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INTRODUCTION

JOANA CUNHA LEAL
MARIA HELENA MAIA
BEGONA FARRE TORRAS

The book now being published results from a research project entitled Southern
Modernisms that ran from March 2014 to May 2015 with FCT funding.'
The aim of the project was to explore the possibility of constructing a more
inclusive, plural notion of modernism through the revision of Modernism’s
prevailing definition — its stylistic focus, its formalist and anti-representative
bias, as well as its autonomic assumptions, or, as far as architecture is concerned,
its functionalist credo. This critical undertaking was grounded on the hypothesis
that southern European modernisms featured a strong entrenchment in popular
culture (folk art and vernacular architecture), and that this characteristic could
be understood as anticipating some of the premises of, what would later become
known as, critical regionalism.? It was, therefore, our purpose to explore parallel

key claims on modernism’s intertwining with bourgeois society and mass

' Southern Modernisms (EXPL/CPC-HAT/0191/2013) was funded by national funds through the
Portuguese Science Foundation (FCT) under Project 3599 — Promoting the Research Production,
Technological Development and Innovation.

2 Liane Lefaivre and Alexander Tzonis, “The grid and the pathway. An introduction to the work of
Dimitris and Suzana Antonakakis,” in Architektonika themata. Architecture in Greece, N. 15, Athens,
1981; Critical Regionalism: Architecture and Identity in a Globalized World, Munich 2003; Kenneth
Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance,” in The Anti-
Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, ed. Hal Foster, Seattle, 1993 [1983], 16-30.
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culture.® This was done by questioning the idea that aesthetically significant
regionalism — regionalism that resists the colonization of international styles
through its critical awareness — only occurred in the context of postmodernist
architecture.*

This research was set up on the basis of case studies drawn from Spanish
(especially Catalan), Italian and Greek contexts, even though Portuguese
modernism of the first thirty years of the 20 century was the focal point for
questioning that initial hypothesis. The chosen case studies set the background
for discussing not only the artworks, but also the conceptual basis of the project,
namely the troublesome definition of the very concepts we were working with:
modernism(s), regionalism, folk art, vernacular architecture, etc., as well as
those of the tangent notions of the avant-garde, tradition, primitivism, popular
or mass culture. In so doing, we were also impelled to ponder the effects of the
common art historical assumption of the straightforward divide between center
and periphery, or high and low art, and of the limits of national histories. In
fact, privileging the meridional Europeanness of artistic production resulted in
comparative approaches, focused on trans-national dialogues, cultural transfers
and artistic exchanges rather than on national specifics.

Moreover, since the discussions we were engaged in apply a fortiori to other
parts of the globe, particularly to the southern hemisphere, we eventually arrived
at a crossroads where our lines of work met with other research experiences.
Therefore, we opened a dialogue with scholars working the south beyond the
geographical and cultural background of the Mediterranean shared by Portugal,
Spain, Italy and Greece.

This dialogue was key for two different reasons. Firstly, it contributed significantly

to bringing this book into being, in that the discussions we are presenting here

3T.J. Clark, The painting of Modern Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and His Followers, New Jersey1984
and Farewell to an Idea, New Haven 1999; see also Thomas Crow, Modern Art in the Common Culture,
New Haven 1996.

Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism...”, 16-30.
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INTRODUCTION

had their preliminary stage at the project’s conference held at Oporto in February
2015. The call for papers for the Southern Modernisms: critical stances through
regional appropriations conference stressed our interest in modernist eruptions in
the southern hemisphere. Thus, we were happy to welcome to Oporto scholars
working not only on southern European countries, but also on South America,
Tunisia and Egypt,’ and a significant number of them are now contributing to
this volume.

Secondly, and more importantly, the early decision to widen the scope of the
conference beyond Portugal, Spain, Italy and Greece made us aware that these
four European countries are situated in the northern hemisphere. Furthermore,
in accordance with the hierarchical distinctions implicit in that northern
location, Portugal and Spain maintained colonies for centuries, and Italy strove
to posess some, finally succeeding at the close of the 19™ century. Nevertheless,
the divide between northern and southern Europe is deeply rooted in historical
and cultural terms and has deeply negative connotations associated with the
latter.® Today, this divide has a renewed relevance because large sections of
the European population living in these southern countries are threatened by
poverty, facing the effects of a severe financial crisis. Therefore, a glaring paradox
arises from such a background: south and its symbolic meanings change along
with the viewers’ geographical and historical position. This paradox in turn
illuminated the challenging and productive parallax effect of the very notion of
south assimilated into our work. What is more, the fact that there are further
‘souths’ in the south paralleled our effort to construct a more inclusive, plural,
notion of modernism eventually tying the critical double knot linking the
revision of Modernism’s standard notion with the idea that a central position

is always as dependent on a standpoint as is that of the periphery. They are but

5 See Joana Cunha Leal, Maria Helena Maia and Begona Farré Torras, eds., Southern Modernisms. Critical
stances through regional appropriations. Conference Proceedings, Porto 2015.

© See, for instance, Alexandro Mejias-Lopez, The Inverted Congquest: The Myth of Modernity and the
Transatlantic Onset of Modernism, Nashville 2009.
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representations, and only as representations did they become real (they were
experienced). Again, they are as dependent on a parallax effect as the moving

line that separates north and south.

Southern Modernisms from A to Z and back again brings together fifteen texts
by Anat Falbel and Gustavo Peixoto, Antoni Remesar Betlloch, Concepcién
Diez-Pastor, George Epolito, Gerbert Verheij, Ivdn Yllera, Jorge Palinhos, Maria
José de Azevedo Marcondes, Mariana Mata Passos, Merce Vidal i Jansa, Nikos
Daskalothanassis, Nikos Skoutelis, Sérgio Dias Silva and Rui Jorge Garcia
Ramos, Silvia Vieira de Almeida, and Susanne Bauer. As is implied by the
title, they reflect, in their writings, on the troublesome condition of southern
modernisms, covering in their discussions a wide range of topics addressed from
a wide range of perspectives. That these perspectives might challenge our own
indeed demonstrates the richness of a subject matter that is definitely worth

considering again.
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THE QUEST FOR A
BRAZILIAN CHARACTER:
DIACHRONIC DIALOGUES

ANAT FALBEL
GUSTAVO PEIXOTO

1.

While defending a unique Brazilian architecture expression, the modernists of
the era of Getulio Vargas™ dictatorship, denounced the neocolonial movement
that had spread in the architecture milieu during the 1920s. It was said to be
a mistake for its incapacity to apprehend the true features of the traditional
architecture, as well as its inability to adapt and make use of these former
elements in contemporaneous programs.' In the new political and cultural
context of the Estado Novo, this later argument was quite understandable
because, for the modern architects co-opted by the State, it was more than a
theoretical or conceptual question. The national argument was embedded in
a larger project founded on the binomial nationalism and modernity within
which modern architecture became the expression of a teleology.? Accordingly,

architect Lucio Costa, who naturally assumed the intellectual leadership of

! On his involvement with the neo-colonial movement at the beginning of Lucio Costa's career, see
Lucio Costa, Lucio Costa Registro de uma Vivéncia, Sao Paulo 1995, 55-65; 461-462; Lucio Costa “Muita
construgio, alguma arquitetura e um milagre,” in: Lucio Costa Registro de uma Vivéncia, 165.

2 Sergio Miceli, Intelectuais a Brasileira, Sio Paulo 2001; Otavio Leonidio, Carradas de Razées, Lucio Costa
e a Arquitetura Moderna Brasileira (1924-1951), Rio de Janeiro 2007; Lauro Cavalcanti, Modernistas na
Repartigio, Rio de Janeiro 1993; Simon Schwartzman, Helena Maria Bousquet Bomeny, Vanda Maria
Ribeiro Costa, Tempos de Capanema, Rio de Janeiro 2000.
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modern architects, proposed a seminal construction with lasting effects on
Brazilian modern architecture and its historiography until the 1980s. Costa
established a figural relationship between the colonial past and modern
architecture, the latter understood as completing the former. In his Depoimento
(1948), he extended the argument even further proposing the same relationship
between architect sculptor Antonio Francisco Lisboa, known as Aleijadinho, and
his figura Oscar Niemeyer: “...our own national genius that was expressed through
the elected personality of this artist, in the same way it has been in the 18" century,
under very similar circumstances, through the individuality of Antonio Francisco
Lisboa, o Aleijadinbo...” >

Lucio Costa’s figural relationship between past and modern was founded on two
main hypotheses. The first was the environmental and functionalist approach
which associated the modern program and forms to the vernacular or traditional
architecture’ - understood as the result of exigencies of climate and situation,
the nature of the materials and the means of execution at the command of the
builder - as revealed by two of Costa’s writings “Documentagio necessdria” and
“Mobilidrio luso-brasileiro” in which the author unfold his argument through
the evolvement of the local architecture and furniture since colonial times.’ If, in
fact, the vernacular architecture had already been observed under a functionalist
key by the 19" century’s architecture historians and theorizers such as Viollet
Le Duc® and Horacio Greenough’ - whose work Costa probably knew as an

architecture student — his elaboration was also in tune with the contemporaneous

3 Costa, Lucio Costa Registro de uma Vivéncia, 198-199; Anat Falbel, Arquitetos imigrantes no Brasil wma
questdo historiogrdfica. Anais 6 DOCOMOMO arquitetura e urbanismo (Niteroi, Universidade Federal
Fluminense, 1-20. http://www.docomomo.org.br/seminario%206%20pdfs/Anat%20Falbel.pdf; Anat
Falbel, “Immigrant Architects in Brazil: A Historiographical Issue,” in: DOCOMOMO Journal 34, 58-
65.
% Liane Lefaivre and Alexandre Tzonis, Architecture of Regionalism in the Age of Globalization. Peaks and
Valleys in the Flat World, London 2012.
5 Lucio Costa “Documentagio necessaria”’;
Vivéncia, 457-462 and 463-471.

Eugene-Emmanuel Viollet-Le-Duc, L'Habitation humaine depuis les temps prébistoriques jusqua nos
jours, Paris 1875.

Horatio Greenough, Form and Function. Remarks on Art, Oakland 1962.
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THE QUEST FOR A BRAZILIAN CHARACTER: DIACHRONIC DIALOGUES

inquiries carried on by modern architects searching for new possibilities of
architectural expression. In fact, during the 1930s while Le Corbusier was using
stone and wood to create new contrasts and spatial effects in the Swiss Pavillon,
at the Cité Universitaire (1930-1932) and Vila Mandrot (1932), Alvar Aalto
was operating new spacialities and materials in Finland in the same way that
Rudolf Schindler and Richard Neutra in California, Gropius and Marcel Breuer
in New England confront and conform the European modern vocabulary to the
American local specificities. In addition, the teleological nature that provides the
background for the Brazilian modern architecture narrative proposed by Costa
in the 1930s, could also be identified during the interwar period. Other new
regimes and diverse political systems had embraced the Modern Movement from
Fascism in Italy, with Marcello Picentini’s, Giuseppe Terragni’s and Giuseppe
Pagano’s Italian discourse on mediterraneita, to zionism in Israel, then under
British Mandate, with the unique elaboration on modern and tradition by Erich
Mendelsohn, as well as kemalism in Turkey.®

Costa’s second hypothesis addressing the manifestation of a national character
- later defined as the national soul or spirit’ - through race and language had
its sources in 19" century European nationalistic literature. This had identified
the people’s character with its architecture and traditional dwellings following
Jean Phillippe Schmidt’s expression in the middle of that century, “... language
and architecture are indeed the two representative signals of all nationalizy...”.°

If the analysis of an architecture language using the concept of race, similar

8 Alona Nitzan-Shiftan, “Contested Zionism — Alternative Modernism Erich Mendelsohn and the
Tel Aviv Chug in Mandate Palestine,” in: Architectural History, 39 (1996), 147-180. Sibel Bozdogan,
Modernism and Nation Building. Turkish Architectural Cultural in the Early Republic. Seattle 2001, 5.

? Lucio Costa “O Aleijadinho ¢ a arquitetura tradicional,” in: Alberto Xavier (ed.), Licio Costa: Sobre
Arquitetura, Porto Alegre 2007, 15.

19 Jean Philippe Schmit, Nouveau manuel complet de Larchitecture des monuments religieus, Encyclopédie
Roret, Paris 1859, 23.
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ANAT FALBEL and GUSTAVO PEIXOTO

to that used by Daniel Ramee in his Histoire générale de larchitecture (1860),"
seems in our times to be extremely problematic, Costa’s elaboration avoided the
expression and contemplated the issue of race considering the Brazilian people
as an independent unit: “...our unique, unmistakable, Brazilian way of being...” *
Thereby, nationalizing - or ethnicizing - the original bedrock made up of
Portuguese, Africans, and the indigenous element, Costa suggested the existence
of a natural community"® which maintained its continuity and distinctiveness
despite later waves of European and Oriental immigrations.

To address the matter of language, Costa chose to investigate the origins of the
national architecture language for the immutable element, the one responsible
for the historic coherence.' He claimed the emergence of a ‘legitimate’ Brazilian
language during the colonial period in the works of the early Portuguese
settlers. Having adopted an ambiguous, but continuously reiterated argument,

Costa claimed that the architectural production in the colony could not be

" Daniel Ramee, Histoire générale de Larchitecture, Paris 1860, vol. 1, 20-21. “...il y a eu et qu'il y
toujours de puissantes et d’indestructibles différences entre les dispositions naturelles des races humaines...
Si ces différences sont prouvées para la religion, la politique, les moeurs et les langues, elles le sont enconre
davantage par les beaux-arts, et surtout par I’Architecture...”.

12 “Assume and respect the original bedrock — Portuguese, African, indigenous. Recognize the great
importance for today’s Brazil of the contribution of the European migrations, Mediterranean and Nordic,
as well as those from the Near East and Far East. Accept the results of this merging as both legitimate and
fruitful, but consider as fundamental to this absorption the contribution of our unique, unmistakable,
Brazilian, way of being. Preserve and cultivate those differentiating and unique characteristics.
Resist subservience, including cultural, but absorb and assimilate foreign innovation”, Lucio Costa,
“Recommendations,” in: Lucio Costa Registro de uma Vivéncia, 382. On the affinities between Costa’s
elaborations and writer and literary critic Silvio Romero, see Silvio Romero, “Literatura y nacionalismo,”
in: Ensayos Literarios, ed. Antonio Candido, Caracas 1982, 35-36; Antonio Candido, “Introdugio,” in:
Silvio Romero Teoria, critica e histéria literdria. LTC/EDUSE, 1978, ix-xxx. On the contribution of each
ethnic group to the establishment of a Brazilian architecture, Lucio Costa also seems to echo the racial
theories of Silvio Romero, which in turn evoke the formulation of Gobineau on “mestizaje”: “...not that
the works lose their quality or connotation of Portuguese works — the indigenous and African contribution
was too fragile in this case to denaturalize it...” See Lucio Costa, “Introdugio & um relatério,” in: Lucio
Costa Registro de uma Vivéncia, 456. Both authors, Costa and Romero pointed out the Inconfidéncia
Mineira, the tentative colonial independence gesture aborted in 1789, as the emergence of a national
consciousness.

13 Etienne Balibar, “La forme nation: histoire et idéologie,” in: Race, nation, classe. Les identities ambigués,
130.

14 Margaret Olin, “From Bezal’lel to Max Lieberman. Jewish Art in Nineteenth-Century Art-Historical
Texts”, 21.
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THE QUEST FOR A BRAZILIAN CHARACTER: DIACHRONIC DIALOGUES

considered an imitation of the works of the mother country. On the contrary,
it was as legitimate “... as those (works) from there, because the colonist, par
droit de conquéte, was ‘at home’... just as in speaking Portuguese he was not
imitating anyone, but speaking, whether with or without an accent, in his own
language...”."> Hence, still before his more systematic studies on the vernacular
Portuguese architecture developed during his three journeys to the old continent
(1948, 1952, 1962),' Lucio Costa identified the Portuguese architectural
culture, and particularly the vernacular language including its regional variables,
as the first and only source of Brazilian architecture. Accordingly, Costa was
echoing the elaborations of the Brazilian intellectuals of the early decades of
the 20™ century including historians such as Oliveira Viana,'” Gilberto Freyre,'®
Sergio Buarque de Holanda," and the writer and critic Silvio Romero on the
Portuguese Brazilian dimension of the colonial origins. Not by chance, he
observed the emergence of a national character during the second half of the

18" century in Minas Gerais, from where the first political ideas of colonial

15 Lucio Costa, “Tradicdo local,” in: Lucio Costa Registro de uma Vivéncia, 454.

José Pessoa and Maria Elisa Costa, (eds.) Bloguinhos de Portugal — a arquitetura portuguesa no trago de
Lucio Costa, Rio de Janeiro 2013; Madalena Cunha Matos and Tania Beisl Ramos “Um encontro, um
desencontro. Lucio Costa, Raul Lino e Carlos Ramos”, Proceedings of the 7ch DOCOMOMO Brasil
(Porto Alegre, UFPA, October 22-24, 2007) URL: http://www.docomomo.org.br/seminario%207%20
}l)dfs/ 034.pdf (accessed 27 February 2015).

7 José Francisco Oliveira Viana Populagoes meridionais do Brasil: histéria, organizagdo, psicologia, Rio de
Janeiro 1952 (1920).

'8 Gilberto de Mello Freyre, Casa-Grande e Senzala, Rio de Janciro 1978. (1933). Freyre associated culture
and ethnicity, considering the Brazilian people as an extension of the Iberic population assimilated with
indigenous and African elements. However, he also identified the Portuguese psychological profile as
shaped by the miscegenation of Arab and Jewish elements. See Elide Rugai Bastos, “Gilberto Freire. Casa
— Grande & Senzala,” in: Lourengo Dantas Mota (ed.), Introdugio ao Brasil. Um Banquete no Tropico,
Sao Paulo 1999, 225; Maria Licia Garcia Pallares-Burke, Gilberto Freyre. Um vitoriano dos trdpicos, Sao
Paulo 2003.

9 Sergio Buarque de Holanda, Raizes do Brasil, Sao Paulo 1995 (1936), 172-173.
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ANAT FALBEL and GUSTAVO PEIXOTO

independence had spread.”

