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Journey to the East

Rui Ledo"

The first incursions into the East by Modern European intellectuals in the beginning of the 20" century, from
Hermann Hesse, Bruno Taut, Pierre Jeanneret and others, from India to Japan, all had a significant impact on certain
developments of Modernist Architecture.

The fact that there was a paradigm shift from the Neoclassical, joined by a belief in the democratization of
technology and industrial aesthetics, and its expansion through colonial empires, pushed for a new symbolic system
of expression in Architecture.

The publication of Ornament is a Crime (or Ornament and Crime) by Adolf Loos and Vers Une Architecture by Le
Corbusier, marked the shift into a new “empty sheet of paper” in the 20" century, away from 2000 years of Vitruvian
stigma.

The fascination with the East, by these intellectuals was not only related to the fascination with otherness, but
mainly with (re)discovering how elementary human reactions to the environment had matured through time: re-
discovering the essential balance between form and function and how the historical balance between the individual
and the collective (pleasure) had been dealt with: with a perspective of pure philology of form, a soul-searching
endeavor away from 19" century opulence and decadence, and towards a new collective idealism.

These were founding moments of re-evaluation that culminated in Orientalism by Edward Said, and Post-colonial
studies.

It is in light of all these events that the Portuguese School of Macau, designed by the Portuguese Master Raul
Chorao Ramalho is a significant building (also known as Escola Pedro Nolasco, or Escola Comercial). It contains
all these cultural and civilizational question marks in its formal roots, and deals with them creatively. It reflects
this conflict of discourse of the 20" century, trying to re-invent a place for Architecture through the management of
light, open space (the open plan), orientation, natural ventilation, proportion, submission to a total system of order
and universalism. The plastic expression of the materials (concrete, glass and steel), and the Urban exposure of the
complex are solid manifestations of both the paradigm of Modernism and the re-discovery of the East as a purifying
journey.

The Portuguese School of Macau stands proud on the corner of 2 structural axis of the city. I will elaborate on
the multitude of dimensions that I recognize in this building. The School was built from 1963 to 1969, by after the
design of Raul Chorao Ramalho, who was asked to design a technical school by a local organization (APIM) that
focused on promoting the education of the Macanese community. He designed 3 other projects for Macau in the
same period"". The School was one of the first buildings erected in the sanitary reclamation that was underway since
the 50s in the Praia Grande Bay, and which defined a small grid structure extending out from the convex curve of the
Praia bay, as a service centre consolidation of the historic south facing bay.

[ love the EPM school building. It is an extraordinary piece of architecture as it draws itself up with a complex

© (1) Rui Ledo, Architect, Founder and Chairman of Docomomo Macau, Vice-President of Architects Association of Macau, Vice-President of
CIALP



Journey to the East

yet rigorous set of architectural rules that are used to construe the urban and the architectural fabric, define the
urban block in a straightforward and yet complex manner in which it builds up scale and monumentality from the
street out, towards the setback main block. It constructs its urban presence in an ambiguous manner, showing its
progression of built layers to the passer-by outside, thus revealing the complexity of the program and offering a
formal depth to the street section, that innovates the experience of walking by and driving by. It offers a wholesome
architectural experience.

For me, growing up in Macau, it was very inspirational to have the presence of this building in town. Even though
I didn’t study there, I used the building a lot. The gym had a formal street entrance that made it easily convertible
for community use, for shows, theatre performances and gatherings, in a city that in the 80s had very few cultural
venues.

There was a significant intervention in the school in 1999, upon the handover of Macau to the PRC, where a new
classroom block was added on the southeast edge of the plot, replacing the original canteen and covered recess. This
project, signed by Carlos Marreiros, tried to emulate Chorao Ramalho’s original architecture, but to a great extent,
the structural solution, the level of detailing and the introduction of new elements and architectural renderings
compromised a strategy of integration. The most striking element of Carlos Marreiros’ new block, from the front
street view is a red roof that Marreiros refers to as a Portuguese cockscomb™. This 1999 intervention saw the whole
of the Portuguese language curriculum from primary school to the end of high school operating under one roof.

The building has been under threat since 2003. Then, in 2004 we saw the initiation of a movement when the
Architects Association of Macau (AAM) hosted the Arcasia meeting in Macau and a lot of Architects came and
reflected on the significance of this building, and this had a strong effect on the local press at the time, voicing out
the significance of the building. In the small article which I wrote in our (AAM), Association’s journal afterwards,
in 2007, and which I called Journey to the East, I tried to talk not so much on why I personally appreciate the
building, but what I thought it meant to Macau and its communities, and to the phenomenological effect of having
this modernist artefact, coming out of the Portuguese inteligenzia and erected directly on Chinese ground. It was a
very gracious coincidence that in his search for a new order of things, this disciple of Le Corbusier and Frank Lloyd
Wright found himself building his conceptual model of a public building on Chinese ground, in Macau. Modernism
was so determined in establishing a new expression for architecture, and in so doing, finding faith on eastern (Chinese
or Japanese) systems of construction and aesthetics to build strategies to enact the use on the new technology of
concrete, glass and steel.

