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Vicente’s Guallart Emergent
Architecture
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As somebody who makes mountains rather than
housing blocks and media houses that promote
digital interaction rather than homes with stan-
dard bedrooms and kitchens, it would seem that
Vicente Guallart occupies a position seemingly at
the margin of architecture. Born in a city that has
for most of the 20th century has been outside of the
mainstream of cultural production, he has chosen to
make buildings that to many people do not look like
buildings. He has commissions not only in his native
Valencia, but also in fishing and vacation villages in
Catalonia and Taiwan. At times, he even eschews the
architect’s traditional roles by investing his energy
in the production of digital guides, experiments in
electronic collaboration, or even in the subsuming
of his own designs into a collaborative planning pro-
cess. Yet | will argue in this essay that Vicente Gual-
lart is no avant-garde figure, but an active member
of an emergent mainstream of what has been called
“emergent architecture.” What Guallart does might
look strange, but it is a natural reaction to the cur-
rent nature of human environments.

What Vicente Guallart produces is an emergent
architecture. This term comes from the world of
computer-aided design, in which architects see their
work as guiding the unfolding possibilities comput-
er programs coax from formulas whose writers de-
veloped them to mimic natural growth. For Guallart,
the term is a broader one, encompassing the ways
in which his whole body of work emerges from both
physical and social, both real and digital, structures.
This is an architect who does not see himself as
making isolated buildings, but as somebody trying
to discover how he can help architecture to emerge
from the conditions in which we live.

Partially this is the result of an analysis of the cur-
rent position of the architect. Guallart operates in
an architectural field that has become increasingly
fractured, both in its nature and in its production.
Architects work all over the world and produce
forms out of the abstract field of data that appears
on their computer screens. Their designs are part
of complex financial and political projects in which
the forms over which they labor so assiduously are
only a skin or superstructure over an investment in
infrastructure and functional arrangement. What
they do is as much determined by the decisions of
bankers, bureaucrats interpreting building codes
and structural engineers as it is by some appeal to
the traditions of architecture.

Yet there is something within that tradition of which
they, including Vicente Guallart, remain guardians.
The ability of architecture to locate us in a universe
that is so much larger that what we can possibly
comprehend with our senses is one of its greatest
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powers. It can do so by, like a mandala (the Indian
symbol for the cosmos) or an aedicula (the West-
ern structure featuring a pyramidical roof held up
by four posts, as in the Papal baldacchino or the
Jewish marriage chupa), creating a center defined
in terms of the four directions of the winds and an
assumed, geocentric universe. It can also create a
sense of center by locating us in a historical con-
tinuum through the use of certain stylistic elements
such as columns or pediments, or references to
historical facades. Or it can merely frame view of
the surrounding area from within the precincts of
a building. Whatever techniques or combinations
thereof architecture uses, it has the power to make
us feel in and of a place. One could argue, in fact,
that this is the central task of architecture: to con-
vert space to place, and to do so in a manner that
goes beyond the physical to include the definition
of a mental and spatial space of belonging.

As such architecture is a form of spatial practice
that places us within the world according to con-
ventions and rules, similar to those of language or
of the law itself. It is a way of fixing us in time and
space and assuring the continuity of an agreed
upon reality that we fix into form every time we
build a new structure. At the same time, architec-
ture also has the power to reframe and destabilize
even as it provides a place. It can replace and dis-
place, it can create another place, a new place that
did not yet exist. By its power to both represent
that other place and to install it or make it present,
architecture can construct a critical alternative to
our existing world. This is, in fact, what the best
architects, as opposed to those who just build ser-
viceable structures do and it is in this tradition that
Vicente Guallart works.

What has changed in the last few years is that
architects now have at their disposal a new set of
tools that allow them to perform this operation

at levels or in modes that were previously inac-
cessible. The methods of framing have, under the
influence of new communications and computing
tools, become more ephemeral, more complex and,
some would argue, more fundamental. Now it is no
longer a case of locating one’s self in a geometric,
religious or cultural field, but in a continuum that,
like the film Powers of Ten (1977) Charles and Ray
Eames made at the beginning of this new era, goes
seamlessly from the microscopic to the scale of the
overall universe. The development of techniques
by which architects can achieve this emplacement
in a much wider and more difficult to define field

is concomitant with the dissipation of both the
individual and the society that defines her and him.
In a world in which the self has been split into ego,
id and superego (or whatever other division one

might choose), in which a fundamental distinction
has appeared between the universe as we can know
it with our senses and can comprehend it through
our intellectual efforts, and in which we have come
to realize that even what we thought of as a funda-
mental relationship of self to a body existing in time
and space, and that body to a cohesive social struc-
ture in which it could mirror and define itself, is a
social construct or fiction, we have need of more
fundamental and more flexible ways of placing what
we might think of ourselves in our world.

