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  Abstract

  This paper presents a detailed study on the formal, structural, and constructive singularities defined by José de Yarza García in the chapel of the Marianist school in Zaragoza. Over the years, this building has become one of the symbolic records that demonstrate the consolidation of modern thought in Aragon. We conduct an analytical survey that, in addition to focusing on the functional and typological aspects of the proposal, delves into the value of the executive innovation in its construction. The design of the structure, resolved through a system of tensioned cables forming a double-curved surface, combined with the construction methodology used to erect the temple, uncommon in this geographical area, certifies the significance of this small building. Furthermore, we present evidence showing that Yarza’s work stems from a silent effort; which, through personal research accumulated over many years, allowed the advancement of Aragonese architecture in the second half of the 20th century to produce pieces of great value for understanding the present-day city, under recognisable inspirations and references.
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Introduction and objectives
This article presents a piece of research which, through the study and analysis both of the original drawings for this project (taken from the architect’s professional archive) and of the building itself, seeks to bring out the contribution of the Zaragoza architect José de Yarza García (Fig. 1)1. Given the need for concision that any scholarly work demands, however, we shall focus solely on one of his most characteristic works, namely the chapel designed and built in the second half of the 1960s for the school of the Marianist Brothers in Zaragoza (Fig. 2); a chapel which, as is known, forms part of a larger brief whose purpose was none other than to meet the educational needs promoted by this religious congregation.
[image: Identity card of the Colegio Oficial de Arquitectos de Aragón y Rioja issued to José de Yarza García, with his portrait photograph, a purple stamp and signatures, dated Zaragoza, April 1942.]Figure 1. Personal card of the Colegio Oficial de Arquitectos de Aragón y Rioja, 1942. Source: Guzmán de Yarza Blache, “José de Yarza García: vínculos europeos en la modernidad periférica española” (PhD thesis, Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura, Universidad Politécnica de Madrid, 2015), 58.[image: Colour aerial view of the school: low classroom pavilions, a multi-storey block and, between them, the sloping roof of the chapel, surrounded by trees and sports grounds.]Figure 2. Photograph of the Colegio Santa María del Pilar in Zaragoza (Marianists) in the years following its completion at the close of the 1960s. Source: File no. APN722, professional archive of José de Yarza García. Project dated 1964, completed 1967.Our objectives are therefore as follows:
	To reflect on the introduction and consolidation of the modern idiom in Aragon2. To bring out the value of a group of works, built during the second half of the twentieth century and among which this chapel may be counted, whose identities have come to shape the collective image of contemporary Zaragoza.

	To provide a general overview of the work of José de Yarza García and, in particular, of the chapel of the Marianist school in Zaragoza. To study the design processes and trials carried out in other works which, without doubt, lead to the solution finally adopted.

	To analyse the national and international architectural influences on which Yarza drew in developing this proposal. To understand the transformation of typological models that followed from the conclusions of the Second Vatican Council.

	To study the formal, structural and constructional conditions that determine the final built result. To analyse the particular features of the chapel’s construction through an understanding of the solutions and details designed for it.

	To reflect on the place of this work within the body of interventions carried out by José de Yarza García, and on its points of coincidence and relationship with other buildings that reveal a clearly recognisable way of making and working.

	To consider the influence of this architect’s output on the work of other local architects, both his contemporaries and those who came after him.


