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Il telescopio, lo strumento per l’osservazione dei cor-
pi celesti, e il compasso, l’antico apparecchio di misurazio-
ne usato da progettisti e prospettici, sono associati nel ti-
tolo dell’innovativo studio che Alina Payne, professore di 
storia dell’architettura ad Harvard, dedica agli intrecci tra 
architettura e scienza nell’età di Galileo. Intrecci dipanati 
e riletti attraverso la fi gura e l’opera di Teofi lo Gallaccini 
(1564–1641), autore del celebre Trattato sopra gli errori de-
gli architetti che, pubblicato per la prima volta da Antonio 
Visentini (1688– 1782) a Venezia nel 1767, fu brandito come 
un’ascia contro l’arbitrio e il capriccio architettonico nel-
la polemica antibarocca. A questo unico scritto è legata la 
fama del peraltro sconosciuto Gallaccini, derubricato come 
un qualsiasi Carneade dell’architettura. La palpabile realtà 
portata alla luce dagli studi di Payne rivela uno scienziato 
acuto e ricco d’ingegno, una fi gura emblematica di una tem-
perie culturale eclissata dai bagliori illuministi. La scelta del 
titolo, che lega la ricerca scientifi ca sperimentale alla perfe-
zione della geometria come matrice della bellezza formale, 
non è innocente. Oltre al trasparente richiamo alla mostra 
pisana del 2009, che Lucia Tongiorgi Tomasi intitolò Il can-
nocchiale e il pennello. Nuova scienza e nuova arte nell’età di 
Galileo, la concretezza e l’immediatezza visiva dei due so-
stantivi (il telescopio e il compasso) gettano un ponte tra 
mondi oggi percepiti come distanti ed estranei. La pallida 
copertina della Biblioteca dell’“Archivum Romanum” di 
Olschki, in cui esce il libro, svela dunque fi n dal titolo l’in-
tento radicale di Alina Payne che, sfi dando ogni classifi ca-
zione consolidata, ricompone un sistema epistemologico in 
cui sono fusi indistintamente eventi, ricerche, conoscenze, 
strumenti ed esiti teorici e materiali. Mettendo a fuoco le 
coordinate storiche di tale sistema, Payne sviluppa via via 
una critica tanto sotterranea quanto affi lata alla storiogra-
fi a, che ha distinti, separati e infi ne inesorabilmente allon-
tanati, quando non travisati, i campi diversi del sapere e i 
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The plateau of the houses with 
deep eyes
Nicola Braghieri

«Il divier d’ina chasa determinescha 
sia apparientscha» («The exterior 
of a building should indicate its 
internal use», Romansh proverb with 
Vitruvian overtones)

“The Roof of Europe/Das Dach 
Europas” is printed in big pale 
characters on a poster hanging in the 
new tourism offi ce of Sankt Moritz. 
Under the words, a big yellow sun 
with imperial rays, mountain peaks 
looming white against a turquoise 
sky, a little red train skirting a lake 
and, clustered on green meadows, 
a dense fl ock of pale houses with 
deeply inset windows. Today the 
Engadine seems just like this lovely 
image from the 1950s. The “roof 
of Europe” is an impressive high-
altitude valley, actually a plateau 
that extends for almost 100 km, from 
the Austrian border, where the Inn 
River fl ows in a deep gorge, and 
then gently reaches the precipice 
of the Maloja, the imposing terrace 
overlooking the Italian valleys. The 
extraordinary climate and strategic 
position for communications 
between Italy and Central Europe 
have made this place a unique case 
of Alpine civilization. Even after the 
start of the Little Ice Age around the 
14th century, supplies and transit 
through the valley were guaranteed 
throughout the winter, making the 
patrician highland families rich 
and powerful. The Engadine could 
maintain a sort of self-suffi cient 
economy thanks to the possibility of 
cultivating cereals up to an altitude 
above 2000 meters. The valley, a true 
Alpine fortress, home to mercenaries 
and restless minor warlords, has 
enjoyed long periods of full autonomy 
with respect to the powerful “Gray 
Leagues” and the Austrian Empire. 
The proud, distinctive cultural 
identity developed a rural bourgeois 
architecture that is unique the 
world over, not just for the severe 
force of its character, but also for 
the burgeoning joy of its forms. The 
cultural wealth transmitted through 
the passage, for millennia, on its 
roads of people from the plains, and 
the emigration of patrician families 
to the major European capitals, has 
enriched the Alpine vocabulary with 
decorative features that when mixed 
with the traditional geometric and 
zoomorphic heritage, have generated 
that infi nity of variations we can see 
today, engraved on the facades of 
houses. The Engadine has built itself 
an architectural language that is so 
strong as to infl uence the neighboring 
regions, so clear and defi nite in its 
character as to manage to set the 