The techniques by which one might do this are
many. Some architects focus on the appropriation
of the imagery of mass-market advertising and the
tracking of the data flows into which almost every
object is today sooner or later dissolved. Others
engage in a reactionary retreat into the construc-
tion of abodes that posit themselves as authentic
and immediately obvious because of their applica-
tion of pre-industrial material. Between the dissi-
pation of form into media and the flight into form,
however, lie a series of techniques that are begin-
ning to define a new central arena within which
architecture can operate. This area is composed of
various ways of measuring, de- or reforming, and a
spinning out on a more or less abstract plane of the
geological, biological, semiotic and other scientific
fields that have for a long time underlain, but only
been implicit in, the practice of making buildings.
Similarly, just as building has long existed at the in-
tersection of abstract mechanical principles and the
imagery, narratives and formal cohesion by which
we can make sense of such data -a place that we
have come to think of as architecture—so this latest
version of architecture exists only through its abil-
ity to also make use of narrative techniques through
which it can give evocative form to the results of
analysis and extrapolation. Architecture, in other
words, has to tell a good story, show us a recogniz-
able image, or create an iconic form. It must do so
in a way that evokes social and personal memories.
It must, in other words, look like something that its
audience might already know.

Given this challenge, many architects who are try-
ing to define a workable methodology for architec-
ture, have turned towards forms that are not only
based on the laws of geology, biology and lan-
guage, but that also make use of the ways in which
these principles manifest themselves. They are
trying to make buildings, in other words, that look
like landscapes, flora, fauna or signs. The name that
is generally used for this approach is “emergent
architecture,” a term whose origin is undetermined.
It indicates those architects who believe that the
most fruitful avenue of exploration within the field
is to see one’s self not as imposing an abstract
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structure out of nothing onto a blank site, but as
tracing and possibly manipulating forms of orga-
nization that exist in biology, in geology, in social
structures, or even in computer programs them-
selves. One mimics the way in which plants grow,
or the way in which strata of earth accumulate.
One traces and tracks the ways in which humans
move and group themselves and spatializes this
form of organization. One sees architecture as an
order that emerges out the way in which all matter
flows towards points of attraction and finds form
out of the tension between multiple attractors -a
fundamental truth of physics that architecture, as it
tries to find form between the competing demands
put on space, traces. One can even just turn on the
computer, tell a program to translate abstract data
based on whatever one puts in (the functional re-
quirements, the building codes, the wind direction,
the prevalence of a certain color in a neighbor-
hood) into form and then push the “print” button
when one thinks the proper form has emerged. It is
within this emergent mainstream and by combining
many of these approaches, that Vicente Guallart
works.

The particular techniques he has chosen to employ
are very much part of the context in which he has
been educated and has chosen to work. Barcelona
has a stronger tradition of making buildings that
look like they grew than any other city in the world.
To a large extent, that history comes out of the
particular conditions in which this city found itself
at the end of the 19th century, and that produced
the flowering for form (both literally and figurately)
in the work of Antonio Gaudi, Josep Maria Jujol
and Lluis Domenech i Montaner. As was the case in
many other industrial cities during this period, this
architecture reflected an attempt to recapture a
sense of place both in a cultural and in a geograph-
ic sense. Nascent nationalism posited a community
that had a definite coherence even as massive shifts
in population and in state power were giving lie to
this fiction. A renewed faith sought to ground such
beliefs in a truth of a higher order. And artists of all
sorts sought to ground such campaigns for native
emplacement in the flora, fauna and geography of
that specific site. What distinguished Barcelona
rom Budapest, Helsinki or London were the ex-
remes to which such forms were taken in the realm
of architecture (as opposed to music, for instance,
r writing). The construction of apartment buildings
hat looked like the mountain of Montserrat eroded
)y the Mediterranean Sea or a cathedral that was

n urban version of that same geological formation
jave this newly gridded city a sense of emplace-
nent beyond what the other nascent capitals of
apitalist expansion were capable of producing.

