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From the time | began to work as an architect with Guillermo Vazquez Consuegra at his of-
fice, | have always been attracted to the way each project is conceived and developed in all
its scales. From an urban scale to a technical detail, no matter if we are talking about a great
hall that welcomes the approaching citizens or about a small encounter between diverse
materials at a certain point of a wall, the effort and the passion dedicated to both parts of
the project will be equal. The same happens with spaces of different uses. All of them, the
great hall as much as a car park, are understood as architectural spaces that can always of-
fer something more than what it is expected from their use.-.

The result is an architecture that matures as a meticulous work through time. From the very
first moments in which the initial ideas start becoming forms, until their final construction,
an endless amount of sketches, drawings and models are generated. In this development
the important role played by the hands as creative tools is preserved and complemented
by that of the computer. The architectural work still keeps as a whole the artisanal character
of a workshop. A workshop that personalizes the standard and tumns each spatial experi-
ence of the human being with the project into a unique moment,

Becoming an opportunity to define urban space is in addition a responsibility of the archi-
tectural project. Beyond the lines that separate the plot from its surroundings, the project
erases limits, celebrating its encounter with the public and allowing for continuity between
architecture and the city.
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Cities are undoubtedly a collective construct. But no doubt, either, that
certain agents in particular are able to make it follow one direction or
another. Cities have a great cultural inertia, which in times of crisis usually
tends to reproduce once and again models with no conflict, encysted in
the tested fields of a misunderstood classicism or folklore. We could call
it “thoughtless, reflex historicism”. Seville (Spain) is one of those towns.
Mot many are able, then, to resist in positions of critical creativity. Those
who stand up against conformism and defend roles of deep contempo-
rary commitrent are, by doing so, contributing decisively to the arousing
of a new culture. Guillermo Vazquez Consuegra is one of those rare ones.
His wark was able to reflect on tradition from a contemporary point of
view, but with a deep knowledge of both codes. He chose contemporari-
ness as a way of understanding his own cultural background. One of his
earliest assignments was to edit the architecture guide of Seville. It was
then when he soaked in the wisdom of tradition, when the essentially
hybrid collective housing types of local patio blocks got deep in his way
of looking at the world.

A three-meters-high narrow door leads us to the reception of his new
headgquarters, right opposite the “Atarazanas” (an indoor dockyard from
the Middle Ages), one of the most impressive civil spaces in the South
of Europe, whose rehabilitation Consuegra will soon be responsible of.
The office itself is indeed built in an industrial ancient nave, attached to
the port facilities. The refurbishment project was developed out of void,
He actually designed the empty volumes, tempering and dragging Se-
ville's blinding light right to the bottom of the space. As we go up the
galvanized stairs, new unexpected perspectives keep popping up. The
closer one looks, the more detailed the building becomes. As in most
of Consuegra's works, the space is simultanecusly built with the perfec-
tion of light and the controlled imperfection of matter. White beams,
strangely converging with the shaped steel sheets of the composite slabs
{a consequence of the inexact geometry of historic towns), create a non
orthogonal system in which the lack of parallelism does not mean a lack
of spatial order. Once in his personal office, surrounded by a big book
shelf that embodies the windows, Consuegra would say: “for this project
1 was simultaneously the dlient and the architect, and maybe that was
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the reason why | was not so insisting. [ was very busy, so I just left many
things flow during the construction period, without controliing them as |
usually would have done. And it turned out good, [ discovered interest-
ing unforeseen results. Just like this lack of parallelism over there!”

B: A building you never stopped leaming from:--

G: [Long silence]. Probably The Alhambra in Granada.

B: Three recent buildings that gained your interest.

G: [Silence again]. The Therme in Vals, by Peter Zumthor [1996].. Are
they recent enough? Any of the latest buildings by Herzog and De Meu-
ron, for instance, it could be the Schaulager Foundation in Basel. And,
finally, any work by Alvaro Siza. | was impressed by Santa Maria de Cava-
neses Church [1996]. Or, of course, his building in Brazil [Iberé Camargo
Foundation in Porto Alegre, 2008, which is wonderful, aithough that one
I never visited in person.

B: To whom would you have commissioned the project of your own
house, in case you had had no time to design it yourself?

G: To Alvaro Siza.

B: Parallelism or convergence?

G: It is definitely a tricky question... Convergence?

B: A book that changed your life?

G: [Long silence]. The Magic Mountain [Thomas Mann, 1924].

B: An artwork you would hang at home?

G: [ am net fond of hanging art pieces at home. I actually have none at
the moment, but I am about to hang a work by Luis Gordillo [well-known
Sevillian painter www luisgordillo.es).