Methodological approach
In order to approach our task from a scholarly standpoint, we have based this research on two complementary methodological foundations.
On the one hand, we have worked from the rational and objective position that derives from analysing the drawings through which the project took shape3, and from studying and understanding the building in its final built state; showing, where appropriate, the traceability of the decisions taken throughout the process.
On the other hand, we have undertaken a hermeneutic enquiry4 into the meaning of the work at different levels and registers, that is, from its urban and architectural approach, from its formal daring and the interaction it generates with its users and, finally, from its structural and constructional vocabulary; all of which serve to confirm the paradigm of the acceptance and definitive establishment of a historical and artistic way of thinking that arrived from abroad and which, with simplicity and astuteness, came to be adopted as its own.
On the basis of the studies carried out, we argue that this work by Yarza helped to bring about a change of direction in local architecture while, in its relationship with international theoretical thought, it served as a lever to help transform Zaragoza society at the end of the 1960s.
Thus, from the hermeneutic study of its meaning and from the technical and systematic dissection of the proposal (through a graphic understanding of the project drawings), we can affirm the value and significance, on the one hand, of Yarza’s work read as a whole and, on the other, of the chapel on which we are focusing our attention.
Modern architecture in Zaragoza. Yarza’s interpretation of the international idiom
During the first decade of the military regime5, as in much of the country, there was an underlying ideal of promoting an architecture whose aim was none other than to emulate the triumphant periods of the past6. The idioms of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, well known and widely accepted, as built by masters such as Ricardo Magdalena7, Francisco Albiñana, Luis de la Figuera and José Beltrán, were considered the best examples for the city then under construction to emulate.
Little by little, however, works began to appear which, at the hands of architects such as Navarro, Lagunas, Monclús, Ríos, Borobio, Romero and Yarza, would bring about a natural transformation of Zaragoza’s identity, perhaps prompted by a growing interest in the architecture then being built in the United States and elsewhere in Europe. Figures such as Alvar Aalto, Eero Saarinen, Kenzo Tange, Matthew Nowicki and Félix Candela, among many others, were obvious references to which a local scholar such as Yarza would turn in solving the problems he took on in Zaragoza.
The generational change that took place at the end of the 1970s, when architects such as Carmona, Cisneros, Fernández, Elorza and Maggioni came to the fore, would be incomprehensible without acknowledging the path laid down by their predecessors; among whom, in our view, the buildings designed by José Romero Aguirre8, Regino and José Borobio Ojeda9 and José de Yarza García10 stand out.
Of these, it was Yarza who most persistently experimented with idioms that broke with the continuity, in both design and construction, of regional and national architecture. We may say without fear of error that Yarza had no qualms about grounding his work in experiences that crossed the borders of Aragon and of Spain.
Works such as the residential complex of 348 dwellings on Paseo de Isabel la Católica11, which reflects an urbanistic concern to build the city upwards; the Palafox Cinema on Paseo de la Independencia12, where a complex reflection on the coexistence of residential and commercial uses is undertaken in order to structure the city’s public street level; the now-demolished Coca-Cola laboratory building13, which attests to the new presence of major international companies in Zaragoza bringing new ways of life and thought; and the canopy of the Los Enlaces service station on Vía de la Hispanidad14, where Yarza produced work of the highest order in the use of structural and constructional systems based on hanging roofs of tensioned cables, all demonstrate the intrepid and experimental character of an architect who, after travelling abroad and returning to his home city, was able to build there works that would well deserve greater national and international recognition.
Functional assessment of the ensemble
We know that Yarza worked from two15 references in giving form to this school chapel: on the one hand, he started from the reference provided by the Marianists themselves, namely the work built by Luis Moya Blanco and José Antonio Domínguez Salazar16 for their congregation in Madrid; on the other, he looked to the work of Félix Candela, Enrique de la Mora and Fernando López Carmona at the Capilla del Altillo in Mexico17.
Both chapels share an important link with the Zaragoza chapel, namely the use of a hyperbolic paraboloid for the roof. Moreover, in both cases, as in the one under discussion, the perimeter enclosure walls are deliberately detached from the surface of the projected geometry, allowing natural light to enter the interior of the church while maximising the visual perception of the roofs, giving rise to an overall sense of weightlessness unquestionably sought by the designers.
