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José Selgas

Born in Madrid 1965

Graduated Architect from ETSA Madrid 1992

Worked with Francesco Venecia in Naples in 1994-1995

Rome Prize in the Spain Academy of Fine Arts in Rome, 1997-1998
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Lucia Cano

Born in Madrid 1965

Graduated Architect from ETSA Madrid 1992
Worked with Julio Cano Lasso until 1996

Member of Cano Lasso Studio since 1997 until 2001
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SelgasCano was established in Madrid in 1998. It is a small atelier
and intends to remain so. Its work is focused on research into the
construction process, which is treated as an ongoing process of
'listening’' to the largest possible number of elements involved, from
manufacture to installation.

SelgasCano avoid the use of games and mechanisms that lead to
disciplinary issues, and strive to seek beauty that is comprehensible
to any human being.

They tend not to give lectures or classes in order to focus intensely
on their projects, although they are currently involved with the MIT
in a short-term extension of the studio’s main concern: an intense
search for new outlets for nature using artificial means, applying
technologies borrowed from other fields that are rarely mixed with
architecture. All of this is linked to the necessary aim of making
architecture lose ground to nature once again, minimizing its
presence and reducing its role to the creation of opportunities for
new types of nature.

Their work has been exhibited at the MoMA and the Guggenheim
in New York, the Venice Biennale, the GA Gallery in Tokyo, The
MOT (Contemporary Art Museum of Tokyo), the Design Museum of
London, the Akademie der Kunste in Berlin, The Tin Sheds Gallery
in Sydney and the MIT in Boston.

In 2013 they won the Kunstpreis (Art prize) awarded by the
Akademie der Kunste in Berlin, and also the 'Architects of the Year'
prize, awarded by the German Design Council in Munich.

You never know...
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ATTENUATING ARCHITECTURE
A CONVERSATION WITH JOSE SELGAS AND LUCIA CANO

ENRIQUE WALKER

Chinese Translation by Ding Liyang

| first encountered your work at the On Site: New Architecture in Spain exhibition, hosted by the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 2006,
which included the Badajoz Conference Centre and Auditorium (2006). Since then, you have built two other auditoriums: the Cartagena
Conference Centre and Auditorium (2011) and the Plasencia Conference Centre and Auditorium (2013)." | suggest that we discuss each of
these projects in turn, focusing particularly on the circumstances surrounding the competitions, the issues that you identified as opportunities
under those circumstances, the strategies you used to address them, the conditions that affected their implementation and the concepts that
you have developed from them. Since all three address the same type of programme, | would suggest that we also focus on the arguments
that may seem to be common denominators, precisely because we are looking at them as a series or a kind of typological investigation.
Inevitably, hindsight lends congruence to an architect’s work, and often points out relationships between projects which would otherwise

have been regarded as isolated incidents.

The Congress Centre and Auditorium in Badajoz marked the starting point for a number of concerns in our work which have
subsequently reappeared. However, as you suggest, they have only become obvious on hindsight, and they certainly weren’t at the
time of the project. The site proposed for the Badajoz competition was a bastion in the Vauban fortress. Much of the fortifications
were demolished in the mid-nineteenth century after the city had grown to the point that they had lost their defensive purpose. The
backfill which had reinforced the rear of the bastion walls had been removed to insert a circular space for a bullring. In other words,
the bastion feature had been inverted: it had changed from an external to an internal purpose, and from a defensive to a festive
use. The bastion was perfect for the new bullring project. A timber structure for the arena and the tiers was built in the void, with a
kind of walkway installed above the wall so that people could enter the bullring from the top. Period photos show carriages arriving
through what was left of the defensive wall. When we visited the site, we were confronted with the ruins of the third extension to
the bullring on the site of the bastion. The bullring was gone, but the circular void remained.

