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Diploma 5 investigates the relationship between architecture and 
the city using as input the primary elements of urbanity.  This year, the key 
entry for research will be the theatre.

THE THEATER is an architectural object with a threefold essence. 

In the first place, theatre plays a fundamental role in the foundation 
and understanding of the city. From the Greek Agora to the Roman Forum, 
through the cities of the East and the Middle East, theatres have always 
been a significant presence, both symbolic and physical, which establishes 
a dialectical, multifaceted, rarely neutral relationship with the urban 
environment.

Secondly, the theatre is also conceived as a functional space 
designed to accommodate a larger or smaller audience while optimizing the 
performance of the show by the actors. Its height and its technical rooms are 
proportionate to the spectators, and designed to accommodate advanced 
technological and mechanical systems, lighting materials and sophisticated 
objects for an excellent vision of the show. Nothing different from a school, a 
post office or a tearoom: its function meets a form qualified from an aesthetic 
and experimental point of view.

The third soul of the theatre is that which defines it as a meta-
space, the unwritten yet always implied text of that pact viewers sign with 
actors and performers, a pact which is the equivalent of the story established 

THE THEATRE
> Short brief

1.  Plan of Timgad, Algeria, 
100 AD. 

2. Zenon, Roman Theatre, 
Aspendos, Turkey, 155 - 175 

3. Romeo Castelluccui, Ore-
stea Orestea (una commedia 
organica?), 1995
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by the reading of a novel. Through the theater’s doors and sitting in the chair, 
the lights go out, “the architecture ends, and the world of imagination begins”.

Diploma 5 proposes to study the theatre as an architectural and 
urban typology and a site of expression of an art that has always been able 
to embody in a very precise way the world and its mutations. The opportunity 
offered by this educational project is above all to understand the evolution of 
society through that of the theatre space.

Methodologically, the diploma will use all scales and different 
disciplines. The study at the urban scale will help us understand the central role 
of theatre in the city and its ability to activate the periphery. The architectural 
scale will serve us to translate the performative place into space and matter. 
Social and cultural studies will enable us to understand the aggregative nature 
of the theatrical world and (especially in the case of contemporary theatre) its 
ability to act on humanity in a revealing way.

The aim is to give students all the necessary notions so that they can 
undertake a contemporary theatre project in Paris. In this project, architecture 
will not be the goal, but rather a means through which questions the present to 
build the future. Thinking a theatre in 2020 implies clear positions that will lead 
to a proposal that will be able to question much broader themes: the symbol 
of the city and the question of identity, cultural practices and their economic, 
ethical, social and spatial value. 

4. Palladio, Olympic Theatre, Vicenza, Italy, 



5. Roman Theatre, Orange, France
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Theaters have always been a significant presence in cities, both symbolically 
and physically. The presence and distribution of theaters in a given territory 
helps us understand the aspects related to the organization of this activity and 
its artistic and aesthetic dimension, as well as the social and cultural uses of 
the urban structure.

History shows that theatrical activity has not always taken place in theaters. 
As theatre critic Fabrizio Cruciani once argued, “in fact, in the chronological 
and geographical extension of supposed theater events, it must be recognized 
that there are very few of those which concern the theater building as a place 
equipped and specifically designed to shows ; instead, we find theater in fairs, 
markets, farm courts, community gathering places; in places of worship, 
churches and cemeteries; on the squares, in the streets, in the courtyards, in the 
villa ... “1. 

Thus, alongside the theaters as identifiable physical places, it is the very 
organization of the urban space, yesterday as today, which very often serves 
as a territory for theatrical performances. In other words, the relationship 
between the theatrical space as a staging place and the surrounding 
environment is always dialectical and multiform, and above all is never a 
neutral relationship.

Referring to Cruciani’s text for the necessary considerations in this respect, 
the term “theater space” refers to both the internal and external spaces of the 
buildings used for the preparation of theatrical performances, as well as the 
space of the theatrical action when the latter is played in the open, exploiting 
the different places of the city. The city itself is structured as a relationship 
between an interior and an exterior.

1 (F. Cruciani, The theatre Space, 2019)

> Theatre and the city

1. In Poliochni, Lemnos 
Island, ruins of prehistoric 
settlement show traces of 
rectangular spaces delimited 
on one side by seating spac-
es within the plan of private 
houses (5000 B.C.) 

2. Theatre of Knossos (2000 
B.C 

3. First theatre of Syracuse 
(500 B.C.) destroyed and 
rebuilt 200 years later and 
renovated during the Ro-
mans Empire becoming the 
theatre we know today.