Nevertheless, since the construction of the roof is one of the most significant aspects of Yarza’s building, it should be noted that the solutions in Mexico and Madrid differ in this respect from the one in Zaragoza. In the works of Félix Candela and Luis Moya, the hyperbolic paraboloid is resolved as a continuous membrane, in one case of concrete and in the other of thin-tile vaulting, whose mechanical behaviour derives from the form-active behaviour and inherent rigidity of their geometries. Yarza’s solution, by contrast, is generated by a mesh of tensioned cables that act together against pressure or suction loads on the roof surface (Fig. 3)18. For this reason, the roof is thinner than the other two, which explains the decision to give the Zaragoza chapel an interior timber lining (Fig. 4) which, unlike Moya’s thin-tile vaulting or Candela’s exposed formwork, makes it impossible to discern from inside the structural system supporting the roof.
[image: Hand-drawn preliminary design sheet: teardrop-shaped plan of the chapel with fan-shaped seating, surrounded by three elevations and a longitudinal section.]Figure 3. Original preliminary design drawings by the architect, dated 13 September 1964. Source: File no. APN722, professional archive of José de Yarza García. Project dated 1964, completed 1967.[image: Interior of the chapel today: wooden pews arranged in a fan, a timber-batten ceiling and, on the left, a high band of coloured stained glass beneath the roof.]Figure 4. Current state of the interior of the chapel. © Antonio Estepa Rubio, 2025.In typological terms, as in the two examples that serve as references, Yarza uses a centralised plan (Fig. 5) in which, under the influence of the liturgical renewal laid down by the Second Vatican Council19, the rite becomes assembly-based. In contrast to models founded on symbolic or perspectival logic, the Spain20 of the 1960s saw the development of a whole series of sacred buildings conceived on archetypes which, while still grounded in canonical ceremonial logic, proposed new forms of relationship among equals21. In line with this idea, we understand that both Candela’s and Moya’s solutions, when analysed in plan22, clearly show the intention of creating an empty space enclosed by a roof that extends beyond the perimeter of the walls bounding the interior, attaching great importance to the space’s permeability to light and, at times, suffusing it with colour filtered through fine stained glass (Fig. 6).
[image: Four plans from the working drawings (January 1967): basement; ground floor with the altar, sacristy, fan-shaped pews and atrium; first floor with the choir; and roof plan beside the structural plan showing the cable grid.]Figure 5. Floor plans from the original project. Source: File no. APN722, professional archive of José de Yarza García. Project dated 1964, completed 1967.[image: View from the altar towards the back of the nave: a large parabolic stained-glass window under the timber ceiling, with the concrete choir in front.]Figure 6. Stained glass seen from inside the chapel. © Antonio Estepa Rubio, 2025.It is therefore consistent to understand that the Marianist chapel in Zaragoza was designed as an empty nave which, by optimising the apparent outline of its enclosing walls, defines a very compact interior while at the same time allowing the space to open out, always affording a view of the trees in the garden outside and letting light in through the stained glass of the main elevation, finely designed by the distinguished artist Ángel Atienza in 196923.
Morphological considerations on the project and the building
In horizontal orthographic projection, the chapel is contained within a plan of approximately 30 × 30 m², on which two forms of considerable importance can be discerned: a parabolic directrix on the one hand, and an angular outline on the other. Both forms are none other than two inclined portal frames, the parabolic one at about 30º and the angular one at about 45º (Fig. 7), which as they rise define the ribs from which the tensioned cables forming the roof are hung. Where these frames meet the ground, they intersect in finely sculpted concrete piers reminiscent of the supports designed by Kenzo Tange and Yoshikatsu Tsuboi for the auditorium in the Japanese city of Shizuoka24.
[image: East elevation and longitudinal section (top), north elevation and cross-section (bottom), January 1967: the double-curved roof hangs between the inclined front portal frame and the rear parabolic frame, with the free-standing bell tower rising beside it.]Figure 7. Elevations and sections from the original project. Source: File no. APN722, professional archive of José de Yarza García. Project dated 1964, completed 1967.From a morphological analysis, we can summarise that the chapel is made up of several systems which, working independently, complement one another. These are:
	The roof: This is none other than a fourth-degree surface obtained by hanging cables along catenary curves in the longitudinal direction of the plan, which are then tensioned by curves inverted with respect to the former, running perpendicular to them. The cables are anchored to two portal frames lying in inclined planes that allow light to enter the nave (Fig. 8). The interior finish of the roof, although not specified either in the project drawings or in the construction details25, was ultimately resolved with timber boarding that lends the interior a noble and refined appearance and which, as in other interior design work by Yarza, shows his taste for and sensitivity to the Nordic compositional style.


