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I n 2019, the Pirque Greenhouse by Max Núñez 
Arquitectos was exhibited at the São Paulo 

Architecture Biennial, entitled “Everyday / Todo o dia,” 
which celebrated the quotidian use of architecture. 
Within the category “Architectures of the everyday,” the 
greenhouse was under the subtopic “Daily maintenance.” 
Following the premise of it being a building inhabited by 
exotic plants and insects, and considering its artificial 
atmosphere controlled by mechanic devices, it was 
emphasized that humans were not strictly necessary 
in the building. By focusing on plants, this first reading 
omitted, for argumentative purposes, that greenhouses 
in all their scales and uses are a program that invites 
people to meet with vegetation. Acknowledging this 
variable allows us to speculate on this greenhouse as a 
domestic space prototype.

The idea of heating an interior for plants to 
grow, whether particular to other climates or out 
of season, can be traced back to ancient Rome. 
However, the greenhouse as an architectural type is a 
nineteenth-century invention that had a rapid evolution, 
peaking in England during the Victorian era.1 The 
greenhouses grew and went from a private program 
to having a public role by being placed inside ‘pleasure 
gardens’ – the Temperate House (1860) in London’s Kew 
Gardens, is exemplary both for its scale and for the plant 
species it houses. While greenhouses celebrate aesthetic 
aspects of vegetation, their history is also related to the 
science and study of plants, as well as to agriculture and 
vegetable consumption, which deepen their role as a 
social agent. 

The greenhouse in Pirque is private, small in size, 
and one can understand it through books such as The 
Green-House Companion, in which Scottish botanist 
and landscape designer John Claudius Loudon (1825) 
explained that these constructions are

[...] an appendage to every villa, and to many town 

residences – not indeed one of the first necessity, 

but one which is felt to be appropriate and highly 

desirable, and which mankind recognize as a mark of 

elegant and refined enjoyment.

Certainly, the purpose of this greenhouse, with its 
tropical vegetation confined to the semi-arid climate 
of Chile’s central valley, is to provide pleasure to the 
plant-growing enthusiast who lives in a neighboring 
house and who made the commission.2

The greenhouse in Pirque is a project worth 
noting for several reasons, such as its aesthetic 
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 appeal, high-quality construction, and the mechanical 
deployments that make its functioning possible. The 
location of the greenhouse within the park was defined 
by its visibility from the access road to the house and by 
it being the only flat place in which there were no 
consolidated trees. It is a square-plan greenhouse with 
two vaulted roofs. Its total dimensions are 11.4 × 11.4 m 
(approximately 130 m2), including a perimeter corridor, 
elevated by 70 cm from the ground, of 1.2 m wide, which 
leads to a single cornered staircase that descends to a 
garden of 9 × 9 m.

This design posits an expanded field of architectural 
themes. It is an interior where the metallic structure 
and the contrast between the transparent glasses on 
the sides and the translucent ones of the roof stand 
out expressively. An aspect worth mentioning is the 
vaults in glass-bricks, which provide the most expressive 
element of the project. If one were to consider the 
weight of each glass brick, their use as a cover is 
structurally counterintuitive. However, a visual effect 
is achieved by giving the roof an uncommon weight for 
a generally light construction type. In practical terms, 
glass bricks are better insulators than simple glass 
and, in turn, they solve light control by being smooth 
towards the outside and striated towards the inside, 
which guarantees the refraction and uniformity of 
sunlight coming into the vegetation.

Given the square geometry and the structural weight 
of the glass brick of the roof, two independent vaults of 
4.5 m wide were designed, reaching a maximum interior 
height of 6.3 m. Despite being a unitary space, two 
symmetrical naves are inscribed in the square. These 
parallel naves on the north-south axis direct space 
axially. The symmetry of the space is reinforced by 5 
supports in A – pillars and bracings – located in the 
corners and the center. These symmetries are different in 
their location and orientation, but at the same time, they 
are simultaneous, providing complexity to a space that 
would otherwise tend to be neutral.

Seen from the outside, the greenhouse is elevated off 
the ground, requiring the visitor to access through path 
of rocks that leads to the main entrance. On the one 
hand, the greenhouse and the perimeter corridor float, 
and, on the other, vegetation is buried below ground 
level, which leaves people outside facing the plants’ 
foliage while introducing ambiguity between the outer 
and inner horizons. Four sliding window panels, arranged 
symmetrically adjacent to each of the four corners, close 
the building’s façade, and the glass envelope leaves the 
slab and metal pillars behind, hiding the structure. 
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As for technical solutions, temperature and humidity 
are kept stable in the greenhouse during the year using 
integrated heating, ventilation, and irrigation systems. 
In the lower perimeter, under the elevated circulation, 
there is an air machine that injects heat in winter and 
helps air to recirculate in the summer. In addition, the 
interior is ventilated by 2.45-meter-high windows on the 
flat faces of each vault that open automatically when the 
interior exceeds 20 °C – windows that also activate cross 
ventilation. For humidity control, there is a micro-system 
of sprinklers that moisturize the interior without directly 
wetting the leaves, also contributing to temperature 
control. This system of hoses, driven into the interior 
through galvanized steel tubes, is located in the arches of 
the vaults over the expansion joints. The three systems 
– windows, water injection through sprayers, and air
injection – are electronically coordinated.