1

2

3

4. Scala Theater, Milan
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> From theater as symbol to 
alternative spaces

1. Patrick Bouchain, Le 
Channel, Reconversion des 
anciens abattoirs, Calais, 
2007 

2. Les filles aux mains 
jaunes 

3. La Comédie-Française, 
Salle Richelieu, 1799

1

2

3

Contemporary urban environments are strongly influenced first and foremost 
by the hegemony of Italian theater: the type of building used for the 
predominant shows of European culture from the sixteenth to the nineteenth 
century, which during these periods became institutions and norms.
The American director and anthropologist Richard Schechner define this 
structures as “proscenium” theaters, referring to referring to the spatial 
arrangement derived from Italian theater, structures internally by the elements 
that define and separate the stage.

With regard to the interior, in fact, a first difference between traditional and 
alternative spaces resides precisely in this architectural, rigid and culturally 
codified separation, made possible by the proscenium arch.
The exterior, on the contrary, is identifiable from the atrium, which, connected 
to the portico, “really begins in the street in front of the theater”.
This type of theater is often a central point in the city, characterized by 
mechanisms that transmit to it the essence of the most important social and 
cultural activity. The theater is placed often with other entertainment venues, 
such as cinemas, windows of more or less opulent shops and often other places 
of culture, in the general sense, such as museums or churches, etc.

Nevertheless, in many cities, besides the most important and popular theaters 
(because of their success with a large audience), it is not difficult to find 
“marginal spaces”; small, more or less independent realities, which allow the 
diffusion of cultural offers different from those of public and private theaters. 
These entertainment venues are characterized by an alternative cultural 
proposal.
Their degree of centrality / marginality can not simply be measured on the 
basis of their geographical position, because they are also situated as much 
in the peripheries as in a historical center, but mainly because the public’s 
“perception” of the center theater is not always of the same order of urban 
reality.
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Being on the margins means being decentralized compared to a conventional 
theater system.
Some of these entertainment venues can be compared to what Schechner 
(1984: 124) calls “theaters of the environment”.

Built in poor and transient spaces, often in isolated areas the theaters of the 
environment are characterized by the total suppression of the division of space 
between actors and public (Schechner, 1968) so that the social and consumer 
relations that between artists and the public are different, more horizontal and 
less coded.
In 1968 it is necessary to avoid at all costs “a device allowing to separate the 
production of goods of their trade consisting of masking all the preparations 
intended for the buyers”.

Since the twentieth century, alternative spaces have become a reference for 
preformers who, because of the rejection of the ordinary spatial and canonical 
organization of the Italian theater, “frontal, distanced, immutable”, were 
incited to “abandon the old theatrical buildings to promote the use of non 
theatrical spaces: warehouses, garages, cellars, desecrated churches, then 
open spaces: squares, streets, courtyards, etc. “

The distinction proposed by Schechner (1968) between “totally transformed 
space” and “space left as it is” (ivi, p.44) makes it possible to interpret the 
relation between performance and the physical (and social) environment. It is 
a kind of continuum on which there is no difference, but it is undeniable that “a 
certain mode of theatrical use of a non theatrical space depends very much, if 
not only, on the characteristics of this space”.

4. Shakespeare’s Globe 
Theatre
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While the “found spaces” will generally be environments and places more 
or less strongly marked and structured from an architectural and / or urban 
point of view (inside a church, hall or courtyard of an old palace , a cloister, a 
square, a street), the “transformed spaces” are modified and must therefore 
be modifiable, that is to say “as naked, bare, neutral as possible: an industrial 
warehouse, a gym, a garage, an attic, a cellar, etc., but also the large room of 
a palace “.

To identify the spaces “found” and / or “transformed”, it is not necessary to 
recall the work of the avant-gardes of the second half of the twentieth century, 
certainly essential from the historical point of view, but merely to observe the 
current lay-out of our cities. These places are everywhere.
Contemporary theater is pushing ever further the idea of taking the theater out 
of its walls and eradicating the sometimes-elitist postures of the world of the 
stage in order to create a cultural chain involving the whole community.
Temporary or alternative places, often born of ephemeral or contingent 
situations, have become the spokespersons of an engaged, political, social and 
urban theater.

5. Patrick Bouchain, Le Channel, Reconversion des anciens abattoirs, Calais, 2007
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The diatribe between institutional and alternative theater is a reflection of 
the richness and diversity of our time. More than opposed, these realities are 
complementary and require each other to represent the complexity of the world 
and contemporary society.
This multitude of situations is a form of representation of reality, and the 
richness and diversity of cultural production invites us to read the world slowly 
and deeply.

