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Now, let us imagine the action: the lady of the house 
receiving a basket with bread delivered by a young boy. 
This fragment captures the arrival, suggesting the path 
taken by the boy from the street at the end of the per-
spective to the threshold in the foreground. His steps 
are emphasized by the innumerable coloured tiles of 
the pavement, giving the impression of a long distance 
walked until the doorstep. And look at their hands, the 
delicacy of the woman’s hands at the moment of receiv-
ing the bread, lit from above, like receiving a gift. Her 
hands are open, like making no effort, but still one can 
feel that is she who controls the action, the moment: it 
is a hand that blesses the bread. The arms of the boy 
are slightly raised, expressing the action of offering. For 
him, holding the basket is an effort, while the woman 
takes it softly, with lightness. 
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Upon closer scrutiny, we discover on the sides of the ac-
tion traces of the activities that had taken place recently. 
We see the chair, empty, near the window, on top of a 
platform that protects from the cold floor. It’s an invitation 
to sit and read.
On top of the chair there is a cushion. We cannot see the 
hands of the woman anymore, but if we look at the shape 
of the cushion, we can see the work of her hands in it. 
The act of fluffing the cushion so that it can take a bit of 
air and volume, ready to receive the next sitter. Her hands 
have left, leaving the outer form of the cushion in perfect 
position, producing an inviting effect. We cannot actually 
see the actions in these paintings, we can only see their 
remains: the traces of the daily duties.
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Looking upwards, we see a soft, low light, a morning light.
The mouldings and cornices play with it, showing their inter-
minable reliefs. The light also shapes the heads, the immac-
ulately combed hair of the woman, and her eyes, her vision, 
so calm that everything again becomes still. De Hooch uses 
the light to stop time, to make the action timeless. All the 
elements are covered by the same veil, a cover that protects 
all that can be seen. While we fix our eyes on these appari-
tions, we hear in our heads the sounds of the actions repre-
sented in these canvases, the sounds produced by hands in 
their constant exchange of objects and tools. In a way, the 
sound we hear is a soul sound.
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THROUGH THE CANVAS
ARCHITECTURE INSIDE DUTCH PAINTINGS
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In order to build up behind the canvas, the students came constantly to observe in front 
-as all what is hidden behind has its clues in front. 
Therefore, they were trespassing the canvas constantly, in a careful and attentive observation.
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In the workshop developed in Sydney we proposed to the students to work 
with Dutch paintings from the XVIIth Century. Those paintings constitute an 
introduction to the history of the house in the Occident, as they represent 
for the first time the concept of domesticity.

Of all these paintings, the ones we prefer the most are those by Pieter de 
Hooch. Beautifully painted, they suggest a series of connected rooms that 
relate interiors to exteriors, evidencing modulations of spatial depths and 
distances from place to place. 

The sizes of these rooms vary depending on certain daily domestic activi-
ties, but all of them are extended to contiguous spaces by their openings: 
de Hooch paints an open door or window and a doorway, passage or alley 
on a single line of view, allowing one to see right through several interior 
and exterior spaces, sometimes even as far as the house’s surroundings 
across the street or canal. 

Pieter de Hooch (����-����), originating in Delft, produced a complete 
oeuvre that documented the everyday life of the common bourgeoisie. He 
presented them in their houses, generally at work, absorbed in some task 
of everyday life. When observing these paintings carefully, many themes 
come to mind:

The play of light within the room – the way in which light orientates the interiors. 
The street and its relationship to the interior. 
The historical context: the emergence of the concept of privacy in relation to 
domestic space. 
The role of the woman at the centre of the house. 
And the recognition of the child.

De Hooch’s paintings represent the actions that belong to the everyday 
domestic activity within a house. Yet each daily duty is rendered and lit as 
if it were a ritual, a celebration. This defines the theme of these paintings: 
the celebration of the everyday.

De HOOCH’S ROOmS 
Eva Prats and Ricardo Flores

“Perhaps his most original contribution was to recognize
 the uniquely complementary relationship between his orderly interiors

 and domestics themes. Beginning in Delft in the 1650s
 housewives, mothers and children, virtually to the exclusion of husbands

 and fathers appear with increasing frequency in his art.
 In no small measure, de Hooch’s images of the home have come

 to define our notion of domestic life in seventeenth-century Holland.”

