
SANT’ORSOLA 
CULTURE HOUSE

FLORENCE  ITALY
Region: Tuscany   Province: Florence
Government: Matteo Renzi Total Area: 102.41 km2
Population: 370.700  (2010) 

BACKGROUND
Florence, located on the banks of the River Arno and on the 
lower hills of the Apennines, with the ancient name Florentia 
(the flourishing town), was founded in 59 BCE as a roman army 
camp by Julius Ceasar. The city was built with a roman city 
layout distinguished by an orthogonal land division with the 
main streets, the north-south road “Cardo maximus” (todays via 
Roma) and the east-west bound street axis “Decumanus maxi-
mus”, (todays via del corso). (SEE COLOUR SCHEME)

INTRODUCTION
For my final project I have chosen an ancient convent and ex 
tobacco factory “Sant’Orsola” located in San Lorenzo area in 
the historical centre of Florence, Italy. The choice of city was 
natural since I have a personal relation to Florence where I have 
been living for several years and particulary also the area “San 
Lorenzo” where I was studying 4 years. During this time I expe-
rienced the every-day-life, how it is, what it has to offer and also 
what it lacks. As a student I spent every day in the area of the 
site, and for a certain time I was living around the corner of the 
Sant’Orsola building. The Sant’Orsola complex gave me strong 
impressions by its remarkable and a bit frightening, outer cage 
of scaffolding, metal sheets and the abusers and mixed ethnic 
groups gattering in the area. The quarter around the site and 
the central market “mercato centrale” has for a long time been 
suffering from drug problems and it’s also home to a very multi- 
ethnic and young population. The situation is quite hard for 
many of these young guys when it comes to employment, social 
activation as well as integration in the society. My idea to make 
a culture house open for everyone would not solve the problem, 
but might be a step forward to encourage exchange and inter-
action between different people and cultures, as well as reduce 
some gaps caused by the lack of knowledge. A public culture 
house would benefit all parties, since we all have a lot to learn 
from each other.
 
PUBLIC PLACES IN FLORENCE TODAY
Public places such as art galleries, museums and libaries in Flor-
ence today are mostly disposed by an entrance fee as well as long 
lines to enter. Or there is a request to sign up for a membership 
to get a card to enter which can make the visit a problematic 
experience. 
Sant’Orsola culture house would be a free public centre, through 
sponsorships and contributions by the City of Florence. Most of 
the current public places are exposing local and national histori-
cal objects why the new centre would focus on contemporary art 
as well as different cultural aspects by its very multi ethnic po-
poulation to provide Florence with something new and address 
the need of a public centre open for everyone.

CONCEPT
The project’s objective is to provide Florence with a new concept 
- a Public Cultural House open for everyone and offering a cur-
rent, reflective and innovative cultural experience from a local, 
national and international perspective. At the same time, this 
will open up and give colour and new life to the ancient convent 
“Sant’Orsola”, consider the balance between old and new, and 
relate to what it once was - a place for the community character-
ized by togetherness, activation and educational possibilities. 
The circle is the central symbol and associates to the history 
and never ending time, as a clock that goes around... tic toc. The 
aim is to address a current need, reduce some gaps and to find a 
value that is not only about the local historical aspects, but the 
interaction and exchange between different people and cultures 
in real time.
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POPULATION SAN LORENZO AREA
SINGLE HOUSEHOLDS
FAMILY HOUSEHOLDS
INHABITANTS UNDER AGE 25
FOREIGNERS

OFFICIAL STATISTICS DIRECT DETECTION
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DISTRICT 1: HISTORIC CENTRE - THE HEART OF THE RENAISSANCE CITY

