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Abstract 

 

Architecture plays a fundamental role in how those that inhabit it both understand and 

relate to the world. Architectural practice that is conscious of this role has the potential 

to support the inhabiter’s negotiation of their relationship to the larger socio-cultural 

reality. This thesis aims to develop a methodology with which to examine the impact of 

the work of the architect Álvaro Siza on this relationship.  

This particular impact of architecture has been explored by various architectural 

theorists through Hans-Georg Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics. However, within 

the existing literature there is no outlined methodology for a particular application of 

this hermeneutic theory. To develop a method of application, this thesis draws on Paul 

Ricoeur’s theory of narrative hermeneutics. Gadamer’s philosophy provides an account 

of the world to which interpretation is central, and Ricoeur provides an account of the 

process of the creative production of that world, one that Ricoeur also relates to 

architecture. 

Through further developing the adaptation of these hermeneutic theories, this thesis 

produces a holistic hermeneutic model of architecture. This model is then applied to 

three works by Álvaro Siza in the context of architecture as an act of understanding. 

The application is framed in terms of the work of architecture as a reinterpretation of its 

place, and of the particular mode of action that it configures. In this model of 

architecture, the meaning inscribed in the configured building is actualised in the 

response of the inhabiter. To access this, the application employs an autoethnographic 

form of architecture writing. 

The research argues that Siza’s work is an example of architecture resulting from a 

conscious engagement with its contextualising structures of meaning. This results in 

work that supports the inhabiter’s existential examination, by providing a forum against 

which they may make sense of their position within the larger collective reality. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

This thesis builds on an existing body of literature within architectural theory that 

investigates the impact of the built environment on its inhabiter’s1 understanding of the 

world and their situation within it. What binds this literature together is the application 

of philosophical hermeneutics to architectural theory. Hermeneutics is the branch of 

knowledge that addresses methods or theories of interpretation. To interpret is to 

explain the meaning of something, or to understand something as having a particular 

meaning. In terms of architecture, hermeneutics sheds light on how we make sense of 

the built environment through finding meaning or coherence in it.  

This thesis aims to develop a methodology through which to examine the work of 

Álvaro Siza in relation to the work’s impact on the inhabiter’s understanding of the 

world and their situation within that world. In order to do this, the thesis first identifies 

theories that account for how we understand the world and our situation within it. For 

this the research turns to philosophical hermeneutics. This is the branch of 

hermeneutics that addresses the nature of interpretation itself as opposed to 

interpretation as a tool for the study of something else. In the Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy’s entry on hermeneutics Theodore George writes: 

 

1 The use of the word “inhabiter” was chosen over “inhabitant” after the researcher came across it in the 

English translation of Ricoeur’s essay ‘Architecture and Narrativity’ (Ricoeur, 2016). The term was used 

as the counterpart to “builder” when describing the relationship between building and inhabiting. In this 

2016 translation by Eileen Brennan, Robbie Carney and Samuel Lelièvre. the word “inhabiter” seems to 

have been employed as a solution to a particular sentence construction. “Inhabiter” appears in the 

translation of the phrase ‘l’acte d’habite’. In order for the sentence to work, rather than translate the 

phrase as ‘the act of inhabiting’, it is translated as ‘the inhabiter’s act’. The word “inhabiter” was 

employed in this thesis rather than the word “inhabitant” precisely for its more active connotations. 

Moreover, the word “inhabiter” allows for a wider denotation. The word “inhabitant” has more 

permanent implications, referring to those who habitually live in or occupy a place. The word “inhabiter” 

was therefore chosen to capture the wider group of those who interact with a particular element of the 

built environment whether habitually or otherwise. 
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Philosophically, hermeneutics therefore concerns the meaning of 

interpretation—its basic nature, scope and validity, as well as its place within 

and implications for human existence; and it treats interpretation in the context 

of fundamental philosophical questions about being and knowing, language and 

history, art and aesthetic experience, and practical life. (George, 2020) 

Two key contributors to the field of philosophical hermeneutics are Hans-Georg 

Gadamer (1900 – 2002) and Paul Ricoeur (1913 – 2005). The thesis draws on Gadamer 

for its ontology and larger theoretical framework and on Ricoeur for its methodology. 

Although their approaches to hermeneutics differ – precisely in that Gadamer’s 

approach is ontological whereas Ricoeur’s is methodological – they are compatible as 

they share basic underlying principles. The core principle being that understanding is 

the fundamental characterisation of human life.  

This core principle is also the imperative for this research. It is stated most emphatically 

by another key contributor to philosophical hermeneutics, Martin Heidegger (1889 – 

1976). In his major work, Being and Time, Heidegger asserts that our primary mode of 

interacting with the world – our primary mode of being – is understanding (Heidegger, 

2001). The built environment is a physical manifestation of how we understand 

ourselves, our praxis and our inhabiting (Vesely, 2004). It choreographs our 

movements, our actions and our social encounters. It also mediates our relationship to 

nature, to each other and to our larger reality. This is reiterated by Peter Buchanan in his 

article, ‘The Purposes of Architecture’, part of ‘The Big Rethink’ series for the 

Architectural Review. In it he writes that ‘(a)rguably, only language plays as important a 

role as architecture in driving the cultural evolution by which we have created ourselves’ 

(Buchanan, 2012). This thesis therefore champions the importance of research into the 

processes through which architecture drives our cultural evolution. 

Building on work bringing Gadamer into architectural theory and the parallels drawn by 

Ricoeur between architecture and narrative, the research develops a format that can be 

applied to a specific example. As Gadamer’s approach does not lend itself to an 

application to a particular example, this thesis combines Gadamer’s ontological 

hermeneutic account with Ricoeur’s methodological hermeneutic account. The thesis 

combines the two approaches to create a holistic model for application. It builds on the 

tradition of Gadamer in architecture and establishes Ricoeur’s theory of narrative 

hermeneutics as a rich source for further architectural research.  
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The research Synthesises Gadamer in architecture and the relevance of recognising 

one’s hermeneutic location, and Ricoeur in architecture and the account of building 

one’s hermeneutic location. In doing so it produces an original technique through which 

to apply hermeneutic philosophy to real-world examples, a technique that can be 

reproduced in further research. It contributes to existing research in the area of 

philosophical hermeneutics in architecture by synthesising the theories of Hans-Georg 

Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur into an applicable model, with which to analyse Siza’s work.  

This study investigates the impact of a building on its inhabiter. The focus of the 

investigation is on interpretation rather than experience per se or the sensory processes 

that provide the raw material for that experience. This is not an investigation into the 

relationship between the senses and the experience of architecture such as that found in 

Juhani Pallasmaa’s The Eyes of the Skin (1996). Neither is it a study into the experience of 

architecture itself, in all its physical, mental, emotional and social aspects such as that 

found in some of the sections of Jun'ichirō Tanizaki’s In Praise of Shadows (1933). In 

relation to the senses, the physical and biological processes through which information 

is received from the world are no doubt worthy of study. Environmental psychology 

and neuroscience have much to offer in this regard (Li, 2019) (Spence, 2020) (Papale, 

Chiesi, Rampinini, Pietrini & Ricciardi, 2016). In relation to the experience of 

architecture, the phenomenological approach adopted by social science research also 

has much to offer in regards to how the encounter with the building is manifest in the 

doing, seeing or feeling of the inhabiter (Auburn & Barnes, 2006) (O’Neill, 2001) 

(Stefanovic, 1998). This research however focuses on the hermeneutic impact of 

architecture on the inhabiter: namely the impact on their understanding of the socio-

cultural world and their situation within that world in light of their encounter with the 

building. 

The architecture that is investigated through the application of the developed 

hermeneutic model is the work of Álvaro Siza. The thesis argues that Siza’s work 

engages with the meaning inscribed in the built world in ways that are subtly 

destabilising and revealing. The application demonstrates how this is achieved and its 

importance in relation to the impact on the inhabiter’s understanding of the world and 

their place within that world. The research looks at Siza’s general approach but, for a 

detailed analysis, focuses on three works built within three decades and two-hundred-

and-fifty kilometres of each other. All of which accommodate public or communal 

forms of inhabiting.  
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The three focal works are Siza’s Tidal Pool (Piscina das Marés) in Leça da Palmeira 

(1966), the Galician Centre of Contemporary Art (Centro Galego de Arte Contemporánea) in 

Santiago de Compostela (1993) and the Santa Maria Church in Matosinhos (1996). 

These works span the early part of Siza’s career when he was most actively interrogating 

his relationship to his own profession. They are also all located within the north-

western corner of the Iberian Peninsula. A landscape of which Siza has intimate 

knowledge. These works are varied enough to provide rich material for analysis but 

similar enough to keep the focus narrow.  

The application of the model reveals the hermeneutic processes at play in the life of a 

building: before it comes to be, during configuration, and in its inhabitation. In this way, 

it offers a holistic temporal account of the work of architecture by situating it within a 

continuous process. The model shows how the various stages – before building, during 

building and after building – all impact on inhabiting.  

Through applying the model to Siza’s work, the thesis also contributes a fresh account 

of his architecture from the perspective of understanding and the inhabiter’s sense of 

self. This research offers an analysis of the work in the context of architecture as an act 

of understanding. The analysis is framed in terms of the work of architecture as a 

reinterpretation of its place and of the particular mode of action that it configures. In 

this model of architecture, the meaning inscribed in the configured building is actualised 

in the response of the inhabiter in its various forms.  

Álvaro Siza was chosen as the focus of this study as his work is readily receptive to this 

form of analysis. This had the added benefit of producing rich material with which to 

further develop the methodology. Analysing Siza’s work from this perspective also 

offers an alternative explanatory account of his work, which is not easily accounted for 

by traditional architectural discourse. The elusive nature of Siza’s work means that there 

is an abundance of existing literature exploring his process and his projects. These 

include critiques of his work in architectural journals as well as monographs of his work 

complete with introductory essays. Some architects, theorists and critics who have taken 

a particular interest in Siza are William Curtis, Kenneth Frampton, David 

Leatherbarrow, Patrick Lynch and Peter Testa. There is some existing research 

exploring Siza’s work from a hermeneutic perspective but it is very limited: a paper by 

Ricardo Zúquete for example, and to some degree the writings of Patrick Lynch. Within 

this thesis, the application of the model both demonstrates hermeneutic processes in 
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the entire temporal framework of the work of architecture in general, and provides a 

fresh account of the work of Álvaro Siza from a hermeneutic perspective.  

 

* 

 

The RIBA’s Research and Development Committee provided a guidance framework for 

architectural research in their paper ‘Architectural Research: Three Myths and One 

Model’ authored by Jeremy Till. In the paper, Till argues that the traditional academic 

spectrum of sciences to arts/humanities (with social sciences somewhere in the middle) 

in the first instance cannot account for design and, moreover, results in architectural 

research being broken up according to the paradigms and methodologies on this 

research spectrum. (Till, 2008) Instead the paper puts forward a three-stage structure to 

clarify the scope of architectural research. Areas of architectural research are divided 

into ‘independent but interactive’ functions that can be analysed separately but are 

ultimately unified by built form. The interactions are classified by three stages: 

Architectural Processes, Architectural Products and Architectural Performance. In this 

model, each stage can be contributed to from anywhere on the sciences to 

arts/humanities spectrum. In addition, research into one of the stages is both informed 

by and in turn informs the other two. (Till, 2008) 

In terms of Till’s model, this thesis investigates architectural performance as a 

hermeneutic function. As Till points out, architectural performance is also informed by 

architectural process and architectural product. Therefore, even though they are not the 

focus of the study, they are an important part of the developed holistic hermeneutic 

model of architecture. This is research into architectural performance from what Till 

identifies as the humanities end of the spectrum, as opposed to the sciences or social 

sciences. As such, the epistemological and ontological position of the research are 

determined by the hermeneutic philosophy that makes up the research’s theory 

framework. Within the framework, drawn from Gadamer’s hermeneutic philosophy, 

epistemology and ontology are essentially the same. The epistemological and ontological 

position of the research play a central role in the theory as the research question is both 

epistemological and ontological in its nature.  
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It is important to articulate that hermeneutics does not only provide the theory used in 

the research but defines the entire research approach. The methodology employed is 

built on the approach of continental or systematic philosophy as opposed to a social 

science approach. Continental philosophy tends to ‘address large questions in a 

synthetic or integrative way’, and consider particular issues to be ‘parts of the larger 

unities’ and as properly understood and dealt with only when fitted into those unities 

(Prado, 2003, p. 10).2 In contrast, the social sciences have historically striven to establish 

their validity in a culture of thought dominated by the scientific paradigm. The validity 

of qualitative research methods is still, to some degree, measured against an ideal 

objectivity and the benchmark of their quantitative counterparts.  

Currently a leading force in social science and humanities research is critical theory. 

Either directly or indirectly, critical theory underlines much of the contemporary social 

theory used in architecture and contemporary critique. In the case of critical theory, the 

normative dimension of the research is in ‘human emancipation’ or at the very least a 

positioning in opposition to the dominant or hegemonic position - i.e., feminist, queer, 

race, post-colonial critique or theory (Bohman, 2005). This research however draws its 

validity in the context of hermeneutic philosophy and the fundamental role of 

understanding in human existence. 

The political thinker Jürgen Habermas and Hans-Georg Gadamer were engaged in a 

famous debate that captures the tension between critical theory and hermeneutics. 

Although Habermas adopted some of Gadamer’s thinking into his own, he criticised 

Gadamer for placing too much emphasis on the authority of tradition, accusing him of 

‘ideological conservatism’ (Malpas, 2018). Habermas held that hermeneutics needed to 

be completed by a critical theory of society. Gadamer, however, argues that, rather than 

being limited by tradition, it is our very situatedness within history that opens up the 

world and the possibilities of understanding to us in the first place (Gadamer, 2004, p. 

308).  

 

2 Continental Philosophy was chosen as it tends to be more socially relevant and models itself on modern 

art. This is in contrast to the Analytic Model of philosophy which takes its cue from modern science and 

sets out ‘to solve fairly delineated philosophical problems by reducing them to their parts and to the 

relations in which these parts stand’ (Prado, 2003, p. 10). 
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According to Gadamer, this situatedness within history is the space of human 

experience. Therefore, when coming to an understanding, the act of interpretation must 

involve questioning one’s own position (Gadamer, 2004, p. 390). Framing the research 

in this context gives the ‘self’ and ‘bringing-the-self-into-question’ a central role. This 

research draws on Gadamer’s and subsequent architectural theorists’ account of our 

situatedness and the space of human experience. It is important therefore for this 

research to position itself in contrast to critical theory as the dominant structure of 

critique and social theory. Research based on hermeneutic thought must address its 

position in relation to the structures within which it is operating, or risk falling into 

absurdity.  

Within the creative disciplines, there has been much investigation into the nature of 

research, some of which has resulted in research through practice or by design. 

However, the overarching research paradigm is still underlied by scientific assumptions 

and a measurement culture striving towards an ideal objectivity. Research structured on 

scientific principles or the assumptions of scientific thought takes the following form: 

hypothesis, test, results, analysis and conclusion. As a lot of the theory with which this 

research has engaged questions the validity of the assumptions of scientific thought 

being applied to other disciplines, it is necessary to engage, to some degree, with the 

received structures of academic research.  

The term knowledge can be ambiguous and has been largely appropriated by scientific 

method to signify the accumulation of verifiable facts. But this kind of knowledge 

formation only accounts for a part of how we understand ourselves and the world in 

which we exist. Although scientific method and the knowledge it produces greatly 

impacts the world and our lives, it lacks the tools to reflect on that impact. Its value 

therefore does not warrant the subjugation of other kinds of knowledge formation and 

neither is it a universally appropriate method.  

Within the sciences there is increasing acceptance of the effect a researcher has on their 

research, from quantum theory’s assertion that the measurement of a particle affects its 

behaviour, to declarations of a researcher’s possible biases in order that they might 

compensate for them. There is however within these, the aim of an ideal objectivity, 

which has the capacity to produce generalizable knowledge that can explain and ‘predict 
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without significant variance’ (Groat & Wang, 2013, p. 112).3 This ideal is built on the 

assumption of the possibility of definitive knowledge or a singular truth.  

Martin Heidegger, however, puts forward an alternative notion of truth based on his 

interpretation of the ancient Greek concept of aletheia. In Heidegger’s account of 

aletheia, truth is an event that happens in the form of something being unconcealed 

(revealed). Aletheia is “unconcealedness”4 (Wrathall, 2005, pp. 340-341). This notion of 

truth as unconcealment is useful in the framing of alternatives to evaluation-controlled-

knowledge-production that seeks to accumulate knowledge. Rather than the creative 

processes being evaluated in terms of increasing knowledge, they reveal meaning 

through unconcealing aspects of the world.  

Within this framework, this research investigates the role of architecture in 

unconcealing aspects of the world, and its subsequent impact on how we understand 

the world and our situation within it. It does this by asking: 

What is the impact of the work of Álvaro Siza on its inhabiter’s understanding of the 

world and their situation within it? 

With this aim in mind, this research explores how hermeneutic theories can be adapted 

into a format that is applicable to specific examples of architecture. This results in the 

more specific question:  

How can the hermeneutic theories of Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur be used 

to reveal the impact of the work of Álvaro Siza on its inhabiter’s understanding of the 

world and their situation within that it? 

 

* 

 

The structure of this thesis is divided into two parts. Part One addresses the 

development of the hermeneutic model of architecture and Part Two addresses the 

 

3 The approach is more nuanced than this simplification may suggest and is explored by Groat and Wang 

in relation to architectural research, particularly in Chapter 3 of their book Architectural Research Methods. 

4 The term “unconcealedness” comes from Heidegger's particular translation of aletheia as un-forgetting. 
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model’s application. Each of these parts is further divided into three chapters. Part One, 

Chapter One gives a brief account of the relevant contemporary philosophical 

hermeneutic theories. Chapter Two reviews how these theories have been adopted into 

architectural theory or applied to architecture. Finally, Chapter Three synthesises and 

further develops this work into a holistic hermeneutic model of architecture that can be 

applied to real-world examples. The three chapters of Part Two address the application 

itself. Chapter Four accounts for the context into which each of the works was built in 

terms of place and action to be configured, and the architect’s circumstances. Chapter 

Five follows the process of configuration itself: the architect’s sense-making act. Finally, 

Chapter Six accounts for the inhabiter’s sense-making act. 

Chapter One: ‘Understanding, Hermeneutics and Mimesis’, starts with Heidegger’s 

account of understanding as the fundamentally human mode of being. Heidegger’s 

thinking was very influential in the development of Gadamer’s hermeneutics and this 

thesis therefore situates Gadamer in relation to Heidegger’s hermeneutic ontology. The 

chapter then outlines Gadamer’s hermeneutic ontology and Ricoeur’s narrative theory 

of hermeneutics. It lays out the basis of the theoretical framework and develops the 

relevant concepts.  

Gadamer’s hermeneutics explores the meaning of interpretation in relation to its 

implications for human existence. His theory is documented in his major work Truth and 

Method, published in 1960, which brings together and builds on much of his earlier 

research to produce a comprehensive account of his philosophical hermeneutics. As 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics is tied up with ontology – the philosophical study of being in 

general – his theory of interpretation is all-encompassing. Gadamer’s hermeneutics 

lends itself to thinking about architecture in relation to human life and the meaning that 

informs it in a general way. It does not however lend itself easily to application to a 

specific example. Gadamer was emphatic in his assertion that his intent in Truth and 

Method was not to lay out a practical procedure to follow, but rather to investigate the 

nature of understanding. He says that his ‘real concern was and is philosophic: not what 

we do or what we ought to do, but what happens to us over and above our wanting and 

doing’ (Gadamer, 2004, p. xxvi). In the application of philosophical hermeneutics to the 

work of Álvaro Siza however this thesis explores the reciprocal relationship between 

‘what happens to us over and above our wanting and doing’ and ‘what we do or what 

we ought to do’. 
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In order to do this, this thesis draws on Ricoeur’s narrative theory of hermeneutics, 

which offers a structure through which we can analyse an individual work in this 

hermeneutic context. The research uses Ricoeur’s theory of narrative hermeneutics to 

account for the productive act – the ‘doing’– and its impact on understanding. Ricoeur’s 

approach to his research is reflective of his training in the French reflexive school of 

philosophy in that his theories grew and changed throughout his career. As such, he 

cannot be said to have a singular philosophy but rather to have explored many elements 

of the human condition from a position of hermeneutic phenomenology. His studies 

cover, amongst other things, different aspects of language and cultural life. For the 

purposes of this thesis, it is specifically the research published between 1983 and 1985 

in Time and Narrative that is adapted to build a hermeneutic model of architecture which 

can be applied to specific examples of work. 

Chapter Two: ‘Architecture as Hermeneutic Practice’, then explores Gadamer’s 

ontology in existing architectural theory and the connection Ricoeur made himself 

between architecture and his narrative hermeneutics. The influence of Gadamer’s 

thinking in architecture has been outlined by Paul Kidder in the book Gadamer for 

Architects, part of the ‘Thinkers for Architects’ series. Gadamer’s thinking has had a 

notable influence in the work of the architectural theorist Dalibor Vesely (1934 – 2015) 

and its influence can be traced through his lineage to thinkers within architecture such 

as Alberto Pérez-Gómez. Gadamer’s hermeneutics have also been related to the design 

process by Adrian Snodgrass and Richard Coyne in their book Interpretation in 

Architecture, and to landscape architecture by James Corner in his essay ‘The Three 

Tyrannies of Contemporary Theory’. 

Within architectural theory, hermeneutics is often put forward as an answer to problems 

within the practice and discipline of architecture. It is put forward for example, as an 

answer to the overemphasis of technology in contemporary practice and the 

objectifying logic this engenders (Vesely, 2004; Pérez-Gómez, 1997). Hermeneutics is 

also proposed as a framework through which contemporary architecture can enter a 

dialogue with its past, and negotiate this often ambivalent relationship without falling 

into conservatism (Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006; Corner, 2014). Paul Kidder also offers 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics as a mitigation of certain issues that have arisen in relation to 

applying Heidegger’s philosophy to architecture in his paper ‘Philosophical 

Hermeneutics and the Ethical Function of Architecture’.  
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Ricoeur applied his narrative theory of hermeneutics to architecture himself in his paper 

‘Architecture and Narrativity’. In the paper, Ricoeur draws parallels between narrative as 

the configuration of time and architecture as the configuration of space. Ricoeur goes 

so far as to say that in architecture there is an entanglement of space and time (Ricoeur, 

2016, p. 32). The paper was published in an early form in Italian as part of the Triennale 

di Milano in 1996 and appeared in its current form in French in the Journal Urbanisme in 

1998, but was only published in English in 2016 in the bilingual Journal of Ricoeur 

Studies. There is therefore very little existing research developing these connections, at 

least within the sphere of English language architectural research.  

The final chapter in Part One, Chapter Three: ‘Architecture: A Hermeneutic Model’, 

accounts for the development of the hermeneutic model of architecture. This is 

achieved through building on what Ricoeur refers to as the entanglement of space and 

time in architecture to provide an account of the built world as a key element of the 

hermeneutic situation. It does this in relation to Gadamer’s account of the temporal 

nature of human existence, as well as Ricoeur’s account of the temporal character of 

human experience.  

For example, in relation to the temporal nature of human existence, Gadamer puts 

forward the concept of “effective history”. This concept describes how human 

understanding is effected by history. This English translation of wirkungsgeschichte uses 

the word ‘effective’ as the adjective form of ‘to effect’ i.e., to cause something to 

happen or bring something about – in this case, human understanding. This thesis 

proposes the concept of “effective place” to describe how we are similarly effected by 

the constructed space in which we exist. This is proposed not simply as a spatial 

counterpart to Gadamer’s account of the temporal nature of human existence, but as an 

elaboration of the entanglement of space and time in the built environment. The model 

further develops the entanglement of the spatial and the temporal in the configuration 

of architecture. Particularly in relation to how the configuration relates to the structures 

of meaning that existed beforehand, and how these structures are rethought in light of 

that configuration. Ricoeur’s theory adapts well to a holistic temporal account of 

architecture in terms of the work being conceived in a time and place, then becoming a 

built reality, and finally, impacting inhabiting.  

The model is developed to examine the impact of the work of Álvaro Siza on its 

inhabiter’s understanding of the world and their situation within it. It does this by 
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examining the relationship between the act of building and the act of inhabiting. In 

order to fully account for the hermeneutic impact of the work on inhabiting, the model 

proposes an autoethnographic form of architecture writing. The research draws on the 

anthropological technique of autoethnography and adapts it into a form of architecture 

writing in order to observe, document and analyse the researcher’s own relationship the 

building and how their understanding of it is brought about.  

Part Two of the thesis addresses the application of the model to the work of Álvaro 

Siza. The application is divided into three stages each captured in Chapters Four, Five 

and Six, respectively. In the first instance, this thesis argues that both the building and 

the inhabiting of architecture are acts of understanding. The thesis then argues that 

Siza’s work is an example of architecture resulting from a conscious engagement with 

the structures of meaning in which it is situated. The thesis further argues that this form 

of practice results in works that support their inhabiter’s existential examination, 

through providing a forum within which the inhabiter may make sense of their position 

within the larger collective reality. 

Chapter Four: ‘Places of Life: Prefiguration in the Works of Siza’, explores the context 

within which the works were built and outlines the different elements that were brought 

into question in the configuration of the works. It positions Siza’s practice in terms of 

the development of modernism in Portugal and defines the place and action of which 

Siza’s work will ‘make-sense’ or offer an interpretation. The relevant places for each 

work are Leça da Palmeira (Tidal Pool), Santiago de Compostela (Galician Centre of 

Contemporary Art) and Matosinhos (Santa Maria Church), all of which are located in 

the north western corner of the Iberian Peninsula. The respective forms of action to be 

configured are swimming/bathing, displaying and viewing art, and communal worship.  

Chapter Five: ‘Building Places of Life: Configuration in the Works of Álvaro Siza’ 

explores the act of building. The Chapter examines Siza’s approach in general, but also 

specifically, his approach to the three works, the response to which, this thesis looks at 

in some detail. This stage of the application follows the physical configuration of the 

space achieved through dialogue with the life and meaning identified in Chapter Four. 

This includes dialogue with Siza’s own practice, as the ‘self’ and ‘bringing-the-self-into-

question’ have a central role in this research. The application of the model to Siza’s 

work shows how his approach to configuration impacts on the inhabiter’s hermeneutic 

consciousness. Siza’s architecture creates a forum within which the inhabiter can engage 
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with aspects of the hermeneutic situation. His work meets the expectations of the 

inhabiter enough for them to know where they stand and challenges them enough to 

bring those expectations into focus.  

One way in which this is achieved is through the use of the fragment. Siza’s use of the 

fragment both opens the context to dialogue and enables the inhabiter to participate in 

that dialogue. The application also shows that Siza’s work finds what Ricoeur refers to 

as a “discordant concordance” (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 70). Siza’s work finds a “discordant 

concordance” through synthesising a whole that remains open and is not overly 

complete. Therefore, leaving room for the interpretation of the inhabiter in what is 

made intelligible. Finally, it shows that Siza’s work consists of an entanglement of 

dialogues with the identified elements of the contextual world. 

The final chapter of the application, Chapter Six: ‘Living Places of Life: Refiguration’, 

then defines the reception of the configured work in the life of the inhabiter. All 

responses are part of the life of the building but this application documents, firstly the 

critical response found in architectural discourse, relating to the practice of architecture. 

Then the public response found in public discourse and relating to the life of the place. 

And finally, the focus of the application is on the particular response of the researcher, 

giving a detailed self-reflective account of thoughtful inhabiting.  

Through the application of the model, and in particular the reflective or thoughtful 

inhabiting captured in the autoethnographic architecture writing, certain emphases on 

different aspects of the human world came to the fore for each of the works. For the 

Tidal Pool, this is fragility and the human relationship to nature. For the Galician 

Centre of Contemporary Art, it is the exploration of the human condition, and 

contemporary arts overlap with the contemplation of pilgrimage. And for Siza’s Santa 

Maria Church, it is the nature of spirituality and the human relationship to the divine. 

The model developed in this thesis offers a holistic approach to architecture’s 

relationship to socio-cultural structures of meaning, and highlights the importance of 

the built environment to these structures. It also offers a holistic approach to 

architecture’s relationship to time, where the acts of building and inhabiting are part of a 

continuous process of interpretation and reinterpretation. The model also has the 

potential to analyse and reveal the workings of architecture that is not easily accounted 

for by current architectural discourse. Finally, the model developed in this thesis offers 

the tools with which to foster a hermeneutically conscious practice. 



 

 

 

 

PART ONE 

 

 

Architecture as Sense-Making Practice:  

A Hermeneutic Model 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Understanding, Hermeneutics and Mimesis 

 

 

The term philosophical hermeneutics can be used to collectively described the work of 

Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur. Whereas hermeneutics is 

the branch of knowledge that deals with methods or theories of interpretation, 

philosophical hermeneutics is the branch of knowledge that studies the nature of 

interpretation itself. Hermeneutics for both Heidegger and Gadamer is tied up with 

ontology5 and is an essential component of their accounts of the nature of our being. 

Their theories of the nature of interpretation therefore are all-encompassing. 

The field of hermeneutics reaches as far back as Plato (428/427 – 348/347 BCE), 

Aristotle (384 – 322 BCE) and the Stoics of Hellenistic philosophy (323 – 30 BCE). 

However, over time hermeneutics became more closely associated with the 

interpretation of biblical texts. Through the Middle Ages hermeneutics was applied 

exclusively to the interpretation of scripture as up until the humanism of the renaissance 

biblical texts were considered an indisputable source of truth. It was Friedrich 

Schleiermacher (1768 – 1834) who paved the way for modern hermeneutics with his 

critical turn. In his work, Schleiermacher studied the nature of understanding in relation 

to all texts and modes of communication.  

Heidegger’s thinking then brought the ontological turn to hermeneutics, where 

understanding moves from something we do to something we are. For Heidegger, 

understanding is a mode of being characteristic of human being (Ramberg & Gjesdal, 

2005). This became the focus of Gadamer’s hermeneutics, which provides the 

ontological framework for the development of the hermeneutic model of architecture 

laid out in Chapter Three. Ricoeur’s hermeneutics shares with Gadamer’s the notion 

that interpretive understanding is the fundamental mode of human life. However, 

Ricoeur’s approach is more methodological, investigating the role of human action in 

 

5 The branch of knowledge that deals with the nature of being, becoming, existence and reality. 
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the creation and interpretation of meaning. This thesis therefore uses Ricoeur’s 

hermeneutics to provide a structure for the hermeneutic model of architecture’s 

interaction with the ontological framework. 

 

 

Heidegger and Understanding as Being 

 

The imperative for this research comes directly from Martin Heidegger’s anthropology. 

Heidegger’s account of the anthrōpos or the human being asserts that what defines us as 

human is our ability to understand. To Heidegger our primary mode of interacting with 

the world is through understanding. In fact, he asserts that understanding is our primary 

mode of being. It is on this premise that this research builds a hermeneutic model of 

architecture. 

Heidegger’s thinking is a unique blend of phenomenology and hermeneutics. He drew 

on both of these areas of study in order to develop his “fundamental ontology”. 