Pieter de Hooch, 1629-1684. Peter C. Sutton, Yale University Press, 1998.

A Mother and Child with its Head in her Lap. Pieter de Hooch, c.����-�0.
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There is something in these pictures that makes us to stay looking at them, cap-
tivated. Maybe is that image of a suspended action, in silence... but why does 
it seem that these actions are in silence? Everything is still, and then we can 
appreciate the profiles of the figures emphasized by the light... the light as a veil 
that covers and gives to all a unity, like a weathering of the everyday.

The light is very acute, very low: it is a morning light. 
Everything is freshly cleaned, the beds are made and the rooms refreshed after 
the night, as an early duty…
 

But it is probably ten or eleven, right after the first activities of ordering the 
house have been completed. An intermediate hour, too late for breakfast, too 
early to start cooking the main meal. With the first daily duties complete there is 
a moment of somnolence, a kind of drowsiness produced by the sunlight… 
Everything is still, in a kind of continuous time, a moment of rest and meditation 
before starting the next activities.

Still time

Interior with a Woman at a Clavichord. Emanual de Witte, c.���0.

If we look carefully into the details of walls and floors, we discover a kind of tile 
which is not common for us... this is not our city, there is a geographical dis-
tance with these scenes. Also we do not recognize the dresses, those children 
dressed up with long skirts similar to the ones used by their elders... Those 
clothes are another kind of distance to an actual observer, a separation in time.
Even so, looking at these scenes, they gradually become a vision that starts to 
be intimate and familiar also for us: it is maybe that morning light, the presence 
of the children in the house... Doesn’t it seem a memory of our own childhood? 
Staying one day at home, without school, and discovering the rhythm of the 
daily duties.

Women 
at the centre 
of the scene

Woman Lacing Her Bodice Beside a Cradle. P. d. Hooch, c.����-��.

Women are at the centre of these pictures. They are in fact the centre of the 
house: for the first time in history, the woman takes control of the interiors, of 
the private life of the family. She organizes the daily activities within the house, 
and is therefore the most present figure in these rooms: the space is dominated 
by her, all is modified and touched by her eyes, by her firm but delicate hands. 
The rooms are depicted to accompany the women like an extension of their 
bodies, of their clothes... Their bodies shape the rooms. 
Those women in the quiet interiors of their homes, deep in thought while direct-
ing some duty... What makes us to settle our gaze upon them? Is it maybe the 
quietness of a house that let the light in with measure? A light that moves our 
sight from figure to figure and from room to room.
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Although being physically near, the distance, the moments that separate one 
end from the other, are carefully defined through a series of parallel planes. 
These walls, as well as the rooms themselves, alternate shade and light, in order 
to emphasize the sequence between the intimate –close to us, to the observer–, 
and the public far beyond. 
The levels of the floors and the type of pavement vary slightly to evidence the 
change of room, but never so much as to interrupt the very direct connection 
between the two extremes.

So the effort of De Hooch through his painting is to depict the intermediate 
space that leads us from the very intimate rooms of a family house to the most 
public space, the street outside. He is picturing the in-between spaces, the 
thresholds, the articulation between inside and outside.

A Boy Handing a Woman a Basket in a Doorway. P. d. Hooch, c.���0-��

Depicting the 
Intermediate

These paintings show the family in intimate scenes, using the different rooms of 
the house and, at the same time, accepting the direct connection with the urban 
life, the city, the street life: a complete picture of the civic side of a society.
People in these paintings help articulate spatial depth, directing the eye of the 
observer towards another space, an external space, a space that cannot be seen 
directly but is hinted at. The house does not end at the internal limit of its own 
walls because the external spaces connected to it, the courtyards and streets 
surrounding, are treated and considered to be within the realm of the house. 
This is both Home and City.