[image: Construction details of the roof junctions: sections through the inclined frames, cable anchorages and gutter.]Figure 8. Construction details resolving the particular junctions of the roof. Source: File no. APN722, professional archive of José de Yarza García. Project dated 1964, completed 1967.	The supports: As can be clearly seen in the first-floor plan (which defines the choir and the cantilevered balcony behind the altar), in order to support the concrete frames from which the roof is hung, Yarza arranged a set of very slender steel columns evenly distributed along both the rear parabola and the main angular front. These supports are formed from two UPN-120 channels welded lengthwise to create box sections of small size and great strength which, being of steel rather than concrete, gain importance and visibility within the ensemble26.

	The walls: As we can conclude from studying the elevations of the building (Fig. 9), this formal and constructional device is used in the design of the chapel to respond to several problems at once. On the one hand, the walls act as an opaque band that encloses the interior space and blocks direct views into the nave from ground level, without preventing natural light from entering the building, since they are not made to meet the roof. On the other hand, the walls support the two raised levels defined in the project to house the choir and, on the opposite side, a balcony from which Mass could be celebrated in the open air. Furthermore, from a tectonic point of view and as a counterpoint to the use of metal, Yarza applied a stone cladding, highly distinctive and recognisable in other works of his, which roots the constructional solution in the ways of vernacular Aragonese architecture since, without doubt, by using this texture he makes a clear nod to the material tradition of his region.


[image: Shaded south elevation: the inclined angular portal frame of the main façade with the stained glass, and the free-standing bell tower that was never built.]Figure 9. Main south elevation. Source: File no. APN722, professional archive of José de Yarza García. Project dated 1964, completed 1967.	The windows and stained glass: The entry of light into the chapel is very carefully controlled, as early as Yarza’s first sketch in the preliminary design drawings dated 13 September 1964. These define a twofold glazing system which, in addition to a strictly functional purpose, lends the design a symbolic dimension27. Thus, in contrast to the clear glazing behind the altar, whose purpose is none other than to allow the trees outside to be perceived and felt inside, the main elevation features striking stained glass in an irregular pattern which, although it adds no colour to the ensemble when seen from outside (Fig. 10 and 11), produces inside the nave, when the southern light passes through it, a chromatic glow that beautifully transforms the space28.


[image: Exterior today, seen from the south: the inclined triangular concrete façade with its stained glass, a stone plinth and surrounding pine trees.]Figure 10. Current state of the exterior of the chapel. © Antonio Estepa Rubio, 2025.[image: Exterior today: the foot of one of the inclined concrete frames on its sculpted support, beside a concrete planter and a pine tree.]Figure 11. Current state of the exterior of the chapel. © Antonio Estepa Rubio, 2025.	The intermediate levels: The choir and the outdoor balcony are two singular pieces within the configuration of the ensemble. In addition to creating raised levels from which the space is perceived differently, these two architectural elements are conceived with enough autonomy to transform the longitudinal section of the building. Formally, they read as two monolithic concrete pieces, set opposite each other in plan, which bound the space from both the entrance and the altar. In Yarza’s project, alongside the roof plan, there is a detail of these two intermediate levels which also records the finish of their floors: herringbone brick for the choir, and for the outdoor balcony the same stone with which he clad the low exterior walls that enclose the outline of the volume.

	The atrium and the doors: This was one of the places to which Yarza gave most thought in designing his proposal. As can be seen, there is no main, identifiable door; instead he opted for a striking and unusual solution consisting of twelve narrow openings which, all being identical, dissolve the ceremonial value29 of entering the sacred space. The project drawings show a number of elements that were omitted during construction30. Thus, the external staircase to the choir drawn on the ground-floor plan was moved inside, to the place that would have been occupied by the confessionals on the right; the glass screen between the free-standing columns on the façade was also omitted and, above all, the important decision was taken not to build the sculptural bell tower31 that can be seen on the south elevation in the project.