Heidegger’s fundamental ontology differed from other forms of ontology in that, rather 

than studying what exists or why it exists, he studied the nature of existence or being 

itself. He studied the meaning of being or what it means to be. Heidegger proposed that 

phenomenology and hermeneutics be joined together (Moran & Mooney, 2002, p. 247). 

In order to do this Heidegger reoriented Edmund Husserl’s (1859 – 1938) 

phenomenology from its original purpose of the study of consciousness, to 

phenomenology as method for doing ontology.  

 

Fundamental Ontology: Phenomenology and Hermeneutics 

 

Husserl developed phenomenology in the early twentieth century. This new discipline 

had two key influences: Immanuel Kant’s (1724 – 1804) distinction between the noumena 

– thing in itself – and the phenomena – thing as it appears, and Franz Brentano’s (1838 – 

1917) theory of intentionality – ‘the “directedness” or “aboutness” of conscious 

experiences’ (Moran, 2013, p. 317). The focus of Husserl’s philosophical movement was 
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to study human consciousness through a pure phenomenological description of the 

objects that appear in consciousness, exactly as they appear. He held that 

phenomenological description could reveal the structures of human consciousness that 

played a part in constituting the world. He saw the connection of these objects to the 

world through what he called the “natural attitude” as a distraction to phenomenology’s 

central descriptive project (Moran, 2002, p. 15). The world, therefore, had to be 

“bracketed out” in order to focus on pure consciousness. 

Heidegger took quite a different approach to phenomenology. In particular to the 

relationship between the conscious subject and the world toward which much of their 

thought is directed. In Heidegger’s thinking these two are inextricably linked through 

understanding. Phenomenology studies 'what appears... (and) the relation of the 

appearing to the subject.' (Moran & Mooney, 2002, p. 3) With his reorientation to 

ontology, Heidegger argued that what appears is the being of objects and the primary 

way that it is related to the subject is though understanding. Phenomenology therefore 

can reveal the truth of being. Heidegger brought ontology to the field of 

phenomenology through his connection between understanding and being. In the same 

way he is also responsible for the “ontological turn” in hermeneutics.  

 

Dasein 

 

As, according to Heidegger, our being is essentially understanding, and understanding is 

always understanding of something, our being is inextricably linked to the world that 

surrounds us. Heidegger calls the fundamental structures of human existence “Dasein”, 

which literally translates as being there. Dasein is being-in-the-world. The world is 

ultimately the context for all human understanding and action. Heidegger’s concept of 

“world” is comparable to Husserl’s concept of the “natural attitude” in that the world is 

something that humans dwell in and is so familiar that it goes unnoticed. As a 

fundamentally hermeneutic being, Dasein’s primary mode of interaction with the world 

is to understand. In understanding we make sense of phenomena and fit them into our 

own meaningful context. Heidegger describes this as follows: 

What we “first” hear is never noises or complexes of sounds, but the creaking 

waggon, the motor-cycle. We hear the column on the march, the north wind, 
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the woodpecker tapping, the fire crackling… It requires a very artificial and 

complicated frame of mind to “hear” a “pure noise”. The fact that motor-cycles 

and waggons are what we proximally hear is the phenomenal evidence that in 

every case Dasein, as Being-in-the-world, already dwells alongside what is ready-

to-hand within-the-world; it certainly does not dwell proximally alongside 

“sensations”; nor would it first have to give shape to the swirl of sensations to 

provide a springboard from which the subject leaps off and finally arrives at a 

“world”. Dasein, as essentially understanding, is proximally alongside what is 

understood (Heidegger, 2001, p. 207).  

Heidegger takes Dasein a step further so that it not only describes a being that is 

defined by understanding, it also describes an entity capable of contemplating the 

meaning of its own being. Dasein is human being insofar as we are entities capable of 

exploring the meaning of our being. Dasein therefore defines the nature of our being as 

hermeneutic. 

…as Daseins we are nothing but our understandings and misunderstandings of 

the world and our place in it, and our more or less clear understandings and 

misunderstandings of these understandings, and so on forever and ever without 

end… “hermeneutic of Dasein”… is Heidegger’s… phrase for the infinitely 

prolific art of interpreting our interpretations of Being (Rée, 1998, p. 9) 

This is Heidegger’s conception of the hermeneutic circle. We understand ourselves 

through our understanding of the world and we understand the world through 

understanding ourselves. To Heidegger the hermeneutic circle is an existential task. Our 

being is in-the-world therefore we interpret our activities and the meaning things have 

for us by looking to our contextual relationships to things in the world. The principles 

of ontology are defined by ‘the intersecting spirals of our own understandings of the 

meaning of Being’ (Rée, 1998, p. 10). Heidegger emphasised the importance of tradition 

in this process and that all thought must be approached in terms of presuppositions. 

 

Aletheia: Truth as Unconcealedness 

 

This idea of truth being revealed through our interaction with the hermeneutic circle is 

shored up when taken in conjunction with Heidegger’s particular notion of “truth”. 
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Rather than truth being linked to “correctness” or propositional truth, Heidegger 

developed a definition of truth based on his interpretation of the ancient Greek concept 

of “aletheia”. In Heidegger’s account of aletheia, truth is an event that happens in the 

form of something being unconcealed (revealed). Aletheia is “unconcealedness” 

(Wrathall, 2005, pp. 340-341). The term unconcealedness comes from Heidegger's 

particular translation of aletheia. He breaks the word down into component parts where 

‘a-’ corresponds to the Greek negation known as the alpha privative, and ‘-lethe’ to the 

Greek term for oblivion or forgetfulness (Autenrieth, 1895, p. 177).6 Aletheia therefore 

is what is un-forgotten or unconcealed. 

The event through which this unconcealing takes place is our interaction with the world. 

According to Heidegger, it is only within this structure that the notion of truth as 

correctness through correspondence or coherence – as found in the sciences – has any 

meaning (Wrathall, 2005, pp. 338-339). Heidegger’s notion of truth as unconcealedness 

can be contrasted with, for example, the enlightenment ideals of reason and scientific 

method being used to bring about evermore knowledge about the world. Rather than a 

cumulative understanding, with aletheia when something is unconcealed something else 

is concealed. Heidegger addresses this in his lecture ‘The Origin of the Work of Art’, 

which had a deep influence on the thinking of Hans-Georg Gadamer. In the lecture 

Heidegger talks about “the clearing” as the site where unconcealment occurs. The 

clearing is both the world of experience that we all share and the perspective of the 

individual that forms a part of that world. The clearing forms both the possibility and 

the limits of what can be unconcealed. 

Only this clearing grants and guarantees to us humans a passage to those beings 

that we ourselves are not, and access to the being that we ourselves are. Thanks 

to this clearing, beings are unconcealed in certain changing degrees. And yet a 

being can be concealed, too… The clearing in which being stands is in itself at the 

same time concealment. (Heidegger, 1975, p. 53) 

 

6 In Greek mythology the Lethe is a river in Hades that when drunk from by the souls of the dead makes 

them forget their life on earth. 
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In this passage there are embryonic traces of Gadamer’s concepts of “existential 

history” and the “horizon of understanding” which shall be addressed in the next 

section. 

 

 

Gadamer, Tradition and Horizon: The Temporal Nature of Human 

Existence 

 

It is Hans-Georg Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics that provide the ontological 

framework for this hermeneutic model of architecture. Gadamer’s account of 

understanding is grounded in Heideggerian thinking. Both thinkers came out of the 

phenomenological tradition and Gadamer shared with Heidegger the view that 

understanding is our fundamental mode of relating to phenomena. He therefore held 

that hermeneutics concerns our fundamental mode of being-in-the-world. Gadamer 

refers to this as our understanding being situated. Gadamer's hermeneutics was also 

influenced by the work of Wilhelm Dilthey (1833 –1911). After Friedrich 

Schleiermacher’s critical turn in hermeneutics to the study of the nature of 

understanding in relation to all texts and modes of communication, Wilhelm Dilthey 

used hermeneutics as a way of legitimising the human sciences. Dilthey argued that 

scientific explanation needed to be completed with a theory of how the world is given 

to us through symbolically mediated practices. Gadamer reiterates this in his magnum 

opus Truth and Method in relation to the hermeneutical problem being hindered by the 

dominance of scientific method.  

For the hermeneutical problem too is clearly distinct from “pure” knowledge detached from any 

particular kind of being... The alienation of the interpreter from the interpreted by 

the objectifying methods of modern science… appeared as the consequence of 

a false objectification. (Gadamer, 2004, p. 312) 

In order to avoid this alienation through ‘false objectification’ we must recognise the 

“situatedness” of our knowledge. Truth and Method critiques the prominence of 

objectivity in enlightenment reason. It reveals the limits of an objective approach by 

exploring the situatedness of understanding and the continual creation of meaning 
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through interpretation. For Gadamer, the hermeneutical problem is the question of how 

we can have knowledge of something without being able to stand apart from it. 

Gadamer uses the experience of the work of art as the basis on which to build his 

theory of truth and understanding. He holds that genuine cultural understanding can 

best be reached through the experience of art. This is because art has a unique ability to 

challenge cultural expectations and reveal their limits. Thus, opening us up to what is 

other. 

Gadamer’s notion of knowledge as situated connects to Heidegger’s description of the 

clearing in relation to unconcealdness. In Gadamer’s thinking, like the clearing, it is our 

situatedness that both enables us to understand and sets the limits of our understanding. 

In Gadamer’s account, understanding is made possible through the presumptions or 

prejudices that come from our particular tradition. He refers to this as the power of 

positive prejudice. In this way, the tradition from which we come endows us with the 

possibility of understanding and defines the horizons of what it is possible to 

understand (Gadamer, 2004, pp. 304-305). 

 

Dialectic 

 

Both Heidegger and Gadamer drew on classical Greek thought. Heidegger’s ontology 

was influenced by his reading of Aristotle’s Metaphysics and his thinking on the nature of 

being. Moreover, Heidegger and Gadamer were both influenced by Aristotle’s Poetics 

and his observations on the nature of art. However, it is arguably Plato who had the 

largest impact on Gadamer’s philosophy. Gadamer drew on the platonic dialectic – as 

well as Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770 – 1831) and Wilhelm Dilthey – to develop 

a dialogical approach in which the basic model of understanding is that of a 

conversation. 

Plato’s philosophical writings famously take the form of dialogues. The dialectical 

movement of these dialogues not only allows various points of view to be presented but 

also enables the reader to be drawn into the discussion. The back-and-forth movement 

of Plato’s dialogues plays a foundational role in Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics: 

in order to move towards truth, the truth-seeker must bring themselves into question 

along with the matter at hand (sache). Through this dialectical movement, it is possible 
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to shift the boundaries that limit our understanding - boundaries that limit but are also a 

necessary condition for understanding. 

 

Language and Temporality 

 

Two areas that Gadamer identifies as vital components of our understanding are 

language and temporality. His emphasis on language is closely related to his dialogical 

approach, where understanding takes the form of a conversation. A conversation takes 

place between two parties seeking an agreement. Neither party is ever in complete 

control but the conversation is determined by the matter at hand. As a conversation 

always takes place in language, Gadamer holds that understanding is always linguistically 

mediated. For Gadamer language is the medium through which we engage with the 

world. ‘We are ‘in’ the world through being ‘in’ language’ (Malpas, 2018). It is because 

we have language that we have a world and not simply an environment. 

Thus, that language is originarily human means at the same time that man’s 

being-in-the-world is primordially linguistic. (Gadamer, 2004, p. 440)  

Although for Gadamer it is language that mediates our engagement with the world, he 

singles out temporality as the organising principle of our existence. The past and the 

tradition in which we exist are fundamental to how we understand. Like Heidegger, 

Gadamer stressed that every “conversation” takes place within an existing tradition and 

that, every act of understanding contains presumptions. However, the way that we are 

effected7 by history became central to Gadamer’s philosophy. Our situatedness is 

determined by our history and the temporal nature of our existence. 

In Truth and Method, Gadamer writes about the nature of understanding. Heidegger 

singled out understanding as the human being’s fundamental mode of being. Gadamer 

followed on from this to explore the nature of understanding in relation to a human 

being’s situatedness. According to Gadamer, our understanding is bound by our 

historicity. We are all effected by history, and by the tradition in which we were formed 

 

7 ‘Effected’ as the adjective form of “to effect” i.e., to cause something to happen or bring something 

about – in this case, human understanding. 



23 
 

and are situated. Gadamer says that ‘in all understanding, whether we are expressly 

aware of it or not, the efficacy of history is at work’ (Gadamer, 2004, p. 300). The 

nature of being situated means that we can never have objective knowledge of our 

situation. We cannot step outside of it, as we cannot step outside of time. We are 

temporal beings. We can however become aware of the effect of history on our 

understanding. Gadamer says that:  

…understanding is not a method which the inquiring consciousness applies to 

an object it chooses and so turns it into objective knowledge; rather, being 

situated within an event of tradition, a process of handing down, is a prior 

condition of understanding. Understanding proves to be an event… (Gadamer, 

2004, p. 308) 

 

Co-determination of Reader and Text 

 

In Gadamer’s hermeneutics all understanding is subject to the effects of history. 

However, as Heidegger says of the clearing, it ‘is never a merely existent state, but a 

happening’ (Heidegger, 1975, p. 54). For Gadamer, tradition is something that is 

'productive and in constant development' (Ramberg & Gjesdal, 2005) and to which each 

new interpretation contributes. Every act of understanding, every new interpretation 

becomes part of the “happening” of tradition. 

The past is handed over to us through the complex and ever-changing fabric of 

interpretations, which gets richer and more complex as decades and centuries 

pass. (Ramberg & Gjesdal, 2005) 

This leads us to Gadamer’s version of the so-called hermeneutic circle, which he 

describes as the interplay of the effect of history on each interpretation, and that 

interpretation's contribution to future effective history. For Gadamer there is a 'co-

determination of text and reader' (Ramberg & Gjesdal, 2005). The “reader” must open 

themselves up to the “text” – what they seek to understand – they must bring 

themselves, and the historical situation in which they exist, into question in order to 

engage in the conversation that defines understanding. At the same time, the reader’s 

interpretation of the text contributes to effective history. Gadamer’s version of the 
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hermeneutic circle highlights the interplay of our self-understanding and our 

understanding of the world.  

This interaction is part of a perpetually changing composition of interpretations 

growing out of the past and traditions. In this account, the meaning that comes about 

through our interpretation is co-determined by what is extant, through history and 

tradition, and what is added by the individual interpretation. This is a continual and 

unending process. The temporal nature of our existence means we can never have 

complete knowledge of our situation: firstly, because we cannot step outside of it and 

secondly, because it is in constant flux. 

The very idea of a situation means that we are not standing outside it and hence 

are unable to have any objective knowledge of it... The illumination of the 

situation – reflection on effective history – can never be completely achieved... 

To be historically means that knowledge of oneself can never be complete. 

(Gadamer, 2004, p. 301) 

 

Fusion of Horizons 

 

It is however possible to be aware of our situatedness and the historically effected 

character of understanding. Gadamer describes this as “historically effected 

consciousness.” Being conscious of being effected by history is also to be aware that 

our hermeneutical situation has a horizon. Gadamer uses the term “horizon” to 

describe the limits of our possible knowledge as determined by our historical situation 

at any given time. He says that we can develop an appreciation of the horizon of our 

hermeneutical situation. An awareness of the horizon of our hermeneutical situation is 

an awareness both of its effect on our understanding and an awareness that there is 

something beyond that situation. Gadamer says that:  

A person who has no horizon does not see far enough and hence over-values 

what is nearest to him. On the other hand, “to have a horizon” means not being 

limited to what is nearby but being able to see beyond it. (Gadamer, 2004, p. 

301) 
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It is only through this awareness of the hermeneutical situation that a person can “have 

a horizon”. And one must have a horizon in order to bring oneself into question, which 

is a necessary element of entering a dialogue with that which one seeks to understand. 

As we saw above, in the act of interpretation there is a co-determination of interpreter 

and what is being interpreted (reader and text). Gadamer refers to this as a “fusion of 

horizons”. 

This fusion of horizons is the agreement that is reached through the conversation that 

is understanding. The new interpretation infuses the text with new layers of meaning or 

as Gadamer puts it ‘the interpreter’s own thoughts too have gone into reawakening the 

text’s meaning’ (Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2004, p. 390). At the same time the 

reader is also altered by this encounter. In order for a regulated fusion of horizons to 

take place, the interpreter, who is conscious of the effects of history on their own 

horizon, allows their horizon to be brought into question. Gadamer says that in the 

fusion of horizons ‘the interpreter’s own horizon is decisive, yet not as a personal 

standpoint that he maintains or enforces, but more as an opinion and a possibility that 

one brings into play and puts at risk’ (Gadamer, 2004, p. 390). 

 

Application (Phronesis) 

 

Any interpretation or fusion of horizons can only take place through application. 

Application is not just a part of understanding but in Gadamer’s hermeneutics 

understanding only exists in application. This is why Gadamer refers to application as 

‘the central problem of hermeneutics’ (Gadamer, 2004, p. 313). Here again we see the 

influence of Aristotle in Gadamer’s thinking, however this time it is Aristotelian ethics 

as outlined in his writings now entitled The Nicomachean Ethics.  

Aristotle’s ethics is the study of the human being’s nature or character and the question 

of how they should best live. It is the study of how a human being becomes what they 

are through what they do and how they behave. Aristotle’s ethics therefore investigates 

what kind of knowledge is needed for moral action. In this there is also a problem of 

application, as determining moral action consists in applying something universal to a 

particular situation. Therefore, what is needed for moral action is a practical knowledge 

or a practical reasoning that is determined by each situation. Aristotle calls this practical 
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knowledge “phronesis”. Phronesis is the knowledge required for “praxis” – how we live 

or practically engage with the world. 

For moral knowledge, as Aristotle describes it, is clearly not objective 

knowledge – i.e. The knower is not standing over against a situation that he 

merely observes; he is directly confronted with what he sees. It is something 

that he has to do. (Gadamer, 2004, p. 312) 

For Gadamer phronesis is a key hermeneutic principle. Hermeneutical consciousness 

emerges out of and returns to how we live and act. Understanding and interpretation 

cannot be separated from its particular application. Knowledge is in the application. 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics can therefore be said to be made up off phronesis (Aristotle) 

and dialogue (Plato). Gadamer says that what he taught throughout his career was above 

all hermeneutic practice and ‘the art of understanding and of making something 

understood to someone else’ (Gadamer, 1997, p. 17). 

This hermeneutic practice is the process of revealing the structures of our situatedness. 

It makes explicit a familiar structure in which we live through ‘perceiving prior 

determinations, anticipations, and imprints that reside in concepts’ (Gadamer, 1997, p. 

17). Understanding in this sense is not a movement towards an absolute truth or 

complete knowledge. However, the processes of understanding are revealing in their 

individual applications. Paul Kidder sums up hermeneutic practice in his essay 

‘Philosophical Hermeneutics and the Ethical Function of Architecture’: 

It is an attempt to become aware of manifold layers of meaning that are 

sedimented in our language and our imaginations, and that echo through us no 

matter how original we fancy our creativity to be… At the root of this authority 

is the sense that understanding and truth about human life can come from 

exercising human powers of rational reflection on one’s own experienced 

humanity in nature, in community, and in history. (Kidder, 2011) 

 

“Play”: Showing and Participation 

 

There is another form of knowledge identified in Aristotle’s writing that was very 

influential in the development of Gadamer’s thought. This is the knowledge related to 
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“making”. In book six of the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle distinguishes between 

different forms of knowledge, including: moral knowledge (phronesis) of how to act as 

described above; the unchanging theoretical knowledge (episteme) of science and 

particularly mathematics; and a third form of productive knowledge (techne) of how to 

make (Aristotle, 1996 (3), pp. 1139b-1140b). Aristotle expands on this third form of 

knowledge in the Poetics, in which he outlines his theory of human making. Poesis 

(making) requires “techne”, the craft or skill needed to produce something. Techne is ‘a 

productive capacity informed by an understanding of its intrinsic rationale’ (Heath, 

1996, p. ix). Gadamer points out that techne is separated into the knowledge required to 

produce objects that have a practical use through craft, and objects that do not have a 

particular use through art. It is the latter that is relevant to Gadamer’s hermeneutics. 

The Greeks distinguished between two kinds of productive activity: manual 

production which fabricates utensils, and mimetic production which does not 

create anything “real” but simply offers a representation. (Gadamer, 1986 (2), p. 

127) 

Mimesis is defined as the human activity of creating something to represent something 

else. In his Poetics Aristotle aims to make the intrinsic rationale, that informs the 

productive capacity of techne, intelligible. He does this through an analysis of the 

composition of Greek tragedy which he considered the “total work of art” (Gadamer, 

1986 (1), p. 117). Greek tragedy is a type of poetry, and like any art is a form of 

mimesis. Mimesis is a ‘similarity which does not rest wholly on convention… [such as] 

an arbitrary symbol on a map’ (Heath, Introduction, 1996, p. xiii). However, nor is it a 

simple copy, rather it reveals something about its subject matter.  

For Gadamer the emphasis of mimesis in art is that it opens up more than is available 

to us in our contingent reality. Gadamer captures the “as if” nature of mimesis in the 

concept of “play”. He emphasises that play makes possible a form of participation that 

opens up the universal to the one to whom something is shown. This idea of 

participation through play is essential to Gadamer’s dialogical hermeneutics. Gadamer 

highlights that mimesis is present in painting, poetry and music, but also in children’s 

play acting. He says that it is a human instinct to engage in the creation of likeness and 

to respond to the likeness with pleasure. This is because the ability to recognise the 

relationship between the likeness and its object is a distinctly human power of 

understanding, and is therefore pleasurable (Gadamer, 1986 (1), p. 119). 
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An essential part of play, and therefore mimesis, is “showing”. Showing implies an 

emphasis on what is being shown as opposed to the one doing the showing. Just as 

when an actor portrays a character, our attention is drawn to the character portrayed 

and away from the actor. In this way the actor, the play, or the painting, act as a conduit 

for the meaning with which the one who views the art may then engage. Gadamer says 

that: 

The original mimetic relation is not an imitation in which we strive to approach 

an original by copying it as nearly as possible. On the contrary, it is a kind of 

showing. Here showing does not mean setting out something like a proof in 

which we demonstrate something that is not accessible in any other way. When 

we show something, we do not intend a relation between the one who shows 

and the thing shown. Showing points away from itself. (Gadamer, 1986 (2), p. 

128) 

However, this does not negate the significance of the work itself. The emphasis does 

not lie in the reference to an original that is something other than the work, but what is 

shown and the manner of showing cannot be separated. The work is not superseded by 

the message or what it is showing but, the work being what it is, reveals something of 

the nature of what is shown. Something meaningful is therefore there as itself in the 

work. In this way, a pointing away is not a pointing towards, but rather it is the opening 

of a space in which something can present itself. Mimesis as the symbolic in art ‘does 

not point towards a meaning, but rather allows a meaning to present itself’ (Gadamer, 

1986 (3), p. 34).  

For Gadamer it is precisely this nature that makes something a work of art. As Aristotle 

differentiated between manual production and mimetic production, Gadamer stresses 

that it is not the fact that something is produced, but the nature of the thing produced 

as mimetic that makes it a work art. Therefore, the work ‘is not just itself but expresses 

something else through itself, so too the work of art is not itself simply as a product’ 

(Gadamer, 1986 (2), p. 126).  

The nature of play is of particular importance to Gadamer because it implies 

participation. Play, for Gadamer, also implies that an encounter with a work of art is not 

passive but participatory. Gadamer says that the work of art ‘is something that only 

manifests and displays itself when it is constituted in the viewer’ (Gadamer, 1986 (2), p. 

126). It is here that the notion of play in art feeds into the concept of dialogue as the 
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principal hermeneutic activity. The artwork opens the space into which meaning can 

present itself but this meaning requires a participant by which it can be constituted. 

Gadamer says that the work ‘always demands constructive activity on our part’ 

(Gadamer, 1986 (3), p. 37).  

In this we see the essence of his concept of the fusion of horizons where there is a co-

determination of “reader” and “text”. The experience of the work of art is a dialogue 

between the work and its viewer. The mimetic nature of the work must be constituted 

by the participation of the viewer. And in this way ‘[t]he participant belongs to the play’ 

(Gadamer, 1986 (3), p. 26). The experience of the work of art embodies the idealised 

form of Gadamer’s hermeneutic dialectic. Gadamer has used it to develop his general 

theory of understanding by describing what it is that happens to us when we 

understand.  

 

 

Ricoeur and Understanding through Narrative: The Temporal Character of 

Human Experience 

 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics provide the ontological framework for the hermeneutic model 

of architecture. However, it is the hermeneutics of Paul Ricoeur that will provide the 

specific method of application, or specific method of interaction with the world. This 

research draws on Ricoeur’s work in his book Time and Narrative, which examines the 

creation of meaning through a narrative model of understanding. Just as the temporal 

nature of human existence is central to Gadamer’s hermeneutics, the temporal character 

of human experience is key to Ricoeur’s argument in this work.  

Ricoeur’s philosophy focuses on the individual human being. The constant theme in his 

writings can arguably be classified as philosophical anthropology. What shifted 

throughout his career was how he chose to examine this theme (Pellauer, 2016). As his 

career progressed, Ricoeur became evermore focused on a hermeneutic analysis of the 

symbolic domain – consisting of language and cultural life. He held that 

phenomenology must be done through hermeneutics as it is the symbol that gives rise 
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to thought (Ricoeur, 1966, p. 347). This is not dissimilar to Gadamer’s notion that we 

are “in” the world through being “in” language.  

Ricoeur is perhaps best known for his hermeneutics although he considered himself 

principally a phenomenologist. He first encountered phenomenology through the work 

of Husserl very early on in his career.8 Unlike Gadamer’s hermeneutics, which built on 

Heidegger’s ontology, Ricoeur’s phenomenology built on Husserl’s thinking. For 

Heidegger, phenomenology was a way to do ontology, whereas for Husserl it was a 

methodology through which we could learn about the nature of consciousness. For 

Ricoeur then the emphasis was also on method.  

This tendency can also be linked to Ricoeur’s training in the tradition of French 

reflexive philosophy influenced by the German existentialist Karl Jaspers (1883 – 1969) 

and the French existentialist Gabriel Marcel (1889–1973). In this tradition, thought is 

turned in on itself in an attempt to comprehend the unifying principal of the subject, 

the focus is on reflexive consciousness (Pellauer, 2016). Husserl’s phenomenology 

provided a method of describing the functions of consciousness, which Ricoeur 

combined with hermeneutic interpretation. 

 

Hermeneutic Ontology vs. Hermeneutic Methodology 

 

This leads us to a key difference in the thought of Gadamer and Ricoeur, which this 

research exploits for its own purpose. This difference is articulated by Francis J. Mootz 

III and George H. Taylor in their book Gadamer and Ricoeur (2012).  

While Gadamer locates agency in language and culture, Ricoeur locates it 

primarily in human action. The recognition of one’s location, stressed by 

Gadamer, is not interchangeable with the construction of one’s location, 

stressed by Ricoeur. (Mootz III & Taylor, 2011, p. 6)  

This research uses Gadamer’s philosophy as the ontology for the hermeneutic model of 

architecture. It uses Gadamer’s philosophy to describe ‘one’s location’ – the state of 

 

8 It was in fact in a prison camp, during the second world war, where the only available texts were those 

of German philosophers, that Ricoeur first came across the work of Husserl (Simms, 2006, p. 3). 
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things as they are. It then uses Ricoeur’s philosophy to describe the role of human 

acting or the ‘construction of one’s location’. Ricoeur’s philosophy provides an account 

of the method of interacting with the world, the method of interpretation.  

Gadamer and Ricoeur can be used in conjunction as they are compatible in many ways. 

They share certain basic principles, such as they ‘both regard understanding as the basic 

posture of human life… [and] share a basic perspective that understanding is always 

interpretive’ (Mootz III & Taylor, 2011, p. 1). Ricoeur also agreed with Gadamer ‘that the 

goal of interpretation was to enable us to make sense of our embodied existence with 

others including our predecessors and successors in the world’ (Pellauer, 2016). What 

differs is their approach to their study. Gadamer’s is ontological and Ricoeur’s is 

methodological. And these are precisely the roles that their respective philosophies 

contribute to the hermeneutic model of architecture that this research builds. 

 

Narrative: Threefold Present and Plot 

 

Ricoeur’s work in Time and Narrative deals with the impact of time and history on his 

anthropological project, and through this develops a narrative theory of hermeneutics. 

The two main ingredients that Ricoeur uses to develop this theory are St Augustine of 

Hippo’s (354-430) theory of time and Aristotle’s poetics. Ricoeur bases the structure of 

his theory of the time of narrative on Augustine’s theory of psychological time. In the 

eleventh book of his autobiographical Confessions, Augustine described psychological 

time as “distended”. It is a distention or stretching of the mind between what Augustine 

referred to as ‘the present of the past – memory –, the present of the future – 

expectation –, and the present of the present – attention’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 32). Karl 

Simms outlines Augustine’s theory in relation to phenomenology in his book Paul 

Ricoeur. 

The past and the future exist in the mind, through memory on the one hand and 

expectation on the other. To conceive of the past and of the future, the mind 

must be stretched – distended… In fact, that is what thinking consists of: so long 

as the mind is thinking it is thinking as what Heidegger calls ‘presencing’, a 

continuous stretching of the present mediated by memory of the past and 

expectation of the future. (Simms, 2006, p. 82) 
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Ricoeur says that narrative as recounted time exists ‘at the point of rupture and suture’ 

between Augustine’s psychological time and the physical time ‘of clocks, chronological 

time framed by calendar time, with all astronomy behind it’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 32). 

Narrative is the configuration of physical time into psychological time. 

The second key component of Ricoeur’s theory of narrative comes from Aristotle’s 

work in the Poetics, particularly Aristotle’s notions of “mimesis” (representation) and 

“muthos” (emplotment). Both Ricoeur and Gadamer build on Aristotle’s definition of 

mimesis. However, they have different emphases on this concept in the development of 

their thought. While Gadamer develops it in relation to showing and participation, 

Ricoeur develops the concept of mimesis in relation to action and plot. John Arthos, in 

his essay ‘Where Is Muthos Hiding in Gadamer's Hermeneutics?’ points out that there is 

no explicit narrative theory in Gadamer despite his emphasis on poetic imagination. 

Instead, he focuses on the structure of play and dialogue. Arthos says that while both 

Gadamer and Ricoeur look for a “presencing” of some kind in relation to time, ‘Ricoeur 

looks for this in narrative temporality, and Gadamer in poetic experience’ (Arthos, 

2011, p. 120). Whereas Gadamer uses Aristotle’s concept of mimesis in his account of 

what happens to us when we understand, Ricoeur uses it to account for what we do 

when we understand. 

