
7
SANTA MARIA DEFORMATA

The Predicament of Precedent

For Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, as we have seen, contextualism often begins 
with its opposite: the ideal. Both Wittkower’s twelfth villa diagram and Rowe’s 
mathematical ideal are, by definition, acontextual. The strategy advocated in 
Collage City is one that takes a perfect and contextless object and inserts it into a 
context, which deforms it just enough so that both the original pure form and the 
deformation imposed by its adjustment to its new site are legible at once. Thomas 
Schumacher, Rowe’s student at Cornell (along with Fred Koetter), clarifies the 
mutually dependent nature of the relationship between the ideal and context when 
he writes: “It is precisely the ways in which idealized forms can be adjusted to a 
context or used as a ‘collage’ that contextualism seeks to explain.”1 While Collage 
City does indeed explain the transformation between ideal and adjusted states, the 
emphasis is on the transformation and the adjusted, while the ideal itself remains 
uninvestigated.

Rowe, of course, had already made his name through the presentation of the 
pairing of Palladio’s Villa Foscari (Malcontenta) and Le Corbusier’s Villa Stein, in The 
Mathematics of the Ideal Villa (1947), in which the notion of ideal form is devel-
oped. This pair is sandwiched between more cursory comparisons of Palladio’s 
Villa Rotonda and Le Corbusier’s Villa Savoye and Schinkel’s Altes Museum and Le 
Corbusier’s Palace of the Assembly at Chandigarh. The crucial shift, of course, is that 
the comparisons almost thirty years later in Collage City are no longer between like 
forms with a shift in time, but between historic and approximately contemporane-
ous forms, with a shift in context.

Kicking off the line-up of comparisons between the deformed and the per-
fect in the chapter “The Crisis of the Object: The Predicament of Texture” in 
Collage City, Gunnar Asplund’s Royal Chancellery (1922) and Le Corbusier’s Plan 
Voisin (1925) are presented as one possible yet imperfect distorted/ideal pairing. To 
Schumacher, the Chancellery’s design allows site to dominate, arriving at a solution 
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that is not mimicking but “both responsive and assertive, both figure and ground, 
both introverted and extroverted, and both idealized and deformed.”2 Rowe’s 
comparison, albeit clearly against the relentless demolition and renewal of Voisin, 
nevertheless criticizes the Chancellery for being too much a part of an established urban 
continuum and therefore merely a simulation of a past.3 Instead, Rowe and Koetter 
propose a middle ground, more in the spirit of Schumacher’s description than the 
evidence at hand. Their strategy—one that they admit is an “ancient technique,”—
is one of “deliberately distorting what is also presented as the ideal type.”4

Having set the stage for their sequence of transformations, Rowe and Koetter 
continue to propose distorted/ideal pairs: twins separated at birth, and raised in 
pure and dirty habitats: Palazzo Borghese, for example, acts as both a response to its 
site and a characteristic palace of the Farnese type. The Palazzo Farnese’s perfect 
cortile deforms into the highly imperfect and elastic site boundary, combining 
“both archetype and accident,” and creating “an internal situation of great rich-
ness and freedom.”5 This transformation, however, does not go far enough, since 
Borghese and Farnese exist in relative proximity in the center of Rome. While 
Farnese sits squarely in its urban space, set back from its well-behaved and orthogo-
nal neighbors, and Borghese is forced into contortions and elongations, both exist 
within the comparable medium-pressure of the urban fabric.

The ultimate comparison between the perfect and the contextually com-
promised is presented via two tightly cropped photographs: the façade of Santa 
Maria della Consolazione at Todi (1508–1607), which, despite so-called provincial 

FIGURE 7.1 Santa Maria della Consolazione in Todi, 1508–1524, Ambrose of Milan, 
Ambrogio Barocci, Cola di Matteuccio de Caprarola, Francesco de Vita; 
and Sant’Agnese in Piazza Navona, Rome, 1653–1657, Francesco Castelli 
Borromini. Copyright  Alinari Archives, Florence: from Collage City, 
by Colin Rowe and Fred Koetter, published by The MIT Press.
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detailing, is selected to represent the “perfect building in all its pristine integrity,”6 
and the façade of Sant’Agnese (1652) in Piazza Navona, Rome,7 which exists in a 
state of in-betweenness: “sometimes an ideal object and sometimes a function of 
the piazza wall,” “simultaneously ‘compromised’ and intact.”8

The façade of the ideal form at Todi unravels in Rome to become a hybrid 
contextual entity—between singular object and urban façade. This unfolding is 
both controlled and compounded by the constricted urban site, and so the site and 
the object enter into a productive dialogue.