B: Two reasons to study architecture?

G: One would be that architecture is the human need of bringing order
to the world, Architecture is also a mean to get to know our physical en-
vironment, a way to explain the world we inhabit,

B: And two reasons for not studying it?

G: I don't really think there's any, Maybe the nowadays situation of eco-
nomical crisis could be seen as discouraging, but I think that if someone
has real passion and enthusiasm for architecture, there is no need for a
change of mind.
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B: Is "designing” painful?

G: Very. It actually takes a lot from me. [ don't always share when some
architects say that they have fun while designing. For me it is hard, al-
though of course during the process there are moments of great joy.

B: Is architecture about discovering? or is it rather the art of renounce?
G: They are the same, aren't they? We find through rencuncement. Ar-
chitecture is an exercise of synthesis, a process of accumulation, stratifi-
cation and information computing, with many inputs and many agents.
During the process, popping up windows would enable improvisation,
mistakes, unforeseen events, etc. Initially, there is only need for renounc-
ing whatever is clearly superflucus. In the design activity there is even
room for antithetical interests, as there is for including personal experi-
ences or traditions. In the beginning, it is a situation in which ideas flow in
freedom, but then one concept usually tumns into a catalyst and it is able
to make all the others converge towards one solution. We begin to see
the light at the end, That is probably “the discovery” you mentioned, but
we had to dismiss many ideas in our way till then. Even beyond, once we
achieve this main concept, we will have to renounce anything that is no
longer coherent with the idea which is now ruling the project.

B: As one visits your buildings, it seems as if everything was carefully
designed, preconceived, up to the smallest joint, without the slightest
deviation from the model. But there must be a component of uncertainty
you had to react to, during the construction stage, even though it did not
make you lose a bit of the global coherence. That is inherent to architec-
ture! To what extent there is room for improvisation in your projects?

G: If there is something | feel flattered by, it is whenever anyone says
that my buildings look better when one visits them; in times in which
architecture performs in terms of appearance, rather than being based
in what really should be its deepest nature. Under these circumstances,
the built fact becomes precious. Nowadays any building with a certain
interest might have a dozen of splendid, spectacular pictures, but few of
them would even pass the test of a simple visit to the place. Construc-
tion is a key point for me, and therefore | try to understand the projects
from the constructive point of view. Architecture shouldn't be a parade
of sparkling images. Architecture is something very serious. It builds the
scenarios for our life, which eventually become part of the common per-
ception of reality for our community. The quality of architecture should
be measured by the density of its constructive approach. Construction is
a mean to give an order to the ideas, turn them into a project and place
them in the universe of the real, tangible things. Since, as we all know,
architecture belongs to the world of physical, real things. A project is not
architecture yet, just as a musical score needs to be built to achieve its
materiality, its essence. I would like to think that my projects propose the
right relationship between the project and the construction process: the
correct materials selection (in fact a project-related decision: each project
entails a particular materiality), appropriate construction techniques (trying
always to personalize them to each project) or a fluent relation between
the details and the whole. I undertake with the same enthusiasm the be-
ginning of a conceptual design and the development of the construction
details. There is a long reflection behind every detail and everything is set
in order to serve the global coherence of the whole. Some designers let
details become totally autonomous and that is something quite danger-
ous in my opinion, it could even go against the logic of the whoale space,
against the spatial structure, Details are a key question in the experience
of architecture, since they give scale to the space and set the track for

108

the eyes in their sight around. In some of my buildings, sometimes one
might think that some details in particular are playful and carefree (it
could be the case for some of the raifing systems in the Rehabilitation
of San Telmo Palace, for instance) but they are so just apparently, since
behind all of them there are many trials, one to one tests directly on
site, again and again, till we reached the final solution. So coming back
to your question, 1 ike solving joints and details during the construction
process. And we have a trick. I usually draw very complex, expensive
details in the layouts, which are not necessarily fitting the final reafity, but
they will give me the tolerance (in terms of difficulty or budget) to even-
tually implement whatever we finally need. It is getting more and more
difficult to have the chance of transforming the project as it is actually
being built. But the real-time poetical reaction of the architect to the
process of physical development of the ideas is still something deeply
significant to architecture. Architecture is a connection between ideas
and constructive knowledge. That is the reason why it is so disappointing
whenever we develop an executive project and it is not built: after the
effort of so many people, architecture does not take place. Thinking and
doing, designing and building are absolutely indivisible binomials, | see
myself as a builder architect.