BADAJOZ
Previous condition, year 1970

EXEWR

1 Cartagena and Plasencia are included in this monograph. Badajoz was published in issue 136/137 of EL CROQUIS.
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BADAJOZ CONFERENCE CENTRE AND AUDITORIUM
Badajoz, Spain. 1999/2006. Competition First Prize

EREITEZ RS WL
BXEHr, FHS, 1999/2006

So we simply decided to reuse that void. In other words, we suggested that the project should be a palimpsest. We kept the original
lines and used them as a basis to work from, as well as the opposition between the mass of the defensive wall and the void of the
bullring. Later on, that opposition also steered our choice of the construction materials. We used solid materials in the excavated
areas and lightweight components in the areas facing the outer part of the excavated area. The cylinder that occupies the inner
circle, which corresponds to the top of the main hall, was designed as a lantern. As well as using what was left of the bullring, we
also decided to insert some Ailanthus shrubs that we had discovered during a site visit, which had overgrown the ruins of the tiers.
Ailanthus is a beautiful wild tree that grows anywhere quickly and easily, with very little water. We decided to recover that natural
occurrence and plant a coppice in the courtyard around the cylinder, a bit like a small botanical garden. Since Badajoz, trees have
become a recurrent feature in our projects.

Section and floor below grade / Zlf & it FEFH

In other words, the traces of the bullring inscribed in the bastion largely determined the layout.

We began by maintaining those original lines, and then laid out the programme that had to be included, gradually adjusting
and negotiating the brief with those traces. We finally managed to keep the traces largely intact, even to the point that their
imperfections were maintained, because in the old bullring, the inner circle was slightly offset from the outer circle. In our project,
the cylinder that contains the auditorium matches the actual arena, while the courtyard between the cylinder and the outer circle
corresponds to the ring of tiers. Many of the support programmes are installed in the gap between the outer circle and the outer
walls. The idea of maintaining the original lines also led us to design the entrance to the building outside the cylinder. From the
entrance you go down some stairs to the foyer in the basement. The project is interconnected beneath the courtyard level. We
usually refer to the Badajoz project with a quote from Giacomo Leopardi that we included in the summary of our competition
proposal, and in fact it has ended up defining an approach or a way of tackling our work. Leopardi suggests that the ultimate level
of knowledge consists of realizing that everything you are looking for has always been right before your eyes. And that is precisely
what happened in Badajoz. The project was the result of a critical examination of several existing conditions, and working from
them. Since then, we have accepted that in every project there is always something staring at us. You only need to look closely and
seek it out, and also consider that there ought not to be any sort of input on your part. Since Badajoz, we have approached every
project in much the same way.
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The strategy of maintaining the original lines goes hand in hand with the strategy of placing most of the programme below grade. In other
words, the project diminishes the presence of the architecture that has to be incorporated into the site.

We decided that the building had to be exactly the right size, measured, so as not to impose on its surroundings. In fact, we suggested
that the building shouldn’t rise above the height of the defensive wall, hence the decision to set 80% of its area below grade. That
strategy encourages an appreciation of what is already there. We believe that the most interesting architecture is precisely the
type that helps you to realize that architecture isn’t necessary; the type that leads you to decide not to build. Ironically, it isn’t
what you get to build but what you manage not to build. Architecture involves establishing relationships in society, proposing
ways of interrelating people in a space, and we are interested in fostering those sorts of relationships, without people realizing it.
Lacaton-Vassal’s Léon Aucoc Square in Bordeaux is one of our basic reference projects. When Anne Lacaton and Jean-Philippe
Vassal were given the task of remodeling a late 19th or early 20th century square, they came to the conclusion that they should do
almost nothing. It was a splendid triangular square with shady trees, old benches and a bowls pit. The only thing they considered
appropriate in the project was to build up the gravel, heal the trees, restore some of the benches that were in disrepair and clear it
up a bit. They also suggested that it should be cleaned more often. Nothing else. We think it is an incredibly beautiful project that is
very sensitivity to what was already there, which included a lot of architecture. In other words, a lot of architecture instead of a lot
of construction.

BADAJOZ SE
EAEE .