The play between the two states allows for the possibility of keeping the original 
meaning intact while allowing local contingencies to be simultaneously legible, as 

FIGURE 7.2 Pablo Picasso (1881–1973), Violin, 1912. Charcoal and newspaper pasted 
on paper, 62 × 47 cm. Musée National d’Art Moderne, Centre Georges 
Pompidou, Paris, France. Copyright  CNAC/MNAM/Dist. RMN-
Grand Palais/Art Resource, NY,  2014 Estate of Pablo Picasso/Artists 
Rights Society (ARS), New York.
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is the case, Rowe and Koetter propose, in the practice of collage. Such a strategy, 
employed city-wide, would act as a series of stitches that sew together traditional 
urban fabrics with Modern objects: the Collage City.

In collage proper, developed more than fifty years earlier in the field of Art, 
although the fragment is cropped out of its former context, it is deformed only per-
ceptually, not necessarily physically, in its new context. Take Picasso’s Violin, for 
example. Two pieces of newsprint, cut from the same page, make up at once part 
of the figure of the instrument and part of the background on which it sits. It is this 
perceptual ambiguity that is the key to the work: as Rosalind Krauss has described 
it, “the magic of the whole collage, indeed the brilliance of the game it plays, is that 
the two opposite meanings—light on the one hand and opacity on the other—are 
generated from the ‘identical’ scrap of paper, the ‘same physical shape.’”9 The con-
stant form of the newsprint is given new meanings through fluctuating associations 
with its surroundings. Krauss continues: “Each newsprint fragment forms the sign for 
a visual meaning; then as it butts against another, the sign re-forms and the meaning 
shifts . . . for the same piece in another location, constellates another sign.”10

Rowe and Koetter use this same language to discuss their borrowed version 
of collage: for example, when the perfect church of Santa Maria della Consolazione 
is collaged and morphed into a site on Piazza Navona, the result, Sant’Agnese, 
“continuously fluctuates between an interpretation of the building as object and 
its reinterpretation as texture.”11 And again, at the end of their book, a series of 
black-on-white urban scale figure–ground plans are presented as a series of amuse-
bouches, described as: “an abridged list of stimulants, a-temporal and necessarily 
transcultural, as possible objets trouvés in the urbanistic collage.”12

However, it is important to note that, in collage proper, the fragments are not pure, 
idealized forms but already existing products of their own messy contexts. Indeed, while 
the term ‘ideal’ has been taken at face value, Colin Rowe knew that the true ideal was a 
fiction. He wrote: “the absolute idealization of any useful building is logically impossible, 
because, if no other pressures influence its design, at least entrance and orientation must 
act as deforming pressures.”13 For Rowe then, the ideal architecture is not a platonic ideal 
but something inevitably already deformed to some extent itself. Taking this statement at 
its word, let us then return to Santa Maria at Todi, to investigate what other “deforming 
pressures” might be already present in this allegedly perfect form.

Santa Maria della Consolazione re-examined

Santa Maria della Consolazione at Todi is generally regarded as an ideal within its 
species, as “perhaps the most perfect and uncompromising example of its theoreti-
cally desirable type.”14 As a domed cross, it recalls Leonardo da Vinci’s designs for 
a centrally planned church (1506), which is not, in fact, one perfect model itself 
but a series of iterations that enable the conception of a perfect form, created by 
overlaying a square and a Greek cross in plan. Variations on the fundamental design 
become embellished with articulations at the corners of the square, which leads 
to the multiplication of octagonal and embellished octagonal plans. The version 
chosen for development is a relatively simple variation in which the square and 
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cross overlay remains legible, and the corner embellishments are ornamental rather 
than spatial. Common to all of Da Vinci’s drawings is a symmetry and all-sidedness 
that does not take into account any of the variety of conditions found within the 
adjacent environment. As a series of siteless sketches, rather than a built work of 
multiple authorship, Da Vinci’s drawings retain the all-round symmetry and repeti-
tion that the very act of building (or contextualizing) seems to eliminate.