B: Carme Pigem said, in one the interviews of this series, that one of the
greatest problems of nowadays architecture could be that the first pro-
totype is actually the final product. However, in order to achieve the final
solution, you usually use one to one tests with the real material, devel-
oped on site, and then you apply the conclusions in different areas of the
building, both to the same, repeated element or even to others. You are,
thus, developing a prototype, which, after a trial and error design adjust-
ment, eventually "contaminates” the rest of the project. lsn't it, somehow,
an industrial product design development, close to manufacturing meth-
ods, embodied within the “traditional” construction process?

G: That is the way [ want it to be. [ could even say that not only the de-
tails' solutions, as | already said, but also the initially selected materials are
listed in the layouts and document without a great conviction. It will be
only on site, during construction, when they will be finally affirmed. Yes,
the solution achieved for a detail in particular might contaminate other
details in another point of the same project. Sometimes, construction
details may be a consequence of a technical issue, but they might also
emerge from the proximity of two different materials. Some materials
cannot simply get in contact and it is an issue we will, for sure, get con-
frented with on site. How to solve the transition from one to the other?
How to make this contact take place, in order to enhance the expressiv-
ity of both elements when taken separately? | think it is fascinating how
one material is able to increase other material's capacity for expression.
For instance, in Seville Congress Center (FIBES), the aluminum sheets,
with their shine and reflections, enrich the stony perception of concrete
surfaces. But construction sites keep becoming more and more com-
plex, with an increasing number of intermediaries. The room for the on-
site variations is getting narrower, since any madification has budget or
schedule-related implications. It is the architects’ task to find a compen-
sation somewhere else in the project. And not every designer is willing to
do this extra, tiring work of convincing every party, modifying the project
in order to include the new solution or rebalancing the budget. I do.

B: Let's talk about matter. You mentioned metal, a recurrent resource in
your work, its capacity for adopting multiple shapes or textures, its mal-
leability, the way it reflects or blurs light and colors.. and the multiple



combination possibilities with other components. In general, you usually
work with raw materials, presented in their natural state or directly com-
ing from manufacturing production, with no extra manipulation. Is this a
way of self contrition? Or is it rather a deliberate form of elemental poet-
ics?

G: | usually use materials in their natural appearance. For instance, 1 am
not fond of stainless steel looking like brass, or brass looking like cop-
per, or tiles looking like wood... I prefer to emphasize natural features.
I tend to work with few materials. With one single material in different
textures, let's say: stone, which we can use pumiced, sandblasted, flamed,
split-faced, ete, in big or small pieces, in multiple shapes... we can reach
completely various effects. Few and good quality materials, that could be
the key point. Nothing more superfluous than a building turned into a
catalogue of construction samples and materials; or materials pretending
to be more than they really are: another superfluous act. I like architec-
ture when it is able to produce a shocking emotion: that deep personal
experience that comes out of visiting a good building. This feeling might
be produced by the spatial perception: light, proportions, scale {archi-
tecture fundamentals), but also it might be entailed by the materials and
textures. Matter is also able to carve some of those permanent memories
inus.

B: You are suggesting an empathic relation between the user and the
materiality!

G: Yes. In the main auditorium at Seville Congress Center, for instance,
the interior is completely coated in aluminum sheets. What could be seen
as an expressive restriction is, indeed, a way of spatial enhancement. The
impression it causes in the visitor is clearly stronger than it would have
been with a combination of many materials. Sometimes we need to
be daring enough to reduce our palette to the essentials, if we want to
achieve the effects the essentials produce.

B: You manage scale in a very rich manner. To some extent your build-
ings are scale-less. They work as beautiful objects when you build them
as small models, in the same way they function as buildings in the city.
On the other hand you transposition elements between scales: a domes-
tic porch is turned into an urban-scaled canopy, window-scaled slats are
transformed into big louvered, abstract surfaces, etc. This creates an in-
ner interference in the observer's perception. Besides, you work with the
same care in a small railing system, as in the whole building’s concept.
Sometimes there seems to be a bigger design effort in a complex handle
than the one we could find, for instance, in some of your simple abstract
facades. Nevertheless, we could state that inter-scale coherence is one of
the key features of your work.

