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There is a wide gap between building and architecture, a kind of distance that the latter
needs to cover in order to justify itself against the trivial. Most people mistake it for man-
nerism, projecting aesthetic quality as the foremost indicator of architecture’s point of
exclamation. Architects usually claim an interpretative stance against a given situation, the
latter usually being a precedent in building form or program, or the contextual depository
of the very land it occupies; it almost appears as if the principal requirement architecture
has to meet is to elevate its practice away from the commonplace.

The cases we review here are set against a background. Anything but indifferent to their
context, they propose the terms by which their defining elements relate to a situated
condition. This is not the sort of overwhelming architecture your academic modernism
would herald, nor does it necessarily classify under what Frampton' coins as “Critical Re-
gionalism’, namely ‘regional schools” whose primary aim is to reflect and serve the limited
constituencies in which they are grounded? What's most intriguing about these cases is
that their “regionality” does not necessarily entail locality for the place of origin of the ar-
chitects responsible: these are global architectures, in place with a local condition.
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All of the projects we examine relate to a certain existing con-
dition.  Interestingly enough, they can also be seen in relation
to each other: in fact some pair up as others take part in larger
groups quite congruously:

Glass Farm can be examined as a direct reinterpretation of a given
form. It also forms “singular objects”® in relation to its backdrop
as it is dense in jtself, and makes a well-defined visual statement.
Sancaklar Mosque echoes the Fogo Island National Park Head-
quarters in establishing a dialogue with an open landscape, either
by disintegrating into, or blooming from within, the natural back-
drop. Both projects show a certain materiality; in fact they base
their whole experience on it, to the point that their function fades
into - or out to, respectively- the very land they inhabit. In both of
these cases the land is the vernacular, in‘as much as it constjtutes
the very programmatic reason of the buildings.

Lastly, Washan Guesthbuse, Building on the Water, Beautour Mu-
seum and Biodiversity Research Center and Brockholes Visitor
Center share common terms in being primarily: experienced as
landscapes, undulating onto the premises they occupy and offer-

ing a veritable “promenade architecturale” to the eye as well as
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the body. They all both flirt with, as well as distinguish themselves
from, their surroundings; they see what's out there and playfully
deploy their own sensuous experience. In response to a situated
context, these buildings employ materiality as well as conceptual
reference to develop their architectural language. However, at the
same time they show substance they do not offend.

Special mention should be made for Herzog & de Meuron's Arena
do Morro. While there is an obvious merit in its formal gualities; it
forms part of a larger scheme, namely, a much wider - yet directly
connected - infrastructure upgrade on an urban scale: For that
matter it is the one project most open about its healing aspira-
tions. Rather than focusing on its own architectural vocabulary,
we propose to examine it as such.

Architectures

MVRDV’s Glass Farm was developed for Schijndel’s market square,
an “unusually void space in the fabric of the village". The 1600m?
building shelters a series of public amenities such as restaurants,
shops and a wellness Center. Years of debates with public officials
and villagers alike, MVRD\{"S proposal covers the exact volume
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designated by the city planners with a glass envelope. As this
volume @amounts to a scaled up version of a traditional Schijndel
farm, MVRDV and artist Frank van der Salm photographed such
a facade and imprinted it as collage directly onto the glass using
frit procedure. The final image of the building is a “scaled-to-fit”
enlargement of a regular one, the print also varying in translu-
cency-thus allowing for a variety of light and views. During the
night the building illuminates, “offering tribute to the traditional
farmhouse’. At the same time, the out-of-scale elements bring the
visitors an uncanny experience, similar to that of a child encounter-
ing the world of adults. Ultimately MVRDV achieves a veritable "cei
n‘est pas une pipe’, a farm that is not a farm, a virtual representation
in-material form and a constant dialectic that is open to interpreta-
tion,

Ermre Arolat Architects Sancaklar Mosgue dissolves its shape and
volume into-the landscape, sinking underneath the natural hill
to reveal cave-like interiors. Rather than relying on the form and
characteristics of a traditional Mosque it employs fundamental at-
mospheric experiences to convey the sublime. Inside the prayer

" hall, slits and fractures along the Qiblah wall provide for a dramat-

©®Emre Arolat Architects(Cemal Emden)
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ic lighting effect which calls upon the spiritual in order to signify
the presence of God. From the outside; the natural landscape is in-
fused with architectural elements of various scales: from the slope
defining stone steps to the thin reinforced concrete slab spanning
over 6 meters to form the canopy, to the stone clad walls and tow-
er that protect the Mosque as well-as reveal it from the outside,
the architects offer us “strange details” that elevate the trite to the
level of the poetic. As the architects say, “the project constantly
plays off of the tension between man-made and natural’, “focus-
ing solely on the essence of religious space”.