Therefore, from within the particular nationalistic cultural conjuncture of the
Estado Novo, the Brazilian architecture historiography construction revealed
itself as mono-national refusing to acknowledge the dialogue common to what
could be defined as the interfaces of other cultural planes, represented either
by a larger number of cultural sources or, in particular, by the work of foreign
professionals and immigrants. Apparently, the only exception admitted by Costa
beyond the closed space of his definition of an authentic Brazilian expression was
the contemporaneous influence of Le Corbusier whose impact on the Brazilian
modern architecture would be also explained using a figural relationship in
Costa’s Depoimento (1948):

“...the pioneering work of our beloved Gregério and the unique personality
of Fldvio avail us nothing, because what happened here would had happened
without altering even one line, even though the former had carried out his work
elsewhere, and the latter had spent his time in exile, since newborn, in Paris or
in Passdrgada. And this is because the achievements following the “coming” of
the architect...Oscar Niemeyer ...are directly linked to the original sources of
the global renovation movement aim at restoring architecture to its legitimate
functional foundations. It was not through second or third hand due to the
work of Gregoério that the process operated. The authentic seeds planted here at
just the right time by Le Corbusier, in 1936, have borne fruit...”.*!
Nevertheless, a close analysis of Costa’s historiographical construction suggests

yet another important source. Indeed, despite his criticism toward the

20 The reference to Minas Gerais as the cradle of the Brazilian political and cultural independence
movement in the 18" century was a consensus in the intellectual milieu during the first decades of
the 20™ century. Regarding the field of architecture, Myriam Andrade Ribeiro de Oliveira suggested
that the hypothesis that considers the Baroque expression in Minas Gerais as the first evidence of a
national artistic identity is an anachronism. It shows that the studies on geography of art, especially in
Portugal, confirmed that the architectural scene in Minas Gerais during the 18" century was related to
the emergence of the Rococo. See Myriam Andrade Ribeiro de Oliveira, O Rococé Religioso no Brasil e seus
antecedentes europeus, Sao Paulo 2003.

2 Lucio Costa, Lucio Costa Registro de uma Vivéncia, 198.

18



THE QUEST FOR A BRAZILIAN CHARACTER: DIACHRONIC DIALOGUES

neocolonial ideas, Costa’s main arguments were profoundly embedded in their
conceptions and particularly in the writings of Ricardo Severo (1869-1940),
the Portuguese-born engineer, recognized as the first leader of the neocolonial
movement in Brazil. In fact, Costa’s involvement with that movement dated
back to his formative years because of the initiatives of José Marianno Carneiro
da Cunha Filho (1881-1946), the movements promoter in Rio de Janeiro.
It was José Marianno Filho who, as the director of the Sociedade Brasileira de
Belas Artes (SBBA), funded the survey of Brazilian traditional architecture by
commissioning young artists to inventory the colonial buildings of the former
gold mining towns in the state of Minas Gerais. Among them Lucio Costa,
in 1924 while still a student, was sent to the city of Diamantina. Later on,
already an architect, Costa continued to operate the neocolonial until the end
of the 1920s.* Apparently, Ricardo Severo’s thought on Brazilian traditional
architecture had a lasting impression on Costa’s own developments concerning
the Portuguese dimensions of Brazilian architecture, including his rhetorical
artifice apropos the national identity of the colonizer - that for the historian was
due par droit de conquéte -, as well as the recognition of the environmental and
functionalist character of the colonial architecture that enable its association
with modern architecture.

Effectively, in two different lectures (1914, 1917), Ricardo Severo praised
the Portuguese colonizer suggesting that his vicissicudes in the new country
“nationalized him”:

“...the colonizer ...adapted himself to the environment and established the
national tradition that he had inherited from his ancestors and is characteristic
of the race...”.?

“ ...(the colonizer) organized the colony and explored it following his resources

22 Maria Lucia Bressan Pinheiro, Neocolonial, Modernismo e Preservagio do Patriménio no Debate Cultural
dos anos 1920 no Brasil, Sao Paulo 2011.
® Ricardo Severo, “A arte tradicional no Brasil. A casa ¢ o templo”, lecture given on 20 July 1914, in

Conferencias 1914-1915. Sociedade de Cultura Artistica, 1916, 47.
19



ANAT FALBEL and GUSTAVO PEIXOTO

and needs... the cosmovision and the stage of civilization... no one colonized
better... occupied the land, populate it... defended it... a population fixed
to the ground, in which in a moment the Portuguese blood dominate, in the
other it merged into a mestizaje of steady adaptation to ambiance, one language
uniting all the habitants of this colonial country and one tradition that connect
them all more intimately under the same sky and ground... the scenario of
the Brazil colony is transformed... the colonizer ancestor, unfairly maligned in
memoriam, is with full justice reinstated in the real stage of his natural ambience,
in the political and historical cycle of his social environment: from a tyrant to a
victim, from a martyr to a national hero...” >

The issue of the essentiality of forms and elements of the colony’s architecture
as developed by Lucio Costa in order to justify the pre-figuration of the modern
architecture vocabulary and ethics in the already-mentioned “Documentacio
necessaria’ and “Mobiliario luso-brasileiro”, were also mentioned by Severo in
his 1917 conference following the regionalist approach of his:

“...the dwelling was reduced to the home shelter, conforming its forms to
the nature of the materials and climate; the population snuggled around the
primitive temple, whose protection was for a long period the only guard of the
first colony, being distributed according to the layout of the terrain, snaking
their alleys in the valleys or surrounding the slopes, achieving this picturesque
character, the result of a perfect cohesion between the work of man and nature,
the harmony that constitutes the regional character of architecture of a village
or town...”.”> And yet, the research carried out in the last twenty years showed

that the cultural sources that operated in the colony were way beyond the

24 Ricardo Severo, “A arte tradicional no Brasil” (originally published in Revista do Brasil, year 1I,
vol. 4, jan-abr, 1917, 394-424), in: 19¢520, Ed. Alessandra Xavier dos Santos; Andressa Amaral Da
Silva e Wesley Nunes Dantas, Rio de Janeiro, v. VI, n. 1 jan/mar. 2012. Available on: <http://www.
dezenovevinte.net/txt_artistas/rsevero_atb.htm>.

2 Ricardo Severo, “A arte tradicional no Brasil” (originally published in Revista do Brasil, year 11, vol.
4, Jan-Apr, 1917, 394-424), in 19620, Ed. Alessandra Xavier dos Santos; Andressa Amaral da Silva e
Wesley Nunes Dantas, vol. VII, 1 Jan/Mar. 2012. Disponivel em: <http://www.dezenovevinte.net/txt_
artistas/rsevero_atb.htm>.
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exclusiveness of an alleged Portuguese traditional architecture, in the same way
that the settlements founded in the colony were not simply conformed to the
topographical, climactic and material conditions to which the colonizer was
submitted. They were the result of a European architectural and urban culture
matured through transfers and exchanges over centuries, crossing the Atlantic
by way of religious orders such as the Jesuits or Franciscans who carried in their
luggage the architectural treatises of Serlio, Alberti, Vitruvius or Vredeman de

26 Even

Vries, building manuals and all kinds of iconographic documentation.
the Portuguese professionals engaged in the colony’s royal projects as at the time
of the Treaty of Madrid (1750) were followed by a number of Europeans who
engrossed demarcation missions in Brazil.”

In this context, the mono-national historiographical approach suggested by
Costa and Severo is closer than the Brazilian historian would have recognized.
Severo’s appeal for a traditional art expressing “...the evolutionary history
of a social organism and preserving the indelible imprint of its ancestry, the
dominant character of his moral being... an art that is not the one of historical
monuments in which foreign influences may have predominated..., but an art
of more rudimentary expression forms presenting itself in the modest extensions
of the popular soul”.?®

Ricardo Severo’s elaborations were permeated by the nationalist atmosphere and
discourse that covered Europe after the wave of the 1848 uprisings, the ‘Spring of

Nations’. These led to a redefinition of the concept of regionalism under an array

26 See Hanno-Walter Kruft, “The Theory of fortification,” in: A History of Architectural Theory from
Vitruvius to the Present, Princeton 1994, 110-117; Nestor Goulart Reis, fmagens de vilas e cidades do
Byasil Colonial, Sao Paulo 2000; Beatriz Piccolotto S. Bueno, Desenho e Designio. O Brasil dos Engenbeiros
Militares (1500-1822). Ph. D dissertation, Universidade Estadual de Sao Paulo/FAUSP, Sao Paulo, 2001;
Nestor Goulart Reis, As Minas de Ouro ¢ a formagio das Capitanias do Sul, Sao Paulo 2013; Gauvin
Alexander Bailey, “Asia in the Arts of Colonial Latin America,” in: Joseph J. Rishel and Suzanne Stratton-
Pruitt (eds.), The Arts in Latin America 1492-1820, Philadelphia 2006, 57-69; Gauvin Alexander Bailey,
Art on the Jesuit Missions in Asia and Latin America 1542-1773, Toronto 2001.

%7 Benedito Lima de Toledo, O Real Corpo de Engenbeiros na Capitania de Sio Paulo, Sao Paulo, 1981;
Myriam Andrade Ribeiro de Oliveira, O Rococ Religioso no Brasil e seus antecedentes europeus, 298.

28 Ricardo Severo, “A arte tradicional no Brasil. A casa ¢ o templo”, 43.
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of contradictory agendas that pervaded the 20™ century and the interwar period.
From Viollet-le-Duc’s modern environmental and functionalist approach to the
nationalistic and xenophobic “regionalist engagement” of the French architects
who followed the leadership of Charles Maurras and Maurice Barrés, in the
last quarter of the 19% century, to the German regionalist-nationalist Heimat
movement, or even the English developments and the vernacular regionalist
movement inspired by John Ruskin’s writings.”” In this sense one can also
understand his assertion considering the traditional art as ethnographical “...
being intimately close to the way of being of peoples, from their origins to their
primitive habits and customs...”.*

Accordingly, using the same argument used by the Brazilian modern architects™
to criticize their European and American colleagues who had embraced the
regionalistapproach, Severo described the 19" century and its eclecticarchitecture
as the age of fashion and pastiche.” In this sense, his assertion of a Brazilian
traditional architecture challenged what he called “the damaging effect of this
cosmopolitan and de-nationalizing chain”,* with disastrous consequences “.. .for
its being phony and a lie in the form of a definitive and lasting architecture..”.?*
For Severo traditional architecture, that which maintained its Latin character,®

was a promise of a Rebirth Age, an expression that would be used as well for arts

2 Liane Lefaivre and Alexander Tzonis, Architecture of Regionalism in the Age of Globalization. Peaks
Valleys in the Flat World, London 2012, 94.
30 Ricardo Severo “A arte tradicional no Brasil. A casa ¢ o templo”, 44.
31 Architect Henrique Mindlin (1911-1971) also defined the arrival of the royal family to Rio de Janeiro
in 1808 in a very similar way considering it as a disruption to the continuity of the authentic Brazilian
architecture: “...An artificial and supervised Europeanization was hurriedly introduced into a provincial
capital... But this new and alien movement, completely rootless, boasting a history and a culture very
different from the Portuguese, could not help but be a disintegrating force. The art of building in Brazil
was split in two. On one side, building of Portuguese origin, but bearing a genuinely ‘native’ stamp,
went on, and on the other, under the regulating and rationalizing French influence, a more erudite and
sophisticated architecture appeared...” Henrique E. Mindlin, Modern Architecture in Brazil (preface by S.
Giedion), Rio de Janeiro/Amsterdam 1956.

Ricardo Severo, “A arte tradicional no Brasil. A casa e o templo”, 79.
33 Ricardo Severo, “A arte tradicional no Brasil. A casa ¢ o templo”, 80.
34 Ricardo Severo, “A arte tradicional no Brasil. A casa e o templo”, 79.
3 Ricardo Severo, “A arte tradicional no Brasil. A casa ¢ o templo”, 78.
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and literature at the beginning of the 20" century.

However, it should be pointed out that although he was critical of academicism,
Severo recognized the importance of the so-called French Mission in the
creation of the Imperial Academy of Fine Arts as well as the Brazilians attempt
to create a new nationality, one that could be “...different for the colony
and the metropolis... a new fatherland, with no trace of the ominous times
of the Portuguese domain, a unique Brazilian fatherland”. Among the French
Mission's main protagonists, Severo recognized the importance of Jean-Baptiste
Debret and his short study on Brazilian colonial architecture published in Voyage
pittoresque et historique au Brésil (1834), which he used as an historical source in

his own writings.

2.

Effectively in April 1831, the first Brazilian Emperor Dom Pedro I*¢ abdicated
because of a strong anti-Portuguese movement that included serious street
riots between Brazilians and Portuguese. Public opinion was armed against
the foreigners. The Imperial Academy of Fine Arts was then five years old. The
teachers were French artists connected to the Revolution and to Napoleon who
arrived in Brazil after the second fall of Napoleon in 1816. As an architect,
Grandjean de Montigny was responsible for the architects’ formation within the
Academia and the professor of historic painting was Jean-Baptiste Debret (1768-
1848). Other important names were Nicolas-Antoine Taunay and Joachim
Lebreton. All of them graduated from the Parisian Beaux-Arss at the end of
the 18" century involved by the atmosphere of revolutionary classicism, and
therefore engaged to an internationalist ideology against the ancien régime and
the absolute monarchy.

Immediately after the abdication and the return of Dom Pedro to Europe,

Debret decided to go back to France. He took with him the young Manuel

3 Dom Pedro was born in Portugal in 1798.
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de Aratgjo Porto-alegre (1806-1879)%, who had recently graduated from the
Imperial Academy of Fine Arts. In Paris, Porto-alegre would follow the lessons
of architecture of Francois Debret, the architect brother of Jean-Baptiste in the
Beaux-Arzs, and the atelier of painter baron de Gros. By this time, Paris was
experiencing the early period of Romanticism. Nationalist ideas grew up against
the classic international art of Revolutionary and Napoleonic days while Victor
Hugo helped to vulgarize the search for French roots in the Middle Ages. In
France, Aradjo Porto-alegre and his friends Gongalves de Magalhies and Torres
Homem formed a literary circle called Grupo de Paris. They developed a strong
romantic and patriotic consciousness, which fed on the texts of Porto-alegre
and Magalhies. In the theatre, writer Martins Pena operated with the colloquial
language of the Brazilian countryside and the prosaic everyday scenes of the
small villages.

In 1854, Francisco Adolfo de Varnhagen published Histéria Geral do Brasil, a
seminal work of national self recognition.?® At the same time, novelists Joaquim
Manoel de Macedo and Manoel Antdnio de Almeida approached Brazilian
themes and scenes. The romantic indigenismo treated the native Indians as
heroes: Os Timbiras by Gongalves Dias and O Guarany by José de Alencar, were
both published in 1857. Between 1831 and 1875, the Brazilian painters kept
the academic composition rigor, but more and more national themes, types and
landscapes, besides tropical fruits, started to come out in their canvases.
Actually, Porto-alegre never openly discussed the issue of a Brazilian expression
in arts and architecture, as apparently that was not his main concern. However,
a close analysis of his writings uncover his distinctive thoughts on the subject.
A review dedicated to an open exhibition at the Academia in 1843 suggests the

first clue:

37 Between 1827 and 1831, he followed the lessons of Debret (historical painting) and Grandjean de
Montigny (civil architecture).
Manoel Luiz Salgado Guimaries. “Nagio e civilizagdo nos trépicos,” in: Revista Estudos Historicos 1

(1988) Rio de Janeiro: CPDOC.
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“...Since the academy opened its doors to all artists, exposing their works, art
reached a great development, and we hope it will soon sing its independence
anthem, like in other nations of Europe after having acquired proper character
and mastering all predicaments that constitute a school. To reach that point it
is needed that all the elements of civilization rise to a higher level; that industry
progresses, that idealists appear, that we become, eventually, a nation with a
character of our own...”.¥

French, British and German Romanticism looked for their character in the
mediaeval past and in folk art, but Porto-alegre was convinced that Brazil still
had no character of its own. The existence of Brazilian art would depend on the
existence of Brazil as a nation, with a character of its own. Hence, it seems to be
a project for the future, depending on a gradual public achievement. In 1853,
he resumed his concept in the text “Notes on the practical means to develop
the taste and the necessity of the Fine Arts in Rio de Janeiro”,* commissioned
by Emperor Pedro II. According to Porto-alegre, there should be a set of three
practical actions to be taken by the government: the creation of an art museum,
a necropolis and the establishment of an artistic commission.

Unlike the modernist definition of a Brazilian expression based in the analysis
and renewal of vernacular architecture from colonial times, Porto-alegre and the
Empire faced the task of deconstructing the world inherited from colonization
to invent Brazil as an autonomous entity.

In addition, a year before that, in 1841, in the journal of the Brazilian Historic
and Geographic Institute (IHGB), he published an article entitled, “The ancient
school of painting in Rio de Janeiro” in which he claimed the existence of a
native school of painting with a character of its own in Rio de Janeiro during
the 18" century. In a speech made in the Academia in 1855, he was even more

emphatic assuming a nationalizing discourse based on the recognition of three

39 Manuel de Aratjo Porto-alegre, “Bellas Artes,” in: Minerva Brasiliense 4, (15 December 1843), 118.
40 Manuel de Aratjo Porto-alegre, “Bellas Artes”; “Apontamentos sobre os meios praticos de desenvolver
0 gosto ¢ a necessidade das Belas-artes no Rio de Janeiro,” in: Revista do IHGB 166 (1932), 603-611.
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artists who worked before independence:

“...When our concerns will be those of Europe; when we could look at time and
extension as two vital preciosities, then art will rise and the value of Brazilian
nature, that so highly shined in Valentim, Caldas and José Mauricio will glow
also in the spirit of a courageous intelligent youth, who more than once has
been on the battlefields, the lyceums and in the sublime flights of poetry...”.*!
Porto-alegre understood the building of the nation as a task of the state for
which art and architecture should contribute. For him, the Beaux-Arts classicism
understood the Brazilian architecture as a nation-building tool, as well as an
independent expression updated with internationally established practices.
Porto-alegre accepted the thesis of the primitive hut set by Laugier in his “Essai
sur l'architecture” considering that:

“...We know that the columns and the gabble are no more than the form of the
primitive hut, we know that the form of Greek architecture is the simplest, as
well as the Chinese, which has the character of the primitive tent...”.%

One should remember that he studied at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts under the strict
classicist direction of Quatremeére de Quincy. In this sense, architecture should
have a universal basis — classic, Greco-Roman. A fixed and indeclinable normative
since — if one accepted Laugier — it was given by Nature itself. Ornamentation
was due upon that basis as something supplementary — significant, but that
could be suppressed, be substituted or evolve.