G: Scale has nothing to do with size. That is probably why a project can
respond as an object and as building. One of the main aims of my work
is to build a place: the place the building creates. And a place has a lot to
do with its own scale. With the historic city as the basic background for
any contemporary intervention, 1 always tried to drag urban values into
the building. That means basically a change of scale: streets turned into
walkways, squares becoming patios... playing with these relations and the
sensations they cause is fascinating. This is somehow bringing back our
vernacular architecture. Right after my graduation, fortunately or unfor-
tunately, I had not many assignments and | devoted myself to the study
of the city. | had the chance of analyzing the local architecture and all the
conclusions 1 reached crystallized later in a couple of books 1 wrote: "An
Architecture Guide of Seville" and "Seville. 100 Buildings™. I realized later
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to what extent my work was influenced by what 1 learnt from our tradi-
tion. Patio houses, traditional collective housing, bullfight rings or hacien-
das in the olive trees plantations... they were all organized around a void.
They were built surrounding an empty space. And [ could now say that
“void” is the real generator of most of my buildings. In certain occasions
it was evident, just like in the National Museum of Underwater Archeol-
ogy in Cartagena (2008), where the empty space between the two pieces
becomes the germinal ideal of the project. Or in Seville Congress Hall
project, where the whole building is organized around two great voids:
the void of the road (with the bridge-building above) and the woid of
the great urban vestibule with the ramp. These voids become an inter-
mediation space of connection between the city and the building. They
are somehow building a complex urban threshold. Again a scale-related
issue, since these spaces belong simultaneously to the city and to the
building. They are public spaces but private at the same time; collective
and intimate, exterior and interior. This is how 1 begin most of my pro-
jects: first trying to create a Place and then including these voids, which
far from being subsidiary areas, become the ruling spaces of the building.
B: It is as if your architecture was ruled by a reversed law of universal
gravitation, by which the empty, mass-less spaces would produce the
strongest attraction. Do you carve void spaces out of the mass or do you
shape emptiness and then add the volumes? What comes first, convexity
of concavity?

G: In some cases, at the beginning there is the volume, which we begin
to perforate. And then, in a particular moment, void takes the lead and
becomes the main character, Sometimes we begin with empty spaces,
just like in Cartagena. But it is all about the place. I don't believe in archi-
tectures considered as objects. Buildings must root in the place. Spectac-
ular architecture, that one featured by its own images, do nat... For the
Museum in Cartagena the void was the germinal concept for the project.
The new sea front enabled a public walk along the shore and the building
should not become an obstacle. The boundaries blurred and the building,
split in two, let the city pass through. Ambiguous, limit-less spaces fasci-
nate me: pergolas, canopies.. This is where spatial quality of architecture
lies. It is not something new, the limit ine of the house was always some-
thing very significant for Mediterranean people. For instance, traditionally,
flamenco artists took his portraits posing at their homes' thresholds. That
was the most important point of the house for them, neither outside, nor
inside. This brings us again to the concept of soften boundaries, the idea
of a manipulated limit or threshold, so recurrent in my work. It reminds
me of the films by Sam Peckinpah [1925-1984). He always put his charac-
ters in the limit: the border between two countries, the end of old times,
the edge of youth...

B: The National Museum of Underwater Archeclogy in Cartagena is one
of the flagship projects of the office. As you said, you let room for the
public space to pass through, but basically the building is developed un-
derground, linking with the idea of archeology, with the poetry of pen-
etrating the historical substratum. The building then spreads up to create
a window to the sea, as we can clearly see in section. This conceptual
underground void, as it emerges, needs to be shaped, otherwise it would
vanish into the celestial sphere. Therefore, what emerges is actually noth-
ing more than a shaped emptiness to produce the entrance and to let
the light in, almost like an urban-scaled skylight.

G: Exactly. We are playing with scales again. In the process of develop-
ment of a project, many interest come together. Some inputs emerge
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from the program, other from the analysis of the site. But we should nev-
er forget that this apprehension of the place is always subjective, partial
and even confusing, since it is influenced by one’s personal experiences.
Although the place is there, it means something for me and something
else for you. In this location, I wanted the building not to consume public
space. So what appears above the ground belongs concurrently to the
public realm and the museum. And splitting the building in two happened
to be one of those discoveries we mentioned before, since it also worked
for the program organization, A national museum tends to be separated
in two parts: the exhibition area and the research center. Therefore, we
set two pieces: one facing the city and the historic wall, rectangular and
with a strict geometry, and the other looking at the sea, adopting a more
organic shape. The building was, so, trying to contribute to the museum's
contents. The visitors enter the museum descending and this experience
prepares them to what they are about to see. It puts them in a particular
situation to empathize with the contents. Narrow ramps lead them down
and, then, they suddenly find themselves under the skylight, in a very im-
pressive, unexpected high space.