Aristotle differentiates mimesis from simple imitation, as mimesis is a representation of 

action. As such, it involves muthos (emplotment) – or putting into plot. Mimesis as a 

representation of action is Ricoeur’s starting point for his analysis of narrative 

configuration. Ricoeur uses Aristotle’s concept of muthos, as the tool through which 

mimesis is able to represent human action, to explain the link between cosmological 

time and Augustine’s psychological time. He says: 

Time becomes human time to the extent that it is organised after the manner of 

a narrative; narrative, in turn, is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the 

features of temporal existence. (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 3) 

This is another classic circular hermeneutic assertion, outlining the relationship between 

the temporal character of human experience, and how we make sense of history 

through narrative. Ricoeur says that in Time and Narrative he strives ‘to demonstrate that 

the circle of narrativity and temporality is not a vicious but a healthy circle, whose two 

halves mutually reinforce one another’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 3). 
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The Three Stages of Mimesis 

 

In order to show how narrative succeeds in making sense of action through putting it 

into plot, Ricoeur breaks mimesis down into three stages corresponding to Augustine’s 

threefold present: mimesis1, mimesis2 and mimesis3. Mimesis1 corresponds to the 

present of the past and is what Ricoeur calls “prefiguration”. Mimesis2 corresponds to 

the present of the present and is what Ricoeur calls “configuration”. And finally, 

Mimesis3 corresponds to the present of the future and is what Ricoeur calls 

“refiguration” (Ricoeur, 1990, pp. 52-54). 

The first stage of mimesis is prefiguration. Prefiguration refers to the pre-narrative 

context. It is the pre-existing conditions that make possible the subsequent 

configuration. This pre-narrative context is based on our practical understanding of 

everyday life. It describes the world in which we live and the narratives that make up 

everyday life. Prefiguration contains the constituent parts of the subsequent narrative, 

such as our ability to recognise an agent (the person performing the action) and to ask 

‘such questions as ‘what’, ‘why’, ‘who’, ‘how’, ‘with whom’ and ‘against whom’’ (Simms, 

2006, p. 84). One can draw certain parallels with Gadamer’s “effective history” insofar 

as both denote the necessary conditions for interpretive understanding to take place. 

The second stage of mimesis is configuration. Configuration is the process of putting 

the elements that are to be made sense of into plot. It is the actual process of 

emplotment (muthos). This is achieved through the reordering of the parts into 

something new. To make sense of what is given, the elements are reordered into ‘an 

intelligible whole’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 65). Through this a representation of the action is 

created. Mimesis as play, as described by Gadamer, is also evident in this stage. Ricoeur 

says that ‘[w]ith mimesis2 opens the kingdom of the as if’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 64).  

The third stage of mimesis is refiguration. Refiguration describes how the configured 

narrative is read or received. It refers to the total act of comprehension where the world 

of the “text” meets the world of the “reader”. It is the integrating of the text into one’s 

world and self-understanding. The representation is integrated into lived experience. 

Ricoeur says that ‘[the narrative] does not complete its journey within the enclosure of 

the text, but in its counterpart: the reader…’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 38). This is akin to the 
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co-determination of reader and text – or fusion of horizons – found in Gadamer’s 

hermeneutics. And it is demonstrated by Gadamer’s observation that in the play of art, 

the work of art is something that has to be constructed by its viewer. Ricoeur draws this 

comparison himself saying, ‘[t]his stage corresponds to what H.-G. Gadamer, in his 

philosophical hermeneutics, calls “application”’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 70). 

Through the above, Ricoeur gives us an account of how the world of human action is 

made sense of. He gives us a clear methodology of interpretation through 

representation as a way of making sense of the temporal character of human experience. 

Gadamer on the other hand, gives us an account of how history influences us. It is an 

account of the temporal nature of human existence. For Gadamer the focus of 

hermeneutic consciousness is what happens behind our wanting and doing. ‘Thus, the 

constructive role of narrative that lies in the telling rather than the hearing is off 

message for him’ (Arthos, 2011, p. 121). However, Ricoeur uses it precisely to give an 

account of how we make sense of history. 

 

* 

 

This thesis builds on the core stance of Heidegger’s anthropology that the human being 

is essentially a hermeneutic being. It is on this premise that this research builds a 

hermeneutic model of architecture. If human beings are essentially understanding 

beings, then our relationship to architecture is also fundamentally hermeneutic. The 

thesis then takes Gadamer’s philosophical hermeneutics as the ontological framework 

within which to build a hermeneutic model of Architecture. The model will build on 

Gadamer’s account of understanding being situated within a particular tradition, 

focusing on his concepts of historically effected consciousness and dialogue as a fusion 

of horizons. Gadamer’s emphasis on mimesis as play also contributes to the 

development of the hermeneutic model of architecture. In the next chapter, for 

example, we shall see that Dalibor Vesely, who was deeply influenced by the work of 

Gadamer, refers to architecture as the “mimesis of praxis” (Vesely p. 367). 

Finally, the model will build on Ricoeur’s narrative hermeneutics to account for the 

particular processes of architecture’s interaction with the hermeneutic situation, both in 

its building and in its inhabiting. Ricoeur’s emphasis on mimesis as emplotment also 
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plays a key role. This is also demonstrated in the next Chapter, in which we shall see 

how Ricoeur draws parallels between narrativity as the configuration of time and 

architecture as the configuration of space. The model will be structured after Ricoeur’s 

three stages of mimesis and divided into prefiguration, configuration and refiguration. 

Building on how the above have been adopted into architectural theory, the model will 

give a holistic account of the work of architecture from a hermeneutic perspective. 

When applied, the model can then be used to account for the hermeneutic impact of 

the work on the inhabiter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Architecture as Hermeneutic Practice  

 

 

The practice of adopting hermeneutic philosophy into architectural theory is not new. 

However, it is Heideggerian hermeneutics that has the more established influence on 

architectural thought. This is in part due to the impact of his essay ‘Building Dwelling 

Thinking’, first presented at the ‘Man and Space’ (Mensch und Raum) conference in 

Darmstadt, which discussed the approach to post-war architecture in Germany (Sharr, 

2007, p. 36). Adam Sharr explores the relevance of this essay, as well as Heidegger’s 

essays ‘The Thing’ (1950) and ‘…Poetically man Dwells…’ (1951)9, to architects in his 

book Heidegger for Architects. Sharr also outlines Heidegger’s impact on architectural 

thought and the subsequent influence on and reception of contemporary architects such 

as Peter Zumthor and Steven Holl (Sharr, 2007). 

Perhaps the most well-known development of Heideggerian thought in architecture was 

that carried out by Christian Norberg-Schulz. In his book Genius Loci: Towards a 

Phenomenology of Architecture, he set out to recover architecture’s symbolic power and 

connection to the landscape. There are more recent echoes of this, for example, in 

Kenneth Frampton’s concept of “Critical Regionalism” (Sharr, 2007). Moreover, the 

philosopher Karsten Harries has made a significant recent contribution to Heideggerian 

thought in relationship to architecture in his book The Ethical Function of Architecture. In 

his book, Harries argues that architecture has a responsibility to the community to serve 

a common ethos for our time. He maintains that what is needed today is ‘an 

architecture that without surrendering its ethical function knows that it lacks authority 

and cannot and should not provide more than precarious conjectures about ideal 

dwelling’ (Harries, 1997, p. 364). Harries argues that, in order to do this, architecture has 

to move away from a dominant formalism which he refers to as ‘the aesthetic approach’ 

(Harries, 1997, pp. 16-26).  

 

9 All three essays can be found in the collection Poetry, Language, Thought (1975). 
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The exploration of Gadamer’s hermeneutics and its adaptation to architecture by 

various theorists is more recent. The following section will outline the influence of 

Gadamer’s thinking on these theorists and will show how each has utilised his 

hermeneutics in their own thinking. Gadamer’s impact is of particular note in the work 

of the architectural theorist Dalibor Vesely, and has been disseminated through Vesely’s 

influence on architectural discourse. Gadamer’s impact on architecture is also captured 

by Paul Kidder in his book Gadamer for Architects. Kidder’s book maps Gadamer’s 

influence through examining how architecture interprets culture and the ‘pattern of 

understanding that occurs when architecture is interpreted’ (Kidder, 2013, p. 2).  

Ricoeur’s impact on architecture is less established and has only really begun to take 

hold in the past decade. Before that, he has had a more oblique impact. For example, 

Kenneth Frampton used Ricoeur’s essay ‘Universal Civilisation and National Culture’ 

(1965) to develop his concept of Critical Regionalism. Ricoeur drew his own parallels 

between architecture and his narrative theory in relation to hermeneutic methodology, 

in his paper ‘Architecture and Narrativity’ (Ricoeur, 2016). This shall be explored 

further later in this chapter. In the paper Ricoeur applies his narrative theory of 

hermeneutics to the production of architecture. He says that even drawing a narrow 

parallelism between architecture and narrative, ‘architecture would be to space what 

narrative is to time, namely a “configurative” process’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 31).  

 

 

Gadamer and Architectural Theory 

 

This section explores how Gadamer’s hermeneutics has been brought into architectural 

thinking by various theorists. Gadamer’s influence is particularly evident in the work of 

Dalibor Vesely and in the work of Vesely’s former students, most notably Alberto 

Pérez-Gómez. Both Vesely and Pérez-Gómez have explored the historical separation of 

the technological and artistic functions of architecture and the problematic implications 

this has for contemporary architecture. There are a few other theorists who have made 

explicit reference to Gadamer in their work. Landscape architect James Corner 

proposes a version of Gadamer’s hermeneutics as appropriate theory and language for 

landscape architecture. Corner shares with Vesely and Pérez-Gomez a diagnosis of 
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architecture’s – and landscape architecture’s – malaise as resulting from the dominant 

force of the objectifying logic of technology. Additionally, Adrian Snodgrass and 

Richard Coyne make specific reference to Gadamer in their book, Interpretation in 

Architecture, which explores the role of interpretation in design thinking and design 

teaching. Finally, there is a notable PhD thesis by Beata Sirowy which has drawn 

specifically on Gadamer. Beata Sirowy examines Heideggerian and Gadamerian thought 

in relation to architectural practice and the role of the user in the design process.  

The attraction of Gadamer’s ontological hermeneutics can be partly accounted for in 

architecture’s continued need to reconcile its relationship with the past and to better 

understand its position in what Vesely Calls ‘the communicative space of culture’ 

(Vesely, 2004, p. 387). Architecture’s ambivalent relationship to its past can be traced to 

‘modernity’s and modern architecture’s dramatic break with traditions of the past, and, 

to some extent, with the very idea of the authority of tradition…’ (Kidder, 2011). Over 

one hundred years after architecture reinvented itself it is still working out how to relate 

to its own past. There have been various approaches trialled with varying degrees of 

success, notably in post-modern architecture. Gadamer’s hermeneutics offer a way to 

rethink architecture’s relationship to its past where the effects of history are actively 

engaged through mimetic production. The hermeneutic model in this research discloses 

the workings of this process, and then demonstrates it in relation to three of Álvaro 

Siza’s works. 

 

Vesely: Architecture as Representation of Praxis 

 

Dalibor Vesely was very influential in the development of architectural theory in the 

latter half of the twentieth century. His influence was as an educator, a writer and, 

according to David Leatherbarrow, as an advocate of dialogue (Leatherbarrow, 2015, p. 

11). Vesely absorbed elements of Gadamer’s philosophy into his own thinking and 

teaching. Although Vesely’s formal education was in architecture, engineering and art, 

he was introduced to phenomenology and the teachings of Edmund Husserl early in his 

career by the Czech philosopher Jan Patočka (Leatherbarrow, 2015, p. 9). 

Phenomenology - specifically in its merger with hermeneutics in the work of Heidegger 

and Gadamer outlined above - and the concept of dialogue were important themes in 
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Vesely’s teaching and writing. Vesely also maintained a working dialogue with Gadamer 

throughout his career and in later years with the philosopher Karsten Harries 

(Leatherbarrow, 2015, p. 9).  

The influence of Gadamer’s philosophy is evident in Vesely’s major work, Architecture in 

the Age of Divided Representation. Philosopher Paul Kidder says that Vesely’s book ‘is the 

product of many years of bringing Gadamerian ideas into its author’s own teaching’ 

(Kidder, 2013, p. 125). Like Gadamer and Heidegger before him, Vesely makes recourse 

to classical Greek thought. Two key concepts that Vesely draws on are poesis – making 

or productive action – and praxis – acting or how we live.  

Referring first to Aristotle and then to Plato, like Gadamer, Vesely draws a connection 

between poesis and praxis in architecture. He says that ‘architecture, like any other art, is 

a representation of human praxis and not a direct representation of nature or abstract 

ideas’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 371). Like Ricoeur, Vesely has emphasised that this mimesis is a 

representation of action. Vesely defines praxis as living and acting in accordance with 

ethical principles, and as action that contributes to the fulfilment of human life (Vesely, 

2004, p. 368).  

Aristotle’s concept of mimesis is evident here in the idea of architecture as a 

representation, and therefore as the result of mimetic production as opposed to simply 

manual or utilitarian production. Vesely refers to architecture that represents praxis 

through mimetic production as operating within the “poetic paradigm”. He contrasts 

this with architecture resulting from manual or utilitarian production which he refers to 

as the instrumentalisation (and commodification) of architecture.  

Vesely goes on to say that in recent times there has been ‘a painful conflict between 

primary cultural values and technology’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 177). This accounts for the 

“divided representation” of his books title. Vesely holds that the basis of this conflict is 

art being subjected to the criteria of science and, ‘as a consequence, isolated from 

practical life and ethics’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 372). This is an isolation from exactly that 

which architecture engaged with the poetic paradigm represents: praxis. He goes on to 

say that ‘the goal of architecture is human life’ whilst its techniques, as developed 

through science, are only a means (Vesely, 2004, p. 5). The subjugation of architecture 

and other creative disciplines to the criteria of that, which, at best, should play a part in 

their means of production, stifles their ability to contribute to knowledge through 

cultivating an understanding of human life. In this he expresses similar concerns to 
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Gadamer and Ricoeur, both of whom saw the development of hermeneutics as an 

essential counterpart to the the ‘objectifying methods of modern science’ (Gadamer, 

2004, p. 312). However, Vesely says that:  

The poetic paradigm… is still alive in many areas of culture, including 

architecture, and most strongly in the creative conditions and possibilities of 

practical life, traditionally seen as a domain of human praxis. (Vesely, 2004, p. 

373) 

For Vesely, these ‘creative conditions and possibilities of practical life’ exist in ‘the 

communicative space of culture’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 387). The communicative space of 

culture in turn is dependent for its meaning on, what Vesely refers to as, the “latent 

world”. The “latent world” is ‘an articulated continuum to which we all belong’ (Vesely, 

2004, p. 76). The term “latent world” is also defined by Vesely as ‘a totality of 

references in which we are always involved and which are most conspicuously 

articulated in language’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 456). Vesely’s account of the latent world is 

akin to Gadamer’s account of the hermeneutic situation, ‘composed of a complex and 

ever-changing fabric of interpretations’ (Ramberg & Gjesdal, 2005). In Vesely’s writing, 

the poetic paradigm is present in architecture that draws on the latent world in a 

“communicative movement”. He says that ‘what characterises a way of ‘making’ as 

poetic is the situatedness of the results in the communicative space of culture’ (Vesely, 

2004, p. 387).  

 

Vesely: The Positive Fragment 

 

Vesely argues that the fragment is crucial in the development of a new poetics of 

architecture as it allows architecture to engage with communicative space. In Vesely’s 

book, Architecture in the Age of Divided Representation, he dedicates a chapter to what he 

calls ‘The Rehabilitation of Fragment’ (Vesely, 2004, pp. 317-354). He suggests a new 

interpretation of the fragment as a way to ‘move from the level of knowledge to the 

level of making (poetics)’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 6). Vesely maps the adoption of the positive 

fragment, beginning with poetry where it exists as analogy and metaphor. He follows it 



41 
 

through developments in painting, first in Cezanne and then Analytic Cubism10, then 

through the introduction of collage in Synthetic Cubism, and, finally into the everyday 

world, initially through Surrealism and then through architecture. He follows: 

…the history of the positive fragment, which began with the discovery of the 

restorative power of the word, followed by the discovery of the same power in 

the image and, finally, in the space of the city. (Vesely, 2004, p. 343) 

Vesely proposes the fragment as an alternative to the dominance of perspective and the 

instrumentalisation of architecture. He argues that ‘[t]he fragment… an object taken out 

of its context… often initiates symbolic meaning and reference more powerfully than 

does the piece intact in its setting’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 322). As ‘an object taken out of 

context’ the fragment has the disruptive power to confront us with what we take for 

granted. This opens up a space where something can present itself, and a space of 

participation for the one who encounters the fragment. 

This encounter with the fragment describes a similar process to Gadamer’s fusion of 

horizons. The fragment brings the horizon of its hermeneutic situation into the open. 

In this way, the latent world is accessible through hermeneutic consciousness. 

According to Vesely, through the use of the positive fragment it is possible to create a 

communicative space and to engage in ‘a way of making (poesis) that preserves 

continuity with the conditions of its origin’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 387). Architecture 

produced in this manner then becomes a meaningful representation of human praxis. In 

accordance with Gadamer’s account of mimesis then, it is not simply a copy but reveals 

something about what it represents. 

At the same time, the fragmented nature of the composition leaves the work open to 

further interpretation and future change (Vesely, 2004, pp. 317-354). This ties in with 

Vesely’s assertion that the ‘positive meaning of the fragment has its source not in 

personal experience but in a dialogue with the latent content and structure of our world’ 

(Vesely, 2004, p. 334). The use of the fragment then is a technique of architectural 

poetics that can be used to produce architecture that is a mimetic production. This calls 

 

10 Gadamer also notes Cubism as a form of art that encourages engagement with historical consciousness 

in a radical manner. He says that when viewing a cubist painting, we ‘must make an active contribution of 

our own’ (Gadamer, 1986 (3), p. 8). 
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to mind Gadamer’s concept of mimesis as play, as the fragment both allows the latent 

world of human praxis present itself, and has an openness that invites participation.  

Vesely identifies the first example of this use of fragment in modern architecture in the 

work of Le Corbusier. In contrast to what Vesely calls the modern “crisis of 

representation”11 he says that in Le Corbusier’s interiors ‘the juxtaposition of elements 

and the overall layering of space are motivated by situational criteria’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 

344). This thesis will show that Álvaro Siza’s work uses the fragment in a similar way 

and is similarly, or even more markedly, motivated by situational criteria.  

 

Alberto Pérez-Gómez and James Corner: Hermeneutic Discourse and the Built Environment 

 

Two essays that directly refer to Gadamer and addresses the role of hermeneutics in 

theory and discourse in architecture and landscape architecture respectively are Pérez-

Gómez’s ‘Hermeneutics as Architectural Discourse’ and James Corner’s ‘Three 

Tyrannies of Contemporary Theory’. Both Pérez-Gómez and Corner put forward 

hermeneutics as an alternative to the scientific model and the objectifying logic of 

technology. Pérez-Gómez, argues that the instrumental theory that has dominated 

architecture for the past two hundred years ‘cannot account for potential 

meaningfulness’ (Pérez-Gómez, 1997). And Corner paraphrases Heidegger to say that 

as a result of this emphasis there has been ‘a loss of intimacy between humans and their 

environment as well as between people and their communities’, resulting in a ‘landscape 

of estrangement’ (Corner, 2014, pp. 77-78).  

Like Vesely and Karsten Harries, Pérez-Gomez argues that the issue of architecture is 

primarily ethical12 as opposed to aesthetic or technological and that therefore the 

‘architect’s narratives and programs must begin by accounting for experiences of values, 

thus articulating an ethical practice’ (Pérez-Gómez, 1997). Similarly, Corner says that the 

 

11 For Vesely, the “crisis of representation” refers to the division of the ‘technical representations of 

architecture’ from the ‘ethical representations of shared meaning,’ which displaces ‘meaning in 

architecture from human experience to the visual qualities of surface and appearance’ (Sharr, 2007). 

12 This connects to Vesely’s view that architecture is a representation of praxis, as an “ethos” is the 

character of a particular time or culture, it is descriptive of praxis. 
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traditional role of cultural products such as buildings or landscape architecture, which 

constitute and embody culture, is to ‘critically reconcile the historical with the 

contemporary, the eternal with the moment, and the universal with the specific’ 

(Corner, 2014, p. 78). Both agree that this condition has emerged from an emphasis on 

efficiency and production over the metaphysical and mythopoetical dimensions of 

culture, which are perceived as naïve within a scientific framework.  

As an alternative, Pérez-Gomez proposes ‘architectural theory as hermeneutics.’ His 

essay argues that the hermeneutic ontology of the likes of Hans-Georg Gadamer, Paul 

Ricoeur and Gianni Vattiamo provide a mode of speech that can serve as a ‘primary 

metadiscourse’ (Pérez-Gómez, 1997). The form of discourse that Pérez-Gomez is 

proposing involves renegotiating our relationship with the past and accepting our 

historicity. He argues that we cannot ‘merely pretend to continue the project of 

modernity with its future orientation’ (Pérez-Gómez, 1997). However, rather than 

attempt to overcome modernity, he says we must try to reconcile our present with our 

past. In order to do this, any theory constructed must start from our historical roots and 

our lived experience (Pérez-Gómez, 1997). In this way a hermeneutical discourse in 

architecture allows for a meaningful relationship with our past from which we can 

design for our future. Pérez-Gómez describes this as follows: 

The issue for architecture is the disclosure of social and political order from the 

chaosmos13 of experience, starting from the perception of meaning that our 

culture has shared and embodied in historical traces, while projecting 

imaginative alternatives going beyond stifling and repressive inherited 

institutions. (Pérez-Gómez, 1997) 

Corner also puts forward hermeneutics, with its ‘critical (that is, nondogmatic) and 

interpretive attitude towards history, culture, tradition, nature and art,’ as an alternative 

approach to discourse (Corner, 2014, p. 94). According to Corner, a hermeneutic 

approach to theory makes room for meaningful interventions in the landscape that both 

build on and change the existing tradition. And it provides a language that can account 

 

13 “Chaosmos” is a portmanteau of chaos and cosmos, it is a term coined by James Joyce in Finnegans 

Wake, later taken up by Deleuze and Guattari, and Umberto Eco (in The Aesthetics of Chaosmos, 1989). 

The term combines disorder and order (The Art and Popular Culture Encyclopedia, 2019). 
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for these processes in terms of imagination and metaphor with an ‘intuitive-practical’ 

form of reasoning in contrast to the methodologies of science.  

Corner argues that as a man-made projection, landscape is both text and site, the textual 

element clarifying the world and our place within it. The textual landscape is thus a 

hermeneutic medium. Landscape architecture might therefore be thought of as the 

‘practice of escaping and rescaping our relationship to nature and the “other” through 

the construction of built worlds’ (Corner, 2014, p. 101). To illustrate this, Corner 

highlights the relationship between Gadamer’s concept of tradition and the built 

environment. According to Corner, the built environment is in dialogue with the events 

of human life that it both frames and embodies. Like the “happening” of tradition, 

architecture is a dynamic artefact both impacted by and contributing to the effects of 

history (Corner, 2014, p. 93). He says:  

Landscapes and buildings have traditionally formed the settings for these 

[human] situations, framing and symbolizing their content. Highly situated 

events are thereby embodied and presented as the ultimate frame of reference 

for any future meaning. Inevitably there is a correspondence between the setting 

and the situation, a dialogue that not only pertains to the moment but also 

relates to an ongoing conversation between past and future. (Corner, 2014, p. 

93) 

 

Adrian Snodgrass and Richard Coyne: Interpretation in Architecture 

 

A further work, which explicitly applies Gadamerian philosophy to architecture, is 

Adrian Snodgrass and Richard Coyne’s book Interpretation in Architecture. In the book, 

Snodgrass and Coyne argue that Gadamer’s interpretive framework can be used to 

reintegrate architectural education. They also hold that it can be used to overcome what 

they call modernism’s ‘design amnesia’, without slipping into conservatism (Snodgrass 

& Coyne, 2006, p. 131). Again, these theorists are espousing Gadamer’s hermeneutics as 

a way of mediating architecture’s relationship to its past, although this time specifically 

in the context of the design process. 

Snodgrass and Coyne take a slightly different approach to the works mentioned above 

in that they apply Gadamer’s hermeneutics specifically to design practice and develop a 
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hermeneutics of design. Snodgrass and Coyne argue that design is always interpretation 

and should be recognised as such to be used to its full potential (Snodgrass & Coyne, 

2006, p. 3). Through this they say that the interpretive dimension both asserts 

architecture’s authority and ‘affirms the place of architecture in professional, academic 

and cultural discourse’ (Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006, p. 3). They add that design discloses 

not only the artefact being designed but also something about the designer and about 

the world. 

[D]esign uncovers the preconceptions that are constitutive of the design 

outcome, and at the same time brings to light the prejudices that make up what 

we are. The design process is thus edification. It builds up the artefact and 

edifies the designer. To encounter something other or unexpected, we are 

reminded of what we were anticipating. Next time we might expect something 

different, or adapt the circumstances to accommodate revised expectations. Our 

relationships within the world are revised. (Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006, p. 257) 

The preconceptions or prejudices that Snodgrass and Coyne talk about are what, 

according to Gadamer, define our hermeneutical situation and its “horizon”. The 

encounter with the other and the adaptation they describe are illustrative of Gadamer’s 

“fusion of horizons”. This is where in order to enter a dialogue with what is to be 

understood, the interpreter must bring their own preconceptions into question. The 

resulting interpretation infuses what was understood with new layers of meaning. The 

new layers of meaning are manifest in the artefact that is the result of the designer’s 

understanding of the design situation. 

In their book, Snodgrass and Coyne also draw on concepts from Asian art and the 

philosophy of Jacques Derrida14 (1930 – 2004), with whom Gadamer was engaged in a 

famous ongoing debate. They argue for the deconstruction of architectural thought as 

providing the radical openness demanded by design. The openness that Snodgrass and 

Coyne argue can be brought about by the deconstruction of architectural thought is 

similar to the openness that Vesely argues is achieved through the use of the 

“fragment”. For Vesely it is the “fragment” that has the disruptive power to confront us 

with what we take for granted. Whereas for Snodgrass and Coyne this is achieved 

 

14 Richard Coyne is also author of Derrida for Architects of the ‘Thinkers for Architects’ series. 
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through ‘Derrida’s radical understanding of otherness and the necessary disruption of 

expectation that it imposes’ (Kidder, 2013, p. 115). 

 

Paul Kidder: Gadamer as a Mitigation of Heidegger 

 

One more essay that captures the relevance of Gadamer’s hermeneutics to architecture 

is Paul Kidder’s ‘Philosophical Hermeneutics and the Ethical Function of Architecture.’ 

In this essay Kidder addresses some of the problems encountered when applying 

Heidegger’s philosophy to architecture and describes how these can be mitigated with 

the use of Gadamer’s hermeneutics. He says that the value for architecture in 

Gadamer’s hermeneutics lies in the way that Gadamer’s thinking diverges from 

Heidegger’s, which offers ‘ways of overcoming certain limitations or impasses that are 

encountered in the classic Heideggerian approach’ (Kidder, 2011). 

Kidder acknowledges that there have been successful adoptions of Heidegger’s thinking 

to architecture, such as the interpretive frameworks developed by Christian Norberg-

Schulz and Karsten Harries. However, he identifies three ways in which Heidegger’s 

thinking is problematic: these are Heidegger’s singularity of philosophical focus, his 

archaism, and his rural romanticism (Kidder, 2011). The first of these, Heidegger’s 

singularity of philosophical focus, relates to the fact that the focus of his philosophy 

was the question of being. Anything that Heidegger examined was always in relation to 

what it could tell us about the nature of being. Therefore, when the likes of Norberg-

Schulz and Harries apply Heidegger’s thinking to develop interpretive frameworks for 

architecture, ‘to some extent they have always had to work against the grain of 

Heideggerian thinking’ (Kidder, 2011).  

A second issue with the application Heidegger’s thinking to architecture is his archaism 

manifest in his use of cryptic terminology, and his open hostility to modernity and the 

technological mentality. Kidder mentions how this was pointed out by Harries in his 

book The Ethical Function of Architecture (Kidder, 2011). Kidder holds that this 

incompatibility of Heideggerian thought to modernity and beyond can be mitigated 

through Gadamer’s concept of play in art as outlined in Chapter One’s section ‘Play: 

Showing and Participation’. As we saw in that section, play in art refers to the dialogue 

between the work and its viewer. In stark contrast to Heidegger’s hostility to modernity, 
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Gadamer in fact uses examples of modern art to illustrate his concept of play in art. 

Gadamer singles out Cubism and other forms of abstract art as exemplars of play in art. 

This is because these forms of painting encourage the viewer to make an active 

contribution. Kidder points out that: 

Works of this sort speak to their contemporaries, in part by transcending the 

limitations of the contemporary horizon. They relate to the past not by imitation 

but by rediscovering and renewing the aspirations and insights of the creators of 

the past. (Kidder, 2011)  

This idea of our relationship to the past brings us to the final obstacle in applying 

Heideggerian thought to architecture, which is its romanticism. Heidegger’s writing on 

architecture were limited to include only classic Greek architecture and traditional Black 

Forest farmhouses. In this he aligns himself with the architectural approach of the Nazi 

regime as ‘to be romantically traditionalist in rural Germany of the 1930s was to 

reinforce a very anti-Semitic culture preparing to commit crimes against humanity’ 

(Kidder, 2011). This highlights issues with which many contemporary thinkers find it 

difficult to reconcile themselves when drawing on Heidegger’s philosophy, namely ‘the 

foolish and malicious bond he made with that genocidal regime during the period of its 

rise to power’ (Kidder, 2011). 

Again, in contrast to this, Kidder holds that Gadamer’s hermeneutics provide a 

healthier and more fruitful account of history. Kidder describes Gadamer’s account of 

historically effected consciousness and the fusion of horizons as providing a positive 

alternative of the relationship to the past that can be successfully applied to architectural 

theory. Gadamer’s account of a consciousness of the effects of history on our 

understanding is an account that many of the theorists addressed in this section have 

found useful in mediating architecture’s relationship to its past. Kidder reiterates this in 

saying that architecture calls for interpretation and that ‘[a] philosophically hermeneutic 

response to that call works on the assumption that we as interpreters are always 

immersed in, and implicated in, the realities that the architecture seeks to embody’ 

(Kidder, 2011).  

 

Beata Sirowy: A User-Oriented Practice 
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Finally, there is a notable doctoral thesis that has addressed the application of 

Gadamerian hermeneutics to architecture. This is Beata Sirowy’s ‘Phenomenological 

Concepts in Architecture: Towards a User-Oriented Practice’ (2010). Beata Sirowy’s 

thesis examines the role of the user in the design process from the perspective of the 

phenomenological hermeneutics15 practiced by Heidegger and Gadamer. As in 

Snodgrass and Coyne’s book, Sirowy’s thesis addresses hermeneutics in the process of 

architectural design. However, her work examines the role of the user in the design 

process. Sirowy surveys architectural theory in relation to social science theory, 

particularly critical theory and constructivism as social science’s alternatives to the 

positivism of science. She then carries out a study into the user’s role in the design 

process with phenomenological hermeneutics as the study’s conceptual framework. The 

main contributors to this framework are Heidegger and Gadamer. 

In her thesis, Sirowy applies her theory to a case study of Samuel Mockbee and the 

work of the Rural Studio. She draws on Gadamer’s view of phenomenology as practical 

philosophy, along with Donald Schön’s concept of “reflective practice” as laid out in his 

book The Reflective Practitioner. She uses these to analyse the ongoing conversations 

through which the students in the studio learn to recognize the horizons in which the 

client’s found meaning and purpose. She asserts that it was from this that the design 

possibilities then emerged. The thesis investigates user involvement in the design 

process from the ‘ontological and epistemological dimensions of the users’ role’ 

(Sirowy, 2010, p. vi). Sirowy’s approach is limited however in its application to cases 

where the client and the user are one and the same. 