Conclusions
The study of the chapel of the Colegio Santa María del Pilar in Zaragoza reaffirms the decisive role that certain works, apparently minor in scale and programme, have played in the consolidation of modern thought in Aragon in the second half of the twentieth century. In this respect, one of the main contributions of this research lies in bringing out the value of a building that had until now been interpreted in a fragmentary or tangential way within the narrative of architectural modernity in Zaragoza. A comprehensive reading of the chapel allows it to be understood not only as a functional response to a specific religious commission, but as a laboratory of formal, structural and constructional experimentation in which Yarza displays an advanced knowledge of tensioned systems and complex geometries, uncommon in Spanish architecture of his time and practically unprecedented in Aragon.
The work also helps to broaden our knowledge of the processes of cultural and technical transfer between international architecture and local practice. The identification of explicit references, such as the works of Candela, Moya, Tange and Aalto, is not merely a comparative exercise; rather, it shows how Yarza reworked these models from a critical and personal standpoint, adapting them to the material, constructional and symbolic conditions of the region. In this sense, the chapel stands as a paradigmatic example of peripheral modernity, in which innovation arises not from direct imitation but from conscious reinterpretation.
From a typological and liturgical point of view, the study shows how the chapel aligns with the transformations that followed the Second Vatican Council, anticipating in its spatial configuration an assembly-based conception of the rite and a new relationship between architecture, community and religious experience. The centralised plan, the dissolution of the traditional ceremonial entrance and the precise control of natural light reinforce a reading of sacred space based on participation, proximity and sensory experience; aspects that are of fundamental value in understanding the renewal of contemporary religious architecture.
Finally, this research offers a broader reading of the work of José de Yarza García, placing the Marianist chapel as a key piece in his professional career and as an essential link in understanding the subsequent development of architecture in Zaragoza. Analysis of its structural solutions, its material honesty and its constructional coherence highlights a rigorous and experimental way of designing that directly and indirectly influenced later generations of local architects.
In short, this work not only recovers and documents a building of great architectural value, but also enriches the historiographical discourse on modernity in Aragon, showing that an understanding of the urban and architectural present necessarily involves the careful study of these quiet, precise and profoundly innovative architectures.
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↩
	19Silvia Blanco Agüeira, “La arquitectura religiosa europea en el marco de la modernidad”, BAc Boletín Académico. Revista de investigación y arquitectura contemporánea, n.º 1 (2011): 18-26.

↩
	20Esteban Fernández Cobián, El espacio sagrado en la arquitectura española contemporánea (Santiago de Compostela: Colegio Oficial de Arquitectos de Galicia, 2005).

↩
	21It should be stressed that Yarza’s work was not detached from the thinking on liturgical renewal then being explored in Europe and, in particular, in Spain. It would be remiss, in dealing with these matters, not to mention the important advances and remarkable designs produced in Spain during the second half of the twentieth century, where architects such as Miguel Fisac Serna, Rodolfo García-Pablos González-Quijano, José María García de Paredes, Luis Gutiérrez Soto, Gerardo Cuadra Rodríguez, José Antonio Domínguez Salazar and Javier Carvajal Ferrer, among many others nationally, and in Aragon, practitioners such as José Romero Aguirre, Enrique Delso Calavia and Joaquín Maggioni Casadevall, produced works of very great value.

↩
	22The layout of the plan proposed by Yarza, much like various solutions used by Miguel Fisac, is generated by the introduction of a conic curve, in this case a parabola. This geometric figure has the property that every point on it is equidistant from its directrix and its focus, which allows very controlled organisation of the void it encloses, acoustically reinforcing one point (ideal for the homily) while establishing a principal visual axis. The result is a hall plan, open and free of any visual interruption inside, which allows the liturgical celebration to take on a much more participatory and interactive character, in keeping, as is known, with the post-conciliar precepts of Vatican II.

↩
	23Miguel Centellas Soler y Moisés Bazán de Huerta, “Las vidrieras de Ángel Atienza para iglesias de los pueblos de colonización en Andalucía, Valencia y Salamanca”, Revista ARCOVE, n.º 10 (2025): 30.

↩
	24Kenzo Tange y Yoshikatsu Tsuboi, “Shizioka – Auditorium Municipal”, Informes de la Construcción 12, n.º 107 (1959): 65-67.