When we look at De Hooch’s interiors we see the presence of the city reflected 
in them. The relationship of interior to the city outside is a constant in these 
paintings. The painter is representing the inherent social and civic character of 
the Dutch at the time through paintings that show the family in intimate scenes, 
using the different rooms of the house and at the same time accepting a di-
rect connection with an urban life, the street and the city. There is a nearness 
between the most intimate parts of the house. In this case the bedroom, the 
gardens and street are only a few steps away. 

Home and City

A Woman with a Young Boy Preparing for School. P. d. Hooch, c.����-��
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The Dimension
of the 
Domestic 
Space

This fragmentation in a series of smaller spaces ensures more situations in this 
border, helping to articulate the transition. The dimension of the private space 
is kept, as the connection gets its strength by these small distances that refers 
us to the concept of domesticity.
Like in de Hooch’s houses, the controlled size of the openings in the walls is 
enough to ensure considerable openness among the spaces. This compression 
and decompression provoked by the small openings give a constant sense of 
the limit of the successive spaces, making visible the end of one room and the 
step into the next one. Like planes perpendicular to the eye’s ray, this always 
gets stopped by points of narrowness which give a relation of measure to the 
long views.

In the Visser House – originally from Rietveld and enlarged by Aldo van Eyck 
in ���� – the connection between old and new is solved by van Eyck by add-
ing intensity in this point of the plan: a spiral staircase and some extra steps in 
between the new rounded room and the inclined gallery of the former house. 
These  elements have a similar dimension of the elements used by De Hooch 
to link one room with another. Both examples are defining a domestic realm 
where a modulation of small openings, volumes and staircases gives continuity 
through the whole house. 

Extension of Visser House. Aldo van Eyck, ����.

This appears in both images, one of a real built space, and the other as a rep-
resentation of a possible real space. Time seems not to have passed, and one 
can guess a common cultural background in both of the pictures. The constant 
rhythm of shadow and light and the small openings in the walls connect these 
two images so distant in time. The sequence of lighted and shaded spaces 
makes the observer’s eye stop in these lighted places and link them.

Transparency and the variation of spatial depth and perceptible distances are 
subjects that in the XXth Century, many years after de Hooch’s paintings, archi-
tects like Aldo van Eyck and Gerrit Rietveld have also developed in their works. 
The strong relationship between these two images, with �00 hundred years 
between them, explains how contemporary Dutch architects have learned from 
their tradition of using light to produce continuity through spaces.
There is a double depth inside one picture: like in de Hooch’s painting, in the 
Visser House the sight travels horizontally, room after room, through the differ-
ent spaces. Meanwhile, an upper opening in the ceiling breaks this horizontality 
and the eye suddenly escapes upwards... It is this double possibility of seeing 
two spaces – or a series of spaces – at the same time, that one as a privileged 
observer can enjoy. 

The Nether-
lands,

300 years 
later

Mother and Child with a Serving Woman Sweeping. P. d. Hooch, c.����-��.
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Van Eyck organizes a welcoming space that connects the old former building, 
with thick walls and small openings, with the new extension where the sleep-
ing rooms and playing areas for children are located – see right side of plan, 
with rounded partitions that make one space push to the next and to the next 
and to the next...
Notice that the new openings that van Eyck makes into the former thick party 
wall are of small dimension, framing the trespassing from inside to outside in 
the way the old Dutch houses used to do.

Van Eyck’s work is probably the most related to the matter of intermediate 
spaces, which link interiors to exterior, to the street. The thresholds, the mod-
ulation and articulation of spaces between inside and outside are the main 
preoccupation in Aldo van Eyck’s work as a whole. In the Hubertus House in 
Amsterdam (����-�0), the intermediate space created to connect the interior 
of the building with the street is an interpretation of the old doorways that re-
lated the inner courtyards to the alleys, streets and canals in the Dutch towns 
of the XVIIth Century. The space slightly elevated from the street level – we 
see it also in de Hooch’s painting – allows the contemplation of the street life 
outside, as well as social relationships between neighbours, conversing from 
doorway to doorway.

Hubertus House. Aldo van Eyck, ���0.