 

 

Ricoeur: Architecture and Narrative 

 

The impact of Ricoeur’s theory of narrative hermeneutics on architectural theory has 

been limited compared to that of Gadamer’s hermeneutics. However, this thesis utilises 

 

15 Phenomenological hermeneutics is hermeneutic theory that is phenomenological in nature. It provides 

an account of how we make sense of what we encounter in our experience. 
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links made by Paul Ricoeur himself between architecture and narrative. In his essay 

‘Architecture and Narrativity’, Ricoeur builds on his work in Time and Narrative and 

applies his three-stage model of mimesis to architecture. He draws a strong parallel 

between narrative and architecture. He says that where narrative is the configuration of 

time, architecture is the configuration of space (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 31). However, Ricoeur 

does not only draw parallels between architecture and narrative. Instead, he argues that 

in architecture there is an entanglement of space and time to the degree that it would be 

‘legitimate to speak of architectural narrativity’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 36). 

Just as narrative exists at the point where psychological time, as described by Augustin 

in the threefold present, meets physical time, architecture exists where geometric space 

meets “places of life”. A place of life for Ricoeur is a “site” where something happens. 

It is a space where an event takes place but also a space that embodies the event. 

Ricoeur says that while the present ‘is the node of narrative time…the site is the node 

of space that we create, that we build’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 32). In a similar way to the 

threefold present, the site encompasses both memory and expectation. 

In describing this entanglement of space and time, Ricoeur explores the relationship 

between inhabiting and building. For Ricoeur it is the act of inhabiting that determines 

the act of building and vice-versa. As a consequence, there are traces of life stories 

carried in all buildings. According to Ricoeur, time and memory are crystallised in the 

built environment. These memories are then remade through a subsequent reflective 

inhabiting (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 39). Ricoeur illustrates the relationship between inhabiting 

and building with his model of the three stages of mimesis: prefiguration, configuration 

and refiguration.  

 

Prefiguration: Inhabiting-Building 

 

The first stage of mimesis, prefiguration, is described by Ricoeur in Time and Narrative as 

encompassing the pre-existing conditions required for configuration. The prefigurative 

is what we encounter in our everyday lives and contains all the constituent parts of 

configuration. For architecture, he describes this as the inhabiting-building complex. 

This is also relevant to the world of life, in that building is a part of how we live. There 

is a need for building ‘which comes hand-in-hand with the vital need to inhabit’ 



50 
 

(Ricoeur, 2016, p. 33).16 Ricoeur illustrates this further by saying that ‘[i]nhabiting is 

made of rhythms, stops and starts, settlement and movements’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 34). 

These ‘stops and starts’ require building. Inhabiting and building are completely 

intertwined in our world of life. We inhabit through building and we build in order to 

inhabit. 

[Constructing is found in] the act of staying, of stopping and of fixing oneself, 

[and also in the] the processes of flow, of going and coming, that give rise to the 

supplementary achievements of those aiming to fix the shelter: the path, the 

road, the street, the square are also related to building, insofar as the acts that 

they guide themselves make up an integral part of the inhabiter’s act. (Ricoeur, 

2016, p. 34) 

What we build therefore is defined by how we inhabit. Inhabiting defines the shelters 

and interior spaces we create, just as it shapes the exterior spaces we create: ‘the exterior 

space of coming and going [which tend] to specialize according to different social 

activities’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 34). The relationship that Ricoeur describes between 

inhabiting and building is very similar to Vesely’s concept of architecture being a 

representation of praxis. Both “praxis” and “inhabiting” are words used to describe 

how we live. In both Vesely’s and Ricoeur’s accounts, building or architecture is 

completely dependent on inhabiting or praxis. However, for Ricoeur, inhabiting is 

equally dependent on building; inhabiting and building are completely intertwined. 

Ricoeur goes on to say that: 

whether it is a space for settlement or for flow, the constructed space consists in 

a system of gestures, of rituals for the major interactions of life. Places are 

points where something happens, where something comes to be, where 

temporal changes follow actual paths along the intervals that separate and 

reconnect the places. (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 34) 

Here Ricoeur is reiterating the idea of an entanglement of time and space. The system 

of gestures for the rituals of life, of which constructed space consist, contain within 

them the memory of the past and the expectation of the future. They tell us what 

 

16 Ricoeur notes that there is a resonance here with the argument in Heidegger’s ‘Building Dwelling 

Thinking’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 32) (Heidegger 1975). 
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happened there and what is going to happen and carry in them the traces of the life 

stories of past inhabitants (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 39). To solidify this point, Ricoeur invokes 

concepts from two other philosophers: Hannah Arendt (1906 –1975) and Mikhail 

Bakhtin (1895 – 1975).  

From Arendt, the phenomenologist and political philosopher, he makes use of her 

concept of the “public space of appearance”. Ricoeur says that the public space of 

appearance ‘is not only a metaphorical space of exchanged words, but a material and 

earthen space’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 34). The arrangement of this public space of 

appearance or event space is determined by the action that takes place there. It is a 

recording of that action and also influences future action. 

The inscription of action in the course of things consists in marking the event 

space, which affects the spatial arrangement of things. (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 34)  

Moreover, for Arendt, it was only against the durability of the fabricated world that our 

ephemeral actions make sense (Arendt, 1998, p. 8). The enduring nature of built space 

provides a context, both physical and hermeneutic. Its power is in the physical nature of 

the hermeneutic, its durability. 

From Mikhail Bakhtin, the philosopher of language and literary theorist, Ricoeur 

employs the concept of “chronotope” to fully relate the entanglement of space and 

time. Bakhtin’s term is an amalgam of the Greek words chronos and topos. Chronos is time 

and topos is space – or according to Ricoeur ‘place, site’ – the term therefore translates as 

time-space. Bakhtin developed the concept to account for the way in which time and 

space are represented in literature. Ricoeur has applied it here to architecture, which he 

says he intends to show is just such a ‘space-time recounted and constructed’ (Ricoeur, 

2016, p. 34).  

 

Configuration: Building and Emplotment 

 

Ricoeur’s second stage of mimesis, configuration, is described in Time and Narrative as 

the reordering of the elements existing in prefiguration into something new. In the case 

of narrative, these elements are made sense of by putting them into plot and creating an 

intelligible whole (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 65). This is achieved by means of inscription 
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through writing and literary technique. In the case of architecture, the existing elements 

are also reordered into an intelligible whole, but the act of inscription is achieved 

through building. According to Ricoeur, there are three main features of the literary 

narrative and these are also applicable to architecture or inscription through building. 

These three features are “emplotment”, “intelligibility” and “intertextuality”. Ricoeur 

uses these features to account for architectural configuration and to demonstrate the 

entanglement of time and space that is the result. 

Emplotment is the first feature of the configurative act. For the literary narrative 

emplotment is the ‘temporal synthesis of the heterogeneous’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 35), 

whereas for architectural making it is the ‘spatial synthesis of the heterogeneous’ 

(Ricoeur, 2016, p. 36). The heterogeneous refers to the multiple and diverse elements of 

which a building is composed. These elements are described by the inhabiting-building 

complex of prefiguration and are redesigned in the act of configuration. According to 

Ricoeur, ‘[t]he architectural project aims also to create objects in which these diverse 

aspects find an adequate unity’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 36).  

Ricoeur goes on to say that, in the same way as in narrative emplotment, there is an 

interpretive relationship between the parts and the whole. In architectural making this 

interpretive relationship is between the contributing components and the overall 

project. This relationship is also an example of the hermeneutic circle, which describes 

how our interpretation of the part is influenced by our impression of the whole and our 

interpretation of the whole is influenced by our encountering new parts. 

The reciprocity between the whole and the part, and the hermeneutical 

circularity of interpretation, which resulted from [emplotment], has its exact 

response in the mutual implications of the components of the architecture. 

(Ricoeur, 2016, p. 36) 

 

Configuration: Building and Intelligibility 

 

The second feature of the configurative act is intelligibility, which Ricoeur describes as 

‘the passage of the inextricable to the comprehensible’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 36). This 

involves pulling apart the entangled stories that form the prefigurative world in order to 

clarify them and make them intelligible. According to Ricoeur, what is made intelligible 
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by the architectural project is both the act of inhabiting and the act of construction. 

What the architectural work principally makes intelligible is the act of inhabiting. It is a 

space for the events of life that is configured through building and ‘the functions of 

inhabiting are continually “invented”, in both senses of the word (to discover and to 

create)’ by the space (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 36).  

 

In relation to the configuration of the act of building, Ricoeur says that ‘each new 

building presents in its construction (both the act and its result) the frozen memory of 

the structure being built’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 36). Therefore, ‘[c]onstructed space is 

condensed time’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 36). This is an example of how architecture can be 

understood to have a chronotope. Ricoeur says that ‘the act of inhabiting, and the 

building resulting from the construction, shape one another at the same time’ (Ricoeur, 

2016, p. 36).  

This intelligibility is made possible through what Ricoeur calls a “discordant 

concordance”, where a unity of the constituent elements is achieved through an internal 

coherence (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 70). Ricoeur says that within the lived experience of 

everyday life the ‘discordant overthrows the concordant’17 (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 43). He 

goes on to say that ‘[t]he art of composition consists in making the discordant appear 

concordant’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 43). However, Ricoeur is at pains to point out that 

configuration ‘is never the simple triumph of “order”’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 73). There is 

always a discordant component to the concordance achieved through configuration. 

Discordant concordance therefore refers to a balance of discordance and concordance 

skewed in favour of concordance through the configuration of poetic activity. 

 

Configuration: Building and Intertextuality 

 

The final feature of the configurative act is intertextuality. Intertextuality addresses the 

relationship of the configured work to other works. It describes ‘the confrontation of 

 

17 Pérez-Gómez uses the term “chaosmos” to refer to a similar concept of the combination in disorder 

and order in everyday experience. 
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several narratives next to each other, against or after others’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 35). This 

is where distinct texts are juxtaposed through influence or distance taking. It is here that 

Ricoeur says that the history of architecture becomes relevant. However, it is not the 

written history of architecture to which he refers, but rather the historicity of the 

configurative act. This historicity comes from the fact that each new edifice ‘springs up 

in the midst of buildings already built’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 37). In this way, for 

architecture ‘the phenomenon of intertextuality has its own [structure] in the network of 

already-there buildings that contextualize the new building’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 37). Every 

architect must then decide where they fall in relation to innovation and tradition. Will 

they build “according to” or “against” what is already there? This also extends to what 

we decide to destroy and what we decide to maintain or rebuild in our cities. 

There is also an added level of complexity brought about by the entanglement of space-

time that Ricoeur argues exists in architecture. In this, the existing built world into 

which the new building will be inscribed, consists of a series of representations of past 

and present inhabiting. It is to some degree a record of the lives of past inhabitants. 

‘[T]he new “configurative” act plans new ways to inhabit, which will be inserted in the 

tangle of these already past life stories’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 37). The architect must decide 

how the resulting building will relate to the inhabiting already inscribed in the built 

environment. 

 

Refiguration: Inhabiting 

 

Finally, Ricoeur’s third stage of mimesis, refiguration, refers in the literary narrative to 

how the configured narrative is read or received. It accounts for the act of 

comprehension. In architecture, where prefiguration was the domain of the inhabiting-

building complex, and configuration was the domain of building, refiguration is the 

domain of inhabiting. Ricoeur says that at this stage of the model the role of the reader 

of narrative and the inhabiter of architecture are interchangeable. He says: 

With this third step (which is the reading on the side of the narrative), the 

rapprochement between narrative and architecture is narrower, to the point that 

recounted time and constructed space exchange their meanings. (Ricoeur, 2016, 

p. 38) 
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What is relevant to the reader is therefore also relevant to the inhabiter, including, as we 

saw in Chapter One, that the narrative completes its journey within its counterpart: the 

reader.18 Ricoeur makes a comparison between this stage of mimesis and Gadamer’s 

concept of application in the fusion of horizons. For Ricoeur there is also a co-

determination of reader and text. Ricoeur describes this as a dialectic with a double 

input: the ‘reader’s expectations’ and the ‘text’s propositions of meaning’ (Ricoeur, 

2016, p. 39). The reader’s expectations are confronted by the text and the text’s 

proposed meaning is received in a variety of ways by various readers. The reception can 

vary ‘from passive, even captive reception… to the reluctant, hostile, angry reading, 

close to scandalized rejection, passing through actively complicit reading’ (Ricoeur, 

2016, p. 39). Ricoeur refers to this as agnostic reading. He says that this plurality of 

readings gives rise to a new form of intertextuality, that of the reader. 

For architecture this intertextuality allows for ‘the possibility of reading and rereading 

our places of life from the point of view of our way of inhabiting’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 

39). Inhabiting at this stage is therefore described as an “answer” to building. According 

to Ricoeur, “active inhabiting” consists of: 

1. ‘a careful rereading of the urban environment,’  

2. ‘a continuous relearning of the juxtaposition of styles,’  

3. ‘and thus also of life stories of which the monuments and all the buildings carry 

the trace’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 39). 

Inhabiting is therefore not simply a reading of architecture but a rereading of the 

inhabiting that is inscribed by the building. The rereading then is a rereading of “places 

of memory”, composed, as we saw above, of space and time. What is required for their 

rereading, according to Ricoeur, is a “reconstruction-memory”, which rather than focus 

on what is already known rebuilds itself whilst making room for the new. 

Reconstruction-memory calls what we know into question and in this way is again akin 

to Gadamer’s notion of altering our horizon in order for true understanding to take 

place.  

 

18 See Chapter One: ‘Understanding, Hermeneutics and Mimesis’: ‘Ricoeur and Understanding through 

Narrative: The Temporal Character of Human Experience’: ‘The Three Stages of Mimesis.’ 
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[F]or the reconstruction-memory, the new must be welcomed with curiosity and 

with the desire to reorganize the old with a view to making room for this 

newcomer. It is no less a question of de-familiarizing the familiar than of 

familiarizing the unfamiliar. (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 40) 

 

The Needs and Expectations of the Inhabiter 

 

However, Ricoeur also points out that there is always the possibility of an irreconcilable 

discrepancy between the rationale of an architectural project and the expectations of the 

inhabiter, as would be evident in a hostile or angry reading. Ricoeur says that it does not 

suffice for an architectural project ‘to be well thought-out, or even for it to be held to 

be rational for it to be understood and accepted’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 39). He says that the 

rules of rationality of a project do not necessarily coincide with the public’s rules of 

acceptability. He goes on to say that this being the case the act of inhabiting that is 

redesigned by the architectural project must be considered as a ‘focus not only of needs, 

but of expectations’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 39). 

This does not however mean that an architectural project should never challenge 

expectations, nor that eliminating a hostile response entirely is desirable. Ricoeur even 

uses the example of the now much-loved Eiffel tower as an example of a building that 

originally received a hostile and angry reception. The problem arises when a project is 

entirely divorced from the needs and expectations of the inhabiters. Ricoeur identifies 

two ways in which this can happen. The first way is when ‘the formal preoccupations 

prevailing in such-a-style, from such-a-school,’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 38) become more 

important considerations than inhabiting and therefore neglect it. This is dominant 

formalism that Karsten Harries describes as ‘the aesthetic approach’ (Harries, 1997, pp. 

16-26). Ricoeur says that the risk here ‘is that the ideological preoccupations of the 

builder outweigh the expectations and the needs stemming from the act of inhabiting’ 

(Ricoeur, 2016, p. 38).  

The second problematic area that Ricoeur identifies is ‘in the representations that the 

theorists make of the needs of the populations’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 38). In this he points 

out that it is only a relatively contemporary phenomena that architecture would address 

the needs of the masses. He says that until recently architecture was only concerned 
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with the expectations of dominant institutions and their glorification. He says that now 

it is the ‘human masses, the crowd, which… gain visibility, under the sign of dignity 

rather than glory’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 38). However, Ricoeur says that the problem arises 

when the inhabiting needs of the masses are all too often misrepresented by the 

“competent authorities.” And it is the “competent authorities” ‘which influences the 

speculation about the destination of architecture’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 38).  

 

Teresa Madeira da Silva: A Theoretical Model 

 

In addition to Ricoeur’s own work, there is an existing PhD thesis by Teresa Madeira da 

Silva, which draws on the ontological hermeneutics of Gadamer and the narrative 

hermeneutics of Ricoeur to develop a theoretical model of interpretation. In her thesis, 

entitled ‘O Lugar Arquitectónico: Um Modelo Teórico de Interpretação’ [The 

Architectonic Place: A Theoretical Model of Interpretation] (2008), Madeira da Silva 

uses Ricoeur’s three stages of mimesis as a basis on which to build a theoretical model 

of interpretation as a tool for architects. She says that the main objective of the thesis is 

to ‘create a theoretical model of interpretation of the architectonic place that provides 

the architect with an instrument for its reading’ (Madeira da Silva, 2008, p. ii). In her 

thesis, Madeira da Silva develops the theoretical model through a series of case studies 

built in Portugal within the last sixty years, all of which she describes as defining the 

epicentre of their particular place. She includes Álvaro Siza’s Pools at Leça da Palmeira 

(1961-1966) in her study. Madeira da Silva focuses on the role of the architect as 

interpreter.  

This research project resembles Madeira da Silva’s in that it also draws on the 

hermeneutics of both Gadamer and Ricoeur. However, the two theses have very 

different purposes. Madeira da Silva’s thesis builds an interpretive model in order to 

construct a place-reading instrument from places whose epicentre are buildings 

(Madeira da Silva, 2008, p. 161). This research, on the other hand, builds a hermeneutic 

model to use as a method to examine an architectural work in relation to its impact on 

its inhabiter’s understanding of the world, and their understanding of their situation 

within that world. The hermeneutic model in this thesis is developed to reveal the 

mechanisms through which the work makes that impact.  
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Another way in which this thesis differs from Madeira da Silva’s is in how it uses 

Ricoeur’s three stages of mimesis. For Madeira da Silva the first stage of mimesis or 

“prefiguration” corresponds to an initial understanding of the architectonic place. It is a 

conjectural reading. The second stage of mimesis or “configuration” corresponds to the 

subsequent explanation of the architectonic place. It is an explanation through an 

objectifying or formalising. Finally, the third stage of mimesis or “refiguration” 

corresponds to the new understanding in light of the explanation. This is what Madeira 

da Silva calls appropriation. Her model moves from initial understanding, to 

explanation, to interpretation.  

[O] modelo proposto engloba dois domínios, um com um carácter objectivável 

– ligado à explicação do lugar – e outro com um carácter não objectivável – 

ligado à compreensão do lugar. Assim, de uma primeira compreensão 

passaremos para a explicação, para no final obtermos a interpretação através de 

uma nova compreensão. (Madeira da Silva, 2008, p. 165)  

[The proposed model encompasses two domains, one with an objectifiable 

character - linked to the explanation of the place - and another with a non-

objectifiable character - linked to the understanding of the place. Thus, from a 

first understanding we will move on to the explanation, and in the end, we get 

the interpretation through a new understanding.] 

We can see then that Madeira da Silva’s interpretive model applies hermeneutic theory 

to architecture in quite a different way to the current thesis. Madeira da Silva uses 

Ricoeur’s three stages of mimesis to build an analytic tool. For her, the second stage of 

mimesis or “configuration” equates to a formal explanation of an “architectonic place”, 

which is indeed a form of sense-making. The model developed by this research, on the 

other hand, is a model of the hermeneutic processes at work in the building and 

inhabiting of architecture. Within this model it is the architecture itself that is 

configurative or sense-making. 

 

* 

 

The hermeneutic philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur have been 

brought into architecture in a number of ways. Ricoeur has applied hermeneutic theory 
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to architecture himself but Gadamer’s thinking has influenced a number of architectural 

theorists. Gadamer’s thinking informed Vesely’s concepts of the latent world and the 

positive fragment. It also informed Corner’s observation of the existing dialogue 

between the built environment and the events of life and Kidder’s observation that 

because of this dialogue the interpreter is always immersed in the reality that 

architecture seeks to embody. And finally, it has informed Snodgrass and Coyne’s 

assertion that design is interpretation. 

The model developed in this thesis builds on the above work. However, unlike Beata 

Sirowy’s thesis, which focuses on the user as client, this thesis focuses on the user as 

inhabiter. And unlike Teresa Madeira da Silva’s thesis, in which the three stages of 

mimesis are used to interpret the architectonic place, in this thesis the three stages of 

mimesis break down the entire process of the work of architecture’s coming to be. It is 

in the work that meaning is configured, and in the inhabiting of the work that meaning 

is actualised. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Architecture: A Hermeneutic Model 

 

 

Hermeneutics is concerned with reconstructing the entire arc of operations by 

which practical experience provides itself with works, authors, and readers. 

(Ricoeur, 1990, p. 53)  

The above sentence can plausibly be rewritten to read: architectural hermeneutics is 

concerned with reconstructing the entire arc of operations by which practical experience 

provides itself with works, architects, and inhabiters. It is this that the model developed in 

this chapter sets out to achieve. This chapter brings together the theory of the previous 

two chapters to build the hermeneutic model that will provide the structure of analysis 

for Part Two of this thesis. The model will describe the hermeneutic processes at work 

in the building and inhabiting of architecture. 

The underlying premise of the model is that the primary way human beings relate to the 

world is through understanding. Taking this as the case, we can ‘identify “hermeneutic” 

as a structure or a natural dynamic that shapes every form of thinking and being’ 

(Kidder, 2011). The model maintains therefore that hermeneutics is a pivotal aspect of 

the constant coming-to-be of the built world. It also seeks to reveal some of the more 

subtle processes at work in the impact the built environment has on how we live.  

The model’s focus is on human space as opposed to a conceptual cartesian space. 

Human space is defined by Ricoeur as “places of life.”19 These are the particular 

positions or locations in which living, action or praxis occurs. They are locations 

designed or appropriated for specific purposes or activities, or spaces designated to 

accommodate particular activities or people. Human space is inextricably linked to how 

we live – our praxis. Therefore, what makes something a place is the fact that it is inhabited. 

Conversely, inhabiting is praxis that is specifically related to place. Praxis is the deliberate 

 

19 This is a translation from the French “lieu de vie”. In French the word “lieu” implies an activity or 

event tied to a particular location. 
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action of a rational being as opposed to say the instinctual action of an animal. Much of 

praxis is determined by the ethos that defines the tradition of a culture. 

Building on Gadamer’s observations on the temporal nature of human existence and 

Ricoeur’s observations on the temporal character of human experience, this thesis 

foregrounds the spatial nature of human existence and experience. As such, it proposes 

the concept of “platially20 effected consciousness” as the spatial counterpart to 

Gadamer’s temporal “historically effected consciousness”. Here "place" refers to the 

built world as a combination of the physical location and the hermeneutic location. 

Both historically and platially effected consciousness are terms that describe the nature 

of our hermeneutic consciousness or our hermeneutic location. 

The hermeneutic model of architecture will show how architecture is used to make 

sense of action and order the world. It is divided into three steps. These steps are 

designated by the terms developed by Ricoeur in relation to the configurative process of 

narrative and later applied to architecture: prefiguration, configuration and refiguration. 

Prefiguration is the first step of the process and refers to existing places of life. 

Configuration is the second step in the process and refers to the activity of building 

places of life. It describes the architect’s act of sense-making. Refiguration is the step 

that completes the process. It is concerned with the living that occurs in the constructed 

place of life. It describes the inhabiter’s act of sense-making. Kidder describes these acts 

of sense-making in terms of how architecture is both an interpretive undertaking in its 

building and calls for interpretation in its inhabiting. 

 

20 The word “platially” was chosen rather than “of place” in order to more directly relate the concept of 

“platially effected consciousness” to Gadamer’s concept of “historically effected conscious”. In this 

relationship place is to space, what history is to time, in that they have both been configured into human 

terms. For place this configuration can be either spatial, conceptual, or both. The particular construction 

of the term “historically effected conscious” comes from the translation from the German 

“wirkungsgeschichtliches Bewusstein” in the English translation of Truth and Method by Joel Weinsheimer and 

Donald G. Marshal published by Continuum (Gadamer, 2004). It is now the generally accepted English 

translation of Gadamer’s concept. In order to closely tie the concept of consciousness that is “effected” 

by place to Gadamer’s concept of consciousness that is “effected” by history, a similar phrasing was used. 

For this the word “platially” as the adverb form of the adjective “platial” or “of place” qualifies the 

particular form of effecting of consciousness. In this case, the manner in which human consciousness is 

brough about by place. 
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Since architecture is symbolic and ontologically disclosive… it must be an 

interpretive undertaking… But because it is connotative and multivalent in its 

disclosure, it also calls for interpretation. (Kidder, 2011) 

 

 

Prefiguration: Existing Places of Life 

 

Prefiguration is the first step in the hermeneutic process of architecture. It defines the 

conditions under which the following two steps are possible. This is because 

prefiguration describes the conditions under which interpretive understanding is 

possible. These are also the conditions under which sense-making through building and 

inhabiting are possible. Interpretation is making sense of something, finding meaning in 

something or perceiving something in a particular way. There is an implied subjectivity 

in the term. Prefiguration looks at what it is that forms the position from which we 

understand something. These conditions are encompassed in both the conceptual and 

the built world. 

 

Structures of Meaning: World, Language and Culture 

 

In Chapter One we encountered a few different accounts of the conditions under which 

understanding is possible. The first was Heidegger’s description of the world as the 

context for all human understanding and action. The second was Gadamer’s account of 

our understanding being situated within a particular tradition. The third account is that 

given by Ricoeur in relation to the first of three stages of mimesis, from which this 

model has borrowed its terminology. For Ricoeur prefiguration refers to what he calls 

the ‘pre-narrative context’. It is based on our practical understanding of everyday life. 

In the above accounts, the world in which we exist is the structures of meaning against 

which we are able to understand. Meaning is drawn from the relationship to previous 

interpretations, either given or formed oneself. As people do not exist in isolation, 

structures of meaning have collective along with more individual elements. At a given 
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point for a given person, the world is the totality of these sense-making structures. As 

the following two steps in the hermeneutic process of architecture are both acts of 

sense-making or interpretation, we can see that the prefigurative context is in part 

made-up of various previous acts of building and inhabiting.  

The world provides the context in which an act of interpretation takes place. The 

particular structure is to some degree a container of what it is possible to understand. 

However, the container is plastic – not rigid but mutable – and it is altered by each new 

act of interpretation. Some interpretations are preserving and some are blatantly 

challenging. The structure itself is in constant flux. As it is made up of an intricately 

woven web of interpretations, every new interpretation alters the dynamic of the whole. 

This is evident, for example, in large social movements in their active endeavour to alter 

how certain things are generally understood. It is here that Gadamer’s use of dialogue 

and application come into play. For in every genuine act of understanding, the actor 

must question both that which they seek to understand and their own position. It is 

through doing this that the horizon of their own hermeneutic situation can stretch and 

change.  

In fact the horizon of the present is continually in the process of being formed 

because we are continually having to test out prejudices… An important part of 

this testing occurs in encountering the past and in understanding the tradition 

from which we come. Hence the horizon of the present cannot be formed 

without the past. (Gadamer, 2004, p. 305) 

For Ricoeur, the prefigurative context consists of conceptual structures, cultural systems 

and the temporal nature of our experience (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 55). Ricoeur talks about 

prefiguration in specific relation to the configuration of narrative. The conceptual 

structures to which he refers therefore are in relation to action and plot. Ricoeur 

emphasises the conceptual network that allows us to identify action through its 

structural features in our everyday lives. By this he means the basic rules of composition 

and plot and how they relate to each other. For example, the “what”, “why”, “who”, 

“how”, “with whom” or “against whom” of action and the relationships between these 

various elements (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 55). This network can then be made explicit through 

a semantics of action.  

However, conceptual structures also encompass a more fundamental level of 

hermeneutics in their dependence on language and linguistic structures. Both Gadamer 
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and Ricoeur hold that language is what makes abstract and symbolic thought possible. It 

is what provides us with the tools to make conceptual connections and find meaning. 

However, this kind of thought is not only applicable to written or spoken language. It is 

applicable to everything that we encounter in our world. In fact, Gadamer proclaims 

that ‘[l]anguage is not just one of man’s possessions in the world; rather, on it depends 

the fact that man has a world at all’ (Gadamer, 2004, p. 440). Where other animals exist 

in an environment, only human beings exist in a world because human beings have 

language. 

In addition to conceptual structures, a cultural system is a prerequisite if action is to 

symbolise something other for it is only in relation to this system that an action has 

meaning. Conceptual structures and cultural systems do not exist separately, but 

emphasise different aspects of the hermeneutic situation. Conceptual structures are 

linked to language and basic sense-making structures. Cultural systems are connected to 

the idea of tradition and the ethos that dictates the praxis of a particular culture.  

Ricoeur says that human action is always symbolically mediated by ‘signs, rules and 

norms’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 57). This is because an action is situated within the ‘symbolic 

framework of a culture’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 58). For Ricoeur then, symbol is ‘meaning 

incorporated into action’ that is understood by other actors by means of a shared 

tradition (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 57). In Ricoeur’s account, the symbolic mediation of action 

differs from the meaning conveyed by a configured work. This is because symbolic 

mediations are the implicit immanent cultural symbols that underlie action. Whereas the 

configurative act of writing or building creates cultural symbols that are explicit and 

transcend the practical level (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 57) 

In describing the symbolic mediation of action, Ricoeur draws on the work of the 

American cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz. For Geertz, culture is a symbol 

system (Geertz, 1973, p. 201). He says that cultures and ideologies consist of ‘systems of 

interacting symbols’, and ‘patterns of interworking meanings’ (Geertz, 1973, p. 207). 

Furthermore, the symbol systems that constitute culture are shared. They are public or 

social rather than psychologically based. It is this shared tradition that allows for the 

symbolic mediation of action and for the meaning that is incorporated into action to be 

understood by other actors.  

Symbol systems, man-created, shared, conventional, ordered, and indeed 

learned, provide human beings with a meaningful framework for orienting 
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themselves to one another, to the world around them, and to themselves. 

(Geertz, 1973, p. 250)  

Geertz’s definition of culture and symbol systems is similar to Gadamer’s definition of 

tradition as an ever-changing fabric of interpretations in that both provide the context 

for and possibility of meaning and understanding. Moreover, Geertz nears Gadamer’s 

ontological basis of hermeneutics when he talks about the relationship between truth 

and contexts. Geertz says that ‘[i]t is thus not truth that varies with social, psychological, 

and cultural contexts but the symbols we construct in our unequally effective attempts 

to grasp it’ (Geertz, 1973, p. 212).  

The ideal objective position of scientific knowledge is not possible but neither is the 

interpreter’s position entirely subjective. Geertz touches on this when he says that ‘[t]he 

sociology of knowledge ought to be called the sociology of meaning, for what is socially 

determined is not the nature of conception but the vehicles of conception’ (Geertz, 

1973, p. 212). The ‘vehicle of conception’ is the hermeneutic situation. This is what 

provides the conceptual structures and symbol systems by which we are able to 

understand human acting. These are the conditions described by prefiguration under 

which sense-making is possible as ‘[t]o imitate or represent action is first to understand 

what human acting is…’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 64). 