↩
	25None of the fifteen sheets with which the architect defined the working drawings provided for any kind of lining or finish on the soffit of the roof surface. The construction details include a plan drawing at 1:10 showing the 3 × 8 × 50 cm battens that support the “novopan” panels (2 cm thick) and “panasa” panels (3 cm thick) used to form the roof enclosure, and it is clear that the timber finish eventually installed was not originally envisaged. The reason for this decision may lie in the idea Yarza brought back from his travels in northern Europe about the need to make the interiors of buildings comfortable and humane, as he had learned from studying the work of Erik Gunnar Asplund and Alvar Aalto.

↩
	26It is clear that Yarza, by using different materials to distinguish the structural mechanisms that overlap over the course of construction, shows his interest in making the mechanical model he designed intelligible. It is perhaps for this reason that none of the structural elements involved in stabilising the building has any kind of cladding or surface finish, with the logical exception of the roof cables. Material honesty is one of the most valuable features of this chapel since, much as in the works of Félix Candela or Luis Moya, it is not difficult to identify the different phases of construction when studying the finished building.

↩
	27One might reflect here on the Marianists’ philosophy regarding the opening of the Catholic faith; however, so as not to dwell on this point, we shall simply note that, alongside the use of a distinctive geometry that sets the chapel apart within the school complex, glass is used (in the chapel and in other parts of the school) to express the transparency of the congregation’s actions. Likewise, the use of stained glass creates a natural and evident intersection with typological tradition and its canonical resources, while exploring how contemporary visual art should be integrated and used as a tool for transforming post-conciliar worship.

↩
	28There is no doubt that, in designing this stained glass, Yarza used a device equivalent to that used by Félix Candela, Enrique de la Mora and Fernando López Carmona for its counterpart in the Capilla del Altillo in Mexico. So much so that the cladding of the external wall is also broadly similar to that of the Zaragoza chapel, creating a contrast between the coloured glass and the other stone materials that form the plinth of the building, which, as can be seen, is quite similar to the one built in Mexico. In both cases, the expressive and irregular composition of the design, together with the visual quality that this constructional device lends to the interior light, serves to emphasise the geometric determinant of the two projects, so that the models can be understood at a glance.

↩
	29The entrance to the chapel was designed so that, on entering the void of the building, there is a change of scale and height, passing through a low-ceilinged space before reaching the open nave. Conceptually, the idea is to bring about a “genuflection”, which reflects the importance Yarza attached to defining how the experience of entering this sacred space should be. Thus, in contrast to the ceremonial and perspectival entrance inherited from historical types, the approach here is much more neutral and less celebratory, but undoubtedly far richer as an experience.

↩
	30Yarza designed the entrance atrium to give a heightened experience on entering the chapel; however, owing to the scale of the building, it had to be modified since, as can be seen on visiting the chapel, it proves too small a space to be enclosed. The original project shows a first glass screen behind which the staircase to the choir is housed; in the end, however, it was decided to omit these glass planes so as to set back the actual entrance to the interior to the plane beneath the floor slab supporting the choir. This decision led to the staircase being moved to the area originally intended for additional confessionals. Naturally, as a consequence of these decisions, the free-standing bell tower defined in the project was also omitted since, had it been built, it would have become an awkward element impeding entry and exit along the longitudinal axis of the ensemble.

↩
	31The first preliminary drawings clearly show the original idea of building a bell tower which, as later defined in the working drawings, was to be a free-standing piece on the axis of the nave. Yarza designed a polyhedral geometry formed by the intersection of three prisms with inclined directrices, crowned by brackets from which to hang bells. The form of the bell tower is best understood by analysing the longitudinal section beside the east elevation, where, through the cut along its plane of symmetry, the apparent outline of the inclined prisms can be seen; set at 120º to one another in plan, they generate the overall volume of the tower. This tower was to have intersected the inclined portal frame (the south frame) from which the tensioned-cable roof is hung; that scar can be recognised in the design as built, this being the place where, as a reminder of the original scheme, the bells are finally hung.

↩
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