Indeed, as soon as Rowe and Koetter’s cropping-mask is removed, it becomes 
clear that Santa Maria della Consolazione does not exist in an ideal site, and is, in fact, 
through its entry and orientation, beginning a trajectory of radical deformation itself.

FIGURE 7.3 Leonardo da Vinci, Codex Ashburnham, complement to Manuscript B, 
1487–1490. Fol. 93 verso: Plan and elevation of a church. Fol. 94 recto: 
Plan and elevation of a church. Copyright  RMN-Grand Palais/Art 
Resource, NY.
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One apse, occupied by the altar, is semi-circular in form, while the others are 
polygonal. This formal disparity—from curved to faceted—affects many aspects 
of the façade at a finer scale of detail, in particular the articulation of the pilasters 
and their capitals. The columns that articulate the edges of the polygonal sides, 
and their associated details, are folded along their centerline into two parts. Acting 

FIGURE 7.4 Plans, Santa Maria della Consolazione at Todi and Sant’Agnese in Piazza 
Navona, Rome. Redrawn, CODA, 2012.

FIGURE 7.5 Two pilasters on the north and west façades of Santa Maria dell 
Consolazione. Photograph: CODA, 2012.
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as more than a line of symmetry, the entablatures along these lines become non-
uniformly reduced and doubled: two narrow eagles instead of one, their bodies 
now produce secondary lines of symmetry.

Proceeding around the façade, there is no entry on the curved north (altar) side, 
and each of the doors on the other façades is decorated with a spectrum of orna-
mentation from the highly decorated east door, which faces the approach, to the 
stark west façade, where the door is merely a punctuation without pediment. This 
arrangement highlights a hierarchy at work: not all sides are equal.

Finally, while the altar should (according to tradition) face the east, the loca-
tions and orientation of the church within the landscape—the topography, the 
sunlight, and the presence of the historic city of Todi to the northeast—cannot 
accommodate an east–west axis and so the axis of prayer is reoriented north–south. 
The congregation turns its back on the vast landscape to the south, and the sun arcs 
across the altar wall before their eyes.

These anomalies, present in the ‘perfect’ form, should be of no great surprise, 
given Rowe’s warning. In nature, as Georges Bataille reminds us, everything con-
tains mutations: monstrous incongruities are present in all real forms, but are, for 
the most part, barely perceptible.15 In line with this anti-ideal approach, Santa 
Maria begins to lose its foothold as a perfect model. Moreover, the information 
contained within these anomalies provides insight into the motivators of these 
latent deformations and opens up possibilities for further deformation.

Oedipal Progenies

Thoughts of deformations and deviations inevitably call to mind some progenies 
of Rowe’s who, each in his own way, criticized his forefather’s strategy as limited 
and closed, and sought instead to use the fundamentals of his thinking to open up 
alternative design strategies that might emerge from Rowe’s original thinking.

For instance, Greg Lynn, in his essay “New Variations on the Rowe Complex,” 
picks up Rowe’s technique of formal analysis, which, Lynn claims, “illustrates 

FIGURE 7.6 The three doors of Santa Maria della Consolazione. Photograph: CODA, 
2012.
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the intricate linkages between genetic and architectural theory,” but which Rowe 
abandons in Collage City. Advocating the continuity of Rowe’s early evolutionary 
thinking, Lynn argues that an interest in deformation does not preclude math-
ematical thought, and thus does not need to represent a rupture in Rowe’s logic 
in the way that it does. For Lynn, this erroneous assumption leads to Rowe’s 
abandonment of analytic formalism in favor of collage aesthetics, and inevitably to 
a closed set of systems that prohibit innovation. Lynn seeks an alternate path that 
allows Collage City-like deformations, but, as in evolution, without an ideal model.16