 

Effective Place 

 

Place is central to the hermeneutic process of architecture outlined in this model, as the 

concept of place describes the “built world”. The “built world” is the material 

manifestation of the world’s sense-making structures. Place is a combination of the 

“where” of a physical location with the “what” and “why” of a hermeneutic location. It 

is this that we inhabit. Vesely makes a similar point in relation to the built world. He 

says that the latent world or ‘the invisible aspects of culture and the way of life are 

embodied in the… visible physiognomy of the space in question’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 78). 

This thesis argues that as the sense-making structures in which we exist are what allows 

understanding to take place and these structures are physically manifested in the built 

world, our understanding is also subject to the effects of taking place within space – 

particularly built space. This is the proposed concept of “effective place”. It refers to 
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the efficacy of built space – or the built world – and its action upon us. The space that 

we inhabit is effective place in that it impacts on how we interpret and make sense of 

things. Effective place is part of the hermeneutic situation that allows for the possibility 

of understanding at all.  

Dialogue with the past involves a continual questioning of the prejudices that define the 

horizon of our hermeneutic situation. These prejudices are also built into our 

environment in the patterns of life and events that are accommodated. What we build is 

determined by the ethos of the time and place. And this ethos is represented by the 

resultant architecture. The questioning of, and dialogue with, the past occurs both in the 

building of new structures and in the inhabiting of those structures.  

Vesely holds that it is essential that architecture should be a conscious representation of 

praxis as the goal of architecture is human life (Vesely, 2004, p. 5). Architecture that is 

detached from its goal is unable to positively contribute to cultivating an understanding 

of human life. Under these circumstances, architecture becomes simply a commodity 

and an instrument. However, as this architecture is still part of effective place, it can 

have an alienating effect on those by whom it is inhabited.  

Gadamer describes our being products of history as the source of the hermeneutic 

situation. This thesis argues that in addition to the hermeneutic situation being 

characterised by effective history, it is also characterised by effective place. Our 

consciousness is platially effected in a similar way to that which Gadamer describes it as 

being historically effected. Our consciousness and ability to understand are determined 

both by our nature as temporal beings and by our nature as spatial or physical beings. 

The temporal and spatial aspects of our being and inhabiting are intertwined and their entanglement is 

most evident in the architecture that populates our world. Prefiguration of the built world 

denotes the sense-making structures that make the interpretive acts of building and 

inhabiting possible. These structures are manifest in effective place and in the patterns 

of life associated with that space. 

Platially effected consciousness then is an awareness of the platially effected character 

of understanding. It is a spatial counterpart to Gadamer’s concept of historically 

effected consciousness. Gadamer was purposely ambiguous with the concept so that it 

could refer both to consciousness as effected or determined by history and to a 

consciousness of being affected in this way. The same is true of platially effected 
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consciousness, which refers both to consciousness as effected by place and to a 

consciousness of being affected by place in this way. 

However, in addition to the already-there buildings of the city, buildings that are not 

physically present at the site of a project also form part of the hermeneutic situation. 

The sense-making structures that make-up the world may be embodied in the built 

environment but, as we saw above, they are dependent on the symbolic domain of 

language and cultural life. As these sense-making structures are primarily conceptual, the 

particular horizon of the architect or inhabiter includes all things of which they can 

conceive. Therefore, buildings of which the architect or inhabiter have knowledge, 

through direct experience or otherwise, also form part of the hermeneutic situation. 

Inhabiting and building are two sides of the same coin (Ricoeur, 2016) (Heidegger, 

1975). How we inhabit determines what we build. And what we build determines how 

we inhabit. Inhabiting, as we saw above is praxis in relation to place. It describes action 

in relation to the material world. The physical setting of inhabiting also symbolises the 

particular content of the situation as effective place. This is articulated by Corner when 

he says that architecture both frames and embodies human life (Corner, 2014, p. 93). 

On the flip side, it is the act of inhabiting a particular location that makes it a place of 

life. In this way inhabiting and building are inextricably linked.  

 

Elements of Prefiguration  

 

Prefiguration then refers to the conditions under which sense-making is possible. It 

encompasses the hermeneutic situation as present in tradition and culture, and also as 

manifest in the effective place of the built world. Both of these are dependent on the 

human capacity for language and symbolic intercourse. There are also specific ways in 

which the prefigurative context comes into play in relation to the configuration and 

refiguration of a building. These can be aligned with Ricoeur’s categories of conceptual 

structures and cultural systems. Conceptual structures figure in relation to the 

relationships between the elements of action per se. Cultural systems, on the other 

hand, are pertinent to the particular form of action to be redesigned by the building and 

the identity of the place in which it is an intervention. The type of action is a function of 

the life to be represented and accommodated and the previous built manifestations of 
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the same. Place identity is a function of the particular history and tradition connected to 

that locale. 

Ricoeur’s observations on the role of conceptual structures were written in relation to 

narrative. Ricoeur points out that in order to represent action, there must be a 

preunderstanding of the structures and interrelations of the elements of action involved 

in the plot (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 55). The relationship between elements of the action exists 

in the prefigurative context or as part of the sense-making structures that form the 

hermeneutic situation.  

However, the conceptual structures that describe the relationship between the different 

elements of action are equally relevant to the configuration of architecture. Where 

narrative configures time, architecture configures space. But in both narrative and 

architecture there is an entanglement of space and time. Bakhtin’s literary chronotope is 

equally applicable to architecture. In a 2015 Royal College of Art, London lecture 

entitled ‘Fictions and mythologies: how architecture writes itself’, architecture critic, 

Hugh Pearman, stressed that architecture and narrative are one and the same. 

OF COURSE all architecture is narrative, it’s just that different architectures tell 

their stories differently. Without needing to think about it, we generally have a 

reasonable idea what a building is doing, by what it looks like. It can be playful 

or overtly story-telling, it can merely indicate its function. (Pearman, 2015) 

As in a narrative, an architectural design answers ‘questions about “what”, “why”, 

“who”, “how”, “with whom” or “against whom” in regard to any action (Ricoeur, 1990, 

p. 55). In order to use these questions and their answers in any meaningful way one 

must first have a concept of how they relate to one another. However, cultural systems 

also begin to come into play with regards to ‘what a building is doing’. Being able to tell 

whether a building is being playful or merely indicating its function is dependent on 

having recourse to existing structures of meaning on which one can draw. These are 

provided by the cultural systems of the particular tradition of the architect or inhabiter – 

which may overlap in many ways but will also always differ in some regard as no two 

life experiences are identical. In a similar way to a narrative text, a building embodies the 

answers to the above questions in the way that they are mimetic of action.  

Two areas in which cultural systems are specifically relevant to architecture are in 

relation to the specific form of action and the specific place of the project. These are 
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two key aspects of what is made sense of in an architectural project. An architect’s – or 

inhabiter’s – understanding of a particular action is informed by their particular 

hermeneutic situation and its encounter with the past in the varying manifestations in 

building over time. This is also true of their understanding of the place into which they 

will build. In both cases the past is manifest both conceptually in the historical narrative 

and physically in the built fabric.  

Each of Siza’s works examined in Part Two of this thesis, in addition to answering the 

questions about action above, are answers to specific questions about ethos and place. 

What is a swimming and leisure (public pool) in Leça da Palmeira? What is displaying 

and engaging with art (art museum) in Santiago de Compostela? What is collective 

worship (church) in Marco de Canaveses? The action and the place already exist and 

both are ripe with possibility. These possibilities exist in the concept of a public pool, 

art museum or church, and in the fabric of the city or town. The possibilities are 

encompassed in the prefigurative context. Here we see the relevance of Augustine’s 

concept of distended time. In addition to the site of the project encompassing the 

present of the present, the present of the past exists in the memory manifest in previous 

buildings and the present of the future exists in the possibilities of a particular building 

type, a particular site, and the interaction of the two 

As we saw above, place is a function of the symbolic system of a culture. Place is 

defined by the human world of sense-making structures insofar as they relate to physical 

space and what is tangible. Place is therefore the combination of the physical location 

and the hermeneutic location. Here the concept of chronotope is relevant again in the 

way a history and narrative of a culture is linked to a particular space or location. And 

also, in how the physical attributes of that location, both built and naturally occurring – 

invoke and shape the history and narrative of a particular culture. 

Inhabiting is praxis in relation to place. And it is in the inhabiting of a particular 

location that it becomes a place of life. A place of life is solidified in the built 

environment through building. It is how we inhabit that determines what we build and 

what we build in turn determines how we inhabit. Human beings form their places of 

life through building. These places of life in the form of the built world and as effective 

place in turn form the people who inhabit them. 
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Configuration: Building Places of Life 

 

Configuration is the second step in the hermeneutic process of architecture. It describes 

the architect’s sense-making act. The configurative process includes the entire 

progression of design from site mapping, to construction, right up to the eventual 

inhabiting of the building. Configuration describes what the architect does with what is 

there and how their act is a part of making the hermeneutic location. How the relevant 

building engages with effective place can highlight certain elements of what preceded it 

and obscure others. 

The domain of architecture is the world in which we live and its transformation through 

building. In order for building to be mimetic production the architect must apply both 

techne and phronesis to their design. Both of these forms of knowledge must be 

implemented for the resulting architecture to be a representation of praxis. Architecture 

however also transforms. It redesigns our inhabiting by offering a new interpretation 

that will influence the totality of sense-making structures that form the world. 

Architecture that consciously redesigns inhabiting requires both knowledge that is a 

productive capacity – how to make – and knowledge related to living – how to act.  

 

Architecture Redesigns Inhabiting 

 

Configuration is a mediation between prefiguration and refiguration. The ever-changing 

tapestry of interpretations that is tradition is embodied in effective place. This space is 

configured in a new way through building. As we saw above, prefiguration is 

determined by our tradition, the ethos of our culture, and the sense-making structures 

of our world. Tradition is a happening; it is in constant flux as genuine understanding 

involves a constant questioning. One such method of questioning is through the 

creation of a work of architecture. Praxis is determined by prefiguration but ultimately 

refigured by way of constructed space. Configuration therefore redesigns inhabiting and 

changes the acting of inhabiters. 
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Architecture is concerned with and therefore should be determined by inhabiting. If 

inhabiting is bypassed by formal preoccupations or misrepresented it can lead to what 

Corner describes as a ‘landscape of estrangement’ (Corner, 2014, pp. 77-78). Snodgrass 

and Coyne argue that this is evident in parts of modernism through what they refer to 

as ‘design amnesia’, which overlooks the existing inhabiting-building complex in favour 

of formal considerations (Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006, p. 131). In the productive or 

creative act of configuration, inhabiting is the most important consideration. 

Modernism sought to break with the past and reject of the authority of tradition. 

However, when we recognise our situatedness in the hermeneutic landscape, 

questioning must take place from within. Striving for a detached autonomy only leads to 

alienation. Under these conditions an engagement with the past is a necessity. Rather 

than being conservative or nostalgic it is naïve not to enter into a dialogue with the past. 

Kidder articulates this as follows: 

The relevant form of naïveté, in Gadamer’s view, is in the belief that by being a 

modern one can simply step out of history, that one can, by the use of some 

method or by simple declaration, live in a world of one’s own fashioning. 

(Kidder, 2011) 

Inhabiting, as place-pertaining praxis, is determined by the ethos of the particular 

tradition. In this vein, Harries argues that architecture should have an ethical function, 

that it should serve a common ethos. Like Vesely, Harries contends that architecture 

needs to free itself from a formalist approach in order to achieve this ethical function, 

and to accept the implied loss of control. Leatherbarrow, in his book Architecture Oriented 

Otherwise, also describes ‘better buildings’ as those whose architects accept a certain loss 

of control through orienting the buildings outside themselves (Leatherbarrow, 2009, p. 

8). The loss of control connects to the concept of play as it leaves the configured 

building open to dialogue and participation – the domain of refiguration. The architect 

therefore makes sense of the prefigurative context through providing what Harries 

describes as 'precarious conjectures about ideal dwelling’ (Harries, 1997, p. 364). These 

are then fulfilled in the refiguration of the inhabiter. This is the mediation between 

prefiguration and refiguration.  

 

The Architect’s Sense-Making Act 
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Configuration describes how architecture actively makes sense of action by redesigning 

inhabiting. It is an act of applied understanding. Gadamer says that hermeneutics 

involves both explication and application. Understanding involves the application of 

present concerns and interests to the matter at hand (sache) (Malpas, 2018). The 

architect interprets through the application of the concerns and interests that make-up 

their own standpoint and prejudice. These are applied to the matter at hand. A matter 

such as the nature of an art museum in Santiago de Compostela, a public pool in Leça 

da Palmeira or a church in Marco de Canaveses. This application opens up the 

architect’s own prejudices to questioning so that they have the potential to be revised. It 

is this dialogue between their existing prejudice and the matter of which the architect 

seeks to make sense that allows understanding to take place.  

In the dialogue of understanding our prejudices come to the fore, inasmuch as 

they play a crucial role in opening up what is to be understood, and inasmuch as 

they themselves become evident in that process. (Malpas, 2018) 

In this way, the architect is able to produce a building that for example, examines the 

nature of the art museum, the approach to the display of art, the relationship between 

the art and the building, the relationship between the inhabiter, the art and the building, 

and moreover the relationship between the city, the inhabiter, the art and the building. 

Through dialogue and the configurative process, the architect forms an understanding 

of the important elements and characteristics of an art museum in Santiago de 

Compostela. 

Snodgrass and Coyne argue that ‘[d]esigning is primarily an interpretive activity, one that 

pertains to understanding a design situation rather than to having knowledge of 

formulae, theorems and algorithms’ (Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006, p. 50). They also argue 

that the design itself is an interpretation of the design situation. This is a similar idea to 

the configuration of the architect being a sense-making act. Design, from this point of 

view, is a process of making sense of the existing design situation. The resulting work is 

therefore a manifestation of the architect’s understanding. 

According to Ricoeur, the way that we understand or make sense of action is by putting 

it into narrative. This is achieved through configuring disparate parts into an intelligible 

whole. This act of creating a work is an active and productive act of interpretation. In 
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Ricoeur’s hermeneutics, narrative discourse ‘is a use of language that allows us to make 

practical sense of human action and time’ (Pellauer, 2016). Correspondingly, architecture 

is a use of building that allows us to make practical sense of human action and space. The 

productive act of interpretation is then mimetic of the action of which it is making 

sense. It is in this way that architecture is able to redesign inhabiting. 

Configuration accounts for the manner in which the creator of a work makes the 

hermeneutic location. It is a conscious and deliberate alteration of the prefigurative 

context. It creates symbols that are explicit and transcend the practical level (Ricoeur, 

1990, p. 57). These are only fulfilled when they are read in the refiguration. Ricoeur 

describes what is configured as a set of instructions that can be executed in a passive or 

creative way. Joseph Rykwert in his essay ‘The Necessity of Artifice’, describes 

architecture as presenting a legible set within or against which action occurs (Rykwert, 

1982). Both the set of instructions and the legible set embody the designer’s 

interpretation. Rykwert addresses this in relationship to intention and artifice. 

In design there must always be the intention, conscious or semi-conscious, to 

present the actor with a legible set to act within or against. There cannot be 

design… without intention; and it follows, since intention is a voluntary 

function, that there cannot be design without artifice. (Rykwert, 1982)  

Although the word artifice connotes trickery or deception its original sense is 

‘workmanship’ or ‘craftmanship’.21 Rykwert uses it in the sense that denotes using 

specific devices to attain a desired end. The emphasis is on the deliberate creation of an 

explicit symbol. However, if one removes the immoral connotations from the words to 

trick or deceive, what remains is very close to mimesis and the “as if” nature of play as 

described by Gadamer. Artifice then is descriptive of the means used to achieve 

mimetic production. It refers to the techne of the poetics of architectural configuration.  

 

The Poetics of Architectural Configuration 

 

 

21 The word artifice is derived from the Latin word artificium as a compound of ars ‘art’, ‘craft’ or ‘skill’ 

and facere ‘make’. 
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The poetics of architectural configuration examines the techne through which 

architecture is brought into being. It examines how the architect configures the 

disparate elements of a project into an intelligible whole. An intelligible whole that 

makes sense of praxis and redesigns inhabiting. It examines the methods through which 

architecture can be mimetic production and not simply the manual production, which is 

used to fabricate utensils.22  

The poetics of architectural configuration seeks to reveal the intrinsic rationale that 

informs the productive capacity that is techne. Techne can easily be equated with the 

necessary technology to produce a structure. Especially when the form is determined by 

its function. This is one approach advocated by those that hold that architecture should 

have an autonomous existence and only ever refer to itself. According to Vesely, 

however, this view of architectural poetics ‘is a key source of the modern crisis of 

representation’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 330). He says that ‘[i]n this mode of thought 

architecture was treated as a self-sufficient organism which in the process of self-

articulation imitated only itself’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 331). 

However, if architecture does not refer only to itself and is consciously mimetic of 

praxis, what are the criteria against which a “good” outcome is measured? Within this 

model, what determines a “good” outcome in architecture is connected to why it is we 

feel the need to make sense of action. Both are derived from the basic human need of 

the hermeneutic animal to have some sense of self and some sense of a relationship to 

the world. It is here that the normative dimension of techne becomes relevant. In 

Plato’s Republic, he suggests that a craftsperson or artist should only consider the interest 

of their subject matter. So, for example, Plato holds that the knowledge or skill of 

political rule is a techne, and that the political ruler must be interested in the welfare of 

the ruled (Plato, 2003, pp. 346a-347a). What determines “good” political rule, therefore, 

lies outside the ruler – the craftsperson – and outside the particular skill – the techne – 

within the welfare of the ruled – the subject matter.  

In this vein, the subject matter of architecture is the inhabiting that it redesigns and 

therefore the needs and, to some degree, expectations of the inhabiters. And as a 

“good” outcome lies in the subject matter, it is, as in politics, the welfare of the inhabiters 

 

22 See Chapter One: ‘Understanding, Hermeneutics and Mimesis’: ‘Gadamer, Tradition and Horizon: The 

Temporal Nature of Human Existence’: ‘“Play”: Showing and Participation’. 
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that determines the success of the outcome. Inhabiters are taken to include both those 

who interact directly with the work and those who inhabit the larger collective reality of 

which the work is a part. The techne required to make “good” architecture, therefore, 

must address this welfare as its subject matter and not simply address architecture as an 

autonomous reality. In the hermeneutic context of this thesis, “welfare” is equated with 

an individual’s understanding of themselves and their position within the larger 

collective reality or world. Therefore, architecture that has a good outcome is 

architecture that aids its inhabiters in making sense of this. 

In Gadamer’s account of the hermeneutic location, he time and again stipulates that our 

situatedness means that ‘knowledge of oneself can never be complete.’ The welfare of 

inhabiters therefore cannot be equated with complete self-knowledge but rather an 

awareness of the horizons of their prejudice and the influence of the hermeneutic 

situation on their ability to understand and “make-sense”. Welfare in these terms is 

equated with a consciousness of the hermeneutic situation. Architecture that fosters this 

welfare must consciously engage with effective place and provide a forum for dialogue 

against which its inhabiters may, if they choose, challenge and test their prejudice. 

According to Ricoeur, it is poetics that provides the best forum for this kind of 

existential examination. 

Ricoeur argues that it is ultimately poetics (exemplified in narrative), rather than 

philosophy that provides the structures and synthetic strategies by which 

understanding and a coherent sense of self and life is possible. (Atkins, n.d.) 

Poetics and mimetic representation are therefore crucial to architecture achieving a 

“good” outcome in relation to the needs and expectations of its inhabiters. Ricoeur goes 

so far as to equate life understood as narrative with self-understanding. In Ricoeur’s 

hermeneutics ‘we understand our own lives – our selves and our place in the world – by 

interpreting our lives as if they were narratives’ (Simms, 2006, p. 80). As fundamentally 

understanding beings, welfare or well-being is connected to a human being’s 

understanding of themselves and their position in the larger collective reality. 

Architecture provides a possible narrative, a set of instructions, or a legible set against 

which its inhabiters may develop a sense of life within the particular world in which 

they exist. This is effective place, which may be engaged with passively or actively by 

those who inhabit it. 
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It is up to the architect to discern the needs and expectations of the inhabiter and to 

determine whether their needs are better met through meeting or challenging their 

expectations. It is of course possible for these needs and expectations to be 

misrepresented. There may be – and often is – a discrepancy between the people, and 

the powers and institutions that determine what will be built. And it is a relatively recent 

phenomena in architecture that the needs of the populace be taken into account at all. 

The movement away from a single focus on the needs of dominant institutions is in 

itself an example of configured space representing the values and ethos of a particular 

way of life. In order to build architecture that is neither meaningless nor unintelligible, 

the needs and expectations of the inhabiters must be central to the configurative 

process.  

The question remains as to how this good outcome is achieved. Configuration is 

ultimately inscription through building and compositional technique. But what 

techniques are used to achieve it? What is the techne of this mimetic production? To 

some degree a building is composed of similar elements to a narrative. It must also deal 

with the “what”, “why”, “who”, “how”, “with whom” or “against whom” in regard to 

the action to be represented and redesigned. These elements are partially given in the 

programme of the commissioned building and the agenda of its commissioners but it is 

the architect who configures them into an intelligible whole.  

This model proposes that there are two levels of architectural configuration that must 

be accounted for. Configuration uses in the first instance the three elements of 

configuration laid out by Ricoeur: namely emplotment, intelligibility and intertextuality. 

These three elements of configuration are themselves achieved through the second level 

of configuration but also act as its organising principles. This level pertains to the 

specific compositional techniques employed by the architect. For example, the 

relationship between interior and exterior, mass and void, light and shadow, scale, 

materiality and so on are part of the conceptual toolbox used to compose the building 

but are also part of the disparate elements that must be configured into an intelligible 

whole. There is a reciprocal relationship even with elements such as the detailing, the 

façade, the circulation, and the design elements such as line, colour and shape. These 

elements provide the means through which emplotment, intelligibility and intertextuality 

can be achieved but are also ultimately configured by emplotment, intelligibility and 

intertextuality into a meaningful work. 



77 
 

Part Two of this thesis will examine how Álvaro Siza designs for the needs and 

expectation of inhabiters. It will analyse the approach that three Siza projects take to 

emplotment, intelligibility and intertextuality, and the specific tools Siza uses to achieve 

his approach in the projects examined. We will see that there are certain recurring 

ordering principles or tools in Siza’s architecture that he uses to configure space. How 

Siza employs these in his work will be examined through a combination of sources. 

These include Siza’s writings and interviews about his process in general and about the 

individual projects. They also include reviews and essays about Siza’s approach in 

general and about the individual works. Finally, the researcher’s own observations of 

the buildings are used as a source for the analysis. Although some of these sources 

belong, strictly speaking, to refiguration, they still offer valuable insight into the 

configurative process – even if it is after the fact. In fact, Even Siza’s own observations, 

being after the fact, are to some degree refigurative, as they are his own reading of the 

project. 

 

 

Refiguration: Inhabiting Places of Life 

 

Refiguration is the third and final step in the hermeneutic process of architecture. It 

describes the inhabiter’s sense-making act in light of the construction. Refiguration 

marks the intersection of the world configured by the work, and the world of the 

inhabiter – the world as it existed preceding the inhabiter’s encounter with the work. 

Every instance of inhabiting of the building is an interpretation and contributes to the 

stage of refiguration – it is ongoing. 

The physical attributes of built space have an impact on its inhabiters that formulates 

their understanding of it. We make sense of the physical world through our inhabiting 

of it. Inhabiting is also a reading of the built environment and if this reading is active, it 

a mode of testing and challenging one’s own prejudices. It is through the dialogue of 

this form of active reading that understanding may take place through a fusion of 

horizons. Architecture therefore has its full meaning in the world of action and life 

when it is inhabited. 
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Inhabiting and Application 

 

Inhabiting is a form of interpretation and is therefore dependent on what Gadamer 

refers to as positive prejudice.23 It is through the application of the expectations 

encompassed in positive prejudice that we are able to understand anything in the first 

place. According to Gadamer we understand and therefore inhabit through applying our 

prejudices and testing them. Gadamer says that ‘application is neither a subsequent nor 

merely occasional part of the phenomena of understanding, but co-determines it as a 

whole from the beginning…’ (Gadamer, 2004, p. 324). Ricoeur’s three stages of 

mimesis are laid out in Time and Narrative in relation to the narrative work and its 

readers. However, his assertions in relation to refiguration and the role of the reader are 

equally applicable to the architectural work and its inhabiters. 

…received paradigms structure the [inhabiter’s] expectations and aid them in 

recognising the formal rule, the genre, or the type exemplified by the [work of 

architecture]. They furnish guidelines for the encounter between a [building] and 

its [inhabiters]… (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 76) 

An active reading of a building allows the inhabiter to test their prejudices and 

expectations in relation to the assertions or conjectures about praxis and inhabiting 

presented by the configured space. It is in refiguration that Gadamer’s concept of the 

fusion of horizons is most relevant. Ricoeur in fact points out that refiguration 

corresponds to Gadamer’s concept of application (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 70). In refiguration, 

the horizon of the inhabiter meets the horizon of the architect. As we saw in the 

previous section on configuration, understanding involves the application of present 

concerns and interests to the matter at issue. Through this dialogue both are opened up 

to questioning. 

 

23 See Chapter One ‘Understanding, Hermeneutics and Mimesis’: ‘Gadamer, Tradition and Horizon: The 

Temporal Nature of Human Existence’ 
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In the dialogue of understanding our prejudices come to the fore, both 

inasmuch as they play a crucial role in opening up what is to be understood, and 

inasmuch as they themselves become evident in that process. (Malpas, 2018) 

Refiguration describes the reception of the configured work. Praxis is refigured through 

the means of constructed space and this refiguration is completed in the building’s 

reception by the inhabiter. Inhabiting remakes practical experience by way of the 

developments of configuration. The hermeneutic process of architecture, the movement 

from prefiguration to configuration to refiguration, is unified in the inhabiter. It is the 

inhabiter’s reading or interpretation that completes the process and actualises the 

buildings capacity to be understood. This is similar to Gadamer’s observation in relation 

to the work of art, namely that it ‘is something that only manifests and displays itself 

when it is constituted in the viewer’ (Gadamer, 1986 (2), p. 126). A work that is the 

result of mimetic production is only constituted by the participation of the receiver 

Ricoeur says that emplotment is the act of judgement of the productive imagination 

(Ricoeur, 1990, p. 64). He holds that emplotment is a joint work between the text and 

reader. Or in the case of architecture, it is a joint work between the building and the 

inhabiter. Ricoeur says that ‘the act of reading accompanies the interplay of innovation 

and sedimentation of paradigms that schematises emplotment’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 77). 

Similarly, the act of inhabiting accompanies the interplay of designing-against – through 

innovation – and designing-with – through sedimentation of paradigms – that 

determines the intertextuality of the work. 

Configured space articulates a place of life. It is a fixed location used for a specific 

activity. The space has been designated and made available for a particular purpose. The 

architect offers a particular interpretation of praxis and particular guidelines for 

inhabiting in their design. This meaning is then either reinforced or challenged by the 

inhabiters and the way they use the space. Inhabiting describes how this space is used 

and understood.  

 

Thoughtful Inhabiting 

 

Inhabiting can be divided into what Ricoeur refers to as either passive or active 

inhabiting. The built work is a ‘set of instructions’ that the individual inhabiter or the 
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inhabiting public may execute in an inactive and uninvolved, or active and inventive 

way. Active inhabiting is thoughtful or reflective inhabiting. It describes inhabiting that 

is hermeneutically conscious. The built work also ‘consists of holes, lacunae, zones of 

indetermination, which… challenge the [inhabiter’s] capacity to configure…’ (Ricoeur, 

1990, p. 77). The thoughtful inhabiter rises to the challenge and plays with the 

architectural constraints. 

Thoughtful inhabiting is contrasted with a more passive reception of the configured 

world. Our encounter with our built environment is something that often goes 

unconsidered and is concealed by our habits of use. Walter Benjamin in his essay ‘The 

Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, says that architecture’s reception 

‘is consummated by a collectivity in a state of distraction’ (Benjamin, 1969, p. 184). He 

says that it is noticed in an ‘incidental fashion’ (Benjamin, 1969, p. 184). According to 

Benjamin buildings are appropriated in a state of distraction. What he refers to as the 

tactile appropriation of use ‘is accomplished not so much by attention as by habit.’ He 

says that buildings ‘are mastered gradually by habit, under the guidance of tactile 

appropriation’ (Benjamin, 1969, p. 184). It is through the development of habit that 

architecture is able to redesign inhabiting. As Benjamin points out, ‘[t]he distracted 

person, too, can form habits’ (Benjamin, 1969, p. 184).  

Inhabiting is the interpretation of the material world and it is what leads to the power of 

effective place. Space becomes inculcated with meaning through the regularity of its use. 

Material culture is an artefactual record of human habit and identity. The practice of 

creating, maintaining and using material objects plays a significant part in the formation 

of human identity. Material objects are imbued with meaning through their repeated use 

and interpretation. Inhabiting at the stage of refiguration is an ongoing process. In the 

inhabiting of a configured space there are multiple interpretations.  

However, it is also possible to inhabit in a receptive and active manner. As a set of 

instructions or a legible set, architecture suggests a form of praxis. Its instructional 

nature contains contentions and expectations about praxis and how the building will be 

inhabited. As we saw in Chapter Two, Kidder points out that ‘we as interpreters are 

always immersed in, and implicated in, the realities that the architecture seeks to 

embody’ (Kidder, 2011). Thoughtful inhabiting is a form of hermeneutic practice. The 

challenge is to interpret the building whilst acknowledging that you are immersed in the 

reality it embodies.  
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An architectural work is refigured into the world of its inhabiters through their various 

interpretations or readings. The interpretations will vary as architecture is ‘symbolic and 

ontologically disclosive…[and]…connotative and multivalent in its disclosure’ (Kidder, 

2011). It points away from itself in a way that is susceptible to many interpretations or 

meanings. Ricoeur refers to this as ‘agonistic’ or ‘plural’ readings of the building that 

themselves engender a form of intertextuality (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 39). These various 

interpretations also inform each other and may change with the passage of time as the 

hermeneutic situation against which they are made is in constant flux. 

Interpretations, of course, need to be checked against and challenged by other 

interpretations and they will sooner or later need to be redone as situations 

change over time. (Pellauer, 2016) 

Thoughtful inhabiting is comparable to consciousness of effective place. It is 

consciously entering a dialogue with a constructed space so that a fusion of horizons 

may be achieved. Through the conscious application of thoughtful inhabiting, our own 

prejudices are brought to the fore to be questioned. In this way, refiguration describes 

the practice of making sense of the new reality provided by the configured space and 

making sense of ourselves in light of this new reality. This kind of receptive and active 

inhabiting implies ‘a careful rereading of the urban environment, a continuous 

relearning of the juxtaposition of styles, and thus also of life stories of which the 

monuments and all the buildings carry the trace’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 39). 

 

Autoethnographic Architecture Writing 

 

The method employed in this thesis for the recording and analysis of refiguration is a 

form of reflective inhabiting through autoethnographic architecture writing. This 

research draws on practices from a number of disciplines, reframing what is already 

available in academia. Here, autoethnography is used as part of a toolkit for a 

hermeneutic analysis of elements of the built world. The structure of the analysis is 

provided by a philosophic theoretical model. The subject matter is provided by the 

practice and discipline of architecture. Autoethnography becomes necessary as a joining 

element. The autoethnographic architecture writing produced is a record and extension 
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of a reflective inhabiting of the three works by Álvaro Siza examined in Part Two of 

this thesis.  