“...Every architecture stripped of its ornaments is reduced to its simplest
expression. And if it preserves a peculiar character, it becomes a new architecture.
The lines that give birth to forms are few, but the combination and multiplication
of a so small germ gives an immense result. And Nature proves with his infinite

variations in the scale of all beings...”.*®

4 Porto-alegre, Lecture given on 2 June, 1855 at Academia Imperial de Belas-artes, manuscript belonging
to the IHGB collection.
42 .
Porto-alegre, op. cit.
3 Porto-alegre, Minerva, 73.
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Anything added to the classical and indeclinable form of architecture was the
expression of the nation or people. Since the Greeks — taken as the inventors and
theorizers of the classic model — there was something more than the primitive
nature in architecture:

“... but what a progression one can observe from the primitive hut to the
Parthenon, from the tent to those great pagodas, from the druid’s stone to the
Pantheon, and from the catacombs of San Sebastian to the magnificence of
Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and many other cathedrals!...”.*

Moreover, Porto-alegre revealed insecurities as a creator. If national expression
was important, beauty (which still remains as the essence of art) was more
than the former and came first. And for him beauty represented the ideal laws
discovered by the Greek:

“...Without ... perception of the Beauty, ... without the revelation of ideal
beauty, man couldn’t contemplate the other faces of the work of creation,
couldn’t find those laws the Greek found, and from which it is impossible to
divert because nature in its continuous renovations, in its order, in its simplicity,
only varies in special circumstances...”.*

In that context what would be the limits between the respect for the universal
form and the national character? What would make architecture be Brazilian?
The answer must be sought somewhere far behind the primitive framework of
Laugier. The academic regulation of classic qualities came along with the theory
of the natural origin of architecture that Porto-alegre could not substitute despite
his romantic inspiration. For him, perfection in architecture still depended on
universal regulation defined by the Ecole de Beaux-arts — that Porto-alegre called
the School of Paris.

In fact, the definition of these limits is somehow deceiving:

“...In the general mass or perimeter there is the gender, and in the details the

44 Porto-alegre, Minerva, 73.
s Manuscript IHGB.
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style. The whole expresses mobility or immobility; and the style the ideas and
the people it belongs to. These elements comprehend great documents, because
they are the book that says a supplement to history...”.

In this sense, if classical was the universal and neutral support through which
any valid architecture could find an expression, it would be necessary to overlay
the neutral basis with the decorative choices capable of assuring the national
character - banish all Hellenizing or European mythological references and
use the space with americanities. This may explain the decorative use of native
vegetable species, Indians, parrots, alligators and other species of the national
flora and fauna. Even if Porto-alegre’s architecture works were not numerous, his
projects or those directly influenced by his authority, showed copious examples
of this kind of Brazilianist ornament.

Porto-alegre’s contribution to our theme was mainly theoretical and political.
He helped with defining concepts and was responsible for political injunctions
and conspiracies in order to accomplish some examples. His counterpoint
Francisco Joaquim Bethencourt da Silva (1831-1911) wrote only a few texts, but
was responsible for a florilegium of architecture projects and accomplishments
that challenged the quest for a Brazilian architecture expression. Bethencourt
da Silva was born in 1831 when J-B. Debret, Porto-alegre and even Dom Pedro
I were leaving Brazil for Europe. Coincidentally, he came to this world in the
ship in which his family was emigrating from Portugal to Brazil. Enrolled in the
Academia in 1843, he was among the last disciples of Grandjean de Montigny,
and graduated the same year his master died (1850). He also studied under Job
Justino de Alcantara and Porto-alegre himself, former students of academy.

He was not a polymorphic humanist like Porto-alegre or a theoretician, but a
practical maker with a good soul, who believed in instruction and was committed
to human and social promotion. Bethencourt da Silva left a full set of works of

different scales varying from furniture design to urban planning.

46 Ibid.
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Under at least two aspects, Porto-alegre and da Silvas trajectories are
complimentary as the latter resumes the issue of a national character in Brazilian
architecture operating alternatives to the classicism that so much bothered the
Grupo de Paris. Some of his buildings were plain and regular following a serial
composition of single clusters of elements. However, he also explored new ways
of composition and considerably widened the decorative vocabulary searching
for innovative space articulations. The historian Paulo Santos considered him as
the introducer of architectural eclecticism in Rio de Janeiro.”” It is within this
eclectic key that the issue of a national character in architecture was taken up
again.

A soft start to that argument appeared in a speech he gave in 1857 at Sociedade
Propagadora das Bellas-Artes and dedicated to the artistic teaching to be promoted
at the future Liceu de Artes e Oficios (Arts and Crafts Lyceum):

“...what advantages will result from this artistic teaching for the people and
the nation! What value will have the works of national industry as the Fine
Arts will have enriched the adornments of all our productions, improving their
manufacture, harmonizing their lines, giving them a new form, applying
all the resources of Brazilian nature!... Only then will we know and will we
demonstrate to the nations in Europe the superiority of American intelligence
so far sacrificed by routine and abandonment”.*®

Even if his call was far from a manifesto for a national style, or a plea for a
genuine or essentially Brazilian art, it could be understood as a quiet echo of
Porto-alegre’s proposals, as well as a reminder that from then on any new form
of art in Brazil should express a Brazilian nature.

In her recent PhD thesis, Doralice Duque*” demonstrated that Bethencourt da

Silva pioneered in the research and intensive use of local stone (mainly the beige

47 Paulo F. Santos, Quatro séculos de arquitetura, Rio de Janeiro 1981, 59.

Francisco Joaquim Bethencourt da Silva, lecture given at Sociedade Propagadora das Belas-artes
November 28, 1856. O Brasil Artistico 2, Rio de Janeiro: SPBA May 1857.
# Doralice Duque Sobral Filha, Bethencourt da Silva e a cultura arquiteténica do Rio de Janeiro século XIX.
Rio de Janeiro: PROARQ, 2015 (PhD dissertation).
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gneiss form the Serra do Mar) and Brazilian woods that were left unpainted as a
manifestation of regional magnificence. The fagades of many of his works showed
wide surfaces of elaborately cut stone. Between his most important projects were
the parish church of Sio Joao Batista da Lagoa, the primary schools of Gléria
and Harmonia, the former Caixa Econémica and the Bourse of Commerce.
Bethencourt da Silva not only innovated over the classical models, but also
constituted a new, essentially Brazilian, style through shapes and materials using
references from the traditional religious architecture of Rio de Janeiro.

The larger and luxuriant expressions of his initiatives were embodied in one of
the most significant buildings erected in Brazil by the end of the 19* century:
the third Bourse of Commerce of Rio de Janeiro which he designed in 1880.
One technical dispute at the construction site provoked a major and important
debate in the architectural milieu concerning the issue of a national expression
in buildings. The Associagcdo Comercial, the league formed by the local traders,
hired the contractor Moraes & Mello to build Bethencourt da Silva’s project
and commissioned the engineer Luiz Schreiner (1838-1892) to supervise part
of the works. The dispute between the architect and the engineer over the
composition of a stucco coating ended with the dismissing of Schreiner who,
feeling offended in his professional pride, presented four lectures at the Instituto
Polytechnico Brazileiro between 1883 and 1884.% In those sessions he discussed
architectural theory and addressed different aspects of Bethencourt da Silva’s
architectural work, arguing the Academia Imperial de Bellas-Artess teaching. One
of his arguments interests us directly. Schreiner began praising Grandjean de
Montigny for his teaching and architecture which recognized the Academia as
a noble foundation. Nevertheless, without mentioning Bethencourt da Silvas
name, he inquired:

“...However, how have his successors carried on? Immediately when they

reached the Master’s chair, they emphasized their individuality; wanted to show

50 Luiz Schreiner, As obras da Praca do Coméreio, Rio de Janeiro 1884.
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that they are more artists than him and intended to invent a new essentially
Brazilian architectural style...”.%!

The engineer not only denounced the Academy and Bethencourt da Silva, but
the architect’s project of a national architecture. Schreiner’s allegation developed
through a long historically led discourse including two lines of reasoning: first, it
is impossible create a style out of individual will; and, second, our time requires
an international style because we live the age of communications between
peoples and not of isolation.

“... To better appreciate the absurdity of that pretension we will investigate the
origin of the main styles, and through this study it strikes the eye that only
the lack of communication among peoples in Antiquity could favor the partial
development of a style that one could then consider national; however as
communications were wide open, with the contact between people, architecture
is so generalized that — mainly from the Chrisitan age on, it ceased presenting
the character of nationality, like among people of earlier times, Assyrians,
Persians, Egyptians and — to a certain point — Greek. But the Romans, by their
cosmocracy and collective acceptance of other architectural forms, had prepared
the soil for the cosmopolitan importance of the future reigning styles.

And, if in those epochs already art started to be cosmopolitan, what should we
say of today, in this century of steam and telegraph, in which distances that once
separated people are shortened day after day? To create an essentially Brazilian
architecture is equivalent to isolate Brazil from the whole world through a
Chinese wall...”.>?

This is only a short extract of a much longer speech which went through different
ages demonstrating Schreiner’s thesis and showing off his encyclopedic historical
knowledge. The passionate dispute that took place during the last quarter of the

19* century testified to the contemporary debate on the pertinence of a national

5! Luiz Schreiner, As obras da Praga do Comércio, Rio de Janeiro 1884, 78 (author’s emphasis).
52 Luiz Schreiner, As obras da Praca do Comércio, Rio de Janeiro 1884, 90.
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architecture, and the actors involved in both sides: the Academia, the architects
and the artists under Bethencourt da Silvas leadership championing for a
national architecture, and the engineers and the Polytechnica school representing
the counter-force for an international style.

The reception of Schreiner’s ideas among his contemporaries can be measure
by the edition of the Novo vinhola brazileiro® (the ‘New Brazilian Vignol)
published by Alexandre Speltz six years after Schreiner’s death. In this, Speltz not
only incorporated many of Schreiner’s concepts on architecture and stylistics,
but also pasted entire pages of the engineer’s lectures, with no mention of the
author, in order to advocate the absurdity of proposing a national style as the

world moved into the 20" century.

3.

The search for a Brazilian expression in arts and architecture saw its first
awakening in the beginnings of the 19" century with a small group of
professionals debating ideas and a few practices. Porto-alegre recognized the
idea of a Brazilian art as a project for the future. Bethencourt da Silva and (one
can suppose) some of his partners in the Academia and the Liceu conceived and
practiced an eclectic architecture based on fragments of the Portuguese/Brazilian
architectural tradition. Schreiner and (one can suppose) some of his partners in
the Polytechnica aligned against it. After the First World War, the ‘Missions Style’
— invented in California — started spreading throughout the Americas. In Brazil,
it was converted into a nationalist movement championed by architects Ricardo
Severo and Jose Marianno da Cunha Filho around the symbolic year 1922 when
the country celebrated the first centenary of its Independence.

The patriotic feelings of the Romantics and the nation-orientated system of

political, sociological and historical thinking that spread throughout western

53 Alexandre Speltz, Architectura clissica no Brazil: tratado elementar das 5 ordens da arquitetura classica —
ou Novo vinholabrazileiro, Rio de Janeiro 1898.
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civilization from 1848 on the issue of nation, gained the creations of painters,
musicians, writers and architects. Those 19 century seeds germinated in Brazil
during the 1920’s and 1930’s with vigorous force of thought and through a plain
and somehow puerile stylistic manifestation.

While neocolonial plastic options deeply differ from modernist ones, the feeling
of love for Brazil and the will to give it an artistic expression seems to have
unified theoretical discourses casting a dark shadow over the different world-
views and antagonistic political orientations among the protagonists.
Effectively Carlos Kessel** quotes the restlessness of Mario de Andrade, one of
the main modern intellectuals in 1929:

“...in my view Modernist architecture will not remain, in its present anonymity
and internationalism. If it normalizes it will have ... to distinguish itself between
ethnic factions and to depreciate its individual function. If so, there is nothing
more correct than the search and appropriation of the elements of Brazilian
architectural constancy. It is with them that, from within modern architecture,
Brazil will give the contribution which it must give...”.%

And, on the other hand, traditionalist Ricardo Severo had written one decade
carlier:

“Traditional art does not mean, thus, literal reproduction of traditional things. ..
of houses made out of mud ...Traditional art is the stylization of former artistic
forms that integrate in a particular time the local milieu, the moral character of
a people, the imprint of a civilization... [the] rhythmic evolution of successive
cycles of art and styles and a collective expression... determinant in peoples
of definite tradition in which the aesthetic feeling is stable like the feeling for
patriotic nationality...

instead of copying, try to imitate them only by adapting them... to the

traditional character of the people... you will have done...traditional art..”.®

54 Carlos Kessel, Arquitetura neocolonial no Brasil entre o pastiche e a modernidade, Rio de Janeiro 2008.
55 Mario de Andrade, “Arquitetura colonial,” in: Didrio Nacional (23 August 1928).
56 Ricardo Severo, “A arte tradicional no Brasil”.
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Among the debates between our main protagonists around the first decades of
the 20% century, one can feel the need for national roots acting together with
international contemporary expression. Regionalism and universalism are not
necessarily opposites, but frequently appear as twin aspects of the anguish to
find one’s position in the vast globe of our planet.

Under the soil of the main achievements of modern architecture, lie the
consistent bed of tradition, as suggested by Lucio Costa’s confession concerning
his contribution to two other colleagues engaged in the invention of Brasilia
during the 1950s at the highest peak of the modern consecration:

“...Oscar Ribeiro de Almeida Niemeyer Soares, architect artist: master of
plastics, of spaces, and of structural flights... — the creator. Joio da Gama
Filgueiras Lima, the architect who brought ... together art and technology — the
builder. And I, Lucio Margal Ferreira Ribeiro de Lima e Costa, carrying a bit
of both of them ... I am after all the link with our past, the foundation, — the
tradition...”’.

From today’s point of view, we must conclude that for them all the deep dive
into regional roots was a means to communicate to the world. To radically state
local architectural tradition in the new architecture constituted the only possible

way for Brazilian architecture to have its voice heard all around the world.

57 Costa, Lucio Costa: Registro de uma Vivéncia, 434.
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CATALONIA AND
MODERN ARCHITECTURE.
AN UNFINISHED TALE

ANTONI REMESAR BETLLOCH

As Sambricio® points out, when focusing our analysis on the perspective of the
housing problem, we should note that it has to be analyzed in two distinct
phases. The first, which began in the late 19" century and is framed in the
general European context of providing housing for workers in crowded cities,
was to be implemented in Spain through the development of various “Casas
Baratas” (1911; 1921) regulations.” The second phase of analysis refers to the
more general problem of “city organization” derived from the influences of
thinking about Municipalism? (even during the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera)
and of territorial planning, a thought that represents the emergence of the role
of the state as a regulatory body on urban problems. This line of thought led
to planning proposals for Madrid and Barcelona, and to the development of

various laws. These not only regulated the problem of providing affordable

! Carlos Sambricio, Cuando se quiso resucitar la Arquitectura, Murcia 1983.

Cusas baratas is a name for low cost dwellings. Both from the perspective of the influence of the legislation

of other countries (France, UK ...) on this type of housing, and for the underlying organizational models
(Garden City, Lineal City ....).
3 As is well known, the first phase of the welfare state starts with the transfer to municipal ownership of
some urban infrastructure developed since the late 19" century. Public transport and, in part, housing
will be some of such ‘municipalized’ infrastructures. To a large extent, the development of modern
architecture (especially in Germany) cannot be understood outside the framework of the processes of
municipalization.
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housing, but also addressed the more general problem of Spain’s modernization
and reorganization of the production system, especially since the economic
crises of the 1930s.
“Our age is characterized by a large universal renewal movement. New
social structures appear. Modern societies tend to be governed by the
same collective needs for all civilized countries. Factories, Schools, Sports.
Housing, Leisure. Transport, Roads. URBANISM”.*
In brief, following Flores’ and Bohigas®, I argue that the flourishing Spanish
‘rationalism’ / ‘functionalism’ is articulated in relation to two positions in
principle, antagonistic to each other.
On the one hand, in Madrid and Barcelona, architects such as Lacasa, Fernindez
Shaw, Rubio i Tuduri, without giving up rationalist thought, avoided the
mimetic 7572 of a certain stylistic trend or fad that would configure the repertoire
of modern architectural language. As Lacasa’ suggests:
“(...) Now, the issue is just the plastic and aesthetic aspect of architecture,
after having witnessed the spectacle of post-expressionists, who consider
Cezanne as remote as Amenhotep the IVth. One can but smile seeing a
new group that believes they get their hands on the true truth.
As for the list, Oud, Poelzig, Le Corbusier, etc., contain very different
qualities, it is not the same Taut, rationalist, Hoffmann, artist and Le
Corbusier, journalist and charlatan. (...) However, rationalism is not
there in the intellectualized circles but in the work. British architects have
absolutely no willingness for the architecture of the cubes, but, instead,
have a very solid understanding of what architectural rationalism is.
I believe in the current rationalist architecture as a moment of eternal

evolution of ideas, even if you will, a radical change in direction, but later

4 GATEPAC, “Editorial”. AC (Actividades Contempordneas) year 1, 1 (1931).
5 Carlos Flores, Arquitectura espariola contempordnea, Madrid 1961.
© Oriol Bohigas, Arquitectiira espanola la Segunda Repiiblica, Barcelona 1970.
Luis Lacasa, “Respuesta a la Encuesta sobre la Nueva Arquitectura confeccionada por Fernando Garcia
Mercadal,” in La Gaceta Literaria 32 (15 April 1928).
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other ideas will displace the present, because the technicians do not have
the force of Joshua to stop the race of the sun.”
What degree of acclimatization has modern architecture achieved among us?
asked himself Rubid i Tuduri® a couple of years later:
“Here is a question - and then an answer - in which we must not waste
much time nor deepen. Though I myself cultivate this architecture of
Germanic origins, it would be wrong to attribute great importance to
it, even less to burn incense in front of its practitioners. No one a better
architect because they follow a fad, even if it is a more intellectual one.
In fact, as uninteresting is he who copies the Romans as he who mimics
Mies Van der Rohe or Le Corbusier, unless he has other qualities other
than being a follower and imitator.”
The architects who showed some resistance to uncritically adopting some
postulates of modern architecture are those who Bohigas (1970) dubbed “the
side-lines rationalists”. This trend also kept alive the flame of the role and
value of the “regional / vernacular architecture” as a way of experimentation
and modernization of Spanish architecture in order to allow it to jump to the
modern rationalism / functionalism postulates.’
The other trend would group together architects who assumed the tenets of
the CIAM’s New Architecture. In this regard, it is important to clarify that we
cannot carry the dichotomy to the extreme. Indeed, two years after the Literary
Gazette of Madrid developed its survey on the New Architecture, the Barcelona
newspaper Mirador developed a similar survey. One of those who answered was

Josep Lluis Sert, for some, the clearest example of the defence of CIAM principles.