This moment found a parallel almost a century later
when, in the wake of a resurgent nationalism and
the planning for the Olympics, Barcelona architects
spearheaded a form of geomorphic research that
has gone on to lay the groundwork for the work of
Guallart and others. Centered on the magazine of
the local association of architects, Quaderns, this
research sought to relate seemingly disparate urban
forms to the lay of the land. The barely perceptible
slope of the land in what most people thought of

as the flat plains on which the city had risen, the
relationship to the flanking rivers to the city’s North
and South, and the emergence of a new landscape
of development in the valley of Valles beyond the
hills that had traditionally defined Barcelona’s lim-
its led to a redefinition of urban morphology.

Some of the buildings constructed for the Olym-
pic Games gave evidence of this research, most
obviously the geomorphic insertions designed by
Enric Miralles and Carmen Pinos for the archery
range (1990-1992) and, a few years before that, for
the cemetery of Igualada (1985-1991). Yet these
attitudes began also to pervade urban planning

in the Barcelona area, helping to guide a program
that re-planned and in many places made invis-
ible the high-speed road networks, as well as that
positioned small urban service programs through-
out the city. A new style even began to emerge,
which looked back to the organiscist experiments
of the late 19th century, but also tried to abstract
what architects such as Jose Lluis Mateo began to
recognize as the city’s human geology, namely its
stock of equally high apartment blocks fitted into
the Cerda plan, into forms that would be open to
new technologies and forms of inhabitation. The
act of abstraction left stretch marks and incisions
that become, together with a stacked and deformed
collage of different materials, the hallmarks of the
mainstream of Barcelona’s architecture in the 1980s
and 1990s.

These developments were not isolated, however.
Everywhere in Europe and beyond architects be-
came interested again in how they could build with
rather than on the place. Instead of going back to
historical fictions of vernacular or towards com-
pletely abstract “deep structures” (the poles be-
tween which the late modernists and Postmodern-
ists had fought their wars in the architecture field in
the late 1970s and early 1980s), this new generation
sought find and unfold the forms inherent in the
site. Seeing architecture as part infrastructure, part
iconic identification of site, architects as far apart
as Antoine Predock, Emilio Ambasz, Jean Nouvel,
Rem Koolhaas and Arata Isozaki began to make
buildings as unfolding spectacles.
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Their pupils and collaborators, in turn, became
interested, on the one hand, in how one could make
such acts more specific and richer and, on the other
hand, in how one could use new computer technol-
ogies to push these efforts even further. The latter
group included “blobists” and organic architecture
advocates such as Greg Lynn and Lars Spuybroek,
while the former group included many of the Dutch
designers, such as UN Studios, Neutelings Riedijk
and MVRDV, who became highly influential in the
late 1990s.

Many of these images and influences came together
in the manifesto by which Guallart and his gen-
eration defined themselves, the 2004 exhibition
Hipercatalunya at the Museum of Contemporary

Art in Barcelona. The mapping efforts exhibited at
this event sought to employ the data mining, digital
mapping and compound analysis tools the comput-
er made available to create a data field out of which
designers could then extrapolate future forms for
the region. These were not necessarily buildings or
other traditional elements of architecture and its al-
lied fields, but rather neo-geological or neo-social
formations that were meant to arise out of the ana-
lytical field. They were stories, with a slight science
fiction tinge, about what Catalonia could look like
in the near future. In some cases, they were even
nightmares of rampant development covering every
bit of open space, but in most cases they focused
on iconic elements that were either artificial ver-
sions of nature or inhabited structures -or both.

Guallart had been working on such efforts for sev-
eral years already before participating in Hiper-
catalunya. Even while still working for Mateo, for
whom he was a project architect between 1989
and 1992, he had already started an independent
company that sought to collect information on
architecture and landscape in, at first, Barcelona,
and then other cities, onto digital disks. Guallart
saw this effort as an extension of his own research,
but also as a way of creating a profitable alterna-
tive to search for commissions for buildings. When
the rapid emergence of the Internet and its massive
data mines made this product-oriented approach
obsolete, Guallart quickly latched onto the possi-
bilities for collaborative research and experimenta-
tion this new medium made possible. Seeking out
colleagues at the Media Lab at the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology in Cambridge, U.S.A. and
in other sites of experimentations, he began an
exploration, which continues through this day, of
the forms, techniques, tools and images that might
allow one to convert physical information into
data and then again into physical form. What was
especially important to Guallart was the possibil-
ity of doing so not just in isolation, but also within

the team-oriented field of project-driven work that
was becoming more and more common in business
and academic research. The result was the 2001
Media House, a prototype interactive structure that
sought to map the ways in which neurons create
mental maps, which he developed with Neil Gersh-
enfeld and Enric Ruiz Gell. It built on the design of
the 1998 Web Hotel, an installation in Barcelona in
which visitors could access the web to take their
place in a virtual hotel for which Guallart designed
a physical equivalent consisting of a scaffolding
covered with a translucent material.