That project is part of a tradition or a genealogy of architectural projects that have aimed to do almost nothing. The most important precedent
is undoubtedly the work of Cedric Price. First, Price argued that architects should assess the role of their discipline in comparison to other
fields that might be relevant to the same commission. In other words, Price thought that the solution to an architectural problem didn’t
necessarily have to be a building. So the architect must be sure that what is really needed is a building. His most famous example was a
commission to build a house for a couple, which led Price to realize that instead of designing a home, he ought to suggest a divorce. That not
only explained his approach to the project, but also entailed an implicit critique of our profession, which is more often than not concerned
with perpetuating solutions rather than describing problems —and often prone to offering unnecessary buildings—. Price also argued that
given the long lead-up and construction time for architecture, it shouldn’t be seriously regarded as a discipline that provides solutions to
problems: as a solution, architecture always arrives late for the problem. So quite often his work questioned the advisability of constructing,
and instead focused on reusing what had already been built.

You are probably familiar with Willem Jan Neutelings’s article about laziness as a design tool® in which he proposes —no doubt influenced by
Price— a series of gradual strategies to tackle the brief, ranging from doing nothing to using what is already there, or reusing a certain type
or concept. However, in Badajoz, the point wasn’t to avoid building but rather to prevent most of what was built from being visible, in other

words, to achieve a balance between the required programme and the ability of the site to absorb it.

What is interesting is how society responds to projects where the architecture isn’t taken for granted, or where it isn’t present.
The Badajoz project is actually quite large, and there were times during construction when it had a brute presence. The excavation
work insinuated that we were doing a huge project. Later on, the works gradually became closed in and covered, until what was
there before construction started suddenly reappeared. So the question that people asked themselves as they passed by the
completed building was, “What has happened there after so many years of construction?” People are usually uncomfortable about
architecture that has very little presence, which is actually quite a problem. On the other hand, people who enter the building
don’t expect to discover everything that is inside. As we said, we usually consider that the less visible a project, the better. When
a building is too imposing, you can’t appreciate the rest. We do insist, however, that isn’t a problem of the architecture but of what
has been built. And also how to attenuate it.

2 willem Jan Neutelings. ‘On Laziness, recycling, sculptural mathematics and ingenuity’. Published in issue 94 of EL CROQUIS.

10



EMBRBRIVLFRIRERN, RIREMZIGAIBHINEMEE I TR, BOFHR, RONRIDIEBRRANSSRIES ER, FEREMHIbE
BE—IE.

Rt BIFEERERORENMUERME Z2IEEREIFLL, MtHASYEERNIMEEEE. RFEEZNABBEHERNSEE, X
S TRENITPEENEZAMRNESZ/ A EHETE 7 T XA T I 5 EEIRNEE., R MEEREBIIRN, BI528eE
AZIRFIEFARLR. (REAMETEIEEREERN. RENNERNR, XEMRITIRTBRESHUNBZIEMA, EFIEL 2 AR
5%, BRESS5HRXAES, AMER—=EPHIAHEHE IR MG . FHIFSBEETEERE A RBER FEEXLEXR, K
IREMRIRIME RN RS Y WESER HREHERNNEAS Z R, H% - ARG - FFHE - RIFEFRIKESus— Mt ek —+
KR IHA0ERITR, 23 B, RELRWEX Mitbd, HIESMAILRTAEBTL. XA HE=A, HIRBRTEMIALE, T6 SIERALEN—
MZTLE  RUTIDAIMb I IX M RE F R E R Eis IR ARG AR ERAIRIAR. LIREEMNEF S0 IRIAIALE . M T2 IERIFEN )
FELEMBEAXN 7, BRIEZ4, SBHRE T AEMA IR T FATA X E N EEEWMANL I, AR RTXAH AR A S (8152 5)

RERONBURE. OER, ERTEZMERRE,

iirf N‘WX"W}'