In Febuary 2007, we prepared a petition to the Portuguese Government, signed by over 60 architects, which I
handed to the Prime-minister of Portugal in the library of the school, when he was visiting the grounds of the EPM
building. The petition explained why he shouldn’t go ahead as a partner in the sale of the school property, and why
the Portuguese government should not be involved in the type of business that had already alienated the Chinese
Central government in the pre-handover period"”.

From Raul Chordo Ramalho’s built work, both in Macau, Portugal and Brasil, I made two collection of images
on what I like about his Architecture, on one side, what I identify as Chinese or Chinese-ness in the expression of
his buildings and a second collection of images that carry a sense of the Portuguese approach to the public building
scale: the search of a domestic gesture, something that is simultaneously an elegant response to the site and applies a
strong domestic approach to the construction of space. Domestic or tame here, applies to something that is not
strictly urban or arising from an urban culture, something that was and still is very present in the Portuguese
modernist generations, and that focused on not distancing the project from the archetypes of our tradition, a

quality that we most valued in the buildings of Alvar Aalto. For me, Chordo Ramalho is a great master: he not
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only understands the necessity to retain the archetypal throughout modernism (our tame revolution) in his built
work in Portugal, but when arriving in Macau he doesn’t do exactly that, as if he was projecting himself into
this otherness that was outside of his maternal skin. This building becomes more monumental and blunt than his
work in Portugal, and so does the public servants tower in Avenida Sidonio Pais.

The main hall of the school 1s a very engaging social space. It runs the whole length of the classroom block at
ground level, forming a slightly elevated axis that is cut away from the street and projects itself towards the patios
on both sides. This hall brings in the community, making the whole school interact with the community of parents
and related Portuguese speaking institutions, while not allowing the street in.

In 2007, the school was in need of a reading room. The school library, located in one of the low volumes along the
street, facing two patios on the southwest and the northeast, was a traditional reading environment, but the school
needed a space to practice collective reading for primary school students, who have different linguistic environments
at home. The EPM gave us a challenge: to keep the patio, or a feeling of it, and at the same time to design the
new reading room in that same patio footprint, next to the library. So, we took the challenge, on how a seemingly
antithesis could be integrated into a response. To think on how the patio could remain, not only as a memory, but as
a presence of light and vegetation, and simultaneously, an urge, unlike in other projects, not to engage with the site
with an affirmative action, to act as invisible agents trying to understand the existing fabric.

We started the design by redrawing the existing school building. We realized in the process that the whole
building had a continuous belt of glass panels running along the edge of the whole ground floor, with an horizontal
metal frame running along at level 2.10 meters from the floor which works to separate the doors from the ventilation
windows, that otherwise have no gender difference in the modernist lexicon. We made use of this placement in the
pre-existence to set our reading room slab at exactly that level, and found out that the height of the exterior walls of
the patios, even though outside of the glass and steel belt, still respected the same 2.10 metric, allowing for our metal
structure to rest right on top of it. As a result, the new slab becomes almost invisible from the surrounding spaces,

but makes for a very low ceiling. The choice of lowering the level of the reading room derives from just finding the
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right proportion of the space from a fixed ceiling height.

So the framework of our intervention was set: to fit all the presence of the reading room as an integration into the
geometry of the modernist fabric. Our solution was to install a metal structure detached from the four fagades of the
school, forming a grid in line with the concrete gridlines of the Modernist pre-existence, and then place the slab in-
between the horizontal metal beams, at the same height as the door sills of the old building. The centre of the patio
was cut away to leave an existing palm tree and just enough space around it to bring in light.

The resulting scale of this space, structured from a small light source at the centre towards the more diffused
light on the edge against the modernist building is a new spatial scale, not present in the building before, and very
reminiscent to the light found in local Chinese temples. The connection to the main hall of the school is done through
a glass box that separates the reading room from the rest of the building allowing for a full visual of the modernist
block from the inside up. We prolonged the edges of the new metal beams towards the pre-existent concrete columns

making them almost touch, as a gesture to express the meaning and will to relate.

Notes:
| 1| The EPM School, The kindergarden in Guia hill, the public servants tower block in Avenida Sidonio Pais, and the twin
houses for government cadres in Avenida Coronel Mesquita.
2 | The porcelain handcrafted cock from Barcelos is an icon that represents Portugal.

[ 3 ] The government of Macau issues special land concessions for educational purpose that legally should not be object of sale to

a third party, and should be kept as an educational resource.