This research led to the founding, in 2004, together
with Manual Gausa and Willy Muller, of the Insti-
tute of Advanced Architecture of Catalonia (IAAC),
which continues to be the focus of Guallart’s theo-
retical and academic research. Guallart extended
the research embodied in Hipercatalunya with

such books as Geocat (2005), which looked at the
geography of Catalonia as a complex condition with
not only a physical, but also an economic and even
an ideological set of contours. Out of an analysis

of these conditions, Guallart and his students and
collaborators proposed alternatives to the ways

in which zoned development of isolated housing,
industry and tourism was then occurring. Guallart
also collaborated on magazines such as Verb and
the Metapolis Dictionary of Architecture (2003), a
collection of aphorisms about the field. At the same
time, however, he was trying to assert the applica-
bility of such new ways of working in the more or
less traditional practice of architecture. He was, af-
ter all, trained as an architect (in Valencia, graduat-
ing in 1989) and saw his activities as ultimately not
theory or teaching, but as part and parcel of this
new field of emergent architecture. For Guallart
and many of his contemporaries, research and de-
velopment were, because of the nature of the way
in which one traced, tracked and utilized existing
fields, not what one did prior to architecture, but
that out of which architecture emerged.

The most concrete (again both literally and figu-
ratively) results of such work were two houses he
completed between 1996 and 2004. The first of
these, the Metapolitan Loft, outside of Valencia,
tried to implement some of the research in which
he had until then been engaged. A simple box, the
house reduced the spatial framework to its most
elemental form, that of the cube containing a loft-
like living space. This ultra-modern machine for liv-
ing was tied back to its landscape not just through
the large window frame, but also by a planted roof
whose undulations and different plantings estab-
lished an artificial version of the surrounding area.

Guallart continued this way of thinking in a similar
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building, the Hortal House outside of Barcelona.
Here he left the structure’s outside as unfinished
as possible in order to tell the history of its con-
struction as part of the continual transformation of
this rocky hillside, first into agricultural fields and
now into a place to enjoy that same landscape. As
in the first building, the Hortal House’s roof be-
came the site for the construction of an abstract
version of the local vegetation, planting patterns
and geography. A third structure, the House of the
Seven Summits, would have taken these local con-
cerns to a global level by incorporating references
to the highest peaks on each continent that its
owner intends to climb. These would be present as
mathematical proportions in the house’s complex
arrangement of spaces, in which the rooms would
become lower and more variegated the higher one
moved up through the structure. This design, how-
ever, still awaits completion.

Finally, in 2005 he completed a small apartment
building consisting of two blocks in the coastal
town of Cambrils. Here he brought the investiga-
tions into loft living to the level of a multi-unit
structure, designing each of the apartments with
flexible walls so that the inhabitants could rear-
range their spaces with the maximum amount of
freedom. The building itself dissolved into a series
of horizontal planes holding up brightly colored
glass planes that reflected the sun and the nearby
water. Here the building was dissolving into the
bright colors of a tourist resort, not just in its fa-
cade, but also in the mutable and unstable interior.
Out of the new landscape of coastal living, a simple
but reframing architecture emerged.

While building these houses, Guallart also en-
gaged in continual research into the exact nature
of nature. In a series of exhibitions and writings,
he explored his interest in pushing through the ap-
parent distinctions between the natural and what
rumans had made. His inspiration in this research
vas the French architect and theoretician Viollet-
e-Duc. Today known for championing the resto-
ation and revival of Gothic churches in France,
/iollet-le-Duc also studied the Mont Blanc massif
n the Alps. What interested him were the underly-
Ng geometric principles that allowed this tallest
nountain in that range to rise up to these heights.
hrough his analysis, Viollet-le-Duc hoped to both
nderstand where mudslides and avalanches might
ccur, i.e., when the incline was too steep, and how
rchitects might appropriate some of the rules

ne could learn from this analysis in their designs.
uallart was most interested in the notion, howev-
r, that one could move beyond the visual splendor
r terror of landscape and find within it certain ab-
tract principles that, in our modern computer age,

could then be used to extrapolate other configura-
tions based on those principles, whether through
the manipulation of the landscape, through the
construction of a new landscape, or through a hy-
brid between these two.