Oto Arquitectos’ Fogo Island National Park Headquarters take the
opposite route: rather than sinking into the landscape, the build-
ing appears to deploy from within it Situated in a natural volca-
nic landscape of “uniquée and rare beauty', the building is made
from local materials using local technigues. As it undulates into a
maze-like shape that nests all functions in an integrated and har-
monious way, the building both challenges the “natural” as well as
transforms the vernacular into a contemporary proposal. Taking
the architects’ claim at face valug, “with the headquarters fully op-

erational, the natural park is increasingly valued which contributes
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to enrich the social, cultural and economic sectors of the island,
starting to integrate and enhance in a harmonious way the sur-
rounding space”.

Wang Shu's WWashan Guesthouse was designed for the China
Academy of Arts as part of an ever evolving cluster of buildings he
has been adding to its campus for over a decade. Taking an activ-
ist role in his architecture and following in the footsteps of the
literati tradition, these buildings are primarily aimed to teach. Situ-
ated at Hangzhou, an ancient city renowned for its natural and
cultural heritage, the guesthouse brings the themes of tradition
and reinterpretation of center stage in an imaginative lesson of
architecture. The vernacular exists in subtle reference: for one, it
liesin the materiality of the building; like the use of rammed earth
found in local vernacular structures, And ther there is the undu-
lating landscape of a 100m lohg roof, a superimposing cascade
of sloping planes that frame the landscape in as much as they
evolye as landscape in themselves. This is a direct analogy tothe
mountainscapes the literati used in painting in order to convey -
rather than a single image — a series of experiences or feelings.

Finally, an irregular nebula of wooden struts pushes the traditional
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forms and techniques outside their common context. These acts
of translation are revealed as poetry, probably one of the maost
significant teachings the Washan guesthouse has to offer. In the
words of Wang Shu, feelings and experiences do not make a
poem until they have been placed in some kind of structure.

Alvaro Siza and Carlos Castanheira’s “Building on the Water” con-
verses with a different kind of locality, namely the technical ef-
ficiency of an industrial complex. Situated within the premises of
the New Salt Industrial Park of Huai'an City, Jiangsu Province, the
building is built on top of an already existing artificial lake that
serves the factory, by the desire of the company’s owner. it ex-
tends in a curvilinear form, inviting us into a floating, almost out-
of-body experience, the technical grid of industry serving as mere
ground for this perched dragon to receive visitors and users alike:
Time suspends and space is warped around the architects' deci-
sions: this practice here is fused with the practice of sculpture, ‘as
it used to be”. The “Building on the Water” refers to its industrial
(namely functional) heritage by revealing the poetic potential of
the latter thréugh architecture. This is the very same way to as-

sume its identity and assign Value to a trite backdrop.



= b

do Morro 445, SA3%7R, B Arena do Morro, Natal, Brazil

RYEEERILRYR BEAENABRN, ZF L RENER
IZ, IFER, REECHNE —HaFnREEEHR RN
FHOIE, W —ARARN —FRE ERTERNENR B
P EE, AERMETR. BT EA— I RBTETHIM,. SNER
FET AT IAR (BLEAT0F) WHEN. RNF—RE
BZERRASER, BRAETRERKIOBLENAE.

Adarn Khang 3 i 355 FirfiBrockholesih & /U fEA — H 28], 3§
B RO 2L, ZRARA BTG S AMRIPE S, LR
HEH N, FEARRMHSSRE Y, 'R IRNTAFE
BOARTASHOSENERE/UETHRARNE. RMHRAHE
ERE. BEIEIERSS ENASERARR BERASH T

TR B, ERADA. BRRE R ERASRR
BN RE KERSE AMREERNRYBELENEEFERS
NEEREAN, [ EROARRBEEERIVFUEASE, AT

Agence Guinée Et Potin's Beautour Museum and Biodiversity Re-
search Center follows the footsteps of the previous two projects.
“Glorifying” French naturalist, Georges Durand’s mansion, the
project “aims to offer educational and scientific support on the
theme of biodiversity, as well as a management strategy and an
evolution prospective for the whole area”. Revolving around the
existing building, the center covers its shell fully in thatched skin -
a traditional technique reinterpreted into a novel idea - lying thus
as "a piece of built landscape’, “a new geography” completing the
natural scenography, organic and almost with animals, in tribute
to its context. Besides serving as an educational and a scientific
facility, it also aims to act as a re-generative force for the mainte-
nance of the existing site, which has been abandoned for 30 years.
Once again we find ourselves-in a signifier territory, architecture
assuming the role of an incubator of reinvigorating tensions.