Autoethnography is a subcategory of ethnography used to study specific aspects of the 

researcher’s own sociocultural environment. Although this research draws on this 

technique from anthropological research to demonstrate the stage of refiguration in 

Siza’s works, what it produces is really more of an “ethosgraphy” than an 

“ethnography”. “Ethos-” is a more appropriate prefix than “ethno-” as “ethos” refers 

to the characteristic spirit of a mode of praxis. Ethos describes a way of inhabiting, 

whereas “ethno-” has to do with a particular ethnic group. The traditional ethnography 

was developed as a written account of a small-scale societies. It was the study of a 

particular ethnic group. This “ethosgraphy” is a written account of a way of living as 

captured and made sense of in a particular artefact, and actualised through the 

inhabiting of that artefact.  

Autoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and 

systematically analyse personal experience in order to understand cultural experience. 

Carolyn Ellis defines it as ‘research, writing, story, and method that connect the 

autobiographical and personal to the cultural, social, and political’ (Ellis, 2004, p. xix). 

Autoethnography is a method of research that involves self-observation and reflexive 

investigation in the context of ethnographic field work and writing (Maréchal, 2010, p. 

44).  

The application in this thesis stretches how autoethnographic practice is usually applied. 

Autoethnography is normally used to for 'the reflexive consideration of a group to 

which one belongs as a native, member or participant' or for 'the reflexive accounting of 

the narrator's subjective experience' (Maréchal, 2010). Autoethnography embraces the 

researcher’s subjectivity unlike traditional ethnography in its original form, which aims 

to operate from an objective position in order to produce an 'objective depiction of a 

stable other' (Lindlof & Taylor, 2002, p. 53). It is through this embracing of subjectivity 

that autoethnography provides an appropriate template for the application of 

hermeneutic theory to the inhabiting of a building and to demonstrate the refigurative 

process through architecture writing. This research adapts the method of 

autoethnography to form a technique appropriate to the investigation of the inhabiting 

of built space. It is ‘a reflexive accounting of the narrator’s subjective experience’ 
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(Maréchal, 2010) but here the experience is defined by the built work inhabited, and 

informed by the hermeneutic situation and tradition of both the work and the author. 

The research develops a form of autoethnographic architecture writing as an 

introspective technique to draw out the experience of the spatial encounter. It examines 

the narrative that the researcher creates around each of the three Siza works. The 

narrative consists of both socio-cultural and personal elements. The way that we 

organise the space of our cities, towns and even the countryside is a collective 

endeavour and it is a sense-making practice. We make sense of the space through 

designing and configuring it and it becomes a record of the lives that inhabit it. The 

researcher is part of this collective endeavour and it informs how they perceive any part 

of the built world. The architecture writing produced is used to shed some light on this 

interaction. The interaction is also informed by the researcher’s particular life 

experience, which may be similar to or different from others who inhabit the same 

space. The autoethnographic account seeks to demonstrate how these elements interact 

with each other whilst drawing out universal processes at play. 

The architecture writing is also sense-making. It is a record of inhabitation but it is also 

making sense of experience – or time – by putting it into narrative. It is not a fictional 

narrative but it is still making sense of the various elements by weaving them into an 

intelligible whole, within an intertextual context. It is configurative in the same way that 

Ricoeur describes the writing of history as configurative in his book Time and Narrative. 

He says that history ‘too configures the field of praxis by means of temporal 

constructions of a higher rank which historiography grafts to the narrative time 

characteristic of mimesis2’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 92). In the architecture writing produced in 

response to each of the works, the writing and the narrative composition are rooted in 

the experience and inhabiting of the building. The writing is a making-sense of the 

temporal experience of inhabiting within a hermeneutic theoretical context.  

The entire of Part Two of this thesis is to some degree a sense-making exercise in 

response to the configured works and therefore the domain of refiguration. For 

example, in the prefiguration section what is written about the prefigurative context of 

the building is also part of what is revealed through the writer’s research. The 

autoethnographic architecture writing however focuses on what is revealed by the 

physical experience of the building. It will to some degree be contrived but the aim is 
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not to present an objective account, but to present a description and an analysis of a 

process in which neither the described or the describer is seen as a stable object.  

 

Writing Architecture 

 

The autoethnographic architecture writing in this thesis is ultimately an exploration of 

how the material presence of architecture is understood and how its meaning is 

furthered through an individual interpretation. As it is based on a hermeneutic 

foundation, it captures the experience of inhabiting and interpreting. Writing both 

allows development through reflection and is compatible with hermeneutic enquiry.  

This adapted form of autoethnography also sits within the context of “writing 

architecture”. The relationship between these two forms of configuration has been 

explored in various forms by a number of researchers. Writing architecture has the 

potential to present spatial character, experiential qualities, materiality, and the 

relationship of the building to its inhabitants. It can also account for the temporal 

nature of inhabiting.  

Practitioners include researchers such as Anna Ryan, who has published various 

examples of architecture writing and an essay entitled ‘Writing Architecture’ (Ryan, 

2012). According to Anna Ryan, “writing architecture” is a form of design practice that 

serves to both record and to design (Ryan A., 2012). Ryan considers writing an 

architectural form through which one can ‘(re)shape the world’ (Ryan A., 2012, p. 349). 

Also, Jane Rendell who, in addition to her own practice, edited the ‘Architecture-

Writing’ section of the book Critical Architecture produced in the wake of 2005 AHRA 

conference of the same name (Rendell, Hill, Dorrian, & Fraser, 2007). Rendell’s work 

focuses more on writing as critique than as design. It, however, also demonstrates 

writing practice. Rendell builds on a form of art writing, which ‘explores the writer’s 

subjectivity in relation to the work of criticism’ (Cheatle, 2013, p. 111). The forms of 

writing in her criticism include autobiography and fiction and she frames personal 

memory as a critical interpretation (Rendell, 2006). 

Emma Cheatle surveyed the practice of “writing architecture” in her PhD Thesis ‘Part-

Architecture: the Maison de Verre through the Large Glass’. In it she mentions the 

work of Jane Rendell, Mieke Bal, Penelope Haralambidou, Jennifer Bloomer, Katrina 
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Bonnevier, Sharon Kivland, and Katja Grillner (Cheatle, 2013, pp. 108-109). Like 

Rendell, Mieke Bal also explores the role of memory in art-writing (Bal, 2001). She 

describes memory as an internalised and found object (Cheatle, 2013, p. 113). For 

Haralambidou and Bloomer writing is a critical strategy for either analysing the 

relationship of spatial concepts to ‘behaviour, perception, observation and imagination’ 

(Haralambidou, 2006, p. 107), or exploring the entangled relationship of writing and 

architecture have where writing can be spatial (Bloomer, 1993). Bonnevier (Bonnevier, 

2007) embraces critical theory, in an attempt to emancipate those discriminated against 

by repressive structures through shifting both the analysis and enactment of architecture 

(Cheatle, 2013, p. 112). Kivland’s writing similarly explores places and ‘and the 

intersection of public political action and private subjectivity’ (Kivland, 1999, p. 6). 

Finally, Grillner explores the idea of ‘an “architectural design project” pursued through 

writing exclusively’ where the text is everything (Grillner, 2000, p. 257). 

Much “writing architecture” research is informed by the socially self-reflective and/or 

emancipatory functions of critical theory. The writing produced in this research, on the 

other hand, is a form of hermeneutic practice. As such it is defined by its 

acknowledgment of the situatedness and the sense-making properties of both the built 

work and its reading. It’s aims are neither skewed towards the objective nor the 

emancipatory. Rather it aims to reveal the hermeneutic impact of the building on the 

inhabiter. Inhabiting completes the hermeneutic process of architecture through 

refiguration. The form of autoethnographic architecture writing employed in this 

research seeks to record and develop the narrative of the internal experience of 

inhabiting. The descriptive potentials of literature allow reflection on the experience of 

the physical interaction with a space - the visual, aural, olfactory, tactile and kinaesthetic 

in relation to the material and compositional elements - and how it relates to sense-

making. It also allows for reflection on the intertextuality of this particular reading in 

how it relates to other readings of the works such as the various existing critiques. 

In Part Two of this thesis, the refiguration of the three Siza works is examined in 

relation to the ‘Critical Response’ of architectural discourse, the ‘Public Response’ 

found in public discourse, and the researcher’s ‘Particular Response’. The ‘Particular 

Response’ refiguration writings are an example of one interpretation or reading that 

forms part of the stage of refiguration along with all other interpretations. These 

ultimately become part of the prefigurative context of future works of configuration 

and the cycle of the hermeneutic process of architecture continues. The self-reflective 
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methods of the form of architecture writing employed are used to reveal the 

hermeneutic impact of the Siza works on the researcher. 

The autoethnographic writing reveals not only the content of the interpretation but also 

reflects on the processes through which it occurs. It records the author’s dialogue with 

the configured space through the meeting of the author’s personal history with the 

history and tradition of the place. This meeting takes place in the author’s interpretation 

at the point of physical encounter with the works and their surrounding landscape. 

What is implicit can be revealed through recording the author’s self-observation of their 

inhabiting. The underlying processes can be revealed through further reflexive 

investigation. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

PART TWO 

 

 

Álvaro Siza’s Hermeneutically Conscious Practice 
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* 

 

Part Two of this thesis is a worked application of the hermeneutic model developed in 

Part One. The model is applied to the work of the Portuguese architect Álvaro Joaquim 

de Melo Siza Vieira, more commonly known simply as Álvaro Siza. The application 

seeks to reveal the hermeneutic impact of Siza’s work on the inhabiter. Siza’s practice 

has been making a quiet impression on the architectural world since he was a young 

architect. The investigative nature of Siza’s architecture has led Peter Testa to refer to 

Siza’s body of work as a ‘research programme’ that makes sense of the world it 

configures. Testa says that: 

Siza’s research includes the rethinking and restructuring of institutions within 

the diffuse urban polis of the late 20th century. By his ability to develop sensible 

knowledge, he makes intelligible the emergent properties of these social and 

material configurations. (Testa, 1996, p. 10) 

This thesis argues that the consciously sense-making nature of Siza’s architecture has 

the potential to reveal, through its inhabitation, elements of the hermeneutical situation. 

Siza’s mode of design reveals elements of the surrounding landscape, both built and 

natural, which in turn reveals elements of the social and cultural situation. The work 

reveals these things in the way it relates to and transforms the place within which it is 

situated. Siza’s work is notable in how it not only draws on but actively engages with its 

situation. Kenneth Frampton describes Siza’s relationship to context as follows: 

…Siza categorically redefined contextuality, arguing that the architect had a 

responsibility not only of harmonizing with the context but also opposing it… 

to represent the moment of time in which a work is realized and at the same 

time to link this instant with the past, thus fusing both into a process of 

continual transformation that while momentarily arrested, waits in its turn to be 

transformed. (Frampton, 2006, p. 20)  

What Frampton describes in Siza’s approach to contextuality and the implications of 

this in relation to of time is a manifestation of Augustine’s threefold present. Siza’s 

architecture mediates between the memories of the past and the expectations of the 

future. Siza himself says that ‘[w]hat we create [as architects] is far from an isolated 
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object but transforms and is transformed by what is already there’ (Siza & Goodwin, 

2014, p. 173). 

The application of the model to Siza’s work is divided into three sections. This is to 

demonstrate the hermeneutic processes at work in the various stages of the coming-to-

be of a work of architecture, and how these stages ultimately impact on the hermeneutic 

consciousness of the inhabiter. The application is separated into “Prefiguration”, 

“Configuration”, and “Refiguration”. This separation is contrived as all of Part Two is, 

strictly speaking, part of the refiguration of the works, in that it is part of how they are 

received. However, it is only through this separation that the model can be applied and 

used to reveal the hermeneutic impact of the works on the inhabiter.  

This thesis argues that Siza’s work is the result of hermeneutically conscious practice, 

and that his sense-making approach results in a form of architecture that provides the 

inhabiter with a forum that, in turn, encourages hermeneutically conscious inhabiting. 

This is demonstrated in the application which culminates in the pieces of 

autoethnographic architecture writing, revealing the impact of the works on the 

researcher as inhabiter. 

There are no drawings or illustrations within the thesis apart from nine plates which 

appear after the text. This decision was compositional insofar as it allowed the text to 

remain unimpeded in its presentation of the thesis. Text and writing are central to this 

thesis and it was therefore important to communicate this visually as well as 

conceptually. Although it is not unheard of for a thesis to contain no illustrations, it is 

unusual within the discipline of architecture. As such, their absence in this thesis further 

emphasises the role of the written word. 

Hermeneutics, as the branch of knowledge that addresses meaning and interpretation, 

lends itself to a focus on the written word. This focus is not however necessary and was 

instead a choice made by the researcher in relation to the subject of study – the impact 

of architecture on the inhabiters understanding of the world and their situation within 

that world – and the researcher’s capabilities. However, it is important to note that 

within this thesis and in much of the literature on which it draws the word “text” is 

used to refer to more than the written word.  

In Gadamer’s hermeneutics for example, “text” is simply used to refer to that which 

one seeks to understand and which draws its meaning from the sociocultural reality of 
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the world. In Ricoeur’s writing on architecture the products of both narrative and 

architecture are presented as forms of cultural text. Where a narrative text is the 

configuration of time, an architectural text is the configuration of space. The word text 

in fact finds its roots in the Latin verb texere: to weave. The configuration of a text is in 

the weaving together of various elements found in prefiguration into an intelligible 

whole.  

In this sense, drawing is also a form of text and one that is central to Siza’s design 

practice. It is through sketching that Siza begins to make sense of the site and of the 

project. Drawing and drawings are central to the practice of architecture and its 

configuration. In fact, Vesely and Pérez-Gómez both point to the emphasis of the 

perspective drawing as the beginning of architecture’s problem of “divided 

representation”. Drawing could even be the subject of a similar study which concerns 

itself more fully with the configuration of architecture, as opposed to this study which 

focuses on the impact of that configuration on the inhabiter. 

Siza’s work has been recorded extensively through image, both drawing and 

photography. This study however focuses on the relationship of the written word to 

built space and how they are tied together in hermeneutic practice. The study 

culminates in a recording of Siza’s work in terms of its impact on the inhabiter. Writing 

is used to tease out the impact of the work on the author’s understanding of the wider 

sociocultural reality. The study follows the tradition of “writing architecture” where 

writing is used to capture the relationship between spatial character and experiential 

qualities and the relationship between the building and the inhabiter. The concept of 

“writing architecture” highlights Bakhtin’s concept of “chronotope” (time-space) which 

Ricoeur uses to refer to the entanglement of space and time in both architecture and 

narrative. This focus on writing architecture led to the omission of any visuals with the 

exception plates at the end of the thesis. These are images taken by the researcher on 

the occasion of their visits to the works and are intended as supplements to the 

‘particular response’ recorded in Chapter Six, which capture the hermeneutic impact of 

the works on the researcher. 

 

* 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Places of Life: Prefiguration in the Works of Álvaro 

Siza 

 

 

The context within which an architectural project is designed is captured in the stage of 

prefiguration in the hermeneutic process of architecture. However, where the term 

context refers to the circumstances and setting for the work in terms of which it can be 

fully understood, prefiguration refers to the conditions under which it is possible to 

produce the work at all. Both the circumstances and conditions of architectural 

configuration are largely encapsulated by the physical manifestation of tradition and the 

past that exists within the built world, and by other spatial configurations of similar 

forms of action, namely in effective place. 

On a fundamental level, the prefigurative conditions of the works analysed in this study 

consist of European culture and history, but also of global culture, and of course 

ultimately the human capacity for language and symbolic communication. The three 

Siza works analysed in this thesis are all located in the north-west corner of Iberia. As 

such they share certain prefigurative conditions connected to the history and tradition 

of this area. Two of the works are in Portugal and the third is in Galicia. The site for 

Siza’s Tidal Pool is adjacent to his hometown of Matosinhos in the suburbs of Porto. 

The site for the Santa Maria Church is near the centre of the small city of Marco de 

Canaveses, located in the mountainous region fifty kilometres to the east of Porto. And, 

finally, the site for the Galician Centre of Contemporary Art is located in the gardens of 

a former convent on the edge of the historic centre of Santiago de Compostela in 

Galicia, Spain. Galicia’s geography and climate are very similar to that of northern 

Portugal and it is closer geographically – and in some senses culturally to Siza’s Porto – 

than is Lisbon. 

At a more focused level, the prefiguration of Siza’s work concerns place in the form of 

the city and the type of site, whether it encompasses the meeting of the built world and 

a natural landscape such as the Atlantic Ocean (Tidal Pool), an historical centre 
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(Galician Centre of Contemporary Art) or a challenging urban site offering little against 

which to anchor the design (Church of Santa Maria). Place refers to the built world in 

that it is the combination of the physical location and the hermeneutic location. The 

physical and hermeneutic relationships are bound together and hence determine each 

other.  

In Ricoeur’s description of prefiguration, another necessary condition of configuration 

is an intrinsic understanding of action and the structure of its interrelated elements. 

These elements include the qualities that differentiate action from instinctual movement 

such as agency, goals and motives. The prefiguration of the works taken as examples in 

this study also concerns the specific form of action redesigned by the respective 

buildings. Prefiguration includes the particular form of inhabiting that each of the works 

redesigns, as one must have an implicit understanding of a form of action before one 

can configure it spatially. This implicit understanding includes pre-existing examples of 

buildings that represent and accommodate this form of action. This is not strictly 

speaking in keeping with Ricoeur’s model as Ricoeur uses prefiguration to refer to a 

theoretical pre-narrative or pre-architectural state. However, this thesis argues that the 

practical understanding of an action includes previous spatial configurations of that 

action as they exist in the world of life. 

Both the place and the action of the project are part of what Gadamer refers to as the 

matter at hand (sache). They are what is to be made sense of or understood. However, 

in Gadamer’s hermeneutics, for true understanding to take place, the self must be 

brought into question along with the matter at hand. For an architect, this “self”, along 

with the general presumptions of prejudice, also consists of their approach to practice 

and the underlying assumptions that accompany it. 

Bringing the self into question is part of what makes Siza’s practice hermeneutically 

conscious. Along with the matter at hand, Siza’s work examines the various elements 

that compose the physical manifestation of the hermeneutic situation in which he 

builds, such as the nature of architecture, architecture’s history, architecture’s possible 

future direction, and ultimately architecture’s relationship to the rest of world’s sense-

making structures. It is through this combination of bringing the “self” into question 

along with the matter at hand that this thesis argues Siza’s buildings are an example of 

hermeneutically conscious practice. 
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Place: The Site 

 

The hermeneutic identity of a place is tied up with the tradition and culture that 

establishes its system of meaning. It is through this system of meaning that action is 

symbolically mediated. It is as a result of being situated in the symbolic framework of a 

culture that an action can have an articulated significance. The capacity for action to be 

symbolically mediated is one of the pre-existing conditions required for configuration, 

as outlined by Ricoeur. Within this thesis’ developed hermeneutic model of architecture, 

the systems of meaning that define a particular tradition are defined by both the 

histories and narratives of a place, and by its physical fabric.  

The tradition of a particular place is both conceptually and physically connected to the 

location. It exists both in the narratives and the buildings of the city. For example, 

uniquely in Iberia, the city of Santiago de Compostela owes its existence to the well-

trodden pilgrimage to the tomb of Saint James the apostle. The city was gradually built 

in response to the steady influx of pilgrims to the shrine established at the site of the 

tomb, which is now the site of the city’s cathedral. The origin of the city and the 

sustaining role of the pilgrimage to the present day have a powerful effect on the city’s 

character. The pilgrimage is now referred to as the “Camino de Santiago” [the Way of 

Saint James] or often just the “Camino”. 

The pilgrimage, and by consequence the city, came into being in the early ninth-century 

after remains discovered in a Roman tomb were attributed to Saint James the apostle. 

At this point a large portion of modern-day Spain and Portugal was ruled by the Moors 

as Al-Andalus and therefore was predominately Muslim. In the eight-century Al-

Andalus consisted of almost the entire Iberian Peninsula and some of Southern France, 

apart from a strip of land on the northern edge of the peninsula, which remained the 

kingdom of Asturias. Over the next few centuries, the kingdom of Portugal and the 

various kingdoms that form modern-day Spain would fight their way south, slowly 

reclaiming the peninsula as Christian, in what is now known as the “Reconquista”. The 

appearance of an important Christian shrine at this time therefore had an added 

significance for Christian Europe, which may go some way to accounting for its 

immediate and enduring popularity as a place of pilgrimage. The city of Santiago de 
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Compostela came into being in response to the travellers and visitors to the shrine. The 

city’s narrative and history are inextricably linked to the narrative and history of the 

pilgrimage.  

 

Past and Future in the Built Fabric 

 

The concept of place in this thesis overlaps in some ways with Christian Norberg-

Schulz’s concept of place, outlined in his book Genius Loci: Towards a Phenomenology of 

Architecture. They coincide on the point that architecture is a representation of culture 

and that in the production of architecture we build our culture. However, in Norberg-

Schulz’s concept of place and “genius loci” there is an overemphasis on the normative 

necessity of maintaining tradition in contrast to this thesis’ acknowledgment that 

effective place like effective history is in constant flux. In this hermeneutic model, both 

place and history are configured elements of the structures of meaning that constitute 

the world. Any intervention in these structures of meaning inevitably alters all their 

internal relationships in some small way. Place is therefore always in a process of 

becoming. Norberg-Schulz acknowledges that places change however he maintains that 

there is an enduring “genius loci”. He maintains that ‘stabilitas loci is a necessary 

condition for human life’ (Norberg-Schulz, 1980, p. 18). Rather than recognising that 

there is an inevitable element of continuity in the structures of meaning that determine 

the hermeneutic situation, Norberg-Schulz advocates actively maintaining this 

continuity in order to preserve the “genius loci”.  

This emphasis on continuity contrasts with the notion of site in relation to Augustine’s 

theory of distended time, which is central to the theory development in this thesis. In 

this account, place or human space contains the present, the past through memory, and 

also the future in the possibilities that exist in the site. Memory and tradition do not 

dictate, but present one side of a dialogue. The pitfall of Norberg-Schulz’s definition of 

place is that he comes to the conclusion that existence is only meaningful in a place 

where one feels at home in the socio-cultural context. This approach overemphasises 

the memory of the past to the detriment of the possibilities of the future. It also risks 

leading to the exclusion of the “other”. Through developing an interpretive framework 

based on Heideggerian thought, Norberg-Schulz’s concepts carry in them the archaism 
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and hostility to modernity, and romanticization of the past that Paul Kidder identifies as 

problematic when applying Heidegger’s thinking to architecture.24  

The idea of site as containing both the present of the past through memory and the 

present of the future through possibility can be illustrated through the balance of 

conservation and development in a city like Santiago de Compostela. Santiago de 

Compostela’s historic centre consists of Romanesque, Gothic and Baroque buildings as 

the city was completely rebuilt in the eleventh-century after being destroyed by the 

Moorish caliphate of Córdoba in the ongoing struggle between Al-Andalus and the 

Christian kingdoms of the northern Iberian Peninsula. The most well-known of the 

city’s buildings is its Romanesque cathedral with its Baroque façade, facing onto the 

Praza do Obradoiro square. The old town of the city is a UNESCO World Heritage site 

and conservation plays an important role in its built fabric as ‘[a]ll European cultural 

and artistic currents, from the Middle Ages to the present day, left extraordinary works 

of art in Santiago de Compostela’ (UNESCO, n.d.). Like all cities it has a complex 

being. Its whole has a certain permanence and yet it is in constant flux. In some ways 

the city’s permanence, or its whole, is defined by this flux. The flux is part of the city’s 

being. If the city were to stagnate, it would cease to be a city. It is therefore important 

to reflect this in the physical presence of the city and to enter into a dialogue with the 

past, as manifest in the city’s already-there buildings, when configuring new spaces in 

the city. Particularly if these spaces are to create human space through making-sense of 

how we live now in relation to the past that has effected our sense-making structures. 

Pilgrimage aside, much of the history that formed Santiago de Compostela is also 

evident in the built landscape around the town of Marco de Canaveses, the site of the 

Santa Maria Church project. Even though there is a national boundary between the two 

sites the formative tradition of the respective places have a lot of common history. In 

the classical period, from which the earliest built infrastructure of the area dates, all 

three of the cities in which the three Siza projects analysed in this thesis are found were 

part of the Roman province of Gallaecia. The city of Santiago de Compostela was 

originally a Roman cemetery and it was the shrine built around the remains discovered 

in one of the tombs that was the genesis of the city. By the same token, Marco de 

 

24 See Chapter Two: ‘Gadamer and Architectural Theory’: ‘Paul Kidder: Gadamer as a Mitigation of 

Heidegger’ 
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Canaveses is built just to the north of the Roman city of Tongóbriga, the ruins of which 

are now found in Marco’s southern parish of Freixos. Tongóbriga was the capital of the 

larger surrounding territory. The Roman infrastructure of this territory established the 

basis on which the current infrastructure is built (Direção-Geral do Património Cultural, 

2003). The memory of the past in the built infrastructure of the area from as far back as 

the beginning of the era of the Anno Domini calendar is part of what effects the praxis 

of today’s inhabitants. 

Similarly, the advance of the “Reconquista” of Portugal from the Moorish rulers of Al-

Andalus, also left its mark on the built fabric of the area around Marco de Canaveses. It 

is evident in the abundance of Romanesque churches and nationally idiosyncratic nature 

of Romanesque Architecture in this area, which is where Portuguese Romanesque 

architecture was first developed (Rota do Românico, 2020). The distribution and 

development of these churches is closely linked to the advance of the Christian 

“Reconquista” and its initial occupation of the north of Portugal. One such 

Romanesque church serves as the parish church of Marco de Canaveses’s north-eastern 

parish of São Nicolau.  

One place where Marco de Canaveses built history diverges from that of Galicia is that, 

as in the rest of Portugal, the area around Marco de Canaveses is populated with a 

number of distinctly Portuguese Baroque churches and manor houses. In the eighteenth 

century Portugal underwent a building boom funded by tax on gold and diamonds 

mined in Brazil. During this time the Portuguese Mannerist “Estilo Chão” base, typified 

by an emphasis on ‘clarity, order, proportion and simplicity’ (Correia, 1986), with stucco 

exteriors and minimal stonework articulation, was adapted into Portuguese Baroque. 

This was achieved through the addition of exterior decoration and, in the church 

interiors, ever more elaborate gilded woodcarving – particularly in the apse and around 

altars – sculpture, painting and decorative azulejos25 (Fernandes, 2006). As the north 

was the wealthiest part of Portugal at the time it has a higher concentration of Baroque 

architecture. 

 

25 Azulejos are the painted ceramic tilework ubiquitous in Portuguese architecture both as interior and 

exterior decoration. The practice developed from the Moorish tradition of tilework (zellige) brought to 

the Iberian Peninsula when it was the ruled by the Moors as Al-Andalus and reached its peak in terms of 

popular uptake and technique during the eighteenth century. 
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Natural Conditions 

 

Another way in which the concept of place in this thesis differs from that of Norberg-

Schulz is in the role of nature. For Norberg-Schulz “genius loci” is also inextricable 

from the “natural” conditions of place. He maintains that human identity comes from 

the identity of place and that it is specifically the geographical context that provides 

identity (Norberg-Schulz, 1980, p. 18). In the present account of place, the relationship 

to nature is a mediated one. The landscape, weather etc. undoubtedly are part of what 

forms the hermeneutic situation. However, how they are understood and the 

interpreter’s relationship to them is also open to dialogue.  

As a case in point, in Portugal a relationship with the ocean is unavoidable. It is woven 

into the sense-making practices through which a national sense of place comes to be, as 

a resource, a mode of travel and trade, and within its sense of history. Portugal's 

abundance of coastline and the presence of the Atlantic Ocean is an important factor in 

Portuguese history, identity, and to the economy. However, the nature of the 

relationship to the ocean has changed over time. 

This was particularly pertinent to Siza’s Tidal Pool project whose site was a strip of 

rocky coastline sandwiched between the ocean and the coastal road in the Leça da 

Palmeira area of Siza’s hometown of Matosinhos. Matosinhos is on the north-western 

border of Porto where the river Leça meets the Atlantic ocean. The site is located just 

up the coast from a working port which embodies both the historically industrial nature 

of the north of Portugal and the nation’s identity shaping relationship with the ocean. 

The area has an industrial heritage which is part of its built fabric. There was 

considerable industrial development in Matosinhos in the early decades of the twentieth 

century mostly around the fishing industry. This included developing Leixões Port at 

the mouth of the river Leça, which dominates the coastline. 

In the nineteen sixties when the Tidal Pool was built, the predominate relationship to 

the ocean was beginning to undergo a shift away from one that focused on industry and 

livelihood as embodied by the port and the development of an oil refinery at the north 

end of Leça da Palmeira, which began operating in 1970. The shift was towards a 

relationship to the ocean based on recreation and relaxation. This movement was still in 
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its early phases. Whilst Siza was developing the Tidal Pool project, he had proposed a 

plan to develop the seafront and the use of the beaches in the area. However, he points 

out that it was ‘subject to the effective control of the monopoly oil refinery company 

which was authorised to build in the area at the same time’ (Siza, 1997, p. 155). He says 

that the conflicting development activities in the area ‘reflects the conflicts between 

local interests (recreation and tourism) and the interests of this company’ (Siza, 1997, p. 

155). They also reflect the shifting ethos of the culture and the nature of the 

relationship to the ocean. Siza eventually redeveloped the Leça da Palmeira seafront in 

2005 with an emphasis on its use as a promenade and for leisure activities, marking a 

further shift in the ethos and relationship to the ocean. His replanning of the area 

lessened the dominance of the oil refinery and its connection to the port.  

The site for Siza’s Tidal Pool is permeated with the history of the role of the ocean in 

the lives of the population and in their particular relationship to this powerful natural 

condition of the place. The area where the site is located, to the north of the port, is 

rockier and more exposed to the Atlantic winds than the Matosinhos seafront to the 

south of the port. The site conditions therefore also included the ongoing negotiation 

of the balance between availing of and protecting from the ocean. The coast here is 

made up of a combination of open beaches that are exposed to the full force of the 

ocean and rocky areas protruding into the ocean that create slightly more sheltered 

bathing areas. These areas of rock protruding into the ocean are prefiguratively 

inhabited by the populace seeking safe areas in which to bathe and it is one of these 

areas that was to be configured into the Tidal Pool. The site’s eastern boundary was 

provided by the supporting wall of the coast road, which forms part of the area’s 

industrial infrastructure.  

The site for the Santa Maria Church project in Marco de Canaveses is also characterised 

in part by its relationship to its geography and the mountains and river valleys that make 

up the area. The city of Marco de Canaveses sits at an altitude of between two hundred 

and six hundred meters above sea level. It is built on top of the north end of a hill ridge 

positioned between the valleys of the Tâmega river that snakes around it to the north 

and west and the much smaller Galinhas river to the East. Even though Marco de 

Canaveses is only about fifty kilometres east of Porto, as it is in the mountainous region 

of the North of Portugal, it was traditionally quite difficult to reach. Therefore, rather 

than being subsumed into the commuter belt, it remains a self-sustaining market town 
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and the centre of commercial activity for the local area, with its textile industry and 

granite quarries (Município de Marco de Canaveses, 2019). 