outlines of a true regional style. Over 
the last two hundred years the beauty 
of its nature and architecture have not 
gone unnoticed. For two centuries 
now the Engadine has attracted 
the world’s most exclusive kind of 
tourism, becoming a favorite hangout 
of the powerful, of movie stars and 
high-priced intellectuals. But the 
big hotels, exclusive boutiques and 
luxurious villas have not been able 
to suffocate an age-old traditional 
architectural heritage. The Engadine, 
more than an Alpine region or 
community of valleys, seems like the 
fantastic plateau of eternal spring 
narrated in Alpine fables, where the 
cows produce hot chocolate and 
the boughs of larches are bowed by 
candied fruit. 

The Engadine house is a very 
simple construction with general 
shared characteristics that are 
precisely defi ned and limited to 
small variations. The description 
of this type offered by Jackob 
Hunziker in the early 20th century 
in his famous Das Schweizerhaus 
sums up the salient traits: “The fi rst 
impression of the Engadine house 
is that of a massive construction, 
powerful and a bit clumsy... This is 
the residential house. It is joined, 
under the same roof and connected 
with it in the direction of the peak, 
by the hayloft”. Jackob Hunziker, in 
this voyage through all the Alpine 
architecture of Switzerland, is 
particularly interested in studying 
the constructive and typological 
elements of the rural house. The 
architecture of the Engadine is a 
borderline architecture, where the 
culture of wood meets that of stone, 
and where the two worlds remain 
fi rm in the transmission of their 
architectural forms and construction 
techniques. He writes: “At fi rst glance 
the house seems like a construction 
made only of stone. But it can be 
seen that at least a part, the most 
important one, has a wooden wall 
inside, which continues to the upper 
level and regularly clads the surstüva, 
the upper dining room. Often the 
outer wall is missing, and the wooden 
wall is therefore directly in the open 
air … we must admit that even the 
Romansh have known about wooden 
construction from time immemorial 
… or we can admit that in the 
construction an extraneous element 
comes to the surface, probably of 
Germanic origin, which has become 
an integral part of the Rhaeto-
Romansh house. … We should not 
forget the large number of words that 
are undoubtedly of German origin 
that belong to the nomenclature 
of the Rhaeto-Romansh house or 
have a direct relationship with it”. 
Jackob Hunziker is attracted by the 
mysteries of construction techniques 

and seeks the key to unveil them in 
the intertwining of the linguistic 
roots of names and the material of 
the architectural features to which 
they correspond. In the Engadine 
Romansh is spoken, a neo-Latin 
tongue enriched by many terms of 
German origin. Therefore it is not 
possible to trace a clear linguistic 
watershed to divide the prevalent 
use of wood from that of stone large 
areas. The fi rst is connected with 
Germanic constructive culture, the 
latter with Latin construction. The 
coexistence of the two cultures in 
a single language is refl ected in the 
material culture of the architecture. 
It is probable that the house of origin 
was one entirely in wood, and that 
the need to protect against constant 
fi res that plagued the pastures in the 
period of spreading of fertilizer led to 
a gradual cladding, fi rst just in mortar 
and then in stone. 