Guallart extended his interest in the mathematical
aspects of the natural environment and how they
revealed deeper and more complex structures in
everyday life through his reading of the work of the
French mathematician Benoit Mandelbrot. In his
most famous analysis, encapsulated in The Fractal
Geometry of Nature (1982), Mandelbrot analyzed
the English coastline, pointing out, in the manner
of the Eames, that the closer one looked, the more
contours revealed themselves. The configuration

of those outlines replicated themselves at every
scale, and also made it difficult to ever obtain an
absolute definition of the exact form of the land-
scape. Mandelbrot found a mathematical principle
at the heart of this particular phenomenon, that of
the fractal. The fractal relationship established the
geometry, inherent in forms that one might think of
as rough and unfinished, that replicated itself ate
every scale. The mathematical formula Mandelbrot
developed has turned out to be extremely useful in
computer aided design and animation. For Guallart,
the fractal allowed him to propose an architectural
version of natural configurations.

Though he examined these theoretical possibilities
in a series of exhibition designs and writings during
this period, the most complete expression of his
interests were in the design of the Denia Mountain.
Guallart started his project in 2003, though it still
awaits realization. The city of Denia lives, like most
of Spain’s coastal cities, off of tourism. To promote
that industry, the town’s Mayor asked Guallart to
repair the small acropolis on which Denia’s fortress
had long stood. Partially excavated and unstable,
the hillside presented a gash more than as a prom-
ontory as Denia’s image. Using his knowledge of
computer imaging and analysis, Guallart mapped
the geology, abstracting it to its basic planes, folds
and points. He then began manipulating these ge-
ometries, stretching them over the ruined space as
a surgeon might stretch skin over a wound.

The final design Proposal was a crystalline version
of Denia’s mountain. Consisting of stone facets in
a steel frame, it mimicked, but also extended and
opened up, the original hillside. Inside this new
structure, Guallart proposed a combination of
public and private programs. These ranged from an
auditorium that follows the hills contours, with the
lower auditorium spreading along the base and the
stage tower rising up along the hillside, to a hotel
with a spa whose water would come cascading
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down the hillside, to a large public forum or gath-
ering space whose vertiginous height would draw
visitors’ eyes up to admire Denia’s historic anchor.
The functions grew up in layers that Guallart wove
through each other like a public textile that would
thus mix all aspects of what would make a com-
munity worth inhabiting and a place worth visiting.
The spatial complexity he achieved was astonish-
ing, but what was most remarkable was the large
scale that was always there, but that he, by ex-
trapolating and abstracting the basic forms, made
evident and capable of being experienced.

Recently, Guallart has taken the research he de-
veloped for this project further in the design for a
central pavilion for the proposed Wroclaw World
Exposition. This is a completely artificial mountain,
standing alone like a counterpoint to Disneyland’s
Magic Mountain, and filled with a dizzying array

of various public activities. Here the planes have
become regularized into a hexagonal grid and the
mountain is also like a giant piece of textile draped
over the public spaces, gathering them into coher-
ence as well as into a singular image.

Though the Denia mountain has become Guallart’s
signature project, he has more luck in realizing a
series of coastal developments in both Spain and
Taiwan. In 2003, he won a competition for the de-
velopment of a new market and coastal park in the
small Northeastern Taiwanese town of Fugee. His
winning project (I was a member of the selection
commission) again abstracted the coast’s geome-
try, in this case into a series of interlocking bubbles
or circles. These became the basic organizing
forms by which Guallart proposed reorganizing the
site’s horizontal surfaces so that there would be a
more integrated sequence of sidewalk, boardwalk,
market area and ocean. By creating something that
had the logic of soap bubbles and thus showed how
to pack the most amount of space into an area with
the least amount of structure, Guallart was able to
create a light and organic seeming space. He then
surmounted part of it with a series of interlocking
canopies that would shelter the actual market, as
well as ancillary functions. The final appearance
was of a series of extremely abstracted pagodas
whose vertical counterpoints marked this edge of
the city as a new center of attraction.