DISTRICT 2: CAMPO DI MARTE - NORTH-EAST OF THE CITY CENTRE WHERE FLORENCE’S MOST IMPORTANT
SPORT CENTRES ARE SITUATED

DISTRICT 3: GAVINANA- GALLUZZO  - SOUTH OF THE CITY CENTRE 
WITH MANY GREEN SPACES ALONGSIDE THE ARNO RIVER

DISTRICT 4: ISOLOTTO-LEGNAIA - SOUTH - WEST OF THE CENTRE. THE MOST MULTI-ETHNIC AND WELCOMING
PART OF FLORENCE 

DISTRICT 5: RIFREDI - THE DISTRICT NORTH- WEST OF THE CENTRE WITH THE GREEN PARK “LA CASCINE” 
SITUATED ALONG THE RIVER ARNO. THE CITY’S AIRPORT IS LOCATED IN THE NORTH-WEST

THE SITE: SANT’ORSOLA

. 

 

 

THE ROMAN MAIN-STREETS “CARDO MAXIMUS” & DECUMANUS MAXIMUS”

THE ROMAN COLONY OF FLORENTIA FOUNDED 59 BCE BY JULIUS CEASAR

FLORENCE 1078

FLORENCE 1173

FLORENCE 1258

FLORENCE 1584

FLORENCE 2012

FLORENCE’S DEVELOPMENT
SCALE: 1:100 000

ITALY
FLORENCE

SITE PLAN FLORENCE CENTRE SCALE 1:10000

SAN LORENZO AREA      (MARKED IN GREEN)

The San Lorenzo district was founded around the basilica of San Lorenzo, consecrated in 393 A.D, which was the first cathedral of Florence. 
The district was formed in relation to the basic lines of the Roman city, which correspond to the axes of the most important developments of the urban structure.  
The streets “Via San Gallo”, the center of today’s San Lorenzo, coincides with the road “Cardo Maximus” of the Roman land division. This was the northern boundary of the wall that enclosed the Roman 
Castrum.

15th century, Florence became the centre of power during the Renaissance period a lot thanks to the Medici family, that conferred prestige and gave the city remarkable series of buildings and monu-
ments. Many of these important buildings arise in the San Lorenzo district thanks to the Medici family:The palazzo Medici, the new Basilica rebuilt by Brunelleschi with the interventions of Michelan-
gelo, the Medici chapel with tombs of the principles of Medici Grand Dukes. 

19th century,  a general transformation of the historic centre’s urban form when Florence became capital of Italy 1865. The morphological structure of the San Lorenzo area was during this time fully 
defined. Series of buildings were constructed around “Piazza Indipendenza” and connected the area to the railway station by the street ”Via Nazionale”. Many buildings were demolished to make space for 
the new remarkable Central Market “Mercato Centrale” structure by Giuseppe Mengoni, 1870. Street trading started to occur and still characterize the area today. 

The area San Lorenzo takes on a series of historical significant modifications over time. The district was inserted inside the second circle of walls 1284, after which it was approved a further expansion 
of the city boarders of Florence. These boarders, still include wide open spaces, mostly intended for gardens, available for future urban expansion. In particular in the north west, the expansion does not 
exceed the boundaries identified by “Via Guelfa” and “Via Faenza”. 

 
SAN LORENZO CHARACTER

SAN LORENZO BASILICA MEDICI CHAPELS PALAZZO MEDICI MERCATO CENTRALE STREET TRADINGTYPICAL HOUSESAERIAL VIEWTYPICAL HOUSESDRUG PROBLEMS

FLORENCE SKYLINE PIAZZA SIGNORIA TYPICAL STREET VIEW PALAZZO VECCHIO FLORENCE CATHEDRAL AERIAL VIEW PIAZZA SANTISSIMA ANNUNIZIATA PIAZZA SANTISSIMA ANNUNIZIATA THE OLD BRIDGE “PONTE VECCHIO”

Historical populations 
Year Pop. ±% 
1861 150,864 — 
1871 201,138 +33.3% 
1881 196,072 −2.5% 
1901 236,635 +20.7% 
1911 258,056 +9.1% 
1921 280,133 +8.6% 
1931 304,160 +8.6% 
1936 321,176 +5.6% 
1951 374,625 +16.6% 
1961 436,516 +16.5% 
1971 457,803 +4.9% 
1981 448,331 −2.1% 
1991 403,294 −10.0% 
2001 356,118 −11.7% 
2008 367,569 +3.2% 
 
	  

“See where it lies before us in a sun-lighted valley, 
bright with the winding Arno, and shut in by 
swelling hills; its domes, and towers, and palaces, 
rising from the rich country in a glittering heap,
and shining in the sun like gold.” 