B: The idea of counterposed geometries is quite recurrent in your work:
Cartagena Museum, Enlightenment Museum in Valencia, some of your
Social Housing Proposals. There is an undeniable expressive capacity
coming out of it, an emerging inner tension that makes the observer
react. But it is when this concept is confronted to the program that it
achieves its greatest interest. In the Social Housing Block in Rota (Cadiz,
2004), a very rigid, quadrangular outline shapes an area, which then you
carved by a freely-drawn, zigzagging line defining the common court-
yard. But it is definitely as the double geometry meets the housing type,
enabling the room size variations and the heterogeneity in the apart-
ments, when the gesture achieves its real architectural dimension. In floor
plan, the building is, so, defined by three clear stripes: a quite rigid one
for intimate areas with the bedrooms, an equipped band with the WCs
and staircases and a more public one, facing the courtyard and including
the public areas (living rooms and kitchens). This final stripe is the one
that gets interfered by the zigzagging outline and released from the ri-
gidity of types.

G: Otherwise it would have just been a gesture of frivolity. Architecture
has to solve the function, but it must also go one step forward in order
to provide freedom. Architecture needs to overcome this first imitation
of functionality. But at the same time architectural form has to be coher-
ent with the programmatic layout. In Rota, the regulations obliged to a
close block layout. The changing interior facade enabled a suggesting,
attractive solution for the building under these particular regulations. It
also made possible a more complex relationship with nature, as it gave
room for the trees to grow in a more free, organic way inside the court-
yard, But all this would have been meaningless, if it had not been a way
of architectural manipulation of the housing program and typologies.
The inner coherence between program, structure and shape is basic for
architecture. We could also include natural light to the list, if you let me.
Whenever there is a successful coexistence of these factors, architecture
achieves its summit. It was always like that. In Pantheon, in Rome, light,
form and structure come together in a single, impressive solution. In that
sense, Roman Pantheon was an inspiration for some of our projects, like
our competition for Medina. I would like to think that, with that proposal,
we were achieving a bit of this convergence of light, architectural shape
and structure.
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B: You always seem to find a gap for freedom. It is probably easier when
talking about small facilities or even in big ones (although they might
have very complex programs). But it is certainly impressive that you
manage to include some space for innovation even in social housing
projects, under hyper restricting regulations. Even then, there is always
a component of surprise in your works. In order to achieve it, you tend
to foliate the layouts, creating a series of program stripes that you later
manipulate. As you explained, in Rota the zigzagging facade introduced
heterogeneity, a changing band which is able to "jump” over the regula-
tions. Also in one of your early flagship projects: the social housing block
in Ramén y Cajal Street in Seville, back in 1987, you used the architectural
surprise. An unexpected wider corridor in the last floor enables a sort
of semi-public, semi-open street to provide access to the apartments
from a suddenly social space. You even located some benches in it. This
transforms the building completely, "contaminating” the typology, as it
creates, at the same time, the cantilevered cornice that characterizes the
whole project. Also in one of your latest buildings, the social dwellings
in Vallecas (Madrid, 2012) a surreal skin of metal reflections envelopes a
very precisely designed housing block (in terms of program, typologies
and surface control), changing completely the experience of living in it
and distorting the interior rigidity of the typologies.

G: | love designing social dwellings. Ramadn y Cajal Street’s housing build-
ing was, indeed, the first important project of this office. It is actually very
difficult to make "Architecture” with a social housing program, especially
in Spain and even more in Andalusia, where the controlled costs per
square meter are a half or even a third of the European standards. There
are litthe chances for inoculating those spaces of freedom that let us in-
troduce quality in architecture. Instead of limiting ourselves just to give
an acceptable solution for the exact program required. | always try to
find the way to flip upside-down the project and somehow | manage to
let the building fly freely, once we have responded to the clients' require-
ments and the program needs. The official program for the living interior
spaces is quite reduced in social housing regulations in Spain, so the gap
for freedom lies usually in the exterior areas (collective or private) or the
circulation spaces. Ramén y Cajal's Building is a good example of the
thorough design effort this requires: apart from the widened public cor-
ridor, every ground floor apartment is equipped with a private patio and
every top floor enjoys a personal terrace on the roof. In times in which
the spotlight is focused on the singular buildings, and their wonderful and
fantastic images of spectacle, it seems that the spaces for living (the ulti-
mate aim for architecture) became a minor topic for architects. The main
object for architecture is the city and the housing buildings are those that
actually build the city. How to contribute to a better urban environment
and to better everyday domestic living areas? In fact, I never had the
chance of developing private dwellings, all my residential projects were
social housing programs, What [ keep trying to do is solving the do-
mestic areas in the most flexible, versatile way, we could say in the most
isotropic manner. Even following the hyper strict regulations, we aim for
designing free spaces the users are able to transform, to expand or to
adapt to their necessities. Beyond the increasingly fashionable trend of
artefacts equipped with foldable tables and fumiture, sliding walls, etc..
we propose simple ideas. For instance: a clear position for the wet rooms
enables a great transformation by simply demolishing a wall, which is a
quite natural action (and this entails some other design decisions: con-
tinuous flooring surfaces, partition system independent from the facades,



drywall construction technigues..); cross ventilation types (always!);
natural ventilation and light in every space, including kitchens and WCs,
ete. Paradoxically, to reach freedom, we need to propose mathemati-
cally designed domestic layouts, since these strategies are only possible
by implementing a great precision in the design process and surfaces
computation. I can say that, for instance, in Valleca's dwellings there is no
single extra square centimeter, everything is accurately measured.

