic space in which the six faces of the cube have equal value. For although man does 

not walk upside down on ceilings like flies, he can, with his head, understand that he is 

in an isotropic space. 

Let's imagine being inside a cube in whose six faces we make a circular perforation in 

the center. The perforation in the roof will let in solid sunlight that will vary in its angulation 

throughout the day. The perforation on the south face will let the sunlight in especially 

well at midday and more so if the season makes the sun low. The east-facing perforation 

will let in the dawn sun. The west-facing perforation will let in the setting sun. But what 

about the perforation on the ground plane, what to do with it? 

If the six holes are identical and located in the center or in a corner of each square, we 

could think of putting a mirror or a sheet of water on the floor. What the masters have 

already done more than once. 

A well-known German draughtsman of the last century, M. C. Escher, made many 

drawings of this type that were called impossible drawings. My latest project, now under 

construction, has something of this isotropy that gives a very special tension to the 

resulting space. It could be called Escher's house. There is something of that in the 

ramps on circular crown traces, like the Gugenheim in New York. 

 