- Charles Dickens, Pictures from Italy (1844)

“Its territory... shall be healthy, wide, pleasant, various, fruitful, se-
cure, and abounding with plenty of Fruits, and great Quantities of 
Water.” It must not want Rivers, Lakes, and an open passage to the 

Sea.”

- Leon Battista Alberti, De re aedificatoria (1452)

Francesco Rosselli “ Della Catena” c. 1472.  - View of Florence
 

FLORENCE’S DISTRICTS
SCALE: 1:100 000

SITE PLAN SANT’ORSOLA SCALE 1:1000

SANT’ORSOLA

The San Lorenzo block came to occupy the fourteenth century convent of Sant’Orsola which is located right on the edge of the urban system as long as until the nineteenth century. The morphology of the 
neighborhood, still recognizable in the urban structure today, holds obvious characteristic of the urban city layout of the fourteenth century and takes its main references of the location of the Fortezza da 
Basso and the Basilica of San Lorenzo. 

THE NAME “SANT’ORSOLA”

Sant’Orsola, or as the english translation “Saint Ursula” (“little female bear” in Latin) is a British Christian saint.
 

Her legend, is that she was a Romano-British princess who at the request of her father King Dionotus of Dumnonia in south-west England, set sail to join her future husband, the pagan Governor 
Conan Meriadoc of Armorica, along with 11,000 virginal handmaidens. 

A miraculous storm brought them over the sea in a single day to a Gaulish port, where Ursula declared that before her marriage she would undertake a pan-European pilgrimage. She headed for Rome 
with her followers, and persuaded the Pope, Cyriacus and Sulpicius, Bishop of Ravenna, to join them. 

After setting out for Cologne, which was being besieged by Huns, all the virgins were beheaded in a dreadful massacre. 
The Huns’ leader shot Ursula dead, supposedly in 383 AD.  Her feast day in the Catholic Church calender is October 21. 

POPULATION DIAGRAM



HISTORY & ACTUAL STATE
SCALE 1:500

     
    ACTUAL STATE PHOTOS

 
SANT’ORSOLA CHARACTER

SANT’ORSOLA - HISTORY

1309 - 1810   Convent
Sant’ Orsola was founded  as a small convent  for women, with respect to the basilica of San Lorenzo. 
The Benedictine order settled until 1435, followed by the Franciscan order. The convent was suppressed in the 
early nineteenth century. 

1810 - 1940   Tobacco Factory 
Then in place of the fourteenth century convent of Sant’Orsola, Bartholomeo Silvestri renovated/ built the Tobacco 
industry, which is an early example of industrial buildings in the urban context. The tobacco factory was called 
“Silvestri Tabacchi”. This have formally characterized the whole image of the San Lorenzo area despite all around 
from the complex north-east along the street “Via Santa Reparata” and “via San Zanobi” continue to dominate the 
type of row houses.

1940-1950   Extra space for Florence’s University
Sant’Orsola housed classrooms and offices for the University of Florence.  Later it became a downtown shelter for 
the evicted. 
 
1950 - 1980 Downtown shelter for the evicted 
When it was abandoned and no longer in use it became a shelter for the evicted in downtown Florence

1980-1985   Restoration   
Sant’Orsola was bought of the State to create offices for the “financial police. They started the renovations until the 
1985 when financiers suddenly realized the site was not suitable for their needs and the project was abandoned.