The purpose of this diploma is to summon all the practices of the theater in one 
place, to offer the space capable of combining technique and improvisation, 
order and disorder, flexibility and singularity.

Contemporary theater has not yet found its own spatial and typological 
expression and very few examples of projects allow today to adapt to the 
infinity of experiences and shows.
The goal of this studio is to try to think of a machine capable of bridging the 
gap between theater as space and theater as a discipline.
We are going to look for some kind of ultimate theater that can make all 
experiences possible.

On one hand, it will be a question of qualifying the spaces so that the place 
is easily appropriable, very flexible and mutable, on the other hand it will be 
necessary to render each singular space and to inject in it a multiple potential 
(by their volume, their light and their materiality) to open the door to a number 
of new and ambitious scenarios.
To the classical composition of the theater around the triads - theaters - 
logistics, we would like to replace the idea that the theater, like the city, is 
defined by its capacity of adaptation, expansion or resilience without losing 
identity.

> The ultimate theater

1. Forms of theatre
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Until the 16th century in Paris, there are no spaces dedicated to the theater.
Theatrical companies adapt to different places and often play in rooms used for 
the Jeu de Paume: rectangular indoor spaces, framed by steps where spectators 
are seated to watch the game.

With the rise and success of shows, new spaces reconverted, the Great Hall of 
the Palais du Louvre is the most used until the opening of the Petit Bourbon 
(1582): a multifunctional space created in an old Parisian town house of the 
family of Bourbon. The Great Hall of Petit Bourbon was then larger than any 
other Parisian space and served as the first theater for Molière’s troupe until 
1660, when the colonnade of Perrault was built.

In the 17th century other theatrical spaces began to take hold in Paris and in 
1634, the Jeu de Paume du Marais officially became under the protection of 
Richelieu the Théâtre du Marais.

While Luis XIV used all his efforts to build Versailles, a new room was born in 
the center of Paris: the hall of the palace of Tuileries, also called the engine 
room, wanted by Catherine de Medicis and built between 1660 and 1662, could 
welcome nearly 4,000 spectators, but was rarely used until the first half of 
the 18th century. Between 1792 and 1793, the Machines room was completely 
transformed into a French Parliament to become the Hall of the National 
Convention, before being decommissioned in 1795 and demolished in 1804, 
under Napoleon.

> Paris

1. Comic Ballet, Paris, 1582 

2. Le Petit Bourbon, Paris 
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The controversial history of theater in Paris anticipated the debate on form and 
function in architecture, thus reversing the long tradition of classical theaters 
in Italy and Germany, where theatrical space was constructed as an object very 
monumental and aesthetic outside and highly functional and technical inside.

Seen with a contemporary perspective, this adaptability of the theatrical 
function reveals the flexibility of this architectural space, and unintentionally 
opens the door to the birth of the alternative theater.

The history of the theater mixes with the history of the city.

The student will be confronted with this context as part of his theater project.
What will be the most appropriate site for a new theater in Paris based on your 
research? What is his program and size? What will be his audience? Who will 
play? What relationship will he establish with the context? Will it be temporary 
or permanent? How will this architecture modify the existing relationship in the 
context? Will it be in an existing building to reduce the carbon footprint? Or will 
it cross both sides of the Seine to be extremely visible? Or will it be placed on 
the outskirts of Paris to participate in the extension of the city?

3. “Jeu de paume” courts 
often used as theatres.

4. Buildings constructed between 1840 et 1910
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Agenda

During Term 1, students will explore the themes 
proposed by the unit, with the aim of finding and 
defining a personal point of view, through which 
to understand and analyze his potential in relation 
with the city.

The year will start with a research on the evolution 
of the theater since its very primitives’ forms, until 
most contemporary ones. 
In order to understand some of the fundamental 
principles related to the form of the theater and 
familiarize yourself with the implicit rules of the 
program, each student will be assigned various case 
studies. All these case studies will form a research 
book and serve as project guidelines.
Like last year, Paris will be the background to the 
project. Parallel to research on the program and 
theatre, each student will conduct a personal 
research on the city of Paris, with the aim of 
identifying sites of interest that can be starting 
point for the project.
In this period each student will learn how to 
conduct a real research on a physical, urban and 
dense context as is Paris, using all available tools 
and sources, with the aim to find an unique critical 
point of view on the city to be used as guideline of 
the project.