Much of Lynn’s subsequent body of work was dedicated to this alternative 
mathematics,17 completing, in a sense, Rowe’s unfulfilled formalism through 
experimentation with digitally generated reactive forms that favored variation and 
difference over any notion of an ideal. The blobs with which we associate Lynn 
and many other non-blob projects take on precisely those contextual deformative 

FIGURE 7.7 The four interior façades of Santa Maria della Consolazione. Photograph: 
CODA, 2012.
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forces that are present in Collage City. In Stranded Sears Tower, as we have seen, 
Lynn takes the precedent of the Sears Tower and lays it horizontally into its site, 
“entangling its monolithic mass with local contextual forces.”18 In a footnote, Lynn 
is careful to differentiate his use of the term “context” from the familiar use mean-
ing the “evolution of a building from the general characteristics of an urban fab-
ric,” that is, from a Roweian and contextualist meaning of context. Instead, he 
claims, his contextual responses are formed out of “connections by vicissitude and 
alliance.”19 Such ‘affiliations’ promote local differences and exploit possible con-
nections with program, structure, form, and culture rather than repressing these 
differences as fixed orders inevitably do.20

Similarly, R.E. Somol criticizes Rowe’s complete dependence on pre-existing 
types, writing that Rowe inevitably “constrains difference to an internal and framed 
articulation within a system, a previous identity, rather than a process of perpetual 
differentiation.”21 Somol’s alternative is what he calls the “difference machine”: the 
production of a set that diverges rather than converges. This deviationist technique 
employs a strategy of “maintain and subvert,” versus “erase and replace”—or what 
ultimately amounts to the amnesia of form.22

To replace, or at least expand, Rowe’s outmoded strategy, Lynn and Somol 
both seek to multiply the inputs. Lynn is open-ended about the source of these 
transformations, citing program, structure, form, and culture, as well as the urban, 

FIGURE 7.8 Santa Maria della Consolazione, aerial view. Photo courtesy of Roberto 
Marinoni.
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FIGURE 7.9 Figure–ground comparison of Santa Maria della Consolazione and 
Sant’Agnese. CODA, 2012.

the institutional, and the temporal.23 Somol, too, offers a broad range of possible 
sources, “program, structure, material, the body, context . . . the earth, the ground, 
and gravity,” as well as “an investigation of new sciences, aesthetics, and politics, or 
via alternative rearrangements of private subjects and public objects.”24 While both 
allude to a range of external transformative sources, the question remains: which 
forces to engage and deploy at any given moment?

A return to the source, as laid out above, reveals that the information might already 
be contained within the original object itself. Lynn comes close to prophesying this 
when he suggests that one “looks to mutation as a potential source of order.”25

Santa Maria Deformata

Returning to the scene of the crime, then, the crucial omission in Rowe’s and 
Koetter’s version of the image and potential motivating source of any future defor-
mation is the site that surrounds Santa Maria della Consolazione. It is not the tab-
ula rasa condition that the tightly cropped image from Collage City implies. The 
church sits at the edge of the city, beyond its walls, on an asymmetrical terrace at 
one edge of a great and non-uniform valley.

It becomes clear, from this expanded perspective, that it is not simply the 
building’s prototypical form that makes Santa Maria della Consolazione a suitable 
protagonist in Rowe’s argument, but also its seeming isolation in plan. Rowe’s 
rationale for deformation in Sant’Agnese required the presence of other material 
fabric (the city) with which to merge. Santa Maria’s singularity, its seemingly mini-
mal relationship with its context, makes it a plausible member in the category of 
the ideal. Certainly, when the situation is redrawn as a figure–ground plan (in the 
style employed in Collage City) and set against the site conditions at Piazza Navona, 
the disparity between object and texture is apparent.

However, the forces that exist beyond the physical can be considered to be poten-
tially more powerful and enabling of deformation than the static forms of the pochéd 
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city plan. It is the softer systems at work that are so often missed by the figure–ground 
technique, a system of thought that relies upon poles of either/or rather than an end-
less plane plotted with possibility and contingency. All becomes solid or void. While 
useful in many ways, such an analytic and representational technique over-reduces 
elements of both site and form to fixed and inflexible categories, and as a result 
reduces the significance of subtler or less-visible contextual forces.