1985 - 2007   Abandoned & Enclosed in a cage of scaffolding and metal sheets 
The complex was enclosed in a cage of scaffolding and metal sheets and suffered badly with scum problems and 
drug dealing, and became a real case of the italian bureaucracy. 2007 shaffolding and metal sheets was taken away 
from the outer facade.

2004   Agreement to make a market & business centre
The ”Region of Tuscany” made an agreement to make Sant’Orsola an extension of the Central Market dedicated to 
business but was then left on hold..

2008   Mona Lisa studies released
Some studies were released that “Lisa Gherardini” the real  “Mona Lisa” painted by Leonardo da Vinci, was bur-
ied in the convent of St.Orsola. Later confirmed though that the tombs were all lost when works were carried out 
in1980s since no thought was given to the historical importance and its artefacts. A survey ahead of the new 
project today confirmed that Sant’Orsola contains no historical artefacts. All that remains of the old convent is the 
external walls and some fourteenth-century arches.

2010   New Scheme of the city of Florence   
The city of Florence wanted to turn the building into a community and arts centre in 2010, and the new scheme 
was due for completion in 2015 including these functions: Educational activities: Elementary school, high school, 
daycare, unversity and police/military offices, museums, activities related to training, trade fairs & congress,  bar & 
restaurant.

Sant’Orsola is an incomprehensible case of a remarkable building, rich of history, with great central location, lots 
of opportunities and is not just to be neglected and forgotten. 

FRANCESCO ROSSELLI
Detail of “Della Catena” c. 1472
 
Under neath: Detail of the city of “Della Catena”, with the cupola of the cathedral (top right) 
in the foreground to the left is Santa Maria Novella, and up to the left marked in a red circle is the convent of 
Sant’Orsola.

“Della Catena” is the first accurate view of the city that has survived. This is a zoomed in part of the painted print 
of the original woodcut.

General Report of Sant’Orsola

Change over time
The building complex of Sant’Orsola presents the result of a numerous changes over time, mainly 
dictated by functional issues and consequent variations of the target. Such interventions and 
transformation have from both an architectural and structural altered, and has often destroyed 
the existing structures as well as making the homogeneity in its backbone fade over time. 

The most remarkable change of the complex is represented by the creation of the Tobacco Fac-
tory in the beginning of the 19th century when large industrial environments were made.

Intervention of the 80’s
The building is mainly on four floors above ground and in full three basement levels achieved 
with the intervention of the ‘80s. The project intended to build offices for the “Guardia di Finan-
za”, and parking place on all the basement levels.

Condition
The overall condition of the property is considered good since the work of the ‘80s went ahead 
with the structural recovery and changed the buildings static system. The whole complex was 
adapted to the standards of the time where also the seismic zone was considered. Over centuries 
the building has been subject for various earthquakes. 

Structure
The vertical load bearing structures, originally 
masonry of mostly roughly squared stone or very 
thick solid brick, have been strengthened through 
the realization of armed grout which increased the 
physical-mechanical characteristics of the masonry. 
Much of the building’s original horizontal elements 
have been removed and a new structural skeleton 
of concrete and corrugated steel was created.

(see colour scheme)

ROOF PLAN
(ACTUAL STATE)