The second part of the first half will be dedicated to 
defining the main aspects of the personal project.
From the spoon to the city. Using the knowledge, 
the research and the all the elements acquired on 
the first 6 weeks students will start a “research 
by design” process, in which formal approaches, 

drawings and physical models will be used to 
explain the personal point of view through the 
definition of architectural elements that compose 
the theatre.
The first approach to the project will be through the 
design of a stage space, complete and functioning: 
each student will start by drawing a room of a 
contemporary theater, to arrive at the definition of 
the form of the theater and its relationship with the 
city.

All personal and collective researches will be fed by 
weekly studio meetings, community discussions, 
workshops and site visits. All these moments are 
considered mandatory in order to be able to follow 
the agenda of the units correctly.

The methodology of work will be both organized 
around personal and collective work: research work 
will be personal; while collection and organization 
of researches and editorial work will be collective. 

Organization

The 12 weeks will be organized as follows: after 
an introduction period that covers the first two 
week, the term 1 will be manly divided in 2 periods. 
Every period is dedicated to an assignment that 
has the scope to focus the research on specific 
didactic topics.  Weekly tutorials will guide every 
student individually trough the assignment. Two 
moment of assessment have been planned for every 
assignment: a mid-assignment pin-up that will 
be with tutors, and a final assessment (Autumn 
Jury for assignment 1 and End of them Jury for 
assignment 2).

> Research / Term 1
Monday 23rd September to Friday 13th December 2019
12 Weeks
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General assignments

Assignment 1. 
Book of theatre and the project site.
The book of theatres. A research, collection and 
classification of significant case studies from the 
Greek culture to contemporary examples. These 
case studies will be collected in a small A5 booklet 
that will be used as reference for the rest of the 
year. This assignment will consist in an individual 
research and in a collective editorial work. Within 
this time other tools will be created such as general 
layout for future presentations and pin-ups, a 
collective online database to share and store 
information, images, drawings… 
Project site. A research on Paris will lead every 
student to the choice of a project site. Research will 
be done by mapping the form of the city and its 
main sociopolitical aspects. A first set of maps and 
an extensive research on the chosen context will be 
produced in this period.

Assignment 2. 
The scenic space, the building and the city.
This period will start by making a physical model 
of the context (1:500) that will be used along all 
the year and exposed at the Project Review at the 
culmination of the academic year.
While the model is sent production, the main focus 
will be the scenic space. Using a given brief, and 
some shared knowledge, every student will draw a 
scenic space. 
Later, using this model as base, and the proportion 
and dimension of the designed scenic space, 
student will be asked to attempt first formal 
approaches to the site, using physical models and 
drawings.

By the end of this assignment all students will be 
asked to produce: 
• one or more physical study models, 
• one floor plan
• one section
• one image of the scenic space
• a research book

General calendar

Duration : 12 weeks. From Monday 23rd September 
to Friday 13th December 2019

Meeting day: Tuesday/Friday or Thursday/Friday1

Important dates:
28/10 – 03/11 > Unit trip to Paris
01/11 > Autumn Jury, in Paris
12/12 > End of Term jury

Nota

Most of the assignment proposed in our unit 
require some minimum knowledge and skills, 
such as modelling and rendering with Rhinoceros 
3D, using InDesign as main tool to build up and 
share presentations and contents, physical model 
skills both as tool of formal exploration and final 
representation, among many others.
The school is providing many learning methods to 
acquire quickly this knowledge, such as specific 
software courses, online tutorials, etc…
Extensive informations of those resources are 
available on the AA website and prospectus or 
provided directly from us. We suggest you to apply 
in time in other to get the course you need at the 
beginning of Term 1.

Here below a  list of skills we’d like you yo have, and 
that will be used all along the year:
• Graphical and communication skills, this 

including fluent verbal and written abili-
ties, visual and representational skills. 

• Good knowledge CAD, 3D, and graphi-
cal software, this including following or 
equivalent software: Autocad, Rhinoceros 
3D, Adobe Photoshop, Adobe Illustrator, 
adobe InDesign

• Ability of managing time and work to 
respect deadlines 

• Ability to relate with other student to 
share and acquire knowledge

• Critical skills

1 Can be eventually moved to Friday and Saturday, to be de-
cided during the first week according to student’s Core Studies 
choice.
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> Design / Term 2

Agenda

Term 2 will focus on architecture of the theatre.
Starting with the acquired knowledge and the 
general massing defined during term 1, during term 
2 we will go quickly down in scale. The aim is to 
study and design a building in its whole, bringing 
his relationship with the city down to the smaller 
detail.
The 11 weeks of term 2 will be organized around 2 
main assignments, focusing each one on a different 
aspect of the project of the theatre.