De Hooch uses people to emphasize the character of the spaces he depicts. 
In this painting a woman and a girl look towards the observer, coinciding with 
the space in which they are, directed towards the painter’s point of view. At the 
same time, in a space parallel to the previous one, in the vestibule of the house 
another lady looks towards outside, emphasizing the character of this space, of 
connector between in and out: The position of the persons and the character of 
the spaces coincide, reinforcing one another.

The direct relationship between these two images is based in a common under-
standing of the thresholds between in and out. Both works intend to disolve the 
border between public and private, in a search for an equilibrium between home 
and city as a cultural proof of civility. The dynamic display on top of the legal line 
that divides the private from the public domain is seen as a positive dependence 
of the public on the private, and the other way around. Their mutual need is ex-
plained in the very intense design of this intermediate space. 
The boundary between in and out is solved by fragmenting it into smaller units, 
compressing the trespass by dividing it into several situations which relate the 
public with the private.

Thresholds

A Courtyard in Delft with a Woman and Child. P. d. Hooch, c.����.

The eye lines 
echo 

the spaces
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In a way, we could say that the house is furniture in itself. There are no useless 
corners, and the several activities defined through benches, shelves, sitting, 
etc. articulate the trespassing from one place to the next. There are no corridors 
in the house, no passages, all the activities are relating the different spaces: we 
can consider the whole house as a passage from one activity to another.

The Schröder House by Rietveld in Utrecht is the result of a close collabora-
tion with the client. Some of the main decisions came from Mrs Schröder, who 
wanted to raise her three children in a new house, developing a new intimacy 
with them. She came up with the idea of raising the living area to the first floor 
and to leaving all the plan open. 
One can see everyday actions represented in every part of a big spacious room: 
a series of different possible uses depending on the furniture, all of it designed 
specifically for any daily activity. The series of furniture of different sizes and 
shapes explain to us about the every daily activity of the inhabitants.
This sophistication of the rooms, as an evolution of the Dutch XVIIth Century 
interiors, makes them totally predetermined in their use, as every single corner 
has its specific function. 

Schröder House. Gerrit Rietveld, ����. Mrs Schröder and Gerrit Rietveld, ���0.

De Hooch’s rooms, as it was common in that moment of History, are not specif-
ic for just one activity: they are always big spacious rooms where several differ-
ent activities would take place. Thus, the same room would be used for working 
during the day, the tables would be covered by other cloths and used for dinner 
at sunset, and sometimes the same room would be used also as bedroom at 
night. Therefore, there was not specific furniture for the daily activities, but a 
series of benches and tables that would serve for the various different duties.

Big Spacious 
Rooms

As early as Pieter de Hooch’s times, the concept of childhood appears in Eu-
rope. Before that, were considered a kind of shorter adult. Children in these 
paintings are playing or having a quiet time near their mothers. Rietveld and 
Van Eyck work with the same elements that De Hooch does in the paintings: 
they build up the richness in spaces that De Hooch depicts in his paintings. But 
not only this, the flourishing Dutch society depicted by De Hooch continues to 
develop their old concerns at that time.

A Mother and Child with its Head in her Lap. P. d. Hooch, c.����-�0.
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Providència  
House

Woman and Child in an Interior. 
Pieter de Hooch, c.����.

Our interest in looking to these paintings came about through one of the projects 
we were developing recently in our office, the Providència House in Badalona. 
The new dwelling extends a former ‘working-class’ house of this industrial 
neighbourhood of Barcelona. The existing house, needing to be enlarged, was 
very similar in plan and section to the kind of houses represented by Pieter de 
Hooch: a narrow and deep plot, two storeys high, with a backyard belonging to 
a more general yard pattern.
The main problem when extending such a narrow row house in depth and in 
height is how to illuminate the central part. Then, the decision was to turn the 
main staircase into a three floor light well, like a huge lamp that carries light all 
the way down to the ground floor.

Providència House. Flores & Prats Archs, c.�00�. 
New Chimney and lightwell. 

But there was something else that brought us closer to these paintings and, 
most of all, to what they represent. The family who commissioned the exten-
sion, its future inhabitants, was the kind of family we could imagine when look-
ing at de Hooch’s paintings. Their lifestyle draws them very close to the charac-
ters depicted in those images: an intense use of the interiors, the daily activities 
represented in every space, in every piece of furniture... The family filling all the 
rooms with their presence. P
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��Providència House. Long section.