Adam Khan Architects’ Brockholes Visitor Center spans as a cluster
of spaces floating on top of ‘a large pontoon”. Being integrated
into the natural landscape of a 67-hectare nature reserve to jus-
tify its very own programmatic purpose, it stands primarily as
an architectural signifier. The *houses” take their forms through

M. OHerzog & de Meurun
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abstraction; the shingled roof skews its georﬁetfy to'an unusual
height and volume, shaping in turn the atmosphere of the interior
space. Walls are clad in reeds, roofs are covered with oak shingles,
and the whole thing appears “natural” and yet not. At the inside of
the building the extreme geometry of the roofs is supported by a
technically demanding “woven” wooden frame —yet the surfaces
assume a subtle tactile feeling which-utterly makes them inviting,
The roofs detach from the ground by the extensive use of large win-
dow panes-yet they never “culminate” as their ridge is substituted
by a skylight that throws exterior light back into the interior space.
Rather than a narrative taking on the vernacular, architecture offers
us presence through immateriality, in conjunction with an “uncanny
familiarity” - a contradiction that defines the whole experience.

Herzog & de Meuron's Arena do Morro is attached to a larger
scheme of “punctual interventions’, an infrastructufe supplement
conveying the firm's “Vision for Mae Luiza"-a land as well as a
community which the local authorities hope to support through
architecture. The building itself serves as a sports, cultural and so-
cial center, its form evolving as dune-like undulations sheltered

under an all-protecting roof: As much as it is imposing from afar,
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the roof dissolves at ground level view: it disintegrates into the
sky, seeming like it's made from re-purposed materials rather than
a purist techno-fabric. More than a signifier, it covers a wide open
space for community gatherings, at the same time the undulating
walls offer sheltering coves for smaller scale activities. These for-
mal qualities should be examined in conjunction with a sequence
of proposed buildings — as a part of the larger scheme of things.
This allows for an integrated approach to the problem at hand:
the project is more infrastructure and city planning and less form,
narrative and style on its own. In this context, architecture reveals
its healing aspirations by distinguishing itself from a “suffering”

backdrop in an almost evangelical manner.

Local Identity and the Claim to Excellence

Bypassing architecture’s omnipresent claim to add value, all of our
case studies seem attaéhed to an argument whether a situated
“global” architecture can form part of the ground it occupies. For
one thing, it is hardly vernacular in itself. In all of our cases, the ar-
chitects re-interpreted the local condition, assigned new qualities,

and most of all, proposed a new understanding for what consti-

1. Kenneth Frarpton, Modern Architecture: A Critical HistoryWorld of Art), 3rd ed, rev. and enlarged, i

London: Thames and Hudson, 1992.
2. Ibidem, p. 314, b

3. Jean Baudiillard, The Singular Objects of Architecture, Minneapolis: Uniiversity of Minnesota Press, ,7

2002
4. BartVerschaffel, Architecture fs {as) a Gesture, Luzern: Quart Verlag, 2001, p. 29.
5. Ibidem

BHELTEE, SHBATERAEMGERAN B8R, 1R 5E
SROSN—HE XA XFRE, Bk bREEENE. BT
KemARLaEAN B 5L,

EBEHORE BARRSTRAN. BNFRNRBUSR
SEAMTRRE THHE. MR XBRA R EFBETEERTNEN
BE. AN ES R, XREHEXA M, HAEHRRMASH
¥, BWREEH -1 BERKNAR * . XENEHRAKEAT
FEISRHRIH 2,

tutes “a local problem”, This seems to be a constant preoccupa-
tion for contemporary architecture: to elevate its proposal from a
common form to a novel understanding of its context.

In these terms, architecturerjustifies itself by claiming to a certain
kind of added value it applies to the ground it occupies, be it in
actual terms or conceptual ones. At the same time, a price is to be
paid: the vernacular can never be the same as before, and people
can never continue their lives safely in the reassuring arms of the
commonplace. This architecture is hardly the carpenters’ and the
stone masons’ building; nor is it as “natural” as the landscape it
lays claim to. It heralds, first and foremost, a point of departure
rather than a “failsafe” repetition of the common form.

By that argument, this architecture is utterly modern. The proj-
ects we examined offer, in their most modest, a dialectic; in their
boldest, they offer a full reinterpretation to the extent of concep-
tual rebirth. As a measure of value, this can only be justified by a
claim to genius*~yet not by an exclamation of the architect’s own,
whence,only a "highly inflated ego”® would appear, but by the
transformation of an existing situation into a reqular feat of the
intellect. Angelos Psilopoulos
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