Situated within its site and liberated, then, from its role as an ideal form, Santa 
Maria della Consolazione might itself be allowed to deviate as freely as its urban twin, 
but instead of moving in the direction of similitude with its built context, may be 
forced, due to the lack of built fabric, to acquire another language.

Ironically, while the ‘corrupted’ Sant’Agnese is held in place by the tight con-
straints of its urban frame, the new form of Santa Maria Deformata acknowledges the 
non-built and invisible as powerful forces in themselves and allows for considerably 
more deformation.26 While its base remains grounded, the volume of the church 
twists northeastwards toward the gravity of the city. On its major (north–south) 
axis, the axis of prayer, along which the break between curved and faceted exists, 
and the major topographical difference occurs, the dome opens, expands, and lol-
lops to the south, and openings on the south become larger so as to bathe the altar 
in light. The north side shrivels and subsides, melting due to the smoothness of that 
façade, while all other sides retain their linearity and are controlled by the facets. 
On the east side, the side of the main entry door, ornamentation is exaggerated to 
become a narthex space as a mediator (a function of in between-ness performed 

FIGURE 7.10  Expanded context of Santa Maria della Consolazione: sun, wind, 
topography, visibility. CODA, 2013.



FIGURE 7.11  Five views of Santa Maria della Consolazione and Santa Maria Deformata. 
CODA, 2012.
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by the steps in Sant’Agnese), while the west side, with its minor door, shrinks. 
The shifting environment’s influence has the potential to produce more extreme 
deformations than the static fabric of the city and, as such, allows a more clear 
communication of struggle between the basic form and its response. The east side 
acquires an increased amount of ornamentation, which fades continuously toward 
the south and west.

The Santa Maria Deformata experiment takes the challenge—as set out by Lynn and 
Somol—of finding information for subversion-deviation/mutation-force, but finds it 
already contained within the church of Santa Maria itself. This information points to and 
links to the site’s energetic, topographic, and cultural specifics: the invisible site forces 
that are already partially revealed by tiny anomalies in the original structure.27

Deformata illustrates the seed of a design strategy that is (indirectly) derived from 
the idiosyncrasies of the site, but one not bound by either a physical historic con-
text or an ideal to be respected and revered. Such mutant and bulbous forms com-
municate that things are not ordered and symmetrical in the world. Further, the 
various protrusions, concavities, humps, bulbs, and spikes point to the sources of 
the world’s disorder and begin a dialogue between object and site. In this way the 
reading of the architecture can involve not only the thing itself, but the thing and 
its context.

In short, Santa Maria does not need Piazza Navona or any other urban context 
to provoke a transformation: they are already latent in the architecture. Once they 
have been identified, Santa Maria can be transformed in her own impure site, just 
as much as Sant’Agnese can in hers. This realization is neither to admonish Santa 
Maria for her impurities, nor to criticize Sant’Agnese’s digestion into the city, rather 
to identify the context at Todi as being potentially as rich and powerful as the 
context of Piazza Navona in Rome. If this is achieved, the small shifts that have 
begun already might be allowed to proliferate to provide a new deformed model 
in the same context as the original almost-pristine form. The difference, of course, 
is that while the Sant’Agnese transformation is inevitably influenced by and inevi-
tably mimics its urban surrounds, Santa Maria’s transformation cannot take on the 
physical characteristics of its environment because they are non-architectural. A 
different language of reaction, then, must emerge.

The undertaking of this exercise, therefore, seeks to find alternative ends (or 
beginnings) to the transformative possibilities of ‘collage’ as interpreted and then 
deployed by Rowe and Koetter, as well as to rationalize the enormous range of 
potential deformative motivations offered by both Lynn and Somol. The aim is to 
find another outcome that is not about reading memories of ideal form morphed 
into an adjacent site, nor about randomly formless yet self-absorbed objects, but 
to make visible the site—both visible and invisible—through the transformed object.
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