In the much larger Keelung project of the follow-
ing year, Guallart used the data of traffic and use
patterns as the geography he abstracted into a
series of parallel strips. These long, undulating ele-
ments, which could be either boardwalk or, as they
peeled up, a canopy or even a bridge, became like
the strings that, again at the level of the non-vis-
ible, give strength to fibers and many other organic

forms. Treating the city like an organism, Guallart
examined it like a scientist, found an invisible, but
fundamental set of formal relations latent in its
forms, and then abstracted, deformed and changed
the scale of these elements to create an architec-
ture that would both literally and figuratively con-
nect its various elements. Telling a story based on

a (perhaps itself partially fictional) science let this
architect create greater coherence out of what was
a messy and underutilized port area.

For another coastal park area, in Vinaros, Spain,
Guallart in 2004 proposed a series of quite sensible
reorganizations and additions of existing public
elements. A boardwalk, a bicycle path, lines of trees
and a gathering spaces would help make the beach
both usable and accessible. What guided his de-
sign, however, was again the extrapolation of both
a very large and a very small scale. Guallart saw the
project as part of a much larger body of research
into the Spanish coastline in which he has been
engaged with his collaborators at the IAAC. Against
the almost uncontrolled, wholesale development of
this fractal face of Spain, Guallart has proposed a
way of understanding the whole as a single line that
unfolds into a multitude of different landscapes and
types of experiences.

In the specific case of Vinaros, he concentrated his
interests in an analysis of both the coast’s linear
appearance and in the geometries of the local rock.
He abstracted the latter into a series of interlock-
ing hexagonal podia that form the project’s public
space core. He has also proposed creating what he
calls “artificial rocks,” which will be again abstract-
ed and deformed versions of the natural geology,
here turned into furniture and even structural ele-
ments. Guallart is becoming a bit of specialist in
such coastal schemes, working on several of them
at the same time and at all times unfolding what

is usually a left-over edge between built-up areas
and the seas into a public space of great variety,
complexity and coherence. The use of geometrical-
ly interlocking forms and long, undulating strings
guides all of these schemes into emerging as proto-
types for how one can exploit and transform littoral
conditions.

This interest in artificial nature and the making of
propositions for the alternative development of
Spain’s coastal elements has come together in the
design of the master plan for Sociopolis, Guallart’s
largest project to date. Currently under construc-
tion, it encompasses 3000 units of housing with a
total surface area of 350,000 square meters at the
outskirts of Valencia. The result of a 2005 exhibi-
tion sponsored by the municipal government, it
seeks to show how a mixture of public and private
development could create an alternative to either
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the reproduction of traditional city or village pat-
terns (impossible to achieve in any case, as they
must grow over time in response to continually
changing conditions) or to the alienating sameness
of most new residential areas.

Guallart’s solution is to propose a design that
captures and represents the circuits proper to any
neighborhood, from the movement of cars, pedes-
trians and bicycles to that of water. These lines are
not, as in the coastal projects, parallel, but sur-
round new green spaces, as well as the housing
blocks. Woven through them is a grid that is based
on the original agricultural patterns, which go back
to Moorish and even Roman times. Marked by the
presence of long, parallel irrigation channels and
small parcels of land, they had a three-dimensional
presence through the ways in which trees and
plants, and eventually human structures, responded
to the location of the water. In addition, Guallart
has proposed saving and preserving several local
farm buildings. He then analyzed usage patterns
and local geological and hydrological conditions,
and put them through his usual process of abstrac-
tion and deformation.

In this case, however, he has relied less on geo-
morphic or biological patterns, and has instead
created a collage of old and new elements that will
give Sociopolis the sense that it has in fact grown
up over time in response to local conditions -many
of which will, after all, remain present on the site.
To ensure the presence of the past, he has woven
public spaces and existing elements throughout the
blocks, breaking up the single usage common in
large new developments. New gardens and commu-
nity playgrounds, as well as some existing market
gardens, will give inhabitants the sense that they
are in a particular place with its own vegetation,
soil, and traditional forms.