Engadine architecture is composed 
only of simple parts: solid outer 
walls in stone, capable of standing up 
to water and fi re, internal wooden 
walls to fi ght the cold, roofi ng with 
an elementary structure to support 
the weight of snow, primitive vaults 
in the small spaces of the basement. 
The structure is a compact stucco 
volume that wraps and protects an 
inner nucleus in wood. This rests on a 
massive level of vaulted rooms, and is 
covered by a double-pitch roof with a 
tympanum, in masonry that requires 
no particular technical virtuosity. On 
ground level, often partially recessed 
taking advantage of the slope, the 
“cuort” is the largest space in the 
house, generally covered by depressed 
cross vaults. All the activities of the 
agricultural economy take place in the 
“cuort”. From a functional standpoint, 
it corresponds to the outdoor 
courtyard of large farmhouses on 
the plains. The long hours spent by 
multiple families inside the walls of 
the home during the winter, and the 
need to continue working activities 
during the months of waiting, are 
the factors behind the importance 
of the internal court. Enclosed by 
heavy wooden doors, it is directly 
connected to the outside by a ramp. 
The stall, the workshops and cellars 
for dried meat, the “giauden de la 
charn” and for bread, the “giaudan dal 
pan”, all open onto the “cuort”. From 
the “cuort” rises a service staircase 
that reaches the “sulèr” above. The 
“sulèr” is the entrance space and the 
main circulation zone of the house. 
In this wide corridor, which reaches 
the perimeter walls, housekeeping 
functions are concentrated, with 
materials for everyday use, and dry 
wood to feed directly into the stoves 
of the bedrooms, through the walls. 
From the “sulèr” one reaches the 
true living spaces: the “chadafö”, the 

“stüva”, the “chamineda” and the 
“chambra”. The “chadafö”, which is 
the true kitchen with an oven cut into 
the thick walls and projecting onto 
the outer facade, has black plastered 
walls to match the smoke and grease 
of cooking on the grill, the “föclèr”. 
Larger houses have a “chadafö suot”, 
on the lower level of the “cuort”, 
which is used for boiling and washing 
clothes. Next to the kitchen there is 
the “chaminada”, or “chamineda”, 
a large pantry connected by small 
openings to the neighboring rooms 
and kept at a constant temperature 
in summer and winter. The “stüva” is 
the heart of family life, the main living 
area. It is completely clad in wood, 
often built with an independent 
load bearing ceiling, and occupied 
by an imposing ceramic stove, the 
“pigna” loaded from the “sulèr” 
through the “bocca d’pigna” in order 
to avoid bringing fi re into a wooden 
room. The “stüva” is the place in 
which the family spends the winter, 
where the coldest nights are spent 
and where guests are welcomed. 
Even in the poorest of homes, those 
of the shepherds of the mountain 
pastures, there is a small “stüva” of 
carved wood, while the palaces of 
aristocratic families have one that has 
been elegantly carved by the master 
craftsmen of Central Europe. The 
similarity of the word with “stove” 
and the German “Stube” betrays 
its origins, again confi rming the 
correspondence between language 
and material. Above the “stüva” 
there is the “chambra”, the bedroom, 
directly warmed through openings 
in the fl oor. Other bedrooms have 
direct access from the “sulèr” and a 
heating system similar to that of the 
“stüva”. The larger houses repeat the 
same layout on multiple levels. On 
the upper fl oor, under the roof, the 
“palantschin” is a sort of large empty 
space used for sleeping in the winter, 
in direct connection to the hayloft. 
This, the “quarta”, occupies the back 
part of the house all the way to the 
stalls and the “cuort” on the basement 
level. 

A “necessary” part of Engadine 
architecture is the graffi to, traced 
in the pale stucco of river sand and 
colored with pigments. The custom 
is linked to reasons of harsh climate, 
making the use of other decorative 
elements on facades impractical due 
to frost and ice that last for many 
months of the year. The decoration, 
in contrasting tones and free of any 
grammar, has the important function 
of highlighting particular aspects of 
the house or of concealing others. 
The lack of apparent order in the 
composition of the facades seems 
to amplify the purity of the simple 
squared volumes. In them, many 
windows are opened of different 
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