As Marco de Canaveses is built on a hill ridge, the town’s urban topography consists of 

sloped roads, steps and terraces. The town’s buildings are a mixture of older two-storey 

town houses and more recent four or five-storey apartment blocks, with some even 

taller blocks built into the side of hills. The elevated position of the town results in far 

reaching views of the surrounding landscape. The town centre in fact consists of a 

series of terraces – two of which form a park – orientated towards a clear sightline to 

the local mountain range, the Serra do Marão. In Marco de Canaveses the topographical 

location of the town is a graphic part of daily reality. And the expansive views of the 

surrounding mountainous landscape and green valleys invoke a sense of the sublime in 

a similar way to the views over the Atlantic Ocean in Matosinhos.  

Even the city of Santiago de Compostela whose identity and character are dominated by 

the pilgrimage and the built world it has generated, is also defined by its geography. In a 

similar way to Marco de Canaveses, the hills on which the city are built condition the 

urban topography with changing levels and terraced areas, stairs and ramps, viewpoints, 

and the surrounding hilly landscape. These features are all present in the site of Siza’s 

Galician Centre of Contemporary Art, which sits within the gardens of the former 

convent of San Domingos de Bonaval. Santiago de Compostela is also characterised by 

its instantly recognisable local granite from which its cathedral, the Bonaval Convent 

and many of its buildings are constructed. These buildings also bear the mark of the 

Galician weather, as their granite has been turned almost black by Galicia’s persistent 

rainfall.  

 

Place and Community 

 

The site for Siza’s Santa Maria Church was a former farmland in what is now part of the 

city of Marco de Canaveses. The city was growing at the time the church was built as a 

result of the urban development in the area that followed the 1974 revolution, ending 

Portugal’s forty-two-year-dictatorial regime (Direção-Geral do Património Cultural, 

2013). This growth in part accounts for the need for a new communal place of worship 

for the parish of Fornos. The identity of this site is determined by its relationship to the 
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local social infrastructure but also as belonging to a geographically determined 

subdivision of a particular religious community known as a parish. The Santa Maria 

Church was commissioned to serve as the new parish church for the parish of Santa 

Marinha of Fornos. The parish was traditionally one of five parishes in the town, now 

merged into three (Diocese do Porto, 2019).  

The parish is defined as the community of worshipers in this particular area led by their 

parish priest. The identity of the parish is determined by a combination of the physical 

area it encompasses and the communal activity of the people it serves. Even though it is 

possible to make a conceptual distinction between place and action, in some cases the 

two are not necessarily separable. This is emphatically the case with the parish church as 

a parish is defined by communal activity but also by location. In the very concept of the 

parish there is an intertwining of action and place.  

 

 

Action: Precedent 

 

As action is symbolically mediated, its spatial configuration is reliant on the existing 

system of meaning manifest in both the already-there buildings of the place and the 

already-there buildings of the particular form of inhabiting to be redesigned. The 

implicit understanding of the action to be spatially configured is effected in part by 

existing buildings that represent this form of action. Taking architecture as primarily a 

representation of praxis, a central element of any building is the life it represents and 

accommodates. The form of the building cannot be separated from the praxis it 

represents. Having said that, as we are constantly renegotiating our relationship to the 

past and to our hermeneutic situation, the praxis itself or the general understanding of 

the praxis can change over time. At a given time, certain forms of action are associated 

with particular physical characteristics in buildings. The buildings’ physical forms 

become part of the culture’s system of meaning. Even if a building does not specifically 

reference the activities that it accommodates, it remains a representation of a particular 

ethos that expresses the values associated with a way of life.  
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Spatial configurations of some forms of action have endured over time. For example, 

the essential plan of a church as a site of communal worship has endured since the third 

century. Other configurations, such as the art museum, change as praxis or the way of 

life changes. The art museum evolved over time from its original didactic purpose in 

making private art collections public in the eighteenth century, to its more 

contemporary role as a forum for reflection and questioning, embodied in the 

contemporary art museum. Still other apparently relatively recent developments have 

links in form and ethos to antiquity. For example, the resurgence of the pool as a public 

facility in the nineteenth and twentieth century is the latest in the long and varied history 

of public bathing, initially made widespread in Europe by the Roman Empire as a 

manifestation of the value placed on public health – an ethos shared by contemporary 

European praxis. 

 

Spatial Gesture of a Ritual  

 

Constructed space both accommodates and represents a particular ritual or interaction 

of life. A church for example is a configuration of a very specific ritual of communal 

worship. The ritual consciously appeals to tradition for its meaning. Developments in 

the ritual over time have therefore been very limited, particularly within the Catholic 

church to which tradition Siza’s Santa Maria Church project belongs. This is reflected in 

the consistent spatial configuration of this action over time. 

The history of the church building begins with the early development of Christianity 

two thousand years ago and the emphasis on the act of communal worship. The earliest 

Christians conducted their communal worship in private houses. However, when they 

came to configure buildings dedicated to worship, the first churches were based on the 

plan of the Roman basilica (Kilde, 2008, p. 35). The basilica served as an appropriate 

template for a building dedicated to Christian worship, as its primary function was that 

of a meeting hall where courts and other public functions could be held. The Roman 

basilica’s characteristic apse, which generally held a statue or the magistrate’s tribunal, 

became the church’s sanctuary containing the altar, an area limited to the clergy (Kilde, 

2008, p. 42). The act of communal Christian worship requires two core components a 

place of gathering and an altar where the priest can perform transubstantiation: the 
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fundamental element of the ceremony of the Christian Eucharist.26 It is only on an altar 

that the bread and wine of the Eucharist can be consecrated. The plan of the Roman 

basilica accommodates both a space for the congregation to gather and a designated 

area for the altar. 

This early plan includes most of the elements we recognise in a church today: a large 

nave, side aisles separated from the nave by columns, an entrance vestibule at the west 

end an and an apse at the east end (Balderstone, 2007, pp. 8-9). Apart from the later 

addition of a north-south transept wing forming a Latin cross, the basilica plan 

remained largely unaltered through the history of western Catholic church architecture. 

Having said that, it did have a level of complexity added in the Middle Ages in response 

to the elaboration of Church services. The revised praxis of the church is reflected in a 

redesigning of inhabiting in church architecture. In addition to the practice of 

communal worship, and the specific dictates of the ceremony of worship, the 

positioning of windows so that the space is lit from above and the resulting quality of 

light have been a defining characteristic in the tradition of church architecture.  

The Catholic church has also been a significant social and political – often morally 

ambivalent – force in the history of western Europe and in many parts of the world. As 

a result, Catholicism is a global phenomenon with regional differences. Catholicism is 

present to some degrees in most countries and in many, such as Portugal, it is the 

dominant religion. Elaborate cathedrals and the ubiquitous presence of the parish 

church can also be interpreted as an expression of power. The source of that power is 

ultimately dependant on an appeal to God as a superhuman controlling power. A 

church is therefore a representation of the divine and as such provides cues for 

spirituality. These cues are explicitly effected by tradition. In relation to the experience 

of the faithful and to some degree in relation to the experience of outsiders, church 

architecture is inseparable from the meaning it conveys. The action it represents, over 

and above its social and political influence, is communion with God. 

 

26 The Eucharist is the central rite of Christian worship. ‘The Eucharist is the efficacious sign and sublime 

cause of that communion in the divine life and that unity of the People of God by which the Church is 

kept in being’ (Catholic Church, 1993, p. 1325). The Eucharist Ceremony involves the consecration of 

bread and wine which is then distributed to and consumed by the congregation.  

. 
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Existing Configurations of Action  

 

The implicit understanding of the particular form of action to be configured includes 

pre-existing examples of buildings that represent and accommodate this form of action. 

This includes both buildings whose original design was a configuration of this action 

and those that have come to represent this form of action through appropriative 

inhabiting. This is true in the history of the art museum, for example, which is perhaps 

the most ubiquitous variety of museum.  

The museum, like other types of building is a spatial gesture that refers to specific rituals 

of interaction. The museum as an institution ‘acquires, conserves, researches, 

communicates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity and its 

environment’ (ICOM, 2016, as cited in Simmons, 2016, p. 5). Art works are a key 

element of cultural history and the symbolic structures that underpin a culture. The 

purpose of the art museum has changed over time and this is reflected in the design of 

the space and the redesigning of the inhabiting associated with interacting with art. The 

prefigurative conditions of Siza’s Galician Centre of Contemporary Art include a 

preunderstanding of the action of displaying, appreciating or engaging with art. An 

action configured by pre-existing art museums.  

The museum as we know it today ‘has roots in private collections that were made public 

in eighteenth-century Europe’ (Hein, 2000, p. 19). Driven by enlightenment principals 

and the desire to reform society through education, these institutions were established 

with the specific purpose of educating the population. This was intended to instil a 

particular sensibility in the viewing public and hence create a sense of shared identity 

through imparting culture (Hein, 2000, p. 21). 

By the nineteenth-century the institution of the art museum had materialised into 

recognisable types with distinctive forms. The nineteenth-century offered three 

principal museum typologies ‘the temple, the palace, and the exposition hall’ (Lowry, 

1998, p. 77). In the case of the temple and the palace, appeal to and the appropriation 

of configured space that represented the sacred or the royal demonstrates the exalted 

position of the artwork in nineteenth century society. The exhibition hall, on the other 

hand, such as the Grand Palais or London’s Crystal Palace, drew on the celebrated 
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developments in technology, and with their large open spaces were the precursor to the 

warehouse style contemporary art museums. 

As the artworld has changed over time so have the institutions that exhibit it. The 

development of the art market in the period associated with modernism led to artists 

being less dependent on patronage, which in turn gave them a ‘freedom to engage in 

more experimental and innovative forms of practice’ (Halsall & Long, n.d.). The further 

development of the art market towards the end of the twentieth-century has brought 

about ‘a dramatic growth in art museums around the world’ (Lowry, 1998, p. 77). This 

increasing commodification of art has itself become a focus of many contemporary art 

works.  

The built history of the art museum contributes to the implicit understanding of the 

action to be configured by a contemporary art museum. In addition, it maps a shift in 

the ethos guiding the dominant praxis of western culture over time. Understanding 

building as a spatial configuration of action reiterates the need for a conscious 

interaction with existing configurations of similar action. This is particularly important if 

the building’s design is to consciously enter a dialogue with its hermeneutic situation. It 

is existing spatial gestures that effect our understanding of a particular action. 

Therefore, entering a dialogue with the hermeneutic situation and openly questioning 

tradition involves a dialogue with how human action has been represented in the past 

and why.  

 

Contemporary Ethos: Participation of the Visitor 

 

A contemporary ethos and contemporary approach to art and its display are embodied 

in contemporary museums. They can no longer be classed into the nineteenth-century 

types of ‘the temple, the palace, and the exposition hall,’ nor are they designed with 

visual characteristics by which they can be grouped. What ties them together is rather 

their relationship to the art contained within them and their relationship to the artist 

and art work. The concept of art museums has changed from ‘repositories of work’ to 

‘sites of practice… so that the contemporary museum is no longer simply a place of 

contemplation and study, but a venue of provocation and debate’ (Lowry, 1998, p. 80). 

In response to the conception of the museum as a site of practice ‘many museums have 
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sought to modify their spaces to reflect the studios of artists – thus the bare, industrial 

loft… has become the norm in many museums of contemporary art’ (Lowry, 1998, pp. 

80-81). 

Modern art museums were a response to the development of modern art and the 

questioning of received technique. The modern art museums of the first half of the 

twentieth-century became places for learning about the present and what it meant to be 

modern. Now, in response to contemporary art’s questioning the very nature of art and 

of the culture and society that gives rise to it, the art museum has become even less 

didactic in its representation and examination of culture. Instead, it provides a reflection 

of society and the variety of human experience of which it is composed. It allows the 

visitor to engage with their own culture. As a practice as a whole, contemporary art 

demonstrates a consciousness of its hermeneutic situation and often actively seeks to 

disrupt preconceptions. These include the role of the art museum. ‘Museums that wish 

to engage with contemporary artists must, therefore, continually seek to create spaces 

that can support rapidly changing notions of art’ (Lowry, 1998, p. 80). The architect of a 

contemporary art museum is faced with the challenge of redesigning the mode of 

inhabiting of the art museum in such a way that allows the visiting public to be 

challenged by and in turn challenge the artwork. They need to be spaces of open 

questioning.  

As a reflection of this, temporary exhibitions tend to play a more major role in 

contemporary art museums and sometimes, as is the case with the Galician Centre of 

Contemporary Art, are their sole activity. In addition, they often include outdoor areas 

in which to exhibit contemporary sculpture. All of these factors lead to the necessity of 

space that is flexible. Therefore, for contemporary art museums there is no specific 

organisation of space that defines the particular activity. They tend to be more 

idiosyncratic than typical. Contemporary art museums are complex institutions with 

various functions and therefore must find solutions that allow for their diverse 

iterations.  

The spaces of contemporary art explicitly belong to the inhabiter. The inhabiter 

emphatically determines the space by actualising it in their reading. They are no longer 

seen as vessels to be filled but as active reflective participants. When writing about 

“experience making” within museums, Stephen Greenberg talks about the ‘dynamic and 

experiential’ spaces created by contemporary museum design (Greenberg, 2005, p. 226). 



106 
 

He draws on theatre in relation to space making discourse and argues that ‘…as in a 

performance, creative space in a museum or cultural environment is primarily the 

audience’s space. It is a space that resonates with them and their lives, a space where 

they can learn, explore and be inspired, a space as much in the audience’s mind as it is 

physical’ (Greenberg, 2005, p. 226). It is therefore a space that consciously invokes 

place as a site of life and a combination of the hermeneutic location and the physical 

location.  

 

Contemporary Ethos: Participation of the Laity 

 

In a similar vein, the contemporary ethos of the Catholic church is represented in 

contemporary church design. The church as an institution until relatively recently was 

more actively concerned with maintaining its internal integrity than with making a 

connection to the lives of the faithful. However, in response to the social and cultural 

changes brought about in the post Second World War period, the Second Vatican 

Council (Vatican II) convened between 1962 and 1965 (the First Vatican Council had 

taken place between 1869 and 1870) in order to address this divergence (Colberg, 2016, 

p. vii). Vatican II aimed to integrate the Catholic Church more fully into contemporary 

life. Two of its main aims were to lay the ground to foster relationships with other 

religions, and to more fully include the laity (non-clergy) into religious life. In order to 

realise the aim of the inclusion of lay people, Vatican II reemphasised the church 

teaching of the “Universal call to Holiness” and the description of the church as the 

“people of God” (Pope Paul VI, 1964). The church sought to alter its praxis through a 

revision of its guiding ethos.  

Furthermore, in order to encourage greater laity participation, Vatican II authorised 

changes in the format and language of the celebration of mass. Key changes allowed for 

the use of the vernacular language rather than Latin and for the priest to celebrate mass 

facing the congregation. Very specific guidance for this mode of inhabiting, including 

the layout and structure of the mass celebration in various instances, and down to ‘The 

Arrangement and Furnishing of Churches’ are laid out in the Vatican’s ‘General 

Instruction for the Roman Missal’ (Congregation for Divine Worship & the Discipline 

of the Sacraments, 2002). Various elements, each of which is highly symbolic, must be 
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present and their relationship to each other is determined by the ceremony: These 

include the altar, the ambo, the priest’s chair, the tabernacle and the cross. The structure 

of the ceremony is a key component to any interpretation or redesigning of this mode 

of inhabiting in a new church building. 

 

Contemporary Ethos: Antiquity and Mass Leisure 

 

The Prefigurative conditions of Siza’s Tidal Pool in Leça da Palmeira include a 

combination of the traditions of sea bathing and bathing in public pools. Sea bathing 

became popular in the eighteenth century because of its perceived therapeutic values. It 

was popular throughout Europe but particularly in Britain and France. It was developed 

into a leisure pursuit and became more accessible through the building of railways to 

coastal areas in the nineteenth century. Historian Alain Corbin refers to this attraction 

to the coast as a place of leisure as an ‘irresistible awakening of a collective desire for the 

shore’ which provided an escape from the banality of everyday life (Corbin, 1995). The 

sea bath or sea pool was developed in response to this trend to provide a protected 

space for bathers and many are still dependent on the tides for their water. However, 

more recent coastal saltwater swimming pools have filtration systems and pump rooms. 

The nineteenth century development of the public pool also began as a public health 

concern. In nineteenth century, industrialised Britain with the increase in urban 

population, municipal baths were opened throughout Britain in order to serve a public 

health function. This emphasis on public health connects back to the origins of public 

bathing in antiquity. Tom Wilkinson, in his essay ‘Typology: Swimming Pools’, traces 

the swimming pool back to its sacred origins as a site of ablution. He points out that 

even in ancient Greece they were incorporated into sacred sites as well as gymnasia. It 

was however in ancient Rome that pools became public facilities in the form of thermae 

that provided a focus for public life. Thermae were built throughout the Roman empire 

as part of its infrastructure for the improvement of public health. The tradition of the 

Roman public baths was continued in the Islamic world after the fall of the Roman 

empire also providing a social function and a forum for public life (Wilkinson, 2015).  

However, in the early twentieth century the culture of the public pool, like sea bathing, 

became more oriented towards leisure and was significantly developed in America with 
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‘the advent of mass leisure’. And in post-war Europe the combination of mass leisure 

with the welfare state led to a large investment in the building of public pools 

(Wilkinson, 2015). Even as the focus of their purpose has shifted, certain elements of 

the spatial configuration of public bathing, such as accessing the pool via a changing 

area for example have remained constant over time.  

 

 

Self: Practice  

 

This thesis argues that Siza’s early work, carried out in and around his native Portugal, 

demonstrates a readily developed hermeneutic approach to practice that has figured 

throughout his career. Siza’s projects work in tandem with their physical environment, 

drawing on, emphasising or contrasting existing elements. They do this in such a way 

that Siza’s investigations become manifest in the works, which in turn reveal elements 

of their hermeneutic situation. It is important to note that the conditions under which 

Siza was practicing architecture also form part of the hermeneutic situation.  

As hermeneutic practice therefore, Siza’s architecture also investigates the nature of his 

own practice and the techne that informs his configuration. Siza’s architecture 

continually examines the intrinsic rationale that informs his productive capacity. His 

architecture is production that is mimetic of praxis but also of its own methods. Siza’s 

work uses the techniques available to him to produce architecture that, as an object, 

reflects on its own nature, the nature of the world around it and the relationship 

between the two.  

 

Siza and Modernism 

 

Portugal’s isolation through the mid twentieth century meant that exposure to the 

global movement of modern architecture was relatively limited. Portugal’s inward-

looking dictatorial regime imposed travel restrictions on its citizens. This limited 

exposure to, and interaction with, international ideas. Furthermore, Portugal’s neutrality 
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in the Second World War meant there was no need for the mass rebuilding that 

generated the rise of post-war modernism. Siza’s early exposure to modernism would 

therefore have been mostly through publications but also through the international 

experience of his teacher and early employer Fernando Távora (1923 – 2005), who was 

part of the Portuguese delegation at the last three CIAM conferences.  

Nevertheless, many of the conceptual techniques of architectural composition present 

in Siza’s early work come from his particular take on the developments of modern 

architecture. In his essay ‘Alvaro Siza: An Architecture of Edges’, William Curtis says 

that from the outset, Siza’s work has ‘been in continuous dialogue with certain seminal 

modern works by Le Corbusier, Aalto, Wright, Loos, Oud (and others)’ (Curtis, 1994, p. 

36). Siza’s work does not simply reference or borrow from these works but uses, and 

often interrogates, their guiding concepts.  

Siza was unable to travel, himself, until restrictions were lifted in 1968, six years before 

Portugal’s largely bloodless “Carnation Revolution” in 1974. During this 1968 trip, Siza 

and his colleagues from the Porto Higher Institute of Fine Arts (ESBAP), now the 

Faculty of Architecture of the University of Porto (FAUP), went on their first study 

tour to Holland, Sweden and Finland (Frampton, 2006, p. 12). In Finland, they saw the 

work of Alvar Aalto that had already been very influential on Siza’s early development 

as an architect. 

Aalto’s work was important for Távora and Siza alike. His influence can be attributed to 

the similarities in situation between the Finland in which Aalto was building and the 

Portugal in which Távora and Siza found themselves. There are parallels between 

Finland after its independence in 1917 looking to assert its national identity and 

Portugal after its revolution in 1974 rediscovering itself in light of its new democratic 

identity. In both cases, the architects sought to redesign inhabiting in light of the 

political changes. The effects of history determined the particular hermeneutic situation 

in which they were building and in both cases the architects sought new ways to 

respond. There are also parallels between the restrictions in materials in Finland after 

the First World War and the relative poverty of Portugal compared to the rest of 

Europe in the 1970s and 1980s, a position from which Portugal is still slowly but surely 

recovering. In relation to Aalto’s influence in Portugal, Siza says that: 

The influence of Aalto is inevitable because it was based on similar 

circumstance: the need to rediscover roots, conditions of restriction and 
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isolation; it was based also on the doubts which the Portuguese delegates to the 

CIAM reported back. (Siza, 1997, p. 104) 

According to Kenneth Frampton, ‘Siza’s early works are inseparable from the larger 

effort to re-cast the Portuguese tradition in modern terms.’ (Frampton, 1992, p. 317) 

Siza embraced modernism’s emphasis on the linear and pared back form and its self-

consciousness of its materials and processes of construction. However rather than 

simply adhere to the formalized architectural principles of the Modern Movement as 

laid out by CIAM, Siza chose to examine these principles through his architecture.  

Siza’s career began at a time where, in contrast to the conscious break from the past 

that spurred on the early modern movement, he was working in a country that was 

rediscovering its sense of identity following almost fifty years of dictatorship. His early 

work demonstrates a consciousness of his particular hermeneutic situation combining 

the national situation and the international developments in architecture of the time.  

 

Career 

 

Amongst Siza’s earliest projects are a number of private houses, and two early 

commissions in Leça de Palmeira. These two commissions were the Boa Nova Tea 

House (1963), which was recently renovated by Siza after having been closed for a 

number of years, and the Tidal Pool public swimming complex (1966) analysed as an 

example of Siza’s work for this thesis, which has just reopened after major renovation 

work. Both the Boa Nova Tea House and the Tidal Pool have been classified as 

National monuments in Portugal.  

After the end of Portugal’s dictatorial regime, Siza was commissioned to design public 

housing in Porto – the São Victor housing (1977) and the Bouça housing (1977 – 2007) 

– and in Évora – the Quinta da Malagueira development (1977 – 1997). Partly due to 

the impact of this work, Siza began working outside of Portugal, notably on housing in 

Germany and the Netherlands (Frampton, 2016). This also led to Siza’s being invited to 

lead the rebuilding of the historic Chiado district of Lisbon after it was devastated by 

fire in 1988. Over the next few decades Siza completed a number of large-scale projects 

including various higher education buildings, notably the Faculty of Architecture of the 
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University of Porto (1996). He was also commissioned to design the Portuguese 

National Pavilion for the 1998 World Expo in Lisbon (Expo ’98). 

Siza’s body of work also includes a number of significant museums, the first of which 

was the Galician Centre of Contemporary Art (1993) in Santiago de Compostela, 

Galicia, Spain. The second work to which this hermeneutic model is applied. This 

museum was part of a larger project developing the cultural infrastructure of Santiago 

de Compostela. Siza’s museums also include the Serralves Museum of Contemporary 

Art (1997) in Porto, Portugal, and the Iberê Camargo Museum (2008) in Porto Alegre, 

Brazil. More recently, Siza has completed a number of museums in China and South 

Korea in collaboration with Carlos Castanheira Architects. 

While not a major part of his body of work, Siza has also contributed to the 

development of the typology of the church. His first contribution was in the form of 

the Church of Santa Maria (1996) in Marco de Canaveses, Portugal. The third example 

to which this hermeneutic model is applied. A second church by Siza, the Church of 

Saint-Jacques-de-la-Lande, was completed in 2018 in Rennes, Brittany, France. It is the 

first church to be built in Brittany in the twenty-first century. He has also completed a 

number of chapels including the St. Ovídio Chapel (2002) in Lousada, Portugal; the 

Capela do Monte [Hillside Chapel] (2018) in Barão de São João, Portugal; and a chapel 

in the Saya Park project (2019), Gyeongsang, South Korea. 

 

Critical Regionalism vs Hermeneutic Practice 

 

In his book Modern Architecture: A Critical History Kenneth Frampton singles out Siza’s 

work in Portugal as an example of “Critical Regionalism”, drawing parallels with the 

work of Aalto in Finland, which he takes as another example of the same. Frampton’s 

concept of Critical Regionalism is laid out in his essay ‘Towards a Critical Regionalism: 

Six Points for an Architecture of Resistance’ (1983). In the essay, Frampton argues that 

architecture should resist the hegemony of “universal civilisation”.27 He outlines the 

 

27 Frampton borrows the concept of universal civilisation from Paul Ricoeur as developed in his essay 

‘Universal Civilisation and National Culture’ about the tension between these two elements characteristic 

of the period after the Second World War (Ricoeur, 1965).  
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advance of universal civilisation from the enlightenment, through the subsequent 

dominance of positivism and into the current capitalist consumer society. In relation to 

architecture, Frampton says that universal civilisation manifests itself as “universal 

technique”, as exemplified in modernism (Frampton, 2002).  

To oppose universal civilisation Frampton proposes a cultural strategy, where culture is 

defined as 'the specifics of expression' or the evolution of 'collective psycho-social reality’ 

of a particular place (Frampton, 2002, p. 17). Frampton holds that the strategy would 

produce an ‘architecture of resistance’ countering the ‘placelessness’ of the modern 

world through clearly defined boundaries and the expression of the idiosyncrasies of 

place. The Strategy of an 'architecture of resistance' that Frampton puts forward is a 

series of proposed approaches that he believes will produce architecture that critiques 

universal civilisation and, in this way, lessen its dominance in a move towards 

emancipation from it.  

This thesis however argues that Siza’s architecture is not an architecture of 

emancipation per se. Siza’s architecture may use opposition as a sense-making strategy, 

but it neither seeks to obstruct nor promote either a particular cultural history or the 

universal practices of contemporary civilisation. Frampton’s position is framed by the 

emancipatory values of critical theory. This thesis on the other hand frames Siza’s work 

in terms of hermeneutics. As such it argues that Siza’s work demonstrates a 

consciousness of its relationship to both of these forces and examines this relationship 

further through its configuration, intertwining explanation and understanding.  

Furthermore, its self-consciousness is not only of its above relationships but also of its 

relationship to the processes of continual change brought about by the temporal nature 

of existence. Frampton touches on this in the last point in his essay ‘Architecture as 

Critical Transformation: The work of Álvaro Siza’, where he refers to Siza’s architecture 

as ‘the transformation of a fluid and yet specific reality’ (Frampton, 2006, p. 20). Siza’s 

work demonstrably acknowledges that it is part of ‘a process of continual 

transformation’ (Frampton, 2006, p. 20). In this essay, Frampton also draws parallels 

between Siza’s work and that of Gadamer in their use of dialectic. He says that in Siza’s 

work the use of ‘dialectic between innovation and tradition… finds its philosophical 

parallel in the hermeneutics of Hans Georg Gadamer’ (Frampton, 2006, p. 57).  
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* 

 

As a tradition shifts, ideas about what is important and needs to be accommodated shift 

with it. Both spatial forms and ways of life change over time. What endures, along with 

these physical links to the past, is the need to constantly renegotiate our relationship to 

our situation. As a work of architecture generally lasts longer than a human life and 

hence provides connection to the past, the continuity lies in negotiating and 

renegotiating a new relationship to the forms that came before. Platially effected 

consciousness is a constant renegotiation of the interactions of memory and possibility 

in relation to both place and action. Gadamer points out how our daily life is permeated 

by the past and the future. 

In our daily life we proceed constantly through the coexistence of past and 

future. The essence of what is called spirit lies in the ability to move within the 

horizon of an open future and an unrepeatable past. (Gadamer, 1986 (3), pp. 9-

10) 

This thesis argues that the works of Álvaro Siza examined demonstrate a conscious 

movement within this horizon through engaging the existing landscape of place and 

action – as captured in the stage of prefiguration. Siza’s interventions grow out of what 

is already-there and the memory of an unrepeatable past in a way that both redesigns 

the inhabiting of the present whilst remaining open to the possibilities of the inhabiting 

of the future. How this is achieved will be demonstrated in the following two chapters. 

The next chapter explores the spatial configuration of the various works. And the 

chapter following that explores their refiguration through their being inhabited. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Building Places of Life: Configuration in the Works 

of Álvaro Siza 

 

 

In this hermeneutic model of architecture configuration is the architect’s sense-making 

act. According to Ricoeur, in the three stages of mimesis, configuration has a mediating 

role ‘between a stage of practical experience that precedes it [prefiguration] and a stage 

that succeeds it [refiguration]’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 53). The two main factors in the 

architect’s configuration were identified in the preceding chapter as the particular mode 

of action to be redesigned and the particular place to whose built fabric the work will 

contribute. It is these that will be reinterpreted by the inhabiter in light of the 

configuration.  

The method through which the configuration of these ingredients is achieved is 

determined by the approach of the architect. This can be examined through its poetics. 

The poetics of architectural configuration seeks to reveal the intrinsic rationale that 

informs the productive capacity that is techne. It examines the methods through which 

architecture can be mimetic production and not simply the manual production, which is 

used to fabricate utensils. This chapter will demonstrate that Siza’s approach to 

configuration shows a conscious engagement with the hermeneutic situation of both the 

work and his own practice, which he sums up in the following: 

Starting a study, we find ourselves faced with objectives which determine 

contradictory tensions in a concrete reality, with very deep roots, made of 

superimpositions, transformations, recoveries, faced with a combination of 

experiences and prior information, our own or of others, faced with models, 

interests and contacts. (Siza, 1997, p. 24)  

 

 

The Poetics of Siza’s Architectural Configuration 
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Configuration is the process through which the architect makes sense of both the 

specific mode of inhabiting to be redesigned, and of the general praxis or way of life 

enshrined in the built environment of the site and its surrounds. In Ricoeur’s account of 

configuration he identifies three main features that are necessary components of 

configuration. These are emplotment, intelligibility and intertextuality. 28 However the 

focus of the poetics of architectural configuration is how emplotment, intelligibility and 

intertextuality are achieved. The poetics of the configuration are the particular 

techniques of composition used by the architect to bring together the various elements 

of a project into a synthesised, coherent interrelated whole. It is on this that this chapter 

focuses. 

Investigating the poetics of Siza’s works can reveal some of the techniques through 

which his architecture achieves a hermeneutically conscious configuration. Siza openly 

manipulates architecture’s poetics as part of his questioning of his own hermeneutic 

situation and its inherent prejudices. The application of the model in this chapter 

investigates Siza’s ability to weave the various contributing elements of the project into 

a whole, that reflects on itself and its situation.  