The first assignment will focus mainly on the 
relation between form and program: in this period a 
complete building will be designed, focusing on the 
relation between several binomen in architectures 
like form and program, envelope and interior, urban 
strategy and functionality, material and light…

During the second part of term we can investigate 
materiality and detail can have an influence on the 
whole project.
At the end of Term 2, the student will present their 
project through the means of physical models, 
drawings, collages and renderings, with a closer 
look at some aspect at scale 1/50. Term 2 includes 
seminars and workshops.

Organization of the second term

The 11 weeks will be organized as follows: the term 
will be manly divided in 2 periods. Every period is 
dedicated to an assignment that has the scope 
to focus the research on specific didactic topics.  
Weekly tutorials will guide every student individually 
trough the assignment. Two moment of assessment 
have been planned for every assignment: a mid-
assignment pin-up that will be with tutors, and a 
final assessment.

General assignments:

Assignment 3. 
The architectural project. 
Using the acquired knowledge and based on the 
initial idea of project, every student will produce 
a complete set of architectural drawings (plans, 
sections, elevations at specific scale, visual 
perspectives) and one or more physical models with 
the aim to study, define and explain the different 
architectural choices taken during the design 
process.

Assignment 4. 
A closer look. 
Using the complete set of drawings as starting 
point, every student will study in detail specific part 
of the theatre, such as the entrance hall, the scenic 
space, the façade together with all the technical 
aspects of acoustics, lighting, energy producing…

General calendar

Duration : 11 weeks. From Monday 6th January – 
Friday 20th March 2020

Meeting day1: Tuesday/Friday or Thursday/Friday2

Important dates:
07/02 > Winter Jury
11-12/03 > Previews tables 4th Year
18-19/03 > Previews tables 5th Year

1 Make sure to don’t choose any Core Studies on Thursdays 
and Fridays: presence at all formative moments and tutorial 
days are considered base requirements for everyone. 
2 Can be eventually moved to Friday and Saturday, to be de-
cided during the first week according to student’s Core Studies 
choice.

Monday 6th January – Friday 20th March 2020
11 Weeks
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> Communication / Term 3
Monday 20th April – Friday 19th June 2020
9 Weeks

Agenda

The term 3 will be mainly dedicated to render 
the project more consistent working carefully on 
coherency between your theoretical position, your 
project, your narrative and your way to represent 
and communicate your ideas.

While you will work until the end of the term to 
improve the level of detail of your project, you will 
work on your project portfolio. This will help you 
to check the narrative and the coherency of your 
ideas.

Your portfolio will be composed mainly of 2 parts: 
a short presentation showing your position and 
project in 10 minutes, and a A3 landscape book 
that will contain all your drawing, texts, iterations, 
sketches…

Organization of the second term

The 9 weeks of term 3 will be mainly partitioned 
in 3 parts, two dedicated to representation and 
communication, and the third one to formative 
assessments and the Year Project Review. 
Each of the first two parts are dedicated to an 
assignment. Every assignment guided with weekly 
tutorials and assessed with final pin-up a final 
collective presentation or a formative assessment 
organized by the AA.
In third part, student of 4 year after the end of year 
review, will help 5th year student with practical 
work and prepare the Year Project Review

General assignments:

Assignment 5. The project’s book. 
Using its own project and narrative as starting 
point, the aim of this assignment is to prepare an 
A2 book landscape. Every student will be asked to 
collect and rework the graphical representation 
of its project curating its communication through 
texts, drawings and diagrams. Bringing together 
all these elements of the project, will signify also 
to readapt the project to fit the narrative, add or 
remove elements…

Assignment 6. Final presentation. 
In this last assignment students will work on how 
to explain and present their own project. The aim 
is to produce a presentation (PowerPoint or PDF) 
that will be used for the final review, based on a 
strong speech. By presenting your project to other 
students you will be asked to integrate feedback, 
modify, adapts and finalize drawings, images and 
the project itself.

General calendar

Duration : 6+3 weeks. Monday 20th April – Friday 
19th June 2020

Meeting days: Tuesday/Friday or Thursday/Friday1

Important dates:
07/05 > Spring Open Jury
03-04/06 > Tables 4th Year
10-11/06 > Tables 5th Year

1 Can be eventually moved to Friday and Saturday, to be de-
cided during the first week according to student’s Core Studies 
choice.
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