W
i
= W

(oo -

/

EANRERABATF “EH" HRFRIHEGMN—E5. ARSI SRIEMORET, REEMN U TREEER - TR, ZRIHAR, BRI
ROZ AR &2 M2 AR 2 RE R B R AER, LUTFARRIPAERFRIMAL, I0iE R, BRARREA RS RATFEFRIEELNRRX—MEZE. B
1t ERRIDAE RIS A BB TS . BREER MR NN LNER R, BE—XXREOAQMWESRFIRITAT, BEAR R IMEIRITFEIS
— MR, tNEFTENEZEE. XMIFIEIT TR, EZEBRFOBRMONS, BITEEXNERFEEOMA . @RI TIFEEEMRET
RHRFEIRTHBR SR, MIBLEIAS RN AR MXMAREESHRSTEREUENERAE . BERMEAABRAF R SE—
BRI N E AR RS IENFR: BAMRIEA—MEAZE, BRAEFEENRKNZESRE, HlvEEbT kg, BRFFAIRHNEE
SRR S TIRIR . FEL, A TIFEERERIENBEN, HimEmANBRERNNERA.

IRAREAR AR RS - 8 - M AXTIRITLR ? ZMIBMNXE, AXEPMBIRE T —RIAHARE, MABTHEFIBREERA. BEEE
NEBAEYS, XTREZRERIAISN . A, ARRAERP, RIHIARF A2 RZISTEFEIENAT Y, mEiER, RIIXERESHEI
BER RN IR FIER AR

LEANVEKBAIIR ARIIX LB IR, TEIXEINEF, RIRFHIEUNMVESANSXEN, AEEZRATEN . BAEHRMEL R ERERX, i
THIRIER RSN —E SV H— @RS, BT H#EIRR R IXE— N EINE. AT, AR LE LT, SENBIREHMEIEA
{IJERIET, SMRADSEUERTRBAAIERM . SANEIH, FEEHE: L TXAZE, XBERERETHA? " BAlt, EEEASE XN ERFANE
IEESMREIRRE, fRsE FIXBHSTE NS, A1, —BENES#AZIZRARE, AMIRMSEFRLEIERRNAE SR SR (L. FHEFAI
BRI, FATBRIA R AT ERERY, I— @RI TREH, R TRIRER . AR BN, REXERAS, MRIatRnit a5
PFNINEAYEIER, LA AT SSCR RAVF R,

il - JEFE - E

E IR AR IS T HBSFR
I, ERAAIEINRIEHR

HBSPrEHR U

3K Hf (1934-2003) , ZEERT

2 FUENE - A EEEAK . ONEYE, EERME, BE BRI ANGNE M [J). EL CROQUIS, 94

1



EL 'B'. CARTAGENA AUDITORIUM AND CONGRESS CENTRE
Murcia, Spain. 2001/2011. Competition First Prize
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That was also the challenge in the case of the Congress Centre and Auditorium in Cartagena. The brief was basically the same
as in Badajoz, just slightly larger in area: 18,500m” instead of 17,000m°. However, it seems to be a much larger building because
the programme stretches out along the pier. The site proposed for the competition in Cartagena was at the end of a roughly one
kilometre long strip which had been part of a military harbour, gradually released for use by the city since the 1990’s. When we
visited the site, we found that no matter how much the city wanted to appropriate that stretch of waterfront, it acted as a barrier.
And in fact it seemed logical that way, because it is indeed a fabulous artificial reality. Like Badajoz, this site had also played
an important defensive role in its heyday, in this case on the coast. So we proposed a building that would be neither urban nor
maritime, just plain and simply part of the harbour. In fact, we actually wanted to work on the harbour. We have tried to give the
building a certain harbour character, so it is laid out along the entire area designated as the allotment for the competition. It is
about 200 metres long. Besides being long, it’s also very low. In fact, we didn’t want the auditorium to stand out too much, or
the building to extend beyond the old sea wall that faces the building on the opposite side of the road, which has an important
presence in Cartagena. The aim was to preserve the city ‘s relationship with the sea and the sea with the city.

BlAvi))

The layout seems to be defined by lines once again, although in this case they are the lines of the volume that were imposed in order to lay
out the building along the pier.