 

Defining the Mode of Action 

 

Configuration is making sense of action. In architecture, this is achieved through 

configuring space into human space. The action to be configured can be described 

through answering questions about “what”, “why”, “who” and “how”. As architecture 

is by its nature a collaborative art – Siza refers to architecture as ‘a collective art’ (Siza, 

1997, p. 30) – some of these answers are supplied by the client and the underlying 

values that drive their decisions. For example, it was the municipality of Matosinhos 

who defined the particular action that they asked Siza to redesign in relation to a 

particular site when they commissioned him to design a municipal sea pool. Similarly, it 

was the municipality of Santiago de Compostela and the parish of Fornos in Marco de 

 

28 See Chapter Two: ‘Architecture as Hermeneutic Practice’: ‘Ricoeur: Architecture and Narrative’ for a 

full account. 
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Canaveses, under the diocese of Porto, who defined the modes of inhabiting to be 

redesigned when they commissioned Siza to design a contemporary art gallery and a 

church respectively.  

The commissioning bodies supply “what” action is to be redesigned, “who” it is to be 

redesigned for and the “why” is provided by their values and the socio-cultural ethos. 

The “why” of the project is possibly the most revealing question in terms of the ethos 

that drives the praxis these buildings embody and accommodate. Although the “why” is 

dictated by the client, in the examples taken in this thesis it also forms part of the 

architect’s hermeneutic situation. The “why” of the action embodies certain values and 

carries the way of life or praxis to be represented in the new configuration. 

For example, the saltwater seaside municipal swimming pool at Leça da Palmeira was 

part of a series of public investment projects around Portugal in the final decades of the 

dictatorship, which sought to spread investment in leisure facilities. The investment had 

been focused on growing tourist industry in the Algarve and as an appeasement to the 

rest of the population, a number of these public investment projects were spread to 

other parts of the country (Zúquete, 2013, p. 176). In this case, the action to be made 

sense of and the “what” and the “why” of the project were supplied by the local 

council. The pool was commissioned for the use of local inhabitants and in the interest 

of the development of tourism in the area, both of which were deemed important by 

the administration. The commissioning of the Tidal Pool, was also an indication of the 

shift in relationship to the ocean away from sustenance and industry towards leisure and 

well-being.  

For the Galician Centre of Contemporary Art, the “what”, the “why” and the “who” of 

the action to be represented were defined by the client, the Xunta de Galicia, the 

Galician regional government. The Galician Centre of Contemporary Art, which will 

subsequently be referred to as the CGAC (Centro Galego de Arte Contemporánea), was part 

of Santiago de Compostela’s plan of growth in the late eighties and early nineties. The 

project was part of the preparations for the approaching Holy Year (Año Xacobeo) in 

1993 for which the city was expecting the arrival of over 100,000 pilgrims. These 

conditions provided the catalyst for a series of projects aimed at developing the local 

cultural infrastructure. To prepare for the Holy Year, the Mayor of Santiago de 

Compostela, Xerardo Esteves who was an architect himself, worked with Josef Paul 

Kleihues to develop a plan that found an overall balance ‘for the conservation and 
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renewal of the city’s historic centre’ (Bussel, 1995, p. 62). At this time Siza was part of ‘a 

prestigious list of invitees, which [included] Grassi, Hejduk and Viaplana Piñon, who 

[were] inserting twentieth-century architecture into a massive archaic fabric’ (Ryan R., 

1994, p. 69).  

The “why” of the action is connected to the existence of the art museum in general and 

the idea that access to works of art is of benefit to the population. Implicit in this is the 

importance of an engagement with art to the population’s quality of life. The choice to 

invest in cultural infrastructure is revealing of the socio-cultural ethos of the place, 

represented here by the commissioning body. The core “why” of the action is to both 

feature local artists and to expose local people to contemporary art, and also to 

stimulate the economy through tourism. However, this “why” is underlined by the 

premise that this investment will enhance quality of life.  

As we saw in Chapter Three, within the hermeneutic model, a “good” outcome for 

architecture is one that addresses the welfare of its inhabiters, and this welfare is 

equated with the individual’s understanding of themselves and their position within the 

larger collective reality. “Good” architecture is architecture that aids its inhabiters in 

making sense of this or engaging what Siza refers to as ‘the collective desire’. It is a basic 

need of the hermeneutic animal to have some sense of itself and its relationship to the 

world. Cultural pursuits in general, and the questioning nature of contemporary art in 

particular address this need. Siza’s task therefore was to make sense of this consciously 

questioning mode of inhabiting in relation to the lives of those who inhabit late 

twentieth-century Santiago de Compostela – both permanently and temporarily – with 

an openness to those who will inhabit it in the future. These are the “who” of the 

action. 

The church of Santa Maria in Marco de Canaveses is an interesting case as it has a 

tripartite client. In this case, the client consists of the parish itself and all its members 

who are ultimately responsible for the funding of their church,29 the parish priest, 

Father Nuno Higino, as the leader of the parish and whose interest in contemporary 

architecture saw Siza brought into the project,30 and finally the larger church as 

 

29 In conjunction with support from the local council and the European Union. 

30 Higino made his appointment to the parish conditional on Siza’s involvement with the project after 

meeting with resistance from the Diocese of Porto (Rodriguez & Seoane, 2015, p. 363).  
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represented by the Diocese of Porto whose ethos underlies the project. The central 

“what” of the action to be reconfigured is given by this composite client. In this case it 

is communal worship. Communal worship is an important aspect in the life of local 

people and it is also central to the praxis of the larger church.  

The “why” of the action of this particular church is given by its tripartite client. For the 

parishioners it meets a practical need of a population which had outgrown its parish 

church and therefore required a new spatial configuration of their communal worship. 

The parish are also the principle “who” of the action. As a local parish church, the 

church of Santa Maria is specifically a configuration of the act of communal worship of 

the local parish. Additionally, for the larger institution of the church, it was a priority 

that the church should be a continuation of the tradition of church building and the 

praxis it has come to represent. However, at the same time, it was also important that 

the new configuration should represent the contemporary ethos of the church. Post 

Vatican II there has been a reemphasis on the involvement of the laity in the mass 

ceremony and the universal call to holiness. The Bishop of Porto therefore appointed 

two consultant theologians for the project (Cohn, 1999, p. 92).  

Finally, the Parish priest, Nuno Higino, provided a more personal “why” of the action 

as his involvement was also driven by his personal values, such as an appreciation of 

contemporary architecture and aesthetic philosophy.31 Siza emphasises the importance 

of his relationship with Nuno Higino in this project. He says that the client is the first 

architect of a project. He goes on to say that ‘[i]f the client is not interested in the 

quality, in the current conditions surrounding the building, it is impossible to get quality 

architecture’ (Rodriguez & Seoane, 2015).  

The church building, in addition to representing the praxis of the institution and the 

specific ritualised inhabiting of the adherents, is also a human representation of 

spirituality or the divine as a whole. Religion addresses an individual’s understanding of 

themselves in making sense of the world through an appeal to a higher power that is 

considered beyond understanding. The concept of God as the creator and ruler of the 

universe and the source of all moral authority provides answers to challenging 

metaphysical, moral and epistemological questions. According to Nuno Higino, ‘[a] 

 

31 Higino later left the priesthood to pursue higher education and an academic career as a lecturer in 

Philosophy and Sociology at the University of Fernando Pessoa. 
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church is the human representation of the divine. It is a human mediation which points 

to God himself.’ (Higino, 1999, p. 7).  

The answer to the “how” of the action is in the creation of the work itself. For example, 

art is exhibited and engaged with through the creation of a venue designed around these 

activities. Siza’s museum makes sense of this action by providing a venue to 

accommodate it that is also a physical representation of the action and the ethos that 

underlies its motivation. In addition to the core activity of exhibiting and engaging with 

contemporary art, a contemporary art museum must also accommodate the auxiliary 

modes of inhabiting that support this. Together, these all form part of the “how” of the 

action and the relationships between the various components is made sense of in the 

architect’s configuration. 

The architect consolidates the “how” of the action into a coherency. They preside over 

configuring the various elements of action into an intelligible whole. For the Tidal pool 

project, the local council in Matosinhos had originally only commissioned the engineer, 

Bernardo Ferrão. However, given the challenging nature of the site and the impact that 

the project would have on the landscape, Ferrão suggested engaging an architect and 

proposed Siza to the local council (Siza, 2005, p. 25). Ferrão recognised that the design 

required a compositional expertise that an architect would bring to the project. 

For the Santa Maria Church the “how” of the action grew out of discussions Siza had 

with the appointed consultant theologians. The core question revolved around how 

contemporary Catholic communal worship should be conducted in light of the ethical 

and liturgical changes. As part of his research Siza went back to church ‘to sit through 

mass and see the new programmatic requirements of a contemporary ceremony and 

celebration’ (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, p. 36). Siza says that the project and the 

discussions around its design were interesting ‘because there was always a certain level 

of ambiguity between the resulting transformation, the moral one, the programmatic 

one as a consequence of the Vatican Council II and the conservative values that were 

linked to the long history and to the stability of the Catholic Church itself’ (Rodriguez & 

Seoane, 2015, p. 387).  

 

Mapping Place: Revealing the Collective Desire 
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Collective desire manifests itself in every stone and in every pore and to reveal it 

is the only way not to be elitist. The pursuit of the sublime is identified with the 

social function of the Architect, because the desire for the sublime is not the 

invention of the Architect. (Siza, 1997, p. 30) 

What Siza terms collective desire can also be identified with the praxis of a place or the 

collective ethos that drives this praxis. According to Siza, this collective desire is 

manifest ‘in every stone and in every pore’. It is through mapping or surveying the 

existing site and the already-there buildings that contain the traces of the past lives that 

this can begin to be drawn out. Siza’s process of configuration begins in his initial 

analysis – the survey he does of the site. To survey or to “map” in this way is to 

produce a representation of a place, including both its positional and its hermeneutic 

elements. As such, the architect can begin to tap into the particular platially effected 

consciousness embedded in the site. The parameters of the survey are set in part by the 

particular action to be configured that has brought the architect to the site. Part of the 

process of revealing elements of the hermeneutic situation, and hence increasing the 

welfare of the inhabiter, is in making sense of this action in relation to the site and its 

embedded praxis. 

The site for Siza’s Tidal Pool project was in the Leça de Palmeira area of Matosinhos. 

Matosinhos is Siza’s hometown and as such he comes to the project with a fully 

developed sense of the place. This feeds into his sense of the ‘collective demand’. Siza 

gives us the following impression of Matosinhos, which evokes the dominant presence 

of the coast, the ocean and the horizon but also highlights the industry and everyday life 

that takes place against this backdrop.  

Long horizontal views, of the sea or the port, the street or beach or the 

courtyard of an ilha,32a boat or a rock or factory – profiles cut out against a sky 

of ragged clouds, or over a void, a blur announcing the sea. 

Horizontal masses on which, with effort, you can make out the detail, an aura of 

complicated excrescences sticking out of them: funnels amplified by smoke, 

 

32 The “ilha” house is a form of late nineteenth century worker’s housing unique to Porto, built to 

accommodate the swelling population attracted to the city’s industrialisation. The houses were built 

terraced and sometimes back-to-back at the bottom of the generous gardens of middle-class houses. 
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electricity pylons, frames subdivided vertically, narrow cells of varying height 

cutting out patterns and facades, garrets shirts hanging out to dry on a line, 

pointed roofs, crosses, lighthouses, palm trees, huge oil tanks, frontages with the 

name of an abandoned factory, waiting to become some discotheque. (Siza, 

1997, pp. 135-136)  

For Siza’s CGAC project in Santiago de Compostela, his mapping moved between the 

city and the particular site of the Bonaval gardens. Santiago de Compostela’s location in 

Galicia, is not far from Siza’s base in Porto and his native Matosinhos. He says that it is 

very familiar but also different. Siza’s reflection on his own experience of the 

disconcertingly familiar unfamiliar allows him to hone in on the particular platially 

effected consciousness of the Galician city, which, like all cities, is both universally 

human and uniquely Galician in its language and materiality.  

For a Portuguese almost from the Minho a trip to Galicia is a strange 

experience. You feel at home but everything is slightly or even very different… 

The language has the same origin and the same words, but its music and its tone 

are unmistakable… Then there is the presence of the granite, which seems 

eternal, and its textures and colour, and this too is a little different: more golden, 

more greenish or blacker. (Siza, 1997, p. 128) 

Siza’s approach to the survey of the site was the subject of a short presentation given by 

David Leatherbarrow at a seminar entitled ‘The Hidden World of Contemporary 

Architecture’.33 Leatherbarrow used as an example Siza’s survey of Thoronet Abbey, a 

twelfth century Cistercian abbey in Provence. Thoronet Abbey is now restored as a 

museum and Siza was invited to design an installation in its grounds.34 Leatherbarrow 

says that Siza’s ‘full and rich sense of the place’ comes from his ‘apprehension of what 

was implicit or latent in what could be objectively surveyed’ (Leatherbarrow, 2013). 

Siza’s survey revealed the connections he read between the ‘geometry of the institution’, 

the ‘rigorous rhythms of communal life’ and ‘the hours mapped by the path of the sun’ 

(Leatherbarrow, 2013). In his survey, Siza is pulling out the relationship between praxis 

and geometry, between the way of life of the Cistercian order and the configured 

 

33 The Seminar was hosted at Eric Parry Architects on 18 September 2013.  

34 This is documented it in a book by Dominique Machabert, Siza au Thoronet: Le Parcours et L’Oeuvre, and 

in a short film by Françoise Arnold entitled L'Amitié - Quelques jours avec Alvaro Siza à l'abbaye du Thoronet. 
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geometry of the abbey. Siza’s surveys of the sites for the three works analysed in this 

thesis demonstrates similar relationships. 

However, Siza says that ‘I feel it is not sufficient just to understand a place, or rather… 

I feel it is necessary to understand it and then to change it’ (Siza, 1997, p. 151). Or in 

other words, the understanding of a place continues through the making of changes. A 

reading of the site is the beginning of a sense-making process that enables and effects 

that change. The residues of history of which the city is made are a powerful part of the 

identity of the citizen. Siza emphasises this when he says that ‘[w]e must not forget that 

the city is not only made, especially nowadays, from its reality, but also from its 

memory’ (Siza & Zaera, 1994, p. 16). Within the artefact that is the city, the memories 

of previous ways of life exist in the streets, the squares and in the buildings. These 

memories are reinterpreted as we continuously build in and reconfigure the city. 

For Siza, the outcome of this mapping or survey is embodied in the built intervention 

he creates. His surveys begin to give shape to the project. According to Leatherbarrow 

‘the marks of the drawing, the survey, are incomplete indications of a possible project’ 

(Leatherbarrow, 2013). James Corner, in his essay ‘The Agency of Mapping: 

Speculation, Critique and Invention’, describes mapping as ‘uncovering realities 

previously unseen or unimagined’ (Corner, 1999, p. 213). Through revealing the present 

of the past in the site, Siza’s surveys begin to reveal the present of the future in the 

possibilities of the site. The mapping is the outcome of a particular interpretation of the 

site that uncovers previously unimagined realities. This is an illustration of how the site, 

as human space contains what Augustine describes as the distended present.35 The site 

contains the present of the past through the memory embodied by the already-there 

buildings of the site, and the present of future through expectation or the possibility 

that exists in the site. 

The design of the Tidal Pool and its accompanying structures, for instance, enters into a 

dialogue with the site and reveals its possibilities. Siza used the existing rock formations 

and the existing wall supporting the coastal road from which to elicit the project’s form 

and to dictate its movements. These possibilities were brought to the fore through 

Siza’s ongoing survey and design which resulted in over a thousand sketches (Rodriguez 

 

35 See Chapter One: ‘Understanding, Hermeneutics and Mimesis’: ‘Ricoeur and Understanding through 

Narrative’ for a description of Augustine’s theory of time. 
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& Seoane, 2015, p. 5). Siza says that from this he produced a ‘whole out of fragments’ 

(Siza, 1997, p. 151). 

Just as the past is present in the city through memory sustained in its built fabric, the 

future is present in the city in the possibilities that also exist in its fabric. The architect 

can uncover these possibilities in their mapping. Through surveying the site, the 

architect is able to find the details pertinent to the matter that brought them to it. They 

produce a partial description – a fragment that opens the site up to appropriation. By 

way of illustration, Siza refers to the investment in Santiago the Compostela’s historic 

centre as the search for the ‘New Historic City’ (Siza, 2009 (4), p. 117). He says that 

during the regeneration, old and new fragments began to emerge and to mutually 

correct (Siza, 2009 (4), p. 118). Siza says that the CGAC museum emerged from this city 

- its history, its topography, its routes, its materiality – and also from the site, the 

gardens of the former convent of San Domingos de Bonaval. (Siza, 2009 (2), p. 119) 

The CGAC project included reviving the terraced gardens of the walled precinct of the 

convent. Rebuilding the gardens allowed Siza a deeper uncovering of the possibilities 

inherent in the site. Wilfred Wang maintains that Siza’s CGAC came into being as the 

result of ‘an intense rereading of the site and of the suggestions offered by a remarkable 

“marginal” situation, and by an inescapable confrontation with large chunks of 

historical building’ (Wang, 1994, p. 8). Siza says that it was only through studying the 

gardens that it became evident where to put the foundations, where to erect walls, 

where to cover and where to make openings to let in the light (Siza, Na Galiza, 2009 

(2)). The movement through the gardens, their landscaping, and the urban topography 

of the city became key elements in the design of the museum building. 

Conversely, a site with little definition presents a considerable challenge for an architect 

who actively engages the hermeneutic situation. As a case in point, Siza says that his 

first visit to the pre-selected site in Marco de Canaveses for the Santa Maria Church 

project left him ‘deeply disturbed’ as it was an extremely difficult site (Siza, 2005, p. 49). 

The site is near the highest point of the hill ridge on which Marco de Canaveses is built 

and one of its few defining features is its view over the valley to the distant mountain 

range. The site is on a steep slope with a seven-meter incline from its lowest point, at 

the main road that flanks the site to the east, to its highest point to the west where the 

site pushes up against the edges of a residential area. The site contained some 

remanence of the former farm that had once occupied it but other than that, provided 
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very little definition against which to relate the project. Siza eventually chose to use the 

most prominent building around the site, a large nursing home, against which to orient 

the church. And then he utilised the site’s steep gradient to organise the building’s 

interior functions. 

At the beginning of a project Siza makes sense of a site through drawing and producing 

an interpretation of it. Siza says that he always takes ‘care to “look at the site” and do a 

drawing before calculating the square meters of the construction area. The process of 

designing comes from the initial confrontation of these two gestures’ (Siza, 1997, p. 23). 

Then in combination with the programme more drawings are produced. The survey of 

the site involves choice. The drawing could not include everything implicit in the 

landscape. It could not even include everything implicit that was apparent to Siza. But, 

rather, the survey would ‘find details that are salient to the interests that bring you to the 

site’ (Leatherbarrow, 2013). These ‘interests’, for the architectural project are captured 

in the action to be spatially configured.  

The sketches Siza produces are a partial description of the site and it is this partiality – 

or fragment – that opens the site up to appropriation (Leatherbarrow, 2013). In this 

way, through the survey, Siza begins to make sense of the site in a particular way. Siza’s 

partial descriptions begin to make sense of the site in relation to the action to be 

configured. The process involves ‘the endless patient search, the slow approximation of 

the design which corresponds to the complex objectives and circumstances which are 

involved in each piece of work and in all work’ (Siza, 1997, p. 23). The programme 

begins to reveal something about the site and the site begins to reveal something about 

the programme. Each is interpreted through the lens of the other. 

However, the choices through which the partial description of the survey is produced 

are also made in relation to Siza’s personal history – the combination of his formative 

tradition and his personal experience. Siza articulates the importance of tradition, 

continuity and memory in his design. He says that ‘it is evident that memory plays a 

crucial role in my process of invention’ (Siza & Curtis, 1999, p. 15). “Memory” includes 

Siza’s own memory of his personal and professional history. Every project is different, 

and the architect also develops as they absorb new experiences. Leatherbarrow connects 

the process of survey to Ricoeur’s observation that ‘there is a necessary subjectivity in 

every history’ without which it is simply a collection of facts (Leatherbarrow, 2013). 

Ricoeur says that the subjectivity that is necessary is a ‘subjectivity of reflection’ 
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(Ricoeur, 1965, p. 22). As an architect who is conscious of the hermeneutic situation, 

Siza is able to bring a ‘subjectivity of reflection’ to his reading and he builds on his 

interpretation of the site to create a hermeneutically conscious work that reveals what 

was latent in the site but also what is implicit in his own mode of building. 

 

The Fragment 

 

A key element in Siza’s configurative practice is the use of the “fragment”. In Part One, 

we saw that Dalibor Vesely, in his book Architecture in the Age of Divided Representation 

(2004), highlights the use of the “restorative fragment” as key to the communicative 

power of architecture in the current epoch.36 The disruptive nature of the fragment 

confronts us with what we take for granted and opens a space within which we may 

question the prejudices that form our hermeneutic situation. In this way, the use of the 

positive fragment in the poetics of architectural composition creates a space of dialogue.  

The concepts of fragment and dialogue are deeply intertwined. When we work with 

fragments, the relationship between the pieces – both physical and conceptual – 

becomes as important as the fragments themselves. This thesis argues that Siza’s work 

uses the fragment to create spaces for dialogue. Just as the hermeneutic situation refers 

to the structures of meaning on which any act of understanding must draw, Vesely 

points out that the ‘fragment always has a situational structure’ (Vesely, 2004, p. 320) 

from which it draws its meaning. Removing the fragment from its context brings this 

situational structure into focus. Siza’s work uses the fragment’s inherent connection to 

its situational structure to mediate a relationship with the tradition manifest in effective 

place. Through “play”37 the fragment points away from itself and provides both a space 

for something to present itself and a space for participation. 

 

36 For more on Vesely’s account of the “communicative fragment” see Chapter Two: ‘Architecture as 

Hermeneutic Practice’: ‘Vesely: Architecture as Representation of Praxis’: ‘The Positive Fragment’. 

37 For more on the role of “play” and “dialogue” in mimetic production see Chapter One: 

‘Understanding, Hermeneutics and Mimesis’: ‘Gadamer, Tradition and Horizon: The Temporal Nature of 

Human Existence’: ‘“Play”: Showing and Participation’. 
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For Gadamer, the hermeneutic situation and the tradition that forms it are in a process 

of continual transformation. Siza voices a similar concept of reality in relation to the 

architectural project. He says, ‘[t]hings are in flux. Even when a project can be 

connected to some historical model, the link is never direct. There is this sort of 

metamorphosis’ (Siza & Curtis, 1999, p. 16). Siza’s work uses the fragment to engage 

with the fluid reality of effective place. In his configuration, the fragment is used to 

specifically reference and engage this process of transformation.38 The effects of this on 

the inhabiter are summed up by William Curtis: 

The fragmentations and erosions in Siza’s buildings have a poignant aspect to 

do with the passage of time and the sense that all buildings are but temporary 

traces on an old landscape. (Curtis, 1994, p. 35) 

Siza’s association with the fragment is reflected in his early interest in Cubism, which is 

one of the movements in art that Vesely uses to highlight the fragment’s communicative 

potential. Siza says that Cubism has ‘always remains imprinted at the back of my mind’ 

(Siza & Curtis, 1999, p. 16). Cubism built on the later work of Cezanne, notably in the 

work of Braque and Picasso. It presented an alternative to the illusionism of perspective 

and exhibited a self-reflexive quality. By demonstrating the two dimensionality of the 

canvas, cubist art acknowledges the reality of the medium of painting. It did this 

through developing the intertwining of fragment and multiple perspectives into a 

representative composition. The composition in this form of visual art emphasised not 

only the relationship between the fragments but also the fragments’ relationships to the 

space around them. This is expressed by George Braque in connection with the 

changing nature of these relationships: 

It seems to me just as difficult to paint spaces ‘between’ as the things themselves. 

The space ‘between’ seems to me to be as essential an element as what they call 

the object. The subject matter consists precisely of the relationship between 

these objects and between the objects and the intervening spaces. How can I say 

what a picture is of when relationships are always things that change? What 

counts is this transformation. (Braque, quoted in Vesely, 2004, p. 338) 

 

38 This is an entirely different use of the concept of the “fragment” in architecture to that found in the 

collaging of historical fragments in postmodern architecture. 



127 
 

Siza’s works use the fragment as a destabilising agent, which opens up the various 

traditions that have informed his compositions to dialogue. Fragment is used to open a 

space of dialogue with the effective place of the site and the praxis it manifests. For 

example, Siza’s CGAC museum is the result of a dialogue with the surrounding city and 

creates a space for dialogue for its inhabiters. Fragment is also used to open a space of 

dialogue with the tradition of the particular mode of inhabiting that each work 

redesigns. This is evident in the Santa Maria Church which negotiates a contemporary 

relationship with a two-thousand-year-old tradition. And finally, fragment is used to 

open a space of dialogue with the tradition of the practice of architecture itself. This is 

particularly pronounced in Siza’s Tidal Pool, in whose built form his working out of his 

own relationship to his practice and the tradition that preceded it is evident. In each of 

these dialogues, the fragment is used to connect the present to the past and thus to 

engage with temporality. In this way, Siza’s work exhibits a similar self-reflexive 

character to Cubism. Just as Cubism acknowledges the reality of the two-dimensionality 

of the canvas, Siza’s work acknowledges the reality of the temporality of human 

experience.  

Peter Testa refers to Siza’s body of work as one that ‘describes studies in the 

composition of relations among different things, both within architecture and its 

multiple relations with the artificial and natural world’ (Testa, 1996, p. 7). This is echoed 

by Siza himself, who uses Frank Lloyd Wright’s concept of “Organic Architecture”39 to 

highlight his own interest in syncretism in architecture.  

I am interested in the concept of the organic in architecture in the sense put 

forward by Frank Lloyd Wright; the relationship between all the elements of the 

construction, in such a way that the whole and the parts mutually generate and 

influence each other. Syncretism rather than formal presuppositions. (Siza, 1997, 

p. 96) 

A syncretic approach to architecture allows form to emerge from the interrelation of the 

contributing elements. This is in contrast to an architecture based on preconceived 

 

39 In Wright’s concept of Organic Architecture, the aim is to bring the building, the site, and all the 

elements of the project into an interrelated composition. It also purports the enhancing of the innate 

character of the materials employed and a harmony between human inhabitation and the natural world 

(Guggenheim Arts Curriculum, n.d.).  
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forms. Siza’s interpretation of Wright’s concept of Organic Architecture describes an 

architecture that makes sense of the parts through relating them to each other and to 

the whole.  

It is through the sense-making of configuration that the various elements of a project 

are synthesised into an intelligible whole. However, in Siza’s architecture this “whole” is 

emphatically not a closed system but one that remains open. Siza’s focus on the 

fragment and relationships makes plain the discordant concordance of his 

configuration. Siza’s work acknowledges that a perfect concordance is neither attainable 

nor desirable and that the poetic activity of configuration simply tilts the balance in 

favour of concordance. In Siza’s compositions, the discordance of lived experience is 

made to appear concordant but without the pretence that this is in fact the case. Siza’s 

work acknowledges and, to some degree, emphasises the discordance of its 

concordance. Siza articulates this when he says that: 

I am interested in fragmentation as a reaction to the complexity of a 

programme, by way of opposition to the proposal of a self-sufficient system, 

too self-sufficient! (Siza & Zaera, 1994, p. 16) 

This contrasts with the idea of a building as self-contained and complete as found in 

heroic modernism. Rather than a building as a totality that is singular in its expression, 

such as in the work of Mies van der Rohe – and to some degree Louis Kahn and Le 

Corbusier – Siza’s configuration results in a composition that is multivalent and open. 

In this way, Siza’s approach draws on the modernism of Alvar Aalto, where both 

architects use the fragment to undermine the sense of totality and to highlight the 

discordance of the concordance.  

The fragment is both a tool to draw on the many and complex elements that inform the 

project, but also a device that allows the resulting work to remain open and connected 

to the larger processes of which it is part. In Gadamer’s hermeneutics, understanding is 

something one moves towards through genuine dialogue. In order for genuine dialogue 

to occur, the self must be brought into question along with the matter at hand. The 

matter at hand in the examples of configuration taken here refers to both their 

respective modes of inhabiting complete with their institutional praxis, and to their 

respective sites and the local praxis recorded therein. The “self” that is brought into 

question then is the practice of architecture, or contemporary architecture with its 
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various theories, practices and techniques. This is represented by Siza and his 

understanding of his own practice and its particular narrative.  

In order to attain a genuine dialogue in any project, the preconceptions and tenets of 

the practice of architecture itself must be called into question. For genuine 

understanding to occur it is not enough to simply develop an architectural language and 

apply it indiscriminately. Each of the works examined here demonstrate an architectural 

language that has emerged from entering a dialogue with the site, the mode of 

inhabiting, as well as the specific architectural context in which Siza was practicing, 

including a dialogue with some of the principles of modernism along with some of the 

fundamental principles of architecture. The following sections in this chapter will 

examine the use of the fragment and the relationships between them in relation to these 

three key dialogues in Siza’s work. 

 

 

Dialogue with the Site: ‘Matter at Hand’ 

 

Creating Intertextual Coherency 

 

The site that had been pre-selected for the Santa Maria Church was skewed towards 

discordance. Siza described the site as extremely difficult with its steep slope, main road 

and the ‘terrible buildings’ that surrounded it, which had no coherency (Siza, 2005, p. 

49). Siza’s configuration brought coherency to the site. In relation to the surrounding 

urban fabric of the site, Siza chose a nursing home to the north of the site, a long 

building standing above the main road at the upper level of the site with a ‘very ordered 

and correct architecture’ against which to set the level and the orientation of the church 

(Siza, 2005, p. 49). The nursing home building provided a stable anchor to which the 

church could respond (Melvin, 2001, p. 99). The church is now oriented so that it is 

perpendicular to the nursing home and its main entrance is accessed from the same 

level, raised around four meters above the main road below.  

Along with the church building, the Santa Maria Church project consists of a second 

building which houses a pastoral and cultural centre in a separate block. The two blocks 
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of the design are positioned so that they form an intimate plaza, more like a courtyard, 

which serves as a churchyard. Here Siza is emphasising the space between the objects 

by creating an internal intertextuality amongst the buildings of his configuration. The 

delineation of the exterior space provides both urban definition to the site and 

accommodates action providing a space for gathering in front of the church. The plaza 

creates a space to which the large volume of the façade can relate. A space against 

which it makes sense. It also mediates a relationship between the scale of the church 

and the smaller scale of the surrounding buildings (Siza, 2005, p. 51). In this way, the 

configuration of the new intervention and its internal coherency also make sense of the 

site and the already-there buildings that surround it. The configuration brings coherency 

to the mode of inhabiting it redesigns and to the inhabiting of the area surrounding the 

site. 

Siza also negotiated the site’s steep gradient by creating two separate levels of access 

into the main building. The mortuary chapel in the lower level of the church building 

has an independent entrance at the lower level of the site. The solution to the gradient 

was therefore to locate the mortuary chapel in what is essentially an inhabited plinth 

with an entry to the northeast. The two levels are connected in three places by a main 

stairway, a secondary stairway, and a ramp. This configuration makes sense of the steep 

site for the particular mode of inhabiting it now accommodates and represents. 

The mortuary chapel at the lower level of the church building