STRUCTURE

FACADES

ERA DIAGRAM & ACTUAL PLANS

ACTUAL FACADES



OPEN SQUARE “PIAZZA” 
AREA: 1000 SQM

COURTYARD / GARDEN 
AREA: 70+ 185 + 430 = 685 SQM

PUBLIC SPACE = RESAURANT, CAFE, AUDITORIUM 
AREA: 690 + 490 + 460 = 1640 SQM

COMMUNICATION, STAIRS, ELEVATOR

LOGGIA / PASSAGE
AREA: 2300 SQM
ART GALLERY FOR CONTEMPORARY ART
AREA: 1000 + 985 +985 = 2970 SQM

ADMIN. OFFICES, SEMINAR / LECTURE ROOMS
AREA:  1170 + 1170 +700 = 3040 SQM

ACTIVITY HALL
AREA: 1000 + 1000 +1100 = 3100 SQM

TOTAL AREA: INDOOR CA 12000 SQM

BASEMENT -1

BASEMENT -3

PROGRAM & NEW PLANS
SCALE 1:200

     
    PROGRAM

BASEMENT -2

BASEMENT -3
AREA: 1075 SQM
PINK/PUBLIC: 690 SQM
RED: 375 SQM

BASEMENT -2
AREA: 635 SQM
PINK/PUBLIC: 490 SQM
RED: 135 SQM

BASEMENT -1
AREA: 290+420+460
TOT. AREA: 1170 SQM
RED/ADMIN. STORAGE: 535 SQM
PINK/PUBLIC: 460 SQM

GROUND FLOOR:
AREA FOOTPRINT: CA 5370 SQM
TOT. AREA INDOOR: 3350 SQM
OUTDOOR GREEN COURTYARDS: 550 SQM
PIAZZA / OPEN SQUARE: 1000 SQM
ART GALLERY: 1000 SQM
PUBLIC: 400 SQM
PURPLE / PASSAGES / PUB. COMMUNICATION: 2300 SQM
RED: ADMIN: 140 SQM

FIRST FLOOR:
TOT. AREA: 3200 SQM
RED: 1000 SQM
YELLOW: 1170 SQM
BROWN: 985 SQM

SECOND FLOOR:
TOT. AREA: CA 3200 SQM
RED: (ACTIVITY) 1000 SQM
YELLOW (LECTURE): 1170 SQM
BROWN: (ART STUDIOS) 985 SQM 

THIRD FLOOR:
TOT. AREA: 1900 SQM
YELLOW (LECTURE ETC.): 700 SQM
RED (ACTICITY) :1100 SQM

PROGRAM
My project offers an alternative to the functions 
that the city of Florence wanted to invest even if 
their plans in the current situation is on hold. 

The idea is to turn the current totally enclosed and 
abandoned Sant’Orsola building into an open and 
welcoming cultural centre with a central, open 
square (Piazza) full of life. 
The centre would be divided into three parts: 
1) The first, North-East part, dedicated to contem-
porary art including galleries and studios. 
2) The second, West part, with focus on different 
cultural activities such as different cultural dances, 
language cafés with language exchange, café/ 
restaurant with multi-ethnic cuisine, free internet 
points etc. 
3) The third, the south-east part is dedicated to 
educational aspects, such as seminar rooms, space 
for work- shops and offices. 
The basement with a auditourium/ aula with stage 
and flexible, movable seats would complement the 
main functions (art gallery, activity and education-
al spaces) for temporary events depending on the 
current need and requests.



NEW PLANS & SECTIONS
SCALE 1:200

 
REFERENCES

FIRST FLOOR (+1)

SECOND FLOOR

SECTION AA

STOCKHOLM CULTURE HOUSE STOCKHOLM CULTURE HOUSE A CIRCULAR CLOCK BIBLIOTECA DELLE OBLATE FLORENCE PIAZZA ANNUNZIATA FLORENCE CONVENT OF SAN MARCO FLORENCE



NEW PLANS & SECTION
SCALE 1:200

 
MODELS SCALE 1:200

THIRD FLOOR 

ROOF PLAN

“THE SQUARES MUST BE SO MANY DIFFERENT MARKETS, 
ONE FOR GOLD AND SILVER, ANOTHER FOR HERBS, 
ANOTHER FOR CATTLE, ANOTHER FOR WOOD, AND SO ON; 
EACH WHEREOF OUGHT TO HAVE ITS PARTICULAR PLACE 
IN THE CITY, AND ITS DISTINCT ORNAMENTS”.