8 N.M. Rubié i Tuduri, “L'aclimatacié de l'arquitectura moderna a Barcelona,” in Mirador 93 (1930).

9 See Ménica Vazquez Astorga, La arquitectura verndcula como laboratorio de experimentacion y via de
modernizacion para la arquitectura moderna. Universidad Pablo Olavide, 2005 (on-line http://www.
upo.es/historia_arte/export/sites/historia_arte/Actividades/ Congresos/Publicacion_Arquitectura_
Vernacula_Carmona/ComunicacionesEspana/Monica_Vazquez_Astorga_La_arquitectura_vernacula_
como_laboratorio_de_experimentacion_y_via_de_modernizacion_para_la_arquitectura_moderna.pdf
(accessed 12 April 2014); Carlos Sambricio, “La normalizacién de la arquitectura verndcula: un debate en
la Espafia de los veinte,” in Revista de Occidente 235 (2000), 21-44.
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Sert'® acknowledges that the New Architecture is the only one that “can fully
meet the current needs (material and spiritual) of the individual” because it
is using the building elements that the industry can provide. Meanwhile he
recognizes the value of new materials and new construction techniques: “we
have to maintain some traditional building systems that tie in perfectly with the
modern ones, such as, for example, the admirable flat brick vaults of our land”,
since he recognizes, along with his GATEPAC fellows, that although “we are
in the presence of a new state of mind that cancels customs and traditions and
that tends to be universal, Contemporary Architecture, must agree with these
characters”.
Therefore, Sert as leader of the GATEPAC group, emphasizes the role of the
vernacular not falling into the mimicry of a badly understood regionalism.
"To adapt a historical system is to fake the system, and deny the times. In
regional architectures, resulting from weather conditions, local customs
and available materials, only the weather has absolute value. What
is essential will stand. What is episodic, accidental, must disappear; a
division of universal architecture based on the weather conditions
can be expected. Southern Architecture, terraces, awnings, flown
slabs, filtered light. Northern Architecture, large glass surfaces (...)
Architecture responds to a utility, to an end. It must satisfy the Reason.
Using elements, program, materials, space, light... going from a rational
Interior (function) to the exterior (fagade) in a simple and constructive
way, seeking beauty in proportion, in the order, in balance. Suppressing
the superimposed superfluous decoration. Combating the false use of
materials, the architecture of imitation. Bring the architecture to its
natural environment, i.e., technical, social and economic, from which it
is currently separated is the program (accepted by many, but few trying to

make), that the GATEPAC Group intends to implement by coordinating

19 Josep LL. Sert, “Qué Penseu de I'Arquitectura Moderna?” in Mirador 65 (24 April 1930).
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efforts and working collectively”."
In this sense and somewhat earlier, Garcia Mercadal,’ one of the founders
of GATEPAC wrote: “The climate, materials and also the social structure of
every country, greatly influence the arrangement of the floor-plan and its inner
structure, which change from a period of history to another, always due to
their immediate dependence on social factors”. Furthermore, with respect to
the criticisms raised about excessive mechanization, they, the GATEPAC group,
warn:

“these conditions, of a spiritual nature, are indispensable; without them,

we just produce something from a mathematical calculation, the ‘machine

a vivre’ too strictly interpreted, and as a result, a miserable architecture;

we condemn this architecture”."
The introduction of the ‘New Architecture’ into Spain must be framed in an
eminently political perspective (as happened in Germany and the USSR).
The economic boom following Spanish neutrality during the Great War
and the consequences of the economic crisis of 1921, in which, from 1923,
the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera sought to promote the local power of
the bourgeoisie, “induces a cultural change resulting not only in a new way
of understanding architecture but also in a new vision of the city”."* On the
one hand, different factions of the bourgeoisie competed in the arena of the
modernization of Spain. On the other hand, the popular forces demanded a
role as transformers of society, overcoming the approaches of the cooperative
tradition of the early 20™ century. In between, technicians (architects), opted
for one or other of the positions. As Sambricio points out, the historiography of
architecture has not helped much in the understanding of the phenomenon of

architectural avant-garde in Spain.

I GATEPAC, “Editorial,” in AC (Actividades Contempordneas), year 1, 1 (1931).
12 Fernando Garcia Mercadal, La casa Popular en Espana, Madrid 1930.
13 GATEPAC, “Lo que entendemos por vivienda minima, in AC (Actividades Contempordneas) 6 (1932).

Y Sambricio, Cuando se quiso resucitar la arquitectura.
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Figure 1. Author’s own elaboration. The roots of Catalan Modern Architecture

“The maximum desire of these critics and historians - focused on the
study of projects that correspond to some European achievements of
those years- was to identify this architecture as a reflection of the external
phenomenon; they do not analyse if the existence of the Spanish avant-
garde gave a specific dimension to the topic or, on the contrary, these
avant-gardists were not only isolated characters, with no influence on the
overall picture, but also individuals of limited European interest.”"®
Against the general historiographical opinion about the mediocrity of the
Spanish avant-garde architects, Sambricio asks:
“Were architects mediocre because they failed to make quality architecture
or because they adopted schemes different from those established? Were they

mediocre because their architecture was of no interest, not having understood

15 Sambricio, Cuando se quiso resucitar la arquitectura.
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the schemes of their time? Or, was it because they made a mistake in using

history as a starting point of conception?”!¢

In the case of Catalonia, the emergence of the New Architecture has generated
great controversy,'” especially in the understanding of what Nowucentisme means as
a possible prelude to the development of the language of the New Architecture.
Ignasi de Sola-Morales' argues that 20™ century Catalan architecture takes
place in a cultural context of social modernization in which the intellectual elites
have taken it as their own and as a matter “around which cultural development
must respond to the problems of national identity, criticism and streamlining
the process itself”. In a peripheral condition, Catalan culture has alternated
revisions and total reviews of the avant-garde with reformist positions, “more
enlightened committed to the economic and social transformation and with
a sense of availability in the Architecture’s role as professional service”. In this
sense, Noucentisme and its architecture would be the clearest example of the
ability to use different traditions, merging native or foreign experiences “with
the practical goal to professionally contribute to one of the most intense periods
undertaken by the industrial bourgeoisie from the point of view of consolidation
of the modernization of Catalan society”. For Sola-Morales, Noucentisme, in its
stylistic diversity, has a vocation of moderate modernity; an ability to assimilate
into moulds and for purposes born from real needs; a typical mode of producing

real architecture in the cultural context of developing societies.

The avant-garde of the 1930s would be the mirror image of this enlightened
and bourgeois reformism. “Social change, radical criticism to the conditions

of architecture and the proposal for a global alternative model, will be the

16 Sambricio, Cuando se quiso resucitar la arquitectura.

17 Francisco Roca Rosell, Politica urbana i pensament economic. Barcelona, 1901-1939. PhD Dissertation
at the University of Barcelona, 1977, http://www.tesienxarxa.net (accessed 10 May 2014).

18 Ignasi Sola-Morales, Eclecticismo y vanguardia y otros escritos. Barcelona 1980 (2004 2% ed.).
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Table 1. Own elaboration from the works by Bohigas (1970) and Sola-Morales (1980)

new features of the more obvious representative group of this new attitude
framed under the acronym GATCPAC.” Schematically, following Bohigas and
Sola-Morales, the issue of the leap from the housing problem to that of the

organization of the city, in Catalonia can be organized into four main periods.

19 Events that took place in the summer of 1917 in Spain, three simultaneous challenges that threatened
the government and even the very system of the Restoration: a military movement (the Juntas de Defensa),
a political movement (the Parliamentary Assembly held in Barcelona organized by the Regionalist
League), and a social movement (the revolutionary general strike).
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In several works, Oriol Bohigas® describes the evolution of Catalan architecture
leading to the New Architecture. Schematically, he shows a continuity between
the postulates by Domeénech i Montaner? pivoting between national identity
and modernisation of techniques and procedures, and the emergence of
Catalan rationalism in the mid-1920s. Figure 1 shows this process of evolution

schematically.

In accordance with Rovira,?? we can find that the theoretical evolution from
Modernisme to Noucentisme relied on the transfer of values and powers between
the high landowning classes and the colonialist bourgeoisie of the Restoration
and the new industrial bourgeoisie. The modernists took the first steps towards
a sociocultural renovation (and, consequently, renewal of economic practice) of
Catalan culture by rescuing it from its backwardness and raising it to a European
level. For a moment, it seemed that the synthesis between political progress
and artistic evolution, personalized by Domeénech i Montaner, was about to be
achieved. However, traditionalism emerged triumphant and while making such
a synthesis impossible, paved the way towards more representative art forms
(Noucentisme). Modernisme was reduced to an art form that no longer agreed
with the developing political climate, and was thus marginalized and banned.
As Rovira states:
“The new industrial bourgeoisie identified with the Regionalist League
programme, favoured the way to other types of architectural or artistic
expression. Prevalent now as ordering principles, the order and the
rule against fantasy and exuberance. The League continued, somehow,
whatever was a genuine quickening process initiated by Modernisme,

giving it orderly channels of expression adapted to the needs of the Party

20 Oriol Bohigas, Barcelona, entre el Pla Cerdi i el Barraquisme, Barcelona 1963.
! Lluis Doménech i Montaner, “En busca de una arquitectura nacional,” in Lz Renaixensa, year 8, 1, 4
(28 February 1878), 149-160.
Rovira, Josep M., “Raimon Duran i Reynals o la Soledad de un corredor de fondo,” in Cuadernos de

Arquitectura y Urbanismo 113 (1976), 57-63.
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and the class.”

Sola-Morales® went deeper into this interpretation, “The break with Modernisme,
the intolerance with avant-garde attitudes are part of the limits that Nowucentisme
outlines.” In the case of architectural taste, a rupture with Modernisme becomes
clear, until the 1960s when, finally, Catalan culture breaks away from the
Noucentisme normativism. Therefore, the evaluation of the modernist period
was usually done from the disqualifying perspective of the men of the New
Catalonia.
“It is not surprising, therefore, that the Catalan architecture of the
moment, the one which had potential, not the one aborted in the utopian
socialism of Montoliu or in the machinists images by Alomar and Torres
Garcia, differs from the ‘official’ story of Modern Architecture. By
‘official’ I understand that history made official today, precisely thanks
to the avant-garde of that time: written by Giedion, Richards, Zevi or
Benevolo. However, the phenomenon is not as anomalous as to think that
the period is exceptional in Catalonia. The Novecento in Italy, national
realism in the countries of Northern Europe, American classicism, would
be situations, among others, having points in common with the situation
in our country and they will help to give a more complex view of the
architecture of the twentieth century, beyond the linearist way in which
historians so often fall”.
As Sola-Morales points out, the development of rationalist principles in design
and building, is intrinsically articulated with the solutions implemented for
housing for working and popular classes, especially in the deployment of the
various operations under the laws of Casas Baratas. The problem of housing

goes from being “a subject of municipal politics solved with rules that collect

3 Ignasi Sola-Morales, “Sobre Noucentisme y Arquitectura. Notas para una Historia de la Arquitectura
Moderna en Catalufia (1909-1917), ” in Cuadernos de Arquitectura y Urbanismo 113 (1976), 21-34.
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suggestions by hygienists”, to defining a comprehensive approach to the problem

“as the central question of the organization of the city”.*

As shown by Merce Vidal,” the work of some local architects like Ramén Puig
Gairalt perfectly exemplifies this ambivalent situation. On the one hand, the
housing problem framed in urban development, on the other, the need to act
with a new repertoire of language, that of modern architecture. Puig Gairal¢®
suggested that the so-called low cost house cannot exist isolated:
“it is necessary to gather a number of them, and therefore, according to
a preconceived plan. These groups of dwellings, be it forming certain
alignments, be it appearing isolated, should meet the points outlined
above; constituting what without further definition we can point to like
real gardens cities.”
Regarding the introduction of contemporary language in the construction of
buildings, Puig Gairalt complains:
“‘I'm tired of designing sophisticated buildings following the most
modern hygienic and constructive methods, sparing nothing in their
construction, for them to be used as henhouses or breeding farms. And in
contrast, it is incalculable the number of hours I have spent talking to try
to prevent as many individuals who desired to build housing in the form
of real pig sites, in the worse sense of its meaning, without conditions,
just to take a little joy seeing the sun. [...]. Are architects in any way to
blame for this? There is no doubt! First, it is our duty to enlighten public
opinion. We have not acquired our knowledge for private use; we owe

ourselves to our neighbours and especially our compatriots”.

24 Sola-Morales, “Sobre Noucentisme y Arquitectura’, 27.

2 Merce Vidal i Jansa, “Arquitectura y Urbanismo en la Conurbacién barcelonesa. Ramén Puig Gairalt
arquitecto municipal de Hospitalet del Llobregat (1912 - 1937),” in On the waterfront 2, 28 (2013), 4-46.
http://raco.cat/index.php/Waterfront/article/view/276579/364529 (accessed 7 March 2015).

26 Ramon Puig Gairalt, “Casas baratas y Ciudades Jardin,” in El Constructor 15 ( 1925), 40-47.
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Image 1. GATEPAC, AC 18 Monstrosities of the typical-popular architecture

The architects of this period, faced both the consequences of technical changes

in construction and their consequences in an urban setting and urban economy.

This is evident in two complementary aspects.
“On the one hand the deployment of an effort for the technical
rationalization of the problem. The definition of the types, plots and
urban layout that could combine, in an adequate and economical way, a
number of complex factors, is entrusted to specialists and expands their
traditional field of project action.(...)
However, these technical problems are doubled out of a need for
representation summarizing its own ideological language of architecture,
the content that these operations have in the field of social relations of
production and the culture that emerges. It is worth highlighting this
figurative effort as one of the most creative moments and of greater
connection with the cultural institutions that diffusely we mean by

Noucentisme. (...) This mystified recovery between petty bourgeois and
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Image 2. Sert, J.LL; Subirana, ].B; Torres-Clavé, J. AC Project Workers Housing (Barcelona) in AC 1933

rural that will be called “popular”, will set the mood for extraordinarily
simple elements that address the genuine design of the house for the
working classes without having to resort to a reduced, kitsch version,
of the more or less pompier architecture of public works or of the haute
bourgeoisie. There is a whole reflection upon the primary elements of the
composition - the gate, the door, the window, the roof, the room where
you sleep, the living room - which are redesigned with elements borrowed
from the traditional pre-industrial architecture of the country - which
would be the more nationalist dimension of the matter- with stylized
elements of high architecture or imports of foreign experiences”.”

In this sense it was assumed during early 1930s within the architectural profession,

that the theme of ‘low cost houses’ - or housing for the middle-class powered by

%7 Sola-Morales, “Sobre Noucentisme y Arquitectura”, 23-28.
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the Salmon Act of 1935 - would need specific project solutions since, as raised
by Garcia Mercadal,”® a “cheap house” was not a bourgeois house in miniature.
Its design, with budgetary limits, required rethinking concepts of design and
style. This was not only with regard to the built volume and its implantation
- gradually abandoning the concept of a garden city to experiment with the
building of large blocks, partly following the experiences of the Viennese Hoff"
or the German Siedlung - but also with regard to the objects that they should
contain. This way, Basegoda® states:
“The tendency to even out civic education to consider the house with
garden as a relic of the past. Already, in the Brussels Congress, Walter
Gropius® has pointed out the benefits of collective dwellings within the
city, economic and with minimal room, helping to suppress a number of
causes of wastefulness, centralizing services and ensuring light, air and
freedom. The domestic problem of large multi-storey linear blocks - that
has nothing to do with the psychosis of skyscrapers - is defended fiercely
by the architects of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.”

In summary, the Spanish architects engaged in urban development and
construction of affordable housing for the popular and middle-classes were
familiar with the standardized construction elements, while demanding from
one relatively undeveloped industry, the manufacturing in large numbers
of these standard elements that would allow dry mounting of standardized
houses. Likewise, the reaction against Modernisme had gradually introduced
an important stylistic simplification regarding the construction of affordable

housing. At the same time, a good knowledge of what was happening in Europe

28 Fernando Garcia Mercadal, La vivienda en Europa y otras cuestiones (1926), Zaragoza 1998.

29 Buenaventura Basegoda, “La casa de los méas pobres,” in La Construccion Moderna 17, 15 (September
1932), 193-196.

30 Basegoda refers to the Gropius’ talk, “Flach-, Mittel- oder Hochbau?” (talk to 3rd CIAM conference,
Brussels, 27-30 November 1930), published in Moderne Bauformen (Stuttgart), 30:7 (1931): 321-328,
reprinted in Probst and Schidlich, Waiter Gropius, vol. 3, 123.
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enabled the influence of the avant-garde in a context of respect for traditional
techniques and materials. In this regard, they respected that the elements of
these buildings, to their smallest details, were mass-produced, and had been
refined and perfected over the centuries:
“doors of accurate width and height, windows, cupboards, furniture,
ceramics. The same forms, always with slight variations, which are
repeated throughout the Mediterranean coasts. These constructions have
nothing to do with what, in the schools of architecture is called ‘regional

architecture’.”?!

In Mediterranean popular architecture, the facades at midday are protected
from excessive sun by bowers or porches, elements that filter the light without
obstructing the view of the outside scenery. The roofs are flat, terraced, or in
Arab tiles and always with a very gentle slope, so that the prism that sustains
them dominates the set, keeping all its strength and purity.
“The interesting and vital aspects in this Mediterranean architecture are
the primary volumes, large smooth surfaces, clear and bright polychromy,
the consistency of buildings with the dominant lines of the landscape in
which they are located and that compel to create new forms for each place;
to invent new solutions. When comparing the examples of Mediterranean
architecture with the best creations of modern architecture, we cannot
fail to notice some common characteristics, not in detail but in these
‘constants’ that give spirit to the architectural work. Then, why was

Modern Architecture called Germanic?”