Almost a century after Loudon’s book, in 
Glassarchitektur (1914), Paul Scheerbart asserted that, 
for a cultural change, it was necessary to get out of 
the confinement of the interiors of the time and that 
one could start by inhabiting new naturally illuminated 
glass architectures. (It is important to clarify that he 
was referring primarily to colored glass and and that 
he only suggested colorless one if there were vieews 
to a garden.) In the tenth point of the one hundred and 
eleven in his manifesto, Scheerbart (1972[1914]:44) wrote: 
“In introducing glass architecture, it is better to start 
with the garden. Every owner of a large garden will want 
to have a glass house.” Pirque’s greenhouse matches this 
desire, as the owner of a house in a park commissioned 
a greenhouse for his garden, one that is on the verge of 
being a glass house. Scheerbart’s ideas materialized in 
prototypes such as Bruno Taut’s Glashaus (1914).3 One 
could establish that after WWii, and with glass already 
entrenched as a transparent material, these ideas were 
reinterpreted in isolated dwellings in a more garden/
park-situation, such as in Mies van der Rohe’s Farnsworth 
House (1945-1951) and Philip Johnson’s house in New 
Caanan (1947-1949): two pavilion houses characterized 
by large glass panels that allow seeing from and to the 
outside. The relationship between the structure and the 
vertical glass enclosure in the Farnsworth is solved in 
the glass, but it is done by ‘freeing’ the corners and using 
slender profiles, which leaves the access side open and 
glassless. In New Caanan, the structure is robust and 
‘draws’ all the corners. In the case of the Pirque 
greenhouse, the structure is in the corners yet separated 
from the glass, and the steel profiles are set back 60 cm. 
Thus, it reads like a glass cube.

Given its scale, the Pirque greenhouse combines the 
glass house as a theme and program in the tradition of 
greenhouses, and as an object, in the Miesian tradition. 
Seen from this dual origin, the encounter between utility 
and appearance connects it with a more functionalist 
lineage. To the question of whether it is only for plants 
or has the potential to house its owner, we can propose 
an indirect answer, since, after enjoying the greenhouse, 
he has commissioned the office a house next to it. If 
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built, as suggested by Scheerbart, and requested by 
the owner, glass will surely dominate. Faced with this 
new assignment, the office will be able to intentionally 
separate the program from the object in an undisputed 
glass house. ARQ
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1 The development of the greenhouse went hand in hand with 
materials such as wrought and cast iron, whose manufacture 
accelerated with the industrial revolution. In this period, there 
was also an increase in the use of glass. (Factors that helped to 
reduce costs, and, thus, to the proliferation of greenhouses in 
England were the repeal of the glass tax in 1845 and the window 
tax in 1851). Other circumstances, such as industrial production of 
paints, new construction tools, the expansion of the train network, 
which accelerated the distribution of goods, as well as the increase 
in sea transport that allowed more materials to be imported, 
influenced the development of greenhouses. Finally, the ventilation 
mechanisms that help regulate indoor temperatures were also 
improved in this period, moving from windows to devices that 
allowed to open ceiling ventilations remotely.

2 The greenhouse has been a rare commission in Chile, and the few 
examples are mainly of private origin. In the nineteenth century, 
we find the greenhouse of the Quinta Meiggs – which originally 
belonged to a private house in the Alameda before being acquired 
in 1890 by the Chilean state and moved to the Quinta Normal. So is 
the one of the Lota Park, which was a gift of Luis Cousiño to his wife, 
Isidora Goyenechea. A more recent example is the El Canelo house/
greenhouse in Reñaca, commissioned by Agustín Edwards E. to the 
architect Christian de Groote in the early 1980s. If these precedents 
are considered, the greenhouse in Pirque, with its private character, 
inserts itself comfortably into this brief genealogy of the type in Chile.

3 Bruno Taut's Glashaus was a pavilion in the Deutsche Werkbund 
trade fair in Cologne in 1914. It was commissioned by the association 
of German glass manufacturers to promote the use of glass in 
construction. 
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