We set ourselves a height limit, but not a limit on width or length. The layout is quite simple and direct. The contents of the brief
were lined up one after another along the pier until the whole building was configured, as if it consisted of rectangular pieces
with dimensions that matched the required enclosures. While the outside of the building has rigid lines, the interior is articulated.
Because it is at the end of the pier —a strip which is also a promenade—, we suggested incorporating that promenade into the
building. We included two entrances at either end instead of just one. You can enter the building almost without realizing it. When
we visited the site, we also discovered that in the area designated for the project, the harbour strip had also enclosed another older
harbour, and that even before those two harbours, there had been a beach called El Batel. As in the case of Badajoz, where the
building restored traces of a previous condition, in Cartagena the building was gradually interred, precisely from the point where
the city began to descend to the beach. In other words, the street inside the building revives the memory —and to some extent the
experience— of a former urban condition. That is why we gave the building the name of the beach, El Batel. The interior promenade
descends slowly while at the same time arranging the sequence of programmes, until it manages to insert the main hall plus the
stairway system needed to reach the different levels.
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In addition to the strategy of settling much of the programme below grade, Badajoz and Cartagena also share the goal of lightening the
volume that emerges above ground level. In fact, there seems to be a recurring decision on materials, which results in stable terrain and
fragile envelopments...

As in Badajoz, setting 60% of the Cartagena building below grade was a major part of the works, but we thought it was worth
the effort. If all the buried part of the volume were visible, its presence would have had a huge impact. The harbour —that port-
like feeling- would have disappeared, and even so, we still don’t know whether we have managed to control the whole thing. We
made up for the financial effort involved in burying part of the construction with the finishes. As we said before, we are interested
in architecture as an expression of sensitivity, beyond the act of building. However, once you decide what and how much to build,
nothing interests us more than the building process. Our approach to materials is always related to economy. In our opinion, the
best material is the cheapest, hence our interest in looking for alternative materials to the ones on the market, either in hardware
stores or in scrap yards. And also our interest in vernacular architecture, which is a way of working with the simplest things or
whatever you have on hand, to roof a space or to seal a leak. In other words, we are interested in working with any sort of material.
We always start by defining the conditions that a material has to fulfil. Then we study the range that is available, and the range that
is on hand. So we look for alternatives, and that often means using architecturally unconventional material.

1

¢
7
22

Z
=

BADAJOZ
EAEN

That was the case in Badajoz. The two materials with the greatest presence are polyester/fibreglass tubing —which we use in the
outer circle to mark the former tiers— and white perspex tubes, used in the inner circle, which mark the former bullring and shade
the glass facade behind it. Those extruded pieces were made specifically for this building. The former have an oval section to
contain a small polyester structural beam, and the latter have a circular section. They are interwoven to form a sort of ball of wool
and gain stiffness —those ovoid polyester shapes can’t be heat-bent afterwards. In fact, the external parts are actually composed
of three separate pieces, which were curved on site, starting with an inner double T which is flexible in one direction because of its
section, and then adding two lateral parts that are linked the final shape. Once they were stuck together, they gave the entire piece
its horizontal inertia. The cylindrical Plexiglass parts, on the other hand, were heat bent.

In Cartagena, we used a single plastic piece for much of the building. It’s usually made of polycarbonate, apart from the
external walls, which have a methacrylate outer skin. That’s a clear example of what we used to call material on hand.
Cartagena’s economy is mainly focused on tourism and agriculture, and curiously it has no factories for building materials,
apart from Europe’s biggest polycarbonate factory. So you could say that polycarbonate isn’t just a local material, but also the
only possible local material. During the extrusion process, some small coloured lines are drawn on this material, which vary
from one piece to another, depending on their position in the installation. All the skins are based on these pieces, from the front
or interior technical wall —which runs the entire length of the building— to the roof and walls of the rooms. The dimensions
allowed them to be installed manually, without using auxiliary equipment. The position of each piece also varied to give the
installation process a greater margin for imprecision, and also to emphasise the manufacturing flaws. Extruded plastic parts
are never perfect: one might be more curved and the next one a bit less, one slightly more closed and another one more open.
In other words, there is a degree of imprecision. We think that is the beauty of working with this sort of material. Every part is
unique, they are always different from each other, as if they were hand made, and moreover, they are also installed by hand, on
account of their size.
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