The GATEPAC group analysis continues to raise the point that this spirit,

these constant characteristics, are not typical of Germanic buildings. The

31 GATEPAC, “Namero dedicado a la Arquitectura Popular,” in AC (Actividad Contemporinea) year 5,
18 (1935).
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technical means at their disposal as well as the climate, did not favour this kind
of construction and forced them to cover the houses with slate roofing and
other materials, giving them large slopes. Light colours to lime do not resist the
persistent rains; the facades of the Nordic popular constructions are blackened
by the permanent moisture.
“Modern architecture is technically a discovery of the Nordic countries,
but spiritually it is the unstylish Mediterranean architecture which
influences this New Architecture. Modern architecture is a return to
pure, traditional forms; the Mediterranean ones. It's a victory for the
Latin sea!”.?
Notonlywere thearchitects of the GATEPAC group engaged in the modernization
of Spanish society, as seen above, many were also committed to breaking with the
tenets of academic and official architecture. They were engaged in constructive
rationalization of buildings as well as with the functional reorganization of the
city, reworking some of the urban concepts in use, as was the case of the model
for garden cities. The housing problem viewed as inseparable from the problem
of urban growth pointed to similar solutions to those developed in Northern
Europe about the role that large residential blocks could have, in solving both
the problem of affordable housing, and that of its impact on the reorganization
of the city. However, it becomes apparent that many of these architects, while
pragmatic and open to possibilities, even accepting of the structural principles of
modern architecture, did not share some of their mechanistic and functionalist
postulates.
“Are we in the presence of a simple phenomenon of delay or are we
facing a case of racial misunderstanding? Is the new functionalism as
understandable to us as the Gothic style was for the Florentines? Would

the forms of this architecture —decorative/rational - become acclimatized

32 GATEPAC, 1935:1.
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in Catalonia, or will they be flower of one day and of caprice? Alternatively,
will we finally know how to overcome this phase of ‘wanting to make nice
things with logic’ and know how to go forward towards the architecture
of the utility, leading a purely anaesthetic movement?

We cannot answer these questions with words but with deeds. Every
architect must consider whether it is fine to continue cultivating hybrid
forms of decorative rational plasticism, or whether he tries to stop and
jumps to the front lines where the battle is being fought by functional
architecture, objective and simply useful. Moreover, every architect
should check if, when the time arrives, he has the ability to avoid the
aesthetic defect (defect is a virtue when it is exercised out of place), and
he has the ability to execute works in which function is the only end and

the only concern”.?®

Although, at the beginning of the 1930s, some authors®® outlined the
development achieved by modern architecture in  Spain, subsequent
historiography practically ignores them, despite some significant achievements,
such as the so-called Macia Plan (GATCPAC- Le Corbusier 1934) for Barcelona,
or the effective implementation of the construction of affordable housing,
such as the Block House. Surely, time worked against possibilities. The social,
political and economic tensions which define the Second Spanish Republic and
the implementation of self-government in Catalonia, culminated in a bloody
civil war and the establishment of a dictatorial and autocratic regime, which

prioritized the values of the imperial past of a Spain that never existed. Many

33 N.M. Rubié i Tuduri, “L'aclimatacié de l'arquitectura moderna a Barcelona,” in Mirador 93 (1930).
34 Sigfried Giedion, “Larchitecture contemporaine en Espagne,” in Cabiers d’Art 3 (1931), 157-164.
The Nautical Club in San Sebastidn by Aizpurta (founder of the Spanish Falange of José Antonio Primo
de Rivera) and Labayen appears as the only Spanish case in H-R Hitchcock and Ph. Johnson, The
International Style since 1922, New York 1932. Oddly, S.Giedion, Space, Time and Architecture, Harvard
1941 does not mention any Spanish author, or even refer to the GATEPAC group and, what might
be considered more serious, in his account of the evolution of urban thinking, no mention appears to
Ildefons Cerda, founder of Contemporary Urbanism.

51



ANTONI REMESAR BETLLOCH

of the ideals of a country that looked to Europe in all fields and that seemed
achievable in the early 1930, little by little, were blurred through exile. Many
architects emigrated; others, in internal exile, were purged. However, the ideas of
the modernization of architecture and of urbanism were kept alive until the time
when, in the 1950s with economic development and the end of the autarchic

period of dictatorship, they gradually emerged again.

This work was conducted under the project Southern Modernisms (EXPL/CPCHAT/0191/2013), funded
by national funds through FCT under Project 3599 - Promoting the Research Production, Technological

Development and Innovation.
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[The avant-garde] felt the yearning for the union of life and art.

Octavio Paz?

"For Monstrification"

In 1975 Lucio Blanco filmed a twelve-minute short® as his course theme work at
the Faculty of Communication Sciences in Madrid, recently shown to academic
colleagues who had the chance to watch a stupefying film.

As a continuation of previous research, this is an opportunity to take a renewed
look at 20 century Modernist architecture in Spain. The aim being to make
sense of people’s beliefs and thoughts about their built environment and what

it represented, implies to resort to previous research and writings, and concepts

"This text is a revised and extended version of the paper “A Critical Approach to Modernist Architecture
in Spain. Rumours and Truths.” presented at the international conference Southern Modernisms: Critical
Stances Through Regional Appropriations, ESAP, Oporto, 19-21 February 2015.

% Octavio Paz, Los hijos del limo, Madrid 1987.

3 Lucio Blanco, Arquitectura para después de una guerra, Madrid 1975.
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derived from them.*

Blanco’s ground-breaking short aimed at picturing Spain’s Francoist oppression
through the regime’s architectural production. In turn, by mistake, it pictured
the architecture produced before and after the Spanish Civil War, rather than
during the Francoist dictatorship (1939-1975). Blanco’s summary of forty years
thus included many avant-garde and Modernist works,’ not all of which fit
within the Francoist tyranny.® Some relevant works shown had been built before
1939, even under critical principles — considered degenerate afterwards — which
had subsisted thanks to the finest intellectual embroidery of architects to skip
post-war censorship.”

What Blancos 1975 film showed was a melange of the previous fifty years
architectural repertory, @/l included, a sort of compendium of the architecture

produced in Spain since the mid-1920s. The avant-garde critical regionalism®

4 All by C. Diez-Pastor. For the “1925 Generation”, avant-garde and emergence of Modernist architecture,
preceding facts and evolution, see Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, y los demds, Doctorate thesis,
Universidad Politécnica de Madrid (Spain) [Dir. Prof. M.A. Baldellou (summa cum laude).] 2003; and
Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguesz, arquitectos de la “Generacidn del 257, Madrid 2005. For insight into
Modernist landscape, its connection with art and architecture, and the tourist purposes it contributed
to, see “Transits into landscape,” in Cultural Landscape, Madrid 2008; and the case-study “Albergues de
carretera (Highway inns): a key step in the evolution of Spanish tourism and Modernist architecture”,
Journal of Tourism History, 2: 1 (2010) 1-22, htep://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17551821003777832 (accessed
on 4th March, 2015). For another case study on Arniches’ contribution to exemplary architecture, see
“Carlos Arniches, arquitecto de la Junta para Ampliacién de Estudios e Investigaciones Cientificas,”
in: .M Sdnchez Ron and J. Garcia-Velasco (Eds.), 100 JAE: la Junta para Ampliacién de Estudios e
Investigaciones Cientificas en su centenario, Madrid (2010). For core aspects of Modernism and their
translation into Spain’s reality, see “La vivienda minima en Espafia: primer paso del debate sobre la
vivienda social,” Scripta Nova. Revista electrénica de geografia y ciencias sociales, Barcelona. Vol. VII, (2003)
146(023), heep://www.ub.es/geocrit/sn/sn-146(023).htm (accessed on 4th March, 2015). For a deeper
insight into the cultural intricacies of Modernist architecture, critical architecture, national-folklorism
and folklo-regionalist, appropriation and conflicts generated, see “Architectural Koiné and Trans-National
Spanish Architecture,” in R. Quek and D. Deane (Eds.), Nationalism and Architecture, London 2012.

> Oxford Dictionary. modernism: “an artistic style or movement that aims to depart significantly from
classical and traditional forms”; and “a movement towards modifying traditional beliefs in accordance
with modern ideas, (...) in the late 19" and early 20" centuries“; modern is anything up to date.

6 Juan de Zavala, La arquitectura, Madrid 1945.

7 Diez-Pastor, “Architectural Koiné”, 255-267.

8 Liane Lefaivre and Alexander Tzonis, Critical Regionalism. Architecture and Identity in a Globalized
World, London 2003.
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and early Modernist works were all jumbled with the Francoist “aboriginal™ and
uncritical totalitarian works — as denounced by the end of the Spanish War.'
The film was extremely critical of the dying regime, though bearing an unclear
idea of the architectural particulars and evolution. All the former posed the
question of what might have produced such an ideological muddle where
critical architecture was taken for anti-modernist. Blanco’s explanation — that
“as somebody nonspecialist in architecture, I was not aware of the architectural
truth, I just looked at it from the facts lived”! — revealed an intriguing chain
of events behind a general misbelief. Blanco had courageously spoken aloud,
though he was transmitting what was common knowledge — with the authentic
and the fraudulent fused.

Truths and lies, conveniently administered and expanded by the regime had
provoked misled knowledge, a fallacy so masterly worked out that even anti-
Francoist students believed that the master buildings of the critical Madrilean
avant-garde of the 1920s — the “1925 Generation” — were totalitarian. This
totalitarianism even reached the architects of the mid-century’s rebellious “1940
Generation”"* who abhorred the 1953 Alhambra Manifesto.'?

The regime had used Modernist architecture as a ready-made palimpsest, terming
it “degenerate” while appropriating it to build their own totalitarian style. It was
only natural that the youngsters of 1970 to infer that any Modernist building
must be totalitarian, even beyond chronology. Modernist architecture became
ugly and contemptible to them. Unknowingly, they made Ruskin’s'* words

theirs, that Modernist buildings were “ugly things, the expense of which ought

? Lewis Mumford, Sticks and Stones, New York 1924. His concept of regionalism, with a critical accent
shared with Torres Balbdss, was of the integrating kind based on perception of place, as opposed to
Heimatsil. The latter slavishly following impositions from outside, was plainly called by Mumford
“aboriginal”, as was Modernism if aligned with pre-set principles. Concepts formerly discussed in Diez-
Pastor, “Architectural Koiné”; and Zavala, La arquitectura.

10 7avala, La arquitectura.

! Discussion with Blanco. 28 October 2005.

12 Miguel A. Baldellou, Alejandro de la Sota, Madrid 1976, 9.

13 Baldellou, Alejando de la Sota, 18.

1 John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Orpington 1849, 87.
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Figure 1. Top to bottom, Ferndndez-Shaw’s Porto Pi Petrol Station (Madrid); Bergamin & Blanco Soler’s
Marquis of Villora’s House (Madrid); and Garcfa Mercadal’s ‘Goya’s Corner’ (Zaragoza). (Photographs in
the public domain. This view, by the author)
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in truth to be set down in the architect’s contract, as ‘For Monstrification’”. That

is, architectural monstrosities.

The rise of Spanish Modernism: the “1925 Generation”"
To understand how Modernist works could ever be taken for monstrosities, how
such misunderstanding could possibly occur, retrospection is required to retrace
the origins and evolution of Spain’s Modernism.
By the turn of the century, in 1898, Spain had witnessed the loss of the imperial
remains falling frantic with depression. Architecture gave herself to Eclecticism,
which soon turned into the early 1900s tragic Neo-regionalism. As Gonzalez-
Amézqueta'® said:
“Around the turn of the century, the absorbing worry of Madrilean
architects focused all means in finding a style mostly centred in ornamental
problems, which could express any specifically national characteristic.
Undoubtedly such position corresponds to the nationalistic and purist
thought of the great majority of the generation of 1898.7"
The 1898 architects, with no clear principles or prospects other than to recover
the lost identity,'® and identified with Unamuno’s'® “tragic sense of life”, were
to teach those born at the turn of the century — the ground-breaking avant-
garde G25. As Baldellou? explained, “the thread of the Madrilean architectural

15 Hereafter, G25; constituted by Luis Lacasa, Manuel Sdnchez Arcas, Miguel de los Santos, Agustin
Aguirre, Carlos Arniches, Rafael Bergamin, Luis Blanco Soler, Martin Dominguez, Fernando Garcia
Mercadal, Casto Fernindez-Shaw, Eduardo Figueroa and Juan de Zavala. For the reasons given in Diez-
Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Domingues, y los demds, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, arquitectos
de la “Generacidn del 257, and “Architectural Koiné”, this list modifies Carlos Flores” of 1961.

16 Adolfo Gonzélez-Amézqueta, “La arquitectura madrilena del ochocientos,” Hogar y Arquitectura,
1968, 75.

7 A general term, not referring to the “Generation of 1898, the famous group of authors, poets, thinkers
and intellectuals — including Unamuno, Baroja, Azorin, Machado, Arniches (Sr), Gémez-Moreno, etc.,
a key event in Spain’s history and culture.

18 The identity set by Villanueva’s style and works. It had started as Villanueva’s own way, yet it rooted
as the definer of Spanish identity. By the turn of the century it was reinterpreted by the uncritical Neo-
Mudejar thread of Neo-Regionalism, a stain, if compared to the pride Villanueva generated.

19 Miguel de Unamuno, Del sentimiento trdgico de la vida, Madrid 1913.

20 Miguel A. Baldellou, Luis Gutiérrez Soto, Madrid 1973, 8.
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tradition ... was to be lost by those early years of the century”, however
having partly influenced the avant-garde generation. Interestingly, Baldellou?!
mentions Amos Salvador’s Gal Factory in Madrid (1915), as the last great Neo-
Mudejar work. It could be argued, however, that the last ultra-nationalist, Neo-
Regionalist work was Antonio Palacios’ Porrifio Town Hall (1924) which caused
the rebellion of Modernist thought against that current. The fact that Palacios
taught “Project Design” to some G25 members while at School influenced their
need to put an end to an architecture with which they no longer identified.
Salvador instead, a renowned open-minded and socially concerned architect and
politician, evolved towards deeply critical stances, while Palacios remained the
same uncritical “folklo-regionalist” for life.

The G25 architects graduated from the School of Madrid between 1918 and
1924, when Europe had changed forever due to the horrendous Great War.
Spain’s clash of 1898 seemed too far from their time, they no longer identified
with the Unamunan tragedy they had been raised into. They were conscious of
their time and place, as their master Torres Balbds had suggested.” Their free
revolt of the architectural panorama, starting in Madrid in 1925 came only as
the natural result. Still, theirs was no conscious assemblage, nor established on
purpose under any manifesto. It was rather a matter of tacit agreement to a set
of principles.* Later, some of these architects were unfairly called “folklorists”,>®
an idea later softened.? Other theorists?” maintained that the G25’s attitude was
inevitably entangled with their progressive attitude, which paradoxically resisted

forgetting tradition, ratifying this idea in years to come?® as the G25 had always

2L Baldellou, Luis Gutiérrez Soto , 8.

22 Diez-Pastor, “Architectural Koiné”, 256-258.

2 Leopoldo Torres Balbds, “Mientras labran los sillares,” in Arquitectura, 1918, 6.

24 Diez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, arquitectos de la “Generacion del 257, 35-39.

%5 Carlos Flores, Arquitectura espaiola contempordnea, 1. 1880-1950, Madrid 1961, 169-172.

26 Carlos Flores, “De los regionalismos e historicismos de la generacién de 1925,” in Zodiac, 15 (1965),
21-24.

%7 Oriol Bohigas, Arquitectura espariola de la segunda Repiiblica, Barcelona 1970, 132-134.

28 Oriol Bohigas, Modernidad en la arquitectura de la Espasia republicana, Barcelona 1998.
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Figure 2. Central Power Station, Ciudad Universitaria (Madrid), 1932. Luis Lacasa and Manuel Sdnchez
Arcas. (Photograph by the author)

defended.”

The first G25 works appeared in 1927, soon becoming milestones of a new
architecture for the new times - Bergamin & Blanco Soler’s Marquis of Villora
House (Madrid), Ferndndez-Shaw’s Porto Pi Petrol Station (Madrid) and Garcia
Mercadal’s “Goya’s Corner” (Zaragoza). In the same year, Carlos Arniches had
been appointed Architect Director at the Junta de Ampliacién de Estudios® and
won with Martin Dominguez, his working partner, the national competition for
the Albergues de carretera.’

Changes, however, had started earlier when those architects visited the Exposition

Internationale des Arts Décoratifs of Paris in 1925 — after which the group were

2 Zavala, La arquitectura.
30 Hereafter, JAE — Board of Study and Scientific Research — to which the Instituto Escuela belonged.
31 For the Highway Inns, built between 1928 and 1930, see Diez-Pastor, “Albergues de carretera”.
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named.* In Paris they were able to see the kind of architecture that their close
friend Garcia Mercadal had been reporting from his travels around Europe,
which he enjoyed as part of his fellowship at the Academy of Spain in Rome.
The impact of the event made them reflect about the new architecture and
emerging figures, the attendances and absences, their ideas and those of their
elders. Criticism took an unprecedented shape, jumping from the cafés to the
media.

Architecture, as a human product, ought to reflect its authors’ concerns and
principles.”* The G25 were not so much attracted by Le Corbusier as by Tony
Garnier and Auguste Perret; they commented on the reasons for the German
misplacement, the deceiving Austrian pavilion where Peter Behrens had been
invited to participate; they enjoyed the Czech pavilion, and had a fine surprise
with Mallet-Stevens’ — that is, they spoke their minds freely. Their interest was
to explore whatever seemed interesting, rather than subscribe to any particular
movement. They did not care for names or manifestos as much as deeds. Paris
provided the G25 with the gunpowder to ignite their creativity and ideas of
change.

As a result a brand new focus appeared, modern and reflective about the
social changes and needs, in line with European currents although critically
adapted. Materialization was still the toughest part, all the more when referred
to the domestic sphere, since the reasons for the transformations that had
metamorphosed Europe in the blink of an eye had escaped Spain due to its First
World War neutrality. Having duly followed the European conflict, however, the
neutral rigidity®® had ideologically polarized Spanish society, either providing

a way to critical progress or a means of affirmation of the nationalist spirit®.