We are designing spaces for the everyday: the scenarios where our lives
take place. Architects have to position men in the center of the architec-
tural debate. Any other approach makes architecture unnecessary.

B: Sequences have a great importance in your work: the way linked areas
relate to one another. In these series of spaces one might go from the
interior to the exterior, from intimate to public zones. In our personal
experience of entering the Congress Center in Seville, even though the
entrance is highlighted by the great urban canopy, the boundary be-
tween interior and exterior is not so clear. A blurred line somewhere sets
the limit and, in fact, it is not easy to tell whether one is inside yet or not.
The building assumes this condition and the great hall resembles a public
square, borrowing strategies from urban design. Even the scale is closer
to an urban area than to an interior space.

G: It is a social platform! The great hall is a meeting point. The congress
center works as an extension of an existing building (a great fair and
exhibition center, which needed to be equipped with new auditoriums).
We had simultaneously to react to the preexistences and to the city. The
great ramp is a space of transition, a manner of foaming the gradient be-
tween the city and the building. A thick wall to one of its sides, necessary,
due to structural reasons, to support the great cantilevered roof above,
embodies a series of rooms along the ramp. We wanted to add some
functions to the circulation space. These terraces were supposed to be
small exhibition areas, although, unfortunately, I think they never actually
used them. Let me show you something...

[In this moment, Guillermo stands up and looks for a book in his library:
a new monograph on the building published by La Fabrica. For several
minutes he explains the building in detail. Here we note down some dis-
connected paragraphs, flashing highlights of a long conversation. ]
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1 am fond of undetermined spaces and I like buildings able to transcend
their own initial function. The great public buildings that history preserved
were those able to host various programs, those opened to different
interpretations, They were proposing prototypical sequences of corridors
and rooms, wide enough to host multiple potential programs. That spa-
tial openness was the key for them to survive through time. This is what |
like the most about Seville's Congress Center project: in the great spaces
anything could take place, things we cannot actually preconceive...

..How does the body move inside the building? The body considered
with all its senses: smell, vision, touch... its rhythm as it moves defines the
space it is moving in. I think this is something important to understand
the distribution areas in the Congress Center.. no form of architectural
representation is able to substitute the physical experience of the body
maoving through the space.

B: If there is something criticizable in this building is the powerful subur-
ban compenent of the project: so many delicate spatial strategies to be
applied in a certainly dysfunctional periphery, Wouldn't they work better
in a more coherent urban space?

G: Somewhere else, the project would have been a different one. As 1
said, the design had to give response to the city and to the existing build-
ing [a quite eclectic project that reacted to the surroundings by trying to
become a landmark). In this case, we found a peripheral environment and
that is precisely the reason why we needed the big ramp. It responds to
the suburban condition of the area. It is an action-reaction effect. One
cannot step off the bus and open a door to enter 2 public building. Not
in that place. That would be shocking. We needed a transition space to
detoxify. But indeed, in-between intermediate spaces belong to our tra-
dition: the hallways® in patio houses, or access enclosures in convents or
churches’, or horse-dismounting areas in palaces”. They are all part of our
architectural heir. We have wonderful examples. It comes to my mind the
great indetermination of the first courtyard in Casa de Pilatos (Seville, 15
th - 16th Century), still sharing some of its walls with the street, and the
way it articulates the entrance to the sequence of patios. Peter Smith-
son was also fascinated by this building, especially by some completely
undetermined spaces like the terrace facing the square. He was deeply
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impressed by an area with no great significance in the domestic program,
but hiding a great potentiality. Spaces without a clear function, which
initially could be seen as wasted areas, were those that gained his atten-
tion. 1 always try to research an the possibilities of this kind of undefined
spaces nobody asked the architects for.