This couple with their two kids, very proud of their 
house from the very beginning, was following the 
process of the new design very closely, talking per-
manently about how the house would organize the 
daily activities: Dolors would be in charge of the daily 
duties of the house; the laundry should be near the 
bathroom, in the parents area; the food should be 
stored in the cellar; cooking would take place near 
the garden, enjoying the views and smells from the 
trees and vegetables planted there; the garden would 
have a place reserved for barbecues and for cooking 
bread and pizza with an earth oven; bathing, eating, 
sleeping... When talking to them, their comments 
were never about achieving a special atmosphere or 
using a specific material, but more about making ac-
tions possible.  

The two new facades, the 
frontal and the rear one, con-
tain the rooms for the differ-
ent members of the family: 
bedrooms, studios, kitchen 
related to the back garden...
The central area is where 
everyone and everything 
moving inside the house co-
incide: smoke going up, light 
and water going down, peo-
ple going up and down.



Back Garden.
The treatment to the backyard refers again to XVII century 
Dutch painting and the yard pattern evidenced in these 
works, where the relationship between the house and its 

yard spaces is strong and open. It is an 
extension of the interior of the house, 
a place to develop or perform daily ac-
tivities in the open air. The social part of 
Providència house is concetrated towards 
the back part of the plan, away from the 
street. The dinning and kitchen are located 
near this garden, in order to enjoy the veg-
etables and fruit trees planted there, which 
are used for cooking everyday. At the very 
end of the garden there is a small storage 
for garden tools and a barbacue, with an 
earth oven for cooking pizzas and bread.
The back façade works like a tower, with 
foldings that make the block less compact, 
more fragmented, with different windows 
like individuals representing each different 
occupant of each different room.

Providència House.
The back garden under construction.

Courtyard with Lady 
and Serving Maid. 
Pieter de Hooch, 
c.���0-�� or ����.
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Roof Terrace
The original house had a pitched roof without this 
possibility of extending to outdoor activities. Directly 
related to the kid’s area, this top floor is a new room 
open to the sky, lonely and quiet during the day but at 
the same time it is the place to organize social events 
on summer evenings.
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The staircase is where every member of the house meets, the public domain of 
the house. A change of scale is experienced once inside this space: long diago-
nal views appear, up to �0 meters long, a surprise in the house. A large volume 
of air has been introduced inside a plot which seemed not to be able to contain-
ing it when seen from outside. Every room in the house participates in the light 
and crossed views of this space.

The New 
Central Space

Providència House. Axonometric of Central Space.
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The main level seems to be level �, the �nd floor, that is where the light is. 
Thanks to a small patio, the house starts being transparent at this level, in which 
everything gets mixed: plants, light, rain, air, wood, clothes, car toys...
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The staircase makes its way through the house crossing the natural light that 
comes from above. It seems that the space flows up faster than you do...  
There is this almost theatrical way of moving though the staircase, appearing 
and disappearing.
When the staircase touches the ground, it becomes a kind of secret place. You 
disappear from sight and appear from under the arch, surprisingly...
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We like to consider the rooms of our office and the ones at school as equivalent spaces where 
to discuss the problems that appear with the projects, trying to move from the tables of the 
office to that ones of the classroom in continuity, as if it was about continuous reflections with 
different interlocutors. In this way, the rooms at school become for a few days an extension of 
the ones at the office, and the students feel like part of a started conversation.
At the same time, the hours spent in the same studio, on continuous long tables, one student 
next to another during several consecutive days, creates an atmosphere which is somewhat 
the ideal state for the developement and evolution of ideas into projects. The materials start 
to accumulate, piles of drawings overlap with photographs, photomontages and fragments 
of unfinished working models. Sometimes drawings of the initial steps of the project appear 
on top of the last ones, which makes the author re-consider some later decisions... The close 
distance that separates one group from the next makes also some projects or fragments of 
projects pass from one table to another. Tiredness starts to take control of the room after a few 
days of intense nonstop work, and thoughts tend to become a continuous thought, merging 
first with last reflections upon the projects.
This intensity and effort of work concentrated in a compressed lapse of time makes the process 
by which the projects came about the subject matter to discuss, taking the intermediate mate-
rial as the valuable product from where the final project can be seen. Therefore, the presenta-
tions - intermediate and final ones - are based not on drawings of completed projects, but more 
on the material produced during the evolution of the ideas.
All this overlapping of different thoughts and materials produces new ideas which spark new 
work. At the end it is difficult to separate thoughts and works, the physical and mental exist-
ence of the projects, when describing the state of a studio, as the whole place takes unity as a 
base of ideas and fabrications created within those walls. It is crucial to teach through studio, 
to learn, to construct through studio. It creates a state of thoughts which, in our oppinion, be-
comes the material of “school” for the pursuit of knowledge.