32 See Diez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, arquitectos de la “Generacion del 25, 47-55, for
the origins of the G25.

33 Lewis Mumford, The South in Architecture, New York 1941.

3% Manuel Fuentes Codera, Esparia en la Primera Guerra Mundial: una movilizacién cultural, Madrid
2014. See also Julidn Casanova, Europa contra Europa 1914-1945, Madrid 2012.

35 Fuentes Codera, Esparia en la Primera Guerra Mundial.
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Figure 3. Apartment Building in Menéndez Pelayo (Madrid), 1928. Casto Ferndndez-Shaw. (Photograph
by the author)

As Unamuno stated in 1916, “in rigour, there are no neutrals. We are all at
war”.% That is, the Great War reopened the old 1898 wounds while Spain stayed
aside from the beneficial changes experienced internationally. These were first
witnessed in Paris by the G25, who thought them necessary to improve Spanish
life, no matter if difficult to apply.

Back in Madrid, articles by the G25 started to appear contradicting their seniors.
Criticism, held in the afternoon gatherings of the cafés as usual in Madrid,
reached its peak while to everybody’s amazement it had jumped into the written
media. Not just the specialized press, — mainly La Construccién Moderna and
Arquitectura — but also publications like Lz Gaceta Literaria or La Esfera, and the
newspapers, from £/ Sol to El Debate, raced to publish the architects’ opinions

and works. Garcia Mercadal’s example, with his chronicles on European

3 Unamuno, Articulos olvidados sobre Esparia y la Primera Guerra Mundial, London 1976.
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architecture for Arquitectura, started to be followed by other colleagues who
would soon try to follow his frenetic activity.”

Criticism gave these men the social capacity to explain the novelties and
transformations required. People of their age soon engaged with their discourse.
They reckoned that houses ought to evolve and seek comfort through a better
distribution and the inclusion of new facilities and macterials that would help
them to be well-heated in the winter. Health, then a main concern, started
to make itself visible in the G25 works, with shelters to protect from the sun
while reminding of the need to be outdoors; new mechanisms for doors and
windows allowing better ventilation; or new soundproofing materials that eased
community life.

Still the most difficult part dealt with the deep social transformations required.
While Europe had witnessed the loss of their young and productive men,
sending their women to work, drastically reducing family size and supressing
domestic service, Spain’s middle class was still constituted by well-established
families with no less than four or five children and at least three people to service
them. Houses were full of bedrooms and large living and kitchen areas 'and'
which soon became the G25 target. Social concern remained synonymous with
charity work.

Making themselves visible represented for the G25 a chance to educate the
whole society on the need for those changes, yet also the challenge. Such was,
for instance, Arniches and Dominguez’s interest with their weekly column in £/
Sol, where they discussed issues from “Kitchens” to “Built ensembles” — all of

which started new interests in their legions of readers.”® Other colleagues soon

followed.

%7 Fernando Garcia Mercadal, La vivienda en Europa y otras cuestiones, Zaragoza 1926/1998. 1926 report
of his stay at the Academy of Spain in Rome (1923-1926) published in 1998.
38 Diez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, arquitectos de la “Generacidn del 25”, 61-63.
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The avant-garde as a vision of the world

The prestige of the G25 grew as their architectural speech was proved to be
consistent with their works. By 1935, hardly any reader of the daily press
ignored who they were. Between 1925 and 1936 they participated in the
most relevant works then started in Madrid,”” from collective works like the
Ciudad Universitaria or the JAE campus, to national competitions individually
attended — like the new airport and racecourse in Madrid — or relevant private
commissions.

Notwithstanding the number or relevance of the works commissioned, it was
the new architectural concept and principles over which it stood that operated
the transformation, introducing Modernism to Spain.

Shortly after, most of the buildings had become landmarks of Spain’s
architecture, even praised abroad. They represented a whole new architectural
concept built with new means, materials and techniques, often experimental,
reflecting the new panorama. The use of reinforced concrete generalized among
these architects who often sought the civil engineers” opinion to confirm their
calculations even if not required.*’ Some building companies® in charge of

the works, unexpectedly openminded, were keen to accept new techniques,

39 Madrid’s Ciudad Universitaria (1927-1943) early works distribution: Lacasa and Sdnchez Arcas
were responsible for the Clinic Hospital (1928) and Central Power Station (1932); De los Santos, the
Faculty of Sciences (1928) and Faculty of Medicine (1928); Bergamin and Blanco Soler, the Sports
Fields and Residence Hall Jaime del Amo (1929); and Aguirre, the Faculty of Philosophy (1928). The
JAE appointed (1927) Carlos Arniches as architect, who won the Albergues de Carretera competition
with Martin Dominguez. Meanwhile, Garcia Mercadal and Dominguez worked at Secundino Zuazo’s
office, and Ferndndez-Shaw won the Barajas Airport competition (1929). Most G25 architects worked
privately and continued public activity — i.e. Aguirre, at the Faculty of Law; De los Santos at the School
of Dentistry; or Lacasa and Sdnchez Arcas, at the Residence Hall for Teachers and Rectorate.

Figueroa’s Apartment Building in José Abascal; Bergamin & Blanco Soler’s El Viso housing estate;
Garcia Mercadal’s Villa Amparo, Diaz-Caneja’s House, and Museum of Modern Art; De los Santos’
Apartment Building in Alfonso XI; Zavala’s Apartment Building by Parque del Oeste; Ferndndez-Shaw’s
Apartment Building in Menéndez Pelayo; Lacasa & Sinchez Arcas’ Hospital of Toledo; Sinchez Arcas’
Algeciras Market; and Arniches & Dominguez’s La Zarzuela Racecourse.

! Diez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, y los demis.
42 Like AGROMAN, whose founder followed suggestions to acquire patents on new materials and
techniques.
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Figure 4. Original aspect of the Secondary Education building of the Instituto Escuela — JAE, from the
main facade (Madrid), 1932. Carlos Arniches. (Photograph from AGA, use entitled to the author)

materials and means, even aquiring patents abroad.” The effort made by all the
parties involved was coordinated and agreed, offering an unprecedented chance
to develop a new architecture. Such a unique oportunity to unleash creativity, so
long restrained, spurred the group’s working capacity.

Yet the G25’s most genuine contribution materialized in their new concept of
architectural space which determined their buildings. Among their strongest
influences was Adolf Loos’ idea of space, the Raumplan, described by him as
interconnected continued spaces in a way that the changes were functional,
though unnoticeable. Like Loos’, the G25’s architecture was not conceived
through drawings, but rather through spaces. These concepts evolved from
Schmarsow’s theory of dynamic space, with geometrical abstraction and “the
modernist preoccupation with shaping internal space to address functional
needs™ as clear outcomes. As a result, their planning started from inside

advancing outwards, producing interesting assamblages of volumes never seen

4 Diez-Pastor, “Carlos Arniches, arquitecto de la Junta”, 363.

M. W. Schwarzer, “The Emergence of Architectural Space: August Schmarsow’s Theory of
‘Raumgestaltung’,” in Assemblage, 15, (1991), 48-61, here 57, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3171125,
(accessed 3rd March, 2015).
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before. The process, aimed at providing nature with a modernist identity,* still
did not end outside the building in its facades, but rather went on towards
the environment and into the landscape,” producing a series of transitions
aimed at integrating architecture with its context — be it natural or built, rural
or urban, visitable or habitable. It was an architecture in the line Mumford®
proposed, “based on the perception of ‘place™.*® However, even though it was
highly critical towards any principles of modernity as voiced by the different
currents, it cannot be termed “regionalist”, strictly speaking.” In fact, any
regional element or technique they used — from arches to brick walls — was
immediately given a wholly new turn: functional and symbolic. Far from the
folklorist manners of their elders and their poor sense of regionalism, the G25
architects were self-critical and reflective. Le Corbusier, Gropius and the leading
lights of Modernism who visited and lectured in Madrid during those years were
enthusiastic about them.*

Renunciation of their culture, time and place, or heritage received was not an
option for these men unless the architectural process happened to suggest the
opposite — in which case they took up the challenge. Servility to Modernist
principles was neither a choice for architects who, if anything, rejected to
classify their works or be classified, and in the best of cases defined their style as
“reasonable architecture”.” Only Luis Gutiérrez Soto, a younger colleague of the
G25, surrendered to leading trends adopting anyone likely to become popular,

rejecting criticism.’>

0. Spate, “Geography and national identity in Australia,” in Geography and national identity, ed. D.
Hooson, Oxford 1994, 277-282.
%6 Diez-Pastor, see “Transits into landscape”.
47 Mumford, Sticks and Stones.
8 Lefaivre and Tzonis, Critical Regionalism, 19.
# Diez-Pastor, “Architectural Koiné”, 258-259.
50 Diez-Pastor, “Architectural Koiné”, 259.
5! Diez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, arquitectos de la “Generacidn del 257, 33.
52 Baldellou, Luis Gutiérrez Soto, 14. Having graduated with remarkable grades, the following generations
thought this was reason enough to award him membership within the noblest generation in Spain’s
architecture since Juan de Villanueva.
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The G25, instead, benefited from a society surrendered to their talent and their
architecture. Providing their pedagogical deployment to explain Modernism’s
benefits to a general audience, people would naturally be eager to adopt a
Modernist way life, free from constraints and future oriented. As Octavio Paz
described it, “... the avant-garde was not just an aesthetics and a language; it
was an erotic, a politics, a vision of the world, an action: a lifestyle”.”> However,
demand was still too moderate for the urgency with which most of these young

architects had expected the changes to come.

Differences between Spanish Modernist and anti-Modernist architecture
What is required to draw the line between a Modernist and an anti-Modernist
building? In other words, how can we tell that Amés Salvador was Modernist
while Pedro Muguruza was not, the former being almost fifteen years older than
the latter?** To be or not to be a Modernist therefore ought to be much more a
question of spirit and principles rather than age.

In the first place, Modernist architects were committed to subscribing to
any advances available in the fields of science and technology applicable to
architecture. They were pledged to progress through the use of new materials
— like reinforced concrete, isolation materials, compound materials, steel
carpentries, continuous floorings, etc. New techniques like new brick layerings
or combinations with the new materials, new dispositions of openings, moving
walls and panels for interior partitions, changes of spatial dispositions, adoption
of their own canon instead of following that imposed by a general trend, and
new ideas. Even ideologies — like the scientific discoveries of deadly diseases like
meningitis, then hitting Spain, which suggested restricting children’s exposure
to direct sunshine when playing in the open, or cross ventilation facilities to

renew the air inside buildings. All the former implied significant changes in the

53 Paz, Los hijos del limo, 148.
54 Amés Salvador graduated from Madrid School of Architecture in 1902; Pedro Muguruza, in 1916.

66



A CRITICAL INSIGHT INTO MODERNIST ARCHITECTURE IN SPAIN. RUMOURS AND TRUTHS

architectural solutions offered, if not a complete turnaround.

Secondly, Modernist architects believed that any conflict between the former
principles and those of form derived from historic canons should be solved
in favour of common sense, if they were not clearly won by the newly stated
principles. This meant, for instance, that a wall might not look like any previously
known wall, yet it might be technically logical, healthier or more useful, any of
which would justify it under common sense principles twice as much as if it
were built under previous, historically validated canons.

In the third place, the aim of the Modernist architectural principles was not
so much to produce milestones as to serve a social purpose, solving problems
previously detected, improving people’s lives, modestly and unaffectedly in all
respects, thinking collectively rather than individually, offering the architectural
solution with a future-oriented focus. In other words, they sought for an easier,
more comfortable way of life adapted to a changing world.

Finally, the Modernist relationship with history and the past was that of
grandchildren who love their grandparents, rather than children who must obey
their parents and keep to their authority. Architects, therefore, were not going
to forget who they were or where they came from. In fact, they would pride
themselves on their origins and the place they belonged to. This way, following
Torres Balbds’ advice® instead of subsuming any kind of preconceived ideas or
inheriting impositions, they would study the facts and propose new ideas and
solutions adapted to each new situation. They treated each case anew to find its
specific solution, rather than using master formulas, in the belief that there was
no authority to obey other than their own.

Anti-Modernists instead believed that any solution offered by the past and
historically confirmed need not be changed. They would only accept the new
— materials, techniques, etc. — if useful to keep with what had been historically

confirmed, in the cases where it did not conflict with the all-time uses and

55 Torres Balbds, “Mientras labran los sillares”.
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means. That is, any progress should fall into the category of “historical progress”.
New needs and problems ought to be given a solution drawn from within the
classical. Conflicts between the new and the historic ought to be solved by
keeping with the latter, using classical language and canons. The aim of those
who opposed the Modernist ideas in Spain was set to produce an everlasting
architecture full of paradigms which could perpetuate their leadership as figures
of architecture; ones whose memory would be praised by the generations to
come. If there was a solution keen to transmit grandeur then that would be
the preferred one. Their top-to-bottom attitude towards their society reflected
a paternal orientation, not always understanding of the real situations and
conflicts to which otherwise they would have been of great help. Their atticude
towards history and the past was that of obedient children who will never discuss
paternal authority, and rather accept it no matter what it should take. Thus their
proposals would never be original and authentic. Their walls and roofs were a
series of architectural déja-vus, already seen and known. There was no room for
innovation or creativeness. Rather than looking for inspiration in history and its
models, they sought for pieces to mimic, copy and plagiarise. Vertical windows,
thick walls, high ceilings plastered inside, classical language, full of columns,
pilasters, with or without an order, following a canon or not, coherent or not,

°¢ Summing up, the result may or may not be

with or without a clear syntax.
coherent. In most cases classicism was only apparent, though this fact was by
no means a reason to term them Modernist, which they were not. The pre-war
tsunami of renovation, which let the influence of Modernism escalate in social
acceptance and popularity, was completely anihilated by the one and only idea

of the Francoist regime, the one that informed all its policy and decisions — to

56 Alexander Tzonis and Liane Lefaivre, Classical Architecture. The Poetics of Order, Cambridge-Mass.
1986.
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Figure 5. La Zarzuela Racecourse (Madrid), 1934. Carlos Arniches and Martin Dominguez. (Photograph
from AGA, use entitled to the author)

fight freemasonry, which stood for “fighting evi/ in all its forms”.”” The idea was
coincidental with that defended by the opposers of Modernism.

Therefore, when tough difficult questions appeared drawing the architects on
intense discussions and arguments, Modernists would propose solutions while
anti-Modernists would reject the very question. The solutions proposed often
showed how conflictive certain concepts were, even to those who had not always

favoured anti-Modernism. That was the case, for instance, with the minimum

57 Franco’s pretension “was not limited by a transcendental ideological vision, as happened in the cases
of Hitler or Mussolini ... For reasons not based upon rationality, [Franco] blamed the freemasonry
for Spain’s decline and following disgraces”. Paul Preston, Las tres Esparias del 36, Barcelona 2010, 39.
The “evil” to be fought included “separatism, communism and freemasonry. Regardless of the human
cost, [Franco] was determined to eradicate them, together with socialism and liberalism. This meant
the annihilation of the legacy of the Illustration, the French Revolution and the Industrial Revolution
so as to return to the glories of Medieval Spain,” Preston, Las tres Esparias del 36, 39. Stanley G. Payne,
Franco, Madrid 1992, gives more details of the dictator’s inconsistency and lack of a political plan. As an
example, Payne refers to an interview with 7he Times on 11 August 1936, where Franco states that “Spain
is republican and will remain as such. Neither the regime nor the flag have changed”. Payne, Franco, 42.
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size dwelling issue.’® The debate, brought to Spain by Fernando Garcia Mercadal
after the 1929 CIAM in Frankfurt, soon took the form of an architectural
competition of ideas among the most renowned young architects. The results,
however, were discouraging to the convinced Modernist Garcia Mercadal as
to the solutions proposed and the winning projects. These, as the jury wrote
in their final statement, clearly showed “the evident disorientation of most of
the projects presented which lack the first principle of the competition; that
is, the need that it be a minimum size dwelling”. The winning project, by José
Marfa Rivas Eulate, had been awarded the first prize “due to the reduced size
of the rooms”, the jury said. It is worth noting that the project consisted of a
four-bedroom type dwelling with a hall, dining room and living room, thus
remarking that the problem lay on the very concept of what was meant and
understood by “minimum size”.

However, what is most relevant and determining of the Modernist condition
must be read from the works. Architects were often faced with diminutive
budgets as an added difficulty to the usual ones. The crucible consisted of keeping
with Modernist principles while using old materials, techniques, etc., which
was solved using what was available in a Modernist way. Such was often the
case with public administration buildings. As the most used building material
in Spain, and also standardizable, thus the best known, brick was often the
cheapest option. However, soon it became Modern due to the new techniques
of use and dispositions, the different possibilities it provided to allow both a
vertical and a horizontal architecture, or just because it was easily combined
with other materials such as steel and concrete. It afforded large, tall, small, wide
and narrow spaces, thick and thin walls, endless and finite spaces, arched and
lintelled elements; all at the same time, in the same place. It remained a cheap

alternative to the then more expensive reinforced concrete.

58 Diez-Pastor, “La vivienda minima en Espana”, 1-2.
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Spain’s Modernist architecture, and cleatly that of the G25, often used brick as
its core material in the same way it used arches, arcades, or tiled roofs. Those
were the elements through which architects showed their connection with their
time, place and culture and which they never renounced.”” What made them
Modernist was the new sense given to those elements, the functions assigned to
them, the richness of spaces thus generated, the way these helped to transform as
much the element as the resulting place so conceived. The connection between
all the functions taking place within the new buildings, as projected by the
(25, was soon translated into connection of spaces specifically conceived for
the purpose, each of them different and adapted to a certain function. That is,
following a carefully planned concept of the spatial environment to be occupied
and used comfortably by people for a meticulously planned function. A relation
was then established between the general and the particular by connecting the
scales of the smallest and closest with those of the biggest and more general. The
result was a spatial richness of places and contexts, simplicity of use, identification
of users with background suppressing the need to think about purely practical
issues. Such kinds of places left the senses free to enjoy the beauty of simple
and unaffected architecture. Colours were often used, starting with those of the
materials as a means of being true. However, instead of the ‘modest poverty’
often reported by public authorities, spaces so conceived distilled newness as
they combined a variety of new materials with a clear concept of light, providing
users with references to understand their purpose and move about freely. It all
seemed familiar, yet new, preparing the perceiver to expect more novelties, even
surprises.