B: Although in Seville Congress Center you worked with preexistences,
they had no special historical value. However, in many of your projects
you were commissioned to develop proposals for heritage sites or
buildings. In those cases, you reinterpreted vemacular types and spatial
sequences that belong to the tradition, tested innovative combinations
of local materials or construction techniques, used traditional sustain-
able approaches, etc, but always from contemporariness. Your code of
intervention seems very clear: studying the existing, researching on the
object itself and other refe e ing distorting interferences and
reinterpreting from a contemporary point of view. [ am referring to a line
of projects that goes from Cartuja Heritage Institute (Seville 1987-1995,
developed in ancient naves attached to a monastery and related to a
ceramic factory), to Tomares Council House in Seville (2004), San Telmo
Palace Rehabilitation (2009) or the (still unbuilt) Atarazanas Rehabilitation.
G: Any intervention on a heritage site is a question of interpretation of
the existing building or area. Interpretation must precede action. So it is
very important to design a clear strategy. | think contemporary interven-
tions should achieve a peaceful coexistence with the existing. My posi-
tion would be as far from a mimetic historicism (usually coming from the
orthodox approaches of academicism), as it is from the idea of propos-
ing a great contrast between old and new, praised by some sections
of modernity. | like to wander an intermediate area, what I call the “the
third approach”. This “third approach®, probably the most complicated
one, proposes a process of analogy of the existing building. It is a way
of avoiding simultaneously positions of historicist camouflage and ideas
supported by the exaltation of "difference”. I defend that the innova-
tive language of modemity and those languages consolidated by history
doesn't have to be necessarily antithetical, but they may interact with
each other, reach a state of common resonance and eventually become
complementary. It is probably in the Rehabilitation of San Telmo Palace,

112

7 San TelmolRMESIEE (82 Duccio Malagambal

where this approach of ours reaches its peak of intensity. In this project
there is actually a great continuity between old and new’,

B: That is indeed how architecture usually happened. We tend to talk
about the "existing building” or "the preexistences”, seeing it as a per-
fectly coherent whole, while probably what we usually find is a reality in
continuous transformation for years or centuries, before we arrived...

G: Always remaining far from fake historical mimetism, analogy enables a
physical and historical continuousness with the existing reality. Neverthe-
less, each building requires a specific strategy of intervention. This frame
approach, rational and intuitive at once, leads the whole project. But it
is important to solve also every little situation in particular. And here it
comes the most surprising idea: sometimes it is needed to follow a dif-
ferent tactic in order to preserve the contemporary coherence of the
whole. General and particular strategies could even become contradic-
tory. Heritage interventions are complex and very subjective. I think it is
impartant to produce contemporary architecture in a manner that it es-
tablishes a fluid continuity with the historic city, and not only when talk-
ing about interventions on heritage items, but also regarding new pieces
of architecture. We always try to preserve the urban features, the scent
of the city, the idea of the city as an area of integration of many different
times.

In Tomares Council House, the historical building could be apprehended
as a sequence of courtyards, so what we did was adding some new
courtyards to the existing series. We used a contemporary architectural
language, but establishing analogies with the historical one. Thus, we
proposed an architecture defined by walls, walls with small windows,
resembling the traditional architecture of Andalusian Haciendas and pre-
serving the idea of concatenated open spaces, recovering some timber-
made structures and making them more abstract...

B: Contemporariness would be then possible with no rupture...

G: Absolutely! This is related to certain specific sections of modernity that
never aim for a rupture.

B: Analogy brings us into interesting areas of ambiguity between old and
new, without betraying contemporariness, You do not seem to be afraid
of this kind of uncertainty. In Tomares Council House, the new interven-