THe VAlue OF THe STuDIO
Ricardo Flores
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Process as product.

As-Found
This exercise introduces the students to a complex aspect of architecture: how to deal with ex-
isting fragments, the as-found, and how to incorporate them into a new design. More and more 
in the recent years this is a theme of concern in the architecture of the European countries, and 
the paintings of the Dutch seventeenth century appeared to be excellent material to search for 
and reflect upon the qualities of an initial historical fragment. 
We believe what is of most importance in the education of an architect is to learn to accept 
the phases of the constructions as something positive and enriching to the whole final project, 
to think that the architect’s work is part of a longer series of hands that are touching the city. 
To consider one’s work as just another hand that touches a building or site, being conscious 
that in a few years someone else would come and work on top of our work. This is to see the 
architecture as an accumulative, evolving thing in time. 
Cities and buildings that have been adding phases by different authors through the years and 
the centuries have more depth and intensity: they are less perfect in their solutions, but more 
complex and attend to several different necessities through time. In this way the architect’s 
work gets inside a longer time process, the project is not something that has necessarily to 
be clean and closed in itself, but dissolved in what is already there, in what exists before he 
arrives to the site. This way of working is something like taking the inertia from what is found 
when arriving to the place, and starting by modifying it a bit, redrawing it to adapt it to the new 
necessities... It is a very old way of doing things. 
To accept this is to accept an image of the unfinished, of fragmentation, which expresses bet-
ter this intention of summing-up the several phases of a building. The students were invited to 
leave the project open, making visible the several units that form this construction: initial brick 
walls, new wooden walls, initial tiled floors, new marble floors... But the traces of the former 
building should be present in balance with the new rooms as to become an important part of 
the final project.
The project makes evident the process by which the construction has passed, evolving in time. 
The process is the product. Process as product.
The projects can be explained by the material produced when doing them. In this sense the 
workshop itself was producing the project from the first day, with all the drawings and deci-
sions made from the very beginning of the studio. To value the process by which things are 
done, and to collect all this evidence of time spent thinking in the project was the emphasis of 
this studio, in enjoying the process as the moment when everything can happen...

Ambiguous Documents
It has been good to see how each of the paintings, with their own specific qualities, provoked 
such varied reactions. The De Hooch paintings hold sufficient ambiguity to be a good “field” 
from which to explore several possible readings. 
In fact, these different ways in which de Hooch’s images can be read gave as a result that, 
even when starting from the same images and having the same program, the projects never re-
peated solutions one from another. One could say that for each viewer that observes the paint-
ing, the proposal would be different, as these paintings suggest and propose several parallel 
readings. For the same image, while one group could take the light as the guide to investigate 
and reflect for a further proposal, the next one would take the sight of the figures in the paint-
ing, imagining a complete story of social relationships and connections which provoke a whole 
architectural response. In this sense, the experience of putting these paintings to the students 
was always a new one, as the way they would see things was personal for each of them. What 
they see, what they image is in fact inside their own heads, in their imagination. The painting 
gets into the viewer’s head and becomes a thought. Then the project appears when seeing in-
side our thoughts, our dreams. This imagination, afterwards, seeks its externalization through 
drawing, in an intense communion between hand and mind.
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