Modernist buildings were expected to give an answer suited to their time and
place, whereas anti-Modernist buildings stood as if expecting place and time

to provide the answer, something that rearely happened. While Modernist

59 That was Torres Balbas's advice, who believed architects could be Modernist and future oriented, yet
bear their roots in mind. Torres Balbds, “Mientras labran los sillares”.
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Figure 6. Projected canopy between every two classrooms of the Kindergarten of the Instituto Escuela —
JAE (Madrid), 1935. Carlos Arniches. (Photograph by the author)

buildings always included a concept of the outside surroundings, from the closest
— the garden — to the furthest — the distant landscape — the anti-Modernists
were usually self-centred. Their language worked, in the best of cases, as a set
of schemes only ocassionally effective due to their limited repertoire disengaged
from thought and knowledge.® It was not generalizable, and rather disconnected
from every coherent structure. There was no concept of culture in it, using
Bourdieu’s terms “as a system of interiorized fundamental schemes enabling the
6l

generation of knowledge, perceptions and actions characteristic of a culture”.

In other words, while Modernist architectural language generated “architectural
guage g

60 Gee Preston, Las tres Espasias del 36, and Payne, Franco.
! In Bourdieu’s definition of habitus, “Cest-a-dire le modus operandi, capable d’engendrer aussi bien
les pensées du théologien que les schémas de I'architecte”, in E. Panofsky, Architecture gothique et pensée

scolastique, Paris 1967, 152.
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koiné” that of its opposers did not.*

It was not so much a question of ideologies, political beliefs or affiliations, as
a question of one’s mental scheme — or rather, of the architect’s structure of
thought and principles. Among the most Modern of the G25 members there
were communists and sympathizers, socialists, falangists, republicans and
monarchists. Their ideological alignment was later endorsed by their post-
war drift, when some G25 members were exiled in the USSR, West Germany,
France, Mexico, Venezuela, Cuba — while others stayed in Spain, facing their
opposers. Meanwhile, the anti-Modernist architects engaged the dictatorship
goal of fighting evi/ — that is, Modernism. The architectural censorship came
into effect in 1939, at the end of the Civil War, based upon the pattern of anti-

Modernism.

Rumour has it ...

The Francoist regime declared Modernist architecture as “degenerate” while
using it as the foundations for its regressive infra-style based upon the rawest
folklore and religion,” termed by Torres Balbds “national-traditionalism™* —
which included the “Spanish style” and derivatives, based on those principles
— or “national-exaltation style”®. Its earliest signs had shyly appeared in the late
1920s around Pedro Muguruza and his circle, and had been clearly despised by
the Modernists. Muguruza, appointed General Director of Architecture in 1939

by the Francoist regime, institutionalized architectural madness and resentment

%2 The concept of ‘architectural koiné has been thoroughly explained in former writings. See, for example,
Diez-Pastor, “Architectural Koiné”, 257.

3 Zavala, La arquitectura, 158.
64 1. Torres Balbés, “El tradicionalismo en la arquitectura espafiola,” in Arquitectura (1918), 10, 176.

> Diez-Pastor, “Architectural Koiné”, 260. The “Spanish style” came of age at Seville’s Hispanic-American
International Exhibition of 1929, where the Californian buildings were first presented — i.e. Templeton
Johnson’s San Diego Museum of Art.
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against those who had ignored him for so long,* establishing the guidelines of
the new style and architectural censorship, meant to rule until the end of the
Francoist regime.®’

Very conveniently, the G25 was unified by censors during the dictatorship into
what was called “Madrilean Rationalism”, — meaning theirs was degenerate art —
unifying architects who had rejected any preset rules other than those of logic,
who did not fit under labels or uniforms.®

The G25 members had preseved their own personality and character, traceable
throughout their architecture. To classify them under the Rationalist label —
which, as is understood worldwide, they seldom followed — is hardly descriptive
and is unfair. Perhaps for this reason, when interviewed by Garcia Mercadal
on their architecture,”” Lacasa had said his was “logical” while Arniches and
Dominguez had defined theirs as “reasonable” using a much more moderate
tone than Blanco Soler’s.”® Sdnchez Arcas and Lacasa were members of the
Communist Party, Bergamin and Blanco Soler open communist sympathizers,
and Figueroa and Zavala supported Falange. Their affiliations showed in their
adoption of more or less radical stances in their practice. For instance, Sinchez
Arcas’ and Lacasa’s proximity to the “scientific rationalism” expressed by ABC,
and their drift parallel to Hannes Meyer’s — as became evident in Lacasa’s
contribution to the Spanish Pavillion in the Paris International Expo in 1937.

Rationalism could hardly apply to such a heterogeneous group. Still, it helped

66 Pedro Muguruza (1893-1952) graduated in 1916 with excellent marks, yet was never considered as
good an architect as a draughtsman. He authored the key Francoist Valle de los Caidos Monument, and
organized the Architects Purge Process, after which all architects who had held a public position or had
ever worked for the administration were severely fined and lost the right to work as architects, forcing
them into underground practice or exile.

o7 Muguruza appointed Luis Gutiérrez Soto and Pedro Bidagor — a second line architect who had lived
on his draughtmanship at Zuazo’s office until the war — to define the “new style”, choosing two young
architects as if to confer some validity and reliability on his rules.

8 Zavala, La arquitectura, 158-159.

Fernando Garcfa Mercadal “Encuesta sobre la nueva arquitectura,” in La Gaceta Literaria (15 May
1928), 2-4; and Diez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, arquitectos de la “Generacion del 257,
33-39.

7% Garcia Mercadal, “Encuesta sobre la nueva arquitectura’, 4.
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to depict them as Modernist architects conveniently avoiding rash ideological
explanations.

Later misleading criticisms labelled the G25 as “folklorists””’ due to their
opposition to breaking with history and their culture. Instead, they believed that
Modernism ought to admit its past and adapt to the circumstances,’? which to
some critics responded to a progressive attitude that refused to reject tradition,
“perhaps generating the most refined and progressive image of republican
Madrid”.”?

Their social concern was shared by the younger GATCPAC members, the
Catalonian section of the GATEPAC,”# the Spanish branch of CIRPAC founded
by Garcia Mercadal and Zavala in 1930 as a result of CIAM.” Constituted by
Sert, Illescas and other young Catalonian architects it also defended the need to
build a better world. Yet, both the G25 and the GATCPAC approached this goal
from different Modernist interpretations. While the G25 were the pioneers of
Modernism in Spain, the GATCPAC affirmed Spanish Modernism. The main
difference was their relationship to CIAM. Until 1936, all Spanish representatives
at the CIAM had been G25 members who practiced Modernism within their
own criteria, while the GATCPAC defended an orthodox Modernism, slavish to
the CIAM principles, paying great respect to some of the G25 architects — i.e.,

Carlos Arniches.”

Francoism dismissed their receptivity to foreign architectural
ideas as “the most degenerate of all degenerate art”.”

Among the post-war group of the resented ones, architects, engineers and

7! Flores, “De los regionalismos e historicismos de la generacién de 19257, 24.

72 Mumford (1924), in the line of Torres Balbis.

73 Bohigas, Arquitectura espaiola de la segunda Repiiblica, 132.

74 The GATEPAC included three groups: Centre — based in Madrid, North — including San Sebastian
and Bilbao, and East — based in Barcelona. The East group, or GATCPAC, outnumbered the rest, fed
with young students from the Barcelona School of Architecture.

75 The Congrés Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne (CIAM), and the Comité International pour la
Réalisation des Problémes de I'Architecture Contemporaine (CIRPAC). Zavala, La arquitectura, 158; and
Roberto Ucha, Cincuenta arios de arquitectura espariola I, Madrid 1980, 182.

76 Carlos Arniches et al, “Seccién Praparatoria del Instituto Escuela de 22 ensefianza,” in 4.C., 9 (1933),
27.

77 Diez-Pastor, “Architectural Koiné”, 259.
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companies alike sought a chance to collect their debz. Though praised by all
their collaborators as much for their technical skill as their artistic talent,”® the
fact that the G25 was now out of the way, purged,” left a huge void for the
resented to jump into and occupy the first line of practice. Hence their chance
to tell tales about the past once the previous first line had died or been exiled, or
had been deactivated.®

A relevant example was Madrid’s new La Zarzuela Racecourse whose competition
was won by Carlos Arniches and Martin Dominguez in 1934, calling on Eduardo
Torroja as technical adviser. As is now known, Félix Candela’s cooperation was
decisive in the evolution of the project solving the key technical problems of
the structure throughout the process.®’ The architectural idea, based upon a
structure that aimed at reproducing the horses’ last effort on arrival, had started
with a unique shelter present even before the final team was established — that is,
before Torroja’s appointment and with the traditional Spanish concept of plaza
mayor in mind — which explained the forefront arcade. Torroja’s commitment
was to supervise the structural calculations as a greater guarantee of success.
The building company, AGROMAN, accepted the construction on condition
that Torroja did not intervene as director of the works owing to his full-time
supervision of the Ciudad Universitaria works. However, years later Torroja,

on the brink of explaining /is idea, incurred in gross architectural errors among

78 Zavala, La arquitectura.

7% The post-war Architects' Purge Process was another of Muguruza’s deeds, who conceived it so that
architects ought to denounce and accuse their colleagues to continue in practice. For example, Manuel
Sénchez Arcas was sentenced to a fine comprising more than all he owned and was banned from
continuing in practice, either public or private. His' was the most extreme of all G25 purges, though
none of them escaped being fined.

80 Ucha, Cincuenta anos de arquitectura espariola I; and Diez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez,
arquitectos de la “Generacion del 25”.

81"Relix Candela (1910-1997) graduated from Madrid School of Architecture in 1935. With a leading
profile as expert in reinforced concrete techniques, Lecturer at the ‘Materials Resistance’ Chair before
graduating, the one-year lapse required to validate his diploma by the President of the Republic was not
enough to issue it before the outbreak of the Civil War (1936), when he had to flee Spain. He had a
known role in the racecourse. Diez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, y los demds, and Carlos
Arniches y Martin Dominguez, arquitectos de la “Generacién del 25”. He was exiled in Mexico where he
graduated anew having been unable to produce any evidence of his qualification.
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which terming the arcade an artistic licence.® The idea as explained in its natural
terms by its real authors — Carlos Arniches and Martin Dominguez — was,
however, consistent with their previous and subsequent work. Drawing from
the vernacular concept of the plaza mayor, they organized the whole setting both
as a spectacle for people and as a horse show. While the horses raced giving their
best, people could sit and watch, walk around while they chatted, or bet, all in a
completely natural and easygoing way cleverly planned to benefit from Spanish
culture and character. The building was to provide the best for both purposes
— that is, to let the horses do their best comfortably, while people could benefit
from the show in a memorable journey to which the arcade was essential.*®

Arniches also had to face the rumour that the canopies planned by him,
calculated and legalized under his name for the Instituto Escuela kindergarten
within the JAE campus, had been Torroja’s work. As evidence shows and Bohigas
explained, “the architectural quality of Torroja’s work is so varied that we feel
inclined to attribute the most significant spatial and formal decisions to the
successive architects with whom he worked”.** However, despite the documents,

rumour still has it that it was Torroja’s work.

We cannot remember without Architecture

“The avant-garde is the great rupture, and with it the tradition of rupture
closes”, said Octavio Paz® in very descriptive terms. That was the aim of G25
buildings offering new possibilities for an improved new way of life aiming to
solve problems.

The period between 1925 and 1936 — from Primo’s dictatorship and the II
Republic to the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War — though short, was the most

82 Dyiez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, y los demds, 315-375, and 507-508.

83 Diez-Pastor, Carlos Arniches y Martin Dominguez, arquitectos de la “Generacion del 25”, 172-198.
84 Bohigas, Arquitectura espaiola de la segqunda Repiiblica, 34.

85 Paz, Los hijos del limo, 148.
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prolific since Juan de Villanueva’s time.® Once again, architecture took the lead,
seeking out the general benefit. The wave involved architects as much as other
professionals.

However, the social and political agitation of the times, the Civil War and the

turn to the “folklorist ‘aboriginal™®

currents imposed by the Francoist regime,
later confirmed by the Alhambra Manifesto (1953), made it even more difficult
to tackle the historical facts.

The truth being that history is told by the winning party, also in charge of
the evidence, made Spain’s Modernist Movement a tough case. Evidence was
often lost, if not conveniently burnt or made to disappear from the archives.
The validity and reliability of the [few] remaining direct sources relied on the
ideology of both interviewer and interviewee as much as on memory, good
will and courage to tell the truth. In such circumstances, deep serious research
seldom occurred unless it might produce a scoop, save for the case of those deeply
committed to unveil the truths, which were sure to be considered politically
incorrect. In the end it used to be more gratifying for researchers to look forward
than to try to disentangle rumours and misunderstandings going over the old
scars even if theirs was a noble prospect.

It may still take a few more decades to settle the facts of the Spanish architectural
avant-garde and Modernism, though no doubt they meant the great rupture.
However, the work ought to continue since, as Ruskin®® once said, “... [a]
rchitecture is to be regarded by us with the most serious thought. We may live

without her, and worship without her, but we cannot remember without her”.

8 Juan de Villanueva (1739-1811) was the leading figure of Spain’s Neoclassicism and key intellectual
of the Spanish Illustration, among whose buildings were the Royal Astronomic Observatory and Museo
del Prado buildings. His style has marked the evolution of Spanish architecture. He is the oldest of the
remarkable Neoclassical architects, with Soane and Schinkel.

87 Mumford, Sticks and Stones.

88 Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture, 147.
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MEDITERRANEITA DESIRED AND
REALISED: THE IMPOSITION OF THE
FASCIST AESTHETIC IDEOLOGY OF
MEDITERRANEAN-NESS OVERSEAS
FROM 1935 TO 1940’

GEORGE EPOLITO

Ttalianita (Italian-ness) or mediterraneita (Mediterranean-ness) were the
two terms most frequently used to describe the formal qualities of a design

identified as distinctly Iralian.
Dennis P. Doordan

Architecture was born in the Mediterranean and triumphed in Rome in the
eternal monuments created from the genius of our birth: it must, therefore,

remain Mediterranean and Italian.
Florestano di Fausto

Introduction: Mediterranean = mare nostrum

Much is written about Mussolini’s attempts at creating a global fascist empire,
one based upon, or justified by, the idea that Iralians were the rightful heirs
of the former Roman Empire. Most accounts focus on specificities pertaining

to particular countries and/or colonies. The focus of this essay, however,

! This text is a revised and extended version of the paper “Mediterranciti oltremare: Assimilation,
Appropriation, or Rejection? The Imposition of the Fascist Aesthetic Ideology of Mediterranean-ness
Opverseas from 1935 to 1940” presented at the international conference Southern Modernisms: Critical
Stances Through Regional Appropriations, ESAP, Oporto, 19-21 February 2015.
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attempts to show in general terms how an overarching strategy of mediterraneiti
(Mediterranean-ness) was implemented in both realised and desired colonies.
North and East Africa exemplify the former, while parts of South America
represent the latter. Interwoven throughout the essay are recurring polemical
themes which confronted the fascists: 1) unity versus diversity at the scale of
the nation and its colonies, political control, aesthetic direction, climate, and
races of peoples, etc.; 2) public image versus private reality; 3) the desired versus
the realised; 4) the general versus the specific; and 5) purity versus hybridisation/
syncretism, etc.

The terms of italianita (Italian-ness), mediterraneita (Mediterranean-ness),
romanita (Roman-ness), and latinita (Latin-ness), for instance, were generally
viewed as interchangeable tools of propaganda by Italian fascist ideologues.
They gave a public image of unifying diverse parts at the regional scale within
the nation or at the trans-regional scale extending to the colonies. The specific
implementation of each term often depended on the context in which the fascist
promoters were trying to prove their point or justify their actions to diverse
peoples such as Italians, leaders of powerful nations, or natives in both her
realised and desired colonies. As scholar Sean Anderson concurs: “Invariably,
notions of italianiti and mediterraneita shifted according to colony and region”.?
The public image of the propaganda, which routinely projected the appearance of
success and progress, often masked the private reality of intentions and actions,
where substance and actual achievements were few and far between.

Part of the political rhetoric argued that Italy had the right to (re)conquer former
lands of the Roman Empire such as North Africa. In this case there was a logic,
however misguided it may have been. After all, the region did contain Roman

ruins and was referred to as the Fourth Shore implying that its coast was an

”

% Sean Anderson, “The Light and the Line: Florestano Di Fausto and the Politics of 'Mediterraneiti’y in
California Italian Studies, 1(1) [2010], http://escholarship.org/uc/item/9hm1p6m5 (accessed 9 January
2015).
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extension of the Italian one. When applied to East Africa and South America,’
however, the logic became increasingly convoluted.

Fascists had to adapt their overall strategy in order to transform the desired into
the realised. In the case of the desired, a soft rhetoric was employed, giving a
public image of gentility. The private reality behind the rhetoric, however, was
that it was masking the true malevolence of fascism. In the case of realised
colonies, the strategy was to utilise a harder, more direct rhetoric accompanied
by blatantly inhume actions.*

Attempts at implementing any kind of unified strategy over such diverse lands
and the people who inhabited them proved problematic for the fascists. The
complexity of the situation led to polemical questions arising in both the desired
and realised colonies. How would people in the colonies, particularly those
who did not fit into the ethnic and racial categorisations of a common Roman
ancestry, receive the constant onslaught of fascists’ propagandising of Italian
superiority, particularly in regards to architecture and aesthetics? Would the
displacement of Italian cultural capital needed to implement said superiority
have to be fused with localisms, resulting in hybridised products in order to
mitigate said colonised peoples? If so, would acknowledgement of said localisms
be deemed a sign of weakness by fascist ideologues? After all, how could any

other culture produce anything comparable to the grandness of Roman-ness?