- LEON BATTISTA ALBERTI (1452)

The Central Square / Piazza Sant’Orsola
 
The circle, seen here in the square, is a shape that has been preserved from the intervention of the 80’s and is the central 
symbol for the project and associates to the history and never ending time, as a clock that goes around... tic toc.  
The two triangular objects has the symbolic meaning of the new and contemporary added to the old, the history (the 
circle) and refers to pointers in a clock system. The function is to let in natural light to the basement.  
 
The central symbol also refers to the circular shape of the letter O, the first letter of the name Orsola - 
The name of the building as well as the square.

The square “Sant’Orsola” is an open public place where it is possible to have bigger events sush as cultural markets, 
outdoor concerts etc.

To get some shadow a sunny day it is possible to sit down under the roof in the historical, 16th century “portico” that 
has been opened up on the east side of the square. The same on the north side, to the right in the picture, it is possible to 
sit down under the roof and have the view and still enjoy the atmosphere of the square. 

In the right corner of the picture is a bar / café situated, offering free activities sush as “language exchange” over a coffee, 
tea

Behind the glass wall is the activity hall; the material has been considered to liven up the square and show the move-
ment of the indoor activities sush as different cultural dances etc

To the left, the south side, the wall has been opened up to create a welcoming entrance to the 1000 sqm big piazza as 
well as increase the public flow through the whole building complex

The project is a lot about the relation between inside and outside; with all its court yards, piazza with old “portico”, 
passages, loggias, cloisters and atrium with an outdoor concrete staircase which also is a place to sit.  

Model 1:200 showing the new facade, windows and entrances

 Model showing new courtyard with original cloister

 Model showing the new north facade - Via Guelfa

 Model 1:200 showing the actual state of Sant’Orsola building  Model showing the new south facade  Model showing the new opened basement and stage  Model showing the new east facade Model showing the new opened basement and stage



NEW ELEVATIONS
SCALE 1:200

 
RENDERINGS

The project is a lot about the relation between “inside” and 
“outside”; with all its court yards, piazza with old “portico”, 
passages, loggias, cloisters (to the left) and the above atrium 
with an outdoor concrete staircase which also serves as a 
place to sit.  

MATERIALS:

THE FACADES: 
The buildings actual state can more or less be described as an abandoned ruin - where 
almost all outer window- and door openings have been clogged with bricks and a the 
facade consists of a grey concrete. 

The idea with the new facades for the project is to refer to what it ones looked like when 
it was a factory according to information and photos, therefore I choose big, industry-
like windows that let in a lot of natural light and a beige mortar for the facades. The 
facade material would be a mixed mortar of calcium and cement. The combination 
strengthen the qualities of both materials.

Cement-based mortar is useful for its quick setting, but it is very aggressive with stone. 
In addition, it has too much mechanical resistance and a high content of soluble salts, 
which can cause problems in the medium or long term.
Calcium-based mortar offers less resistance and has a slower setting time. Nevertheless, 
it has qualities that are better adapted to restoration. This material presents a zone of 
plastic deformation which permits it to absorb, without breaking, the deformations that 
are common in monuments.

ROOF: 
Black, metal roof sheeting. 
Advantages; light weight, portability & durability, as well as little maintenance and that 
the metal is recyclable. 

FLOOR: 
Polished concrete, which is a good sustainable design flooring because it makes use of 
the materials already present. This is the material that is consistent and found through-
out the whole buidling complex.
Advantages: Polished concrete floors are low-maintenance, as it is durable and easy to 
clean. Its relatively high coefficient of friction can make it non-slippery. Polished 
concrete reduces dust mite and allergen problems, and does not support mould growth.
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ATRIUM - STAIRCASE TO BASEMENT

14TH CENTURY CLOISTER - FACADE  P 15 - EAST ENTRANCE

SOUTH FACADE - VIA TADDEA


	PAGE 1
	PAGE 2
	PAGE 3
	PAGE 4
	PAGE 5
	PAGE 6