tions, including new naves, are built in perfect continuity with the ancient
ones. The concept of sequence links all together in a contemporary
analysis of the hacienda layout and, within this frame, you work freely
both with traditional renewed techniques and with some completely con-
temporary interventions. You are, by doing so, seeking achievements of
the historical architecture in order to highlight them and reinterpret them
in the new additions. In the same line of thoughts, in San Telmo Palace
Rehabilitation, you developed a great research on the building to identify
some lost characteristics of the palace. After filtering a number of distort-
ing recent interventions, you recovered a series of patios. However, when
it gets to the little details, the excessive baroque ormamentation of the
existing building seems to contaminate some of your solutions, which are
not as essential as they usually are in your designs.
G: 1 like listening to the building. The rumor of the building will give us
the hints for the rehabilitation proposal The experience of the already
existing becomes the platform for the new architecture, On a general
basis, I would never support the mimetic reproduction of the historical
styles or the exact reconstruction, although the “third approach” | ex-
plained is exceptionally compatible with some contradictory approaches,
especially when we focus on little questions. For instance, in Tomares
Council House, we opened a couple of new balconies in an already ex-
isting patio with another two balconies. The new ones reproduced the
old anes, since the space was so small that a completely contemporary
element would have distorted completely the perception of the space.
When we are rehabilitating a certain specific atmosphere, in which some
! in particular disappeared, it is probably more consequent to re-
produce them in the way they were, in order not to produce a shocking
reaction. In some other occasions, we realize the project might demand a
maore contrasted intervention, a clear difference between old and new. |
am not against it, although usually it is neither my way of proceeding. As
1 said, in general | aim for the idea of analogy, using the existing building
as a platform for a contemporary intervention in which we reinterpret
what we found, seeing it from our present time... although, unfortunately
there is no master recipe.
In San Telmo Palace Rehabilitation we aimed for some poetical situa-
tions... [He brings a recent monograph by William Curtis on the building
and he goes through some images: some wonderful marble-made flat
railing systems, completely contemporary and some abstract skylights
of faceted geometries, able to split and bring the light, he explains, to
several separated spaces] We solved each space in a different way, but
at the same time keeping the coherence with the adjacent spaces. When
he visited it, Alvaro Siza [the Pritzker-awarded Portuguese Architect, who
has a close friendship with Guillermo Vazquez Consuegra) said that this
was the most interesting thing about the building. In the architectural
promenade through the renewed palace, the transitions of spaces take
place in a very fuid, soft manner. To the point that, maybe, someone not
especially concerned about architecture might take some old parts for
new or viceversa, What happened in San Telmo is that the contemporary
language became a little more exaggerated, in order to fit the exuberant
baroque style. Otherwise, the excessive contrast would have emerged
and that is what [ was trying to avoid.
As William Curtis suggested, it was about the poetics of the place. The
personal experience of wandering through the building is something cru-
cial for the coherence of the different languages to be fully apprehended,
So we reacted to the existing atmosphere, working with light and mat-
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ter. I love manipulating light, playing with it, taking it from above, chan-
neling it, bringing it to the ground floors, passing it from one hand to the
other... light is the main material for architecture.

B: The whole process of the project took almost twenty years. Work-
ing in such a scale for a historical building rehabilitation (21720 m®) and
such a long period of time, you went for sure through many vicissitudes.
Please, tell us something about those years.

G: This long-term design process gave me the chance of reflecting and
thinking deeply about all the interventions we did. In fact, most of the
project was designed on site, during the construction process. I even
changed my mind about several things. For instance, some of the ele-
ments, initially proposed in a colder, constrained contemporary style,
turned into something more overemphasized, as a reaction to the con-
solidated language of history. But above all it was a personal transit of
discovering and learning. First 1 had to unveil the building as the object
of a permanent metamorphosis. In fact, behind a true barogue fagade,
and with the exception of the main courtyard and the chapel, the build-
ing was hiding a completely distorted space [he shows to us some of the
pictures of the original situation, looking like low-cost social housing in a
very bad condition. “That is what we found!"]. The interior of the palace
had lost its heritage value and this gave the architect, finally fearless,
the power of proposing a new architecture. It was very difficult to ac-
complished, but we finally managed to demolish everything that had no
historical, architectural or constructive value, | was falsely accused of hav-
ing destroyed the baroque grid of the palace. But the building had gone
through three clear stages: initial (as it was built), transformation (when
the dukes of Montpensier occupied it) and finally a great decay (as it was
transformed into the Seminary). When it got to our hands, the original
layout was already completely altered and the new speculative additions
were not dialoguing with the main historical remains. It was a great effort
and [ had to go through a terrible time of injuries and insults from many
conservative institutions. But | always thought it was something very
important to achieve a good project. The whole thing demanded a very
clear idea and a great perseverance to actually make it happen. Resist-
ance and risk are some of the most valuable virtues for an architect.

B: You stated once that "good architecture does not usually come out of
COnSensus”..

G: There is always someone against. In fact | was sued and it was re-
ported to the Royal Beaux Arts Academy of San Fernando in Madrid
(which actually had no agency in the project), but the committee they
sent informed positively, saying that it was a very respectful project with
the baroque building. For many months the project was at stake, but we
resisted.

Whenever we face a project involving a heritage building, it is impor-
tant to let history talk. But is nonetheless crucial as well, to decide when,
where and how we are able to let our own contemporary culture lay on
the building. We have to connect present and past to get into the future,
I could never support that kind of dogmatic conservatism that tries to
fossilize history, preventing heritage buildings from acquiring new ar-
chitectural, contemporary values. We have to let our historical buildings
evolve, grow with times. Often, pretended innovation steps on already
explored fields, while the seed for contemporariness might lie in the tra-
dition. In that sense, there would be nothing more contemporary than
the past and nothing more preterit than the present.
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