“Italy certainly has a colonial past, albeit one that is often described as

»

rimosso (“repressed” or “displaced”) ....
Mia Fuller

3 More specifically, the desired colonies, to which I am referring, are Argentina, Uruguay, and (southern)
Brazil.

When analysing the terms of mediterraneiti and italianita in relation to the arts and architecture
produced during the fascist period, it is important not to merely focus on aesthetic qualities, but also to
remember the brutality of the regime’s actions.
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Time Frames

In her book, Moderns Abroad, scholar Mia Fuller outlines three specific time
frames in regards to Fascism and its relationship to the arts and architecture: 1)
early 1920s into the early 1930s; 2) early 1930s to 1936; and 3) 1936 to the
carly 1940s.” The first period was characterised by competing approaches to
aesthetics - Futurismo, il Novecento, and Razionalismo. Each approach differed
in its relationship to the stoic history of the peninsula and also in its link to the
Modernism espoused by northern Europeans. Various advocates were fighting
for their preferred approach to be designated as the official aesthetic of the fascist
state. In spite of their differences, all the approaches commonly held the belief
that they were the appropriate aesthetic to help modernise Italy whilst serving
to transform her regionally diverse cultural identities by unifying them on a
national level.® The second time frame was defined by debates both at home
and abroad over the appropriate direction to take aesthetically as the fascist state
remained relatively neutral towards promoting any one particular approach. As
a result, pluralistic approaches to design continued, much to the chagrin of
each approach’s particular advocates. Also during this period, the fascist regime
increased spending on major public works. The third period was characterized
by a tightening of aesthetic expression both at home and abroad, accompanied
by an increase in inhumane and authoritarian policies.

This essay is focused roughly on the last period, more precisely from 1935-1940.
First, however, key events from the prior two time frames are highlighted in

order to contextualise what happened during the latter part of the 1930s.”

“This imperial expansionism of Italian culture, which, like a river that

never stagnates but is fed by other rivers, gives and takes, universally

5 Mia Fuller, Moderns Abroad: architecture, cities and Italian imperialism, London 2007, 88.

Previously, promoters of medieval revivalisms, Neoclassicism, and the Liberty Style (known more
commonly outside of Italy as Arte Nouveau) dominated similar debates.
7 As 1935 is a pivotal year, I wish to include this in the main body of text, not merely as a point of
reference.
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assimilates and is assimilated, is a spiritual attitude characteristic of
fascism and its ever intensifying revival of the universal and imperial

ancient tradition”.

Margherita Sarfatti

Early 1920s — mid 1930s - Italy and Her Realised Colonies in Africa

Part of the harder, more direct rhetoric employed by fascists in the 1920s was
aimed at Italians; it told ordinary citizens to sacrifice immediate material gain
for the promise of reaping the rewards of a soon-to-be-realised global fascist
empire. For some Italians, this meant transferring to lands that once fell under
the jurisdiction of the former Roman Empire. Italians were asked to relocate to
the New Towns constructed on the reclaimed swamplands known as the Agro
Pontino in the Lazio region of central Italy, as well as to the realised colonies in
Africa.

In the case of the latter, fascist propaganda called upon Italians to establish
agricultural communities in the 1920s. The initial involvement of the fascist
regime at this stage was more indirect, assisting individual entrepreneurs in
process.® Also during this decade, many of the built works formally reflected a
negotiation of revivalisms such as neo-Renaissance or neo-Moorish. Although he
would take the opposite stance years later, Roman architect Marcello Piacentini
himself was involved in the design of similar eclectic works such as the Teatro
Berenice in Benghazi, Libya.

Towards the latter part of the 1920s, various fascist intelligentsia and cultural
promoters were campaigning for the implementation of a specific form of Italian
cultural expression. Filippo Marinetti was continuing to support for his own
vision, Futurismo; Margherita Sarfatti personally was endorsing i/ Novecento;
and Pier Maria Bardi was supporting the principles set forth by Razionalismo.

Piacentini was arguing that Razionalismo was too closely aligned with the

8 Fuller, Moderns Abroad, 177.
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concepts of northern European Modernism and therefore inappropriate for
Italy. Carlo Enrico Rava, one of the founders of Razionalismo, attempted to
counter Piacentini’s argument by trying to contextualise his preferred movement
at the trans-regional scale of the Mediterranean or what he called mediterraneita.
His concept was introduced in a series of essays he published in Domus in 1931
where he countered that “... it is in this ‘Mediterranean spirit’ that we should
then look for the characteristic italianita that is still lacking in our new rational
architecture”.” Rava found potential of this ‘spirit’ in the local forms of North
Africa, but any incorporation of them into italianita had to be justified by
linking their origins, and therefore their worth, back to Roman-ness.
As the years progressed into the 1930s, the scale of resettling Italians into the
realised colonies increased, as did the financial commitment of the regime to do
so. The public image of this propaganda led Italians to believe that fulfilment of
this important mission would help to bring prosperity to all of Italy. Of course
the fascists had an ulterior motive, one that was masking a more cynical realizy.
The physical displacement of Italians to rural lands abroad was part of a greater
social policy that had the general aim of reducing the number of landless, often
unemployed labourers. In the case of Libya, scholar Vittoria Capresi elaborates
on how this fascist social policy was in fact an attempt to demonstrate the
regime’s capacity to solve specific problems and to gain more general support in
the process:

“Mass demographic colonization'® was planned under the Fascist regime

precisely because it offered an outlet for the violent political desire to

transform the presumed solution to internal social problems into visible

work, which was to be displayed in order to increase public support for

? Vittoria Capresi, “Architectural Transfer, Italian Colonial Architecture in Libya: 'Libyan Rationalism'
and the Concept of 'Mediterraneity', 1926 — 1942,” in Colonial Architecture and Urbanism in Africa:
Intertwined and Contested Histories, ed. Fassil Demissie Farnham, Surrey 2012, 33 -66, here 59.

Mia Fuller clearly defines demographic colonisation as “the state-sponsored settlement of Italian
farmers on a grand scale.” See Fuller, Moderns Abroad, 177.
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Mussolini’s policies”."!
Concurrently, many designs in the realised colonies reflected a Mediterranean
spirit by attempting an eclectic negotiation of ancient Mediterranean or local
vernacular forms and modern forms. Anderson points out how the works of
Florestano di Fausto, one of the most prolific architects in realised colonies,'* had
his own interpretation of negotiations: “His numerous government commissions
assumed a commanding role, producing an architecture that supplemented
italianita while masking the rationalist intentions of a bespoke mediterraneity” '3
Two particular works of di Fausto that were designed during this period, I would
argue, reflected this “bespoke mediterraneita” of which Anderson was speaking.
First, in the case of the Artisanal Market, Souk al-Mushir he fused modern forms
with ancient Mediterranean ones. The project even received the approval of the
fascist regime: “Cubist and rational in its conception, the market-place satisfied
the claim of Ttalian authorities both to modernize and support local traditions”.!4
In the second case, the Uaddan Hotel and Casino, he syncretised modern forms
with various aspects of a local architectural vocabulary.
Were these various eclectic and flexible design approaches simply a matter of
aesthetic preference or could they have been veiling a political motive? Had
the fascist regime used such syncretism as a soft rhetorical means of appeasing
indigenous peoples? In the case of North Africa, scholar Krystyna von Henneberg
provides the possible answers:

“Keen to the need to put a benevolent face on Italian rule, many architects

developed an uncharacteristically eclectic and flexible approach to

questions of design. The militant anti-regionalism of Italian Rationalist

! Vittoria Capresi, “The rural centres of Libya. Reading tools,” in The Built Utopia The ltalian rural
centres founded in colonial Libya (1934—1940), ed. Vittoria Capresi, Bologna 2009, 32.
12 1n addition to his numerous works in North Africa, di Fausto had previously been responsible for many
important designs in the realised colony of the Aegean Islands.
'3 Anderson, “The Light and the Line”. Rava did not agree with di Fausto’s bespoke mediterrancita, feeling
that it contained too much Arab picturesque-folklorism.

Krystyna von Henneberg, “Imperial Uncertainties: Architectural Syncretism and Improvisation in

Fascist Colonial Libya,” in journal of Contemporary History, 31(2) (1996), 373-395, here 386.
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and fascist architecture was frequently eclipsed by a more syncretic style

that incorporated 'orientalizing' and local elements”.”
Not everyone, however, was convinced that pluralistic approaches and/or their
resulting hybridised forms, particularly when derived from eclectic revivalisms,
were of any merit. For example, important Italian architects such as Rava and
fellow rationalist Luigi Piccinato thought neo-Moorish buildings in North
Africa were inappropriate.’® Many architects felt there was a need to find a
unified colonial architectural language, which in turn could benefit the regime
by leaving a strong impression on colonised peoples and neighbouring European
powers alike."” Yet, would the implementation of a singular approach abandon
or incorporate localisms? The answer, in the opinion of von Henneberg, was
more complex: “Eclectic or neo-Moorish structures proved difficult to reconcile
with an official architectural discourse based on unity and order. Diversity, after

all, had been clearly identified with liberal rule, and with weakness”.'®

Early 1920s — mid 1930s - The Desired Colonies in South America

The fascist regime utilised the general concept of mediterraneiti, more specifically
Roman-ness and/or Latin-ness, in both its cultural and political rhetoric
pertaining to South America. Contrary to logic, there were significantly more
people of Tralian decent already living in the desired colonies than in the realised
ones during this period. The tactics that the regime needed to implement,
therefore, had shifted in order to reflect this demographic difference between
the desired and realised colonies. First the regime aimed to gain the support of

the Italian citizens, who it viewed, happened to be living abroad.” It then sought

!5 Von Henneberg, “Imperial Uncertainties,” 377.

16 Fuller, Moderns Abroad, 118.

17 Fuller, Moderns Abroad, 15.

'8 Von Henneberg, “Imperial Uncertainties,” 378.

19 This was the viewpoint of the fascist regime which refused to acknowledge the expatriates and their
offspring as Argentines or Brazilians who happened to be of ltalian descent. Those displaced to South
America, tended to view themselves as Argentines or Brazilians.
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to convince these expatriates and people of Iberian ancestry that they all shared
a common Roman heritage - Roman-ness and/or Latin-ness.?

In its quest to accomplish its goal of imperial expansionism of Italian culture into
the region, the fascist regime assumed that the displaced Italian citizenry would
act as intermediaries. Private impresarios, cultural institutions, and government
agencies sponsored and hosted cultural events in which soft, persuasive rhetoric
espoused the virtues of italianita. ltalian art, architecture, literature, and
language?®! were promoted in said events with each containing a varying degree of
political propaganda. Some of the key events included: Marinetti’s 1926 lecture
tour to promote Futurismo in Sio Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Cérdoba, Rosario,
Buenos Aires and Montevideo;? Sarfatti’s 1930 Novecento Art Exhibition in
Buenos Aires and Montevideo; and Bardi’s 1933 Architettura dogei Exhibition
in Buenos Aires which featured the architectural works of Razionalismo.
Contemporaneously, the soft rhetorical argument of Roman-ness was advanced
specifically in Argentina to the point of linking the country historically to Italy.
As Argentine scholar Finchelstein states: “Between 1922 and 1931, the fascist
regime wanted to convince the Argentines that their history, or part of it at least,
was a direct outcome of Italian historical agency”.”® Their claims that Italians
had played key roles in the development of Argentina dating back to even before
the time of Garibaldi were accurate, but the fascists wanted to embellish these
facts. In addition to offering their own interpretation of Argentine history to the

general populace, the fascists understood that that they also had to specifically

20 1n this instance, the terms Mediterrancan-ness and Italian-ness were most likely avoided as the former
could have been easily interpreted differently by both the Portuguese and Spanish creoles; the use of the
latter would have overtly exposed the fascists’ (offensive) belief in Italian superiority.
2! Literature and language were also important parts of the soft thetorical campaign, but they are not the
main focus of this essay. The following literary cultural events took place: Mussolini confidant, Franco
Ciarlantini’s 1927 book fair in Argentina; Piero Parini’s 1931 lecture tour, aimed at spreading the Italian
language and nationalism throughout Argentina; and noted Italian author, Massimo Bontempelli’s 1934
tours in South America.

Except in the case of Rio, the cities chosen for the tour were ones which had large Italian expatriate
gopulatlons, Ttalians who happened to be living abroad’ in the eyes of the Italian fascists.

Federico Finchelstein, Transatlantic Fascism: Ideology, Violence, and the Sacred in Argentina and Italy,
1919-1945, Durham, NC 2010, 87.
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court potentially like-minded politicians. They targeted a group known as
the nacionalistas. “Throughout the 1930s an Argentine group of politically
conservative nacionalistas met with Mussolini personally”.** Included in the
group was the upcoming politician, Manuel Fresco. Yet why limit the effort
solely to the specific case of Argentina? In 1934, Mussolini attempted to broaden
his sphere of influence in the region. Finchelstein points out that ... Mussolini
wrote to his South American embassies that the time was ‘favorable’ to expand
fascist propaganda in their respective countries”.® In other words, specificities
pertaining to Argentina could now be applied more generally to its neighbouring

countries.

1935 — 1940 - Italy and Her Realised Colonies in Africa

By the time the aforementioned works of di Fausto were opened for occupancy in
1935, infighting between Italian architects had begun to shift the attitudes away
from the syncretisation of modern and local traditions. Such design approaches
were no longer looked upon favourably.?®

This shift was part of extensive changes for the Italian people both at home
and abroad which were brought on as a consequence of Mussolinis invasion of
Ethiopia that same year. The fascist regime fought back widespread international
condemnation and sanctions by becoming increasingly more repressive.” As
a result, “(@)ll of Iralian political life, architecture included, turned to greater
uniformity”.”® Pluralistic design approaches were now succumbing to the
stranglehold of fascism as the regime tightened its grip on the creative process. In

other words, the diversity exemplified previously by various aesthetic movements

24 Finchelstein, Transatlantic Fascism, 111.
% Finchelstein, Transatlantic Fascism, 94.

Interestingly, von Henneberg also pointed out that the fascists and architecture press in Italy ignored
di Fausto’s market-place.
%7 Edward Denison, Guang Yu Ren, and Naigzy Gebremedhin, Asmara: Africa’s Secret Modernist City,
London 2006, 63. In the realised colony of Ethiopia, Italians introduced anti-miscegenation laws in order
to enforce the separation of the races, which in turn, led to much misery and anguish for Eritreans.
28 Fuller, Moderns Abroad, 88.
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at home and in syncretic designs in the realised colonies was now under pressure
to yield to an authoritative mandate of uniformity, of architectural linguistic
purity.

This apparent shift also reflected a greater change that started to take place
the following year in the realised colonies. According to Fuller, “... architects’
attention shifted from North to East Africa in 1936” and with it “the question
of colonial-architectural syncretism faded out all together...”” In part, this was
a result of the differences in context between North and East Africa. Syncretisms
manifested by Ravas ‘Mediterranean spirit’ were made possible in the former
because of its link back to Roman-ness. In the case of the latter, the preferred
purity of “militant anti-regionalism of ITralian Rationalist architecture” devoid of
any contamination of localisms was more possible because, in the eyes of many
fascist ideologues, this context represented a cultural tabula rasa. For the Italian
colonisers, the nomadic nature of this regions indigenous people rendered
them the least civilised and thus their built history contained no localisms or
regionalisms worthy of appropriation.

The growing intolerance for diversity and hybridisation/syncretism in favour
of unity and purity had many influential advocates. Piacentini, arguably the
regime’s most powerful architect by this time, was one of them. Shortly after the
declaration of Empire in 1936, Piacentini volunteered his services to coordinate
adesign programme for Italian East Africa in an attempt to prevent unacceptable
syncretic designs such as the neo-Arab works that had been constructed in
North Africa previously. Piacentini conveniently failed to mention his own
involvement in such eclectic designs previously in Benghazi.*® In so doing, he
personified the typical fascist agenda of providing a false public image to mask

his own private reality.

2 Fuller, Moderns Abroad, 134.
30 Fuller, Moderns Abroad, 126.
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The shift in focus to East Africa, resulted in Asmara experiencing unprecedented
growth from 1935-1941 with buildings now characteristic of more humble
or simplified versions of i/ Novecento and Razionalismo. Over previous decades
in Asmara, many neo-revivalist works had been built, but during this period,
they were more modern in character, although not necessarily reflecting the
uniformity that many had espoused.

In the midst of the massive building campaign under way in Asmara, in 1937
Italian attitudes towards urban planning acknowledged the need for flexibility
whilst designing for the various conditions related to climate and races of peoples
who, as the delegates at the First National Congress of Urban Planning thought,
had different habits and levels of civilisation.’ In other words, the blackness of
Asmara and its lack of ancient Roman structures created a context that had to
be treated differently, albeit not necessarily with respect for the locals. The need
for flexibility, therefore, necessitated a certain degree of diversizy. Localisms post-
rationalised as being derived from Rome in order to relate back to mediterraneita
were not part of this argument. Instead, Roman-ness in this instance was now to
be implemented as a means of civilising the natives.

During this period, restrictive, often harsh, fascist policies such as the ones
mandating the separation of ethnicities and/or races influenced the layout of
new planning proposals throughout the realised colonies. Whilst the attention
of most architects turned away from North Africa, the government continued its
plans to relocate Italians in massive numbers to populate the region. “From 1938
onwards Libya was expected to accommodate 100,000 Italian farmers distributed
in annual transfers of 20,000 settlers for a period of five years”.>* Proposed
villaggi, rural agricultural settlements, generally sought a greater separation of
the displaced Italian populace from the locals throughout the realised colonies.

Whilst this may have been easier to accomplish in newly planned towns, dealing

31 Von Henneberg, “Imperial Uncertainties,” 382.
32 Capresi, “The rural centres of Libya. Reading tools,” 32.
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with expansion of existing towns and cities meant that such new restrictions
changed the already established patterns of social interaction. In the specific case
of Asmara, Italians had previously intermingled with native Eritreans freely, but
the new layout for the planned expansion of the modern city mandated a strict
separation of the races.

It is interesting to note that with such a massive programme of building
construction in a relatively condensed period of time, none of the major Italian
architects of the day had any designs built in Asmara. There were no works
credited to Piacentini, Rava, or di Fausto. In the case of di Fausto this may be
because he continued to design works in North Africa, such as his Villaggio
Oljveti in Tripolitania (1935-1938), even though the presence of architects had

diminished in this region.

1935 — 1940 - The Desired Colonies in South America

In 1935 in South America, renowned Italian architect Alberto Sartoris continued
to utilise lecture tours as a soft rhetorical means of promoting architecture, more
specifically Razionalismo and its connection to mediterraneita. At venues such
as the First Argentine Congress on Urbanism, The Scientific Society, and the
Faculty of Architecture in Buenos Aires, he unashamedly attempted “to raise
awareness of the accomplishments of fascism in the field of urbanism”.** His
lecture titles also clearly 