Finally, Guallart has refused to design the whole
neighborhood, preferring to parcel the building
blocks out to some of the most inventive and experi-
mental architects working today. They have each
treated their sites as opportunities to engage in great
formal experimentation, taking the elements out of

which housing projects are usually made and stacking

them up, cutting them out, extending them and oth-
erwise mixing up their geometries to create a three-
dimensional extension of Guallart’s collage. Though
the scale and stylistic sameness of these housing
blocks will ensure that Sociopolis has the identity of
a new area built at the beginning of the 21st century,
the variety Guallart has achieved through the manipu-
lation of a few of the site’s elements and the choice of
the architects will create a much richer neighborhood
than one might otherwise expect.

His own contribution to this master plan, the Shar-
ing Tower, will be the iconic focal point for the
whole project. The design of this 21,000 square
meter has also taken Guallart in a new direc-

tion. Instead of concerning himself with analyzing
physical conditions, he realized that the site and its
inhabitants would by their very nature be discon-
nected from each other. The challenge, he felt,
would be how one could create an artificial com-
munity in this artificial nature. His answer was to
investigate the basic elements out of which Spanish
law, by economic constraint, and by social custom,
makes up housing. He created video registrations of
apartment dwellers and pulled the basic apartment
layout apart into its constituent elements. He then
explored ways in which they can be compacted, us-
ing the most efficient geometric shape, that of the
circle, as their container.

Finally, Guallart proposed a social as well as a
formal innovation. He convinced the client to let
him propose various forms of shared living, includ-
ing dormitory-style units for students and artist’s
housing at the base, the latter focused on large

and shared ateliers. In the more regular apartment
floors, he carved out a large public space by gath-
ering together as many of the square meters usually
reserved for circulation as possible. The resulting
spaces are essentially broad corridors, but they are
so large and Guallart proposes fitting them out with
enough shared facilities (such as washers and dry-
ers) that they will become communal spaces that
will actually be used.

The Sharing Tower thus takes many of the strands
of Guallart’s research into another area of design,
but also combines them with his earlier inter-

ests, evident in the projects with the Media Lab,

in shared space and the emergence of new forms
of social places generated and activated by new
technologies. It also shows that he is capable of
bringing analysis of the various kinds and scales
of human landscape together with the ability to
make a strong form that can contain the results of
his analysis. He can, in other words, transform the
abstract space of scientific analysis and computer-
aided deformation, through the application of a
strong and evocative form generated by a narrative
critical of existing conditions, into places that can,
in their inhabitation, become a new kind of land-
scape floating, like a palimpsest, over the existing
spaces.

The palimpsest is a fitting model for what Gual-
lart does. His work seems to consist of a tracing
and transformation of existing conditions. Starting
from a background of reading the city, geology,
and social relations at a distance, using the tools
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maps, tables and perspective, he has learned how
to dive into the surface of the landscape itself. He
reduces himself to the scale of that layer itself and
discovers a fractal space that is infinite in scale and
possibilities. He then draws out the territory he has
discovered into a new landscape that he, with-
drawing from the site of the landscape itself, can
manipulate as an autonomous structure. This new
formal configuration has the quality of a kind of
second skin, whether it is a canopy, a boardwalk or
a proposed plan. Its geometry is halfway between
the landscape from which it is derived and the com-
pletely abstract world of data. It remains recogniz-
able as a version of its source by Guallart’s transla-
tion of these basic elements into shapes, materials
and even colors that recall those landscapes of the
site. Then, finally, the architect draws the skin-like
form away from the surface and gives it three-di-
mensional form. In that act it takes on a reality and
a shape of its own, becoming recognizable as the
new and also becoming something that gives shel-
ter. In some cases, as in the most recent projects, it
becomes so large and so abstract that it is difficult
to understand the relationship to the landscape,
and yet that reframing of what exists remains as the
basic structure of the new form.

The final product is then a rethinking, reshap-

ing and reconstitution of what exists. It gives the
landscape we inhabit, but that we can not always
see or otherwise experience, back to us in a form
that we an inhabit. It makes not a new or artificial
nature, but an architecture that reframes space as
the place of human habitation. It is an architecture
that traces, replicates, but also liberate its self from
the existing conditions.

This exhibition sums up and shows this way of work-
ing. The images are ephemeral, stories that Vicente
Guallart tells us about possible new architectures.

It is the models, floating over the walls that used to
frame the city of Valencia, that are the architecture
he proposes. Out of and over the ruins of what we
have built in the past, hovering just over the past
and what we know, emerges the contours of the
new, that which is waiting to be inhabited and thus
to shape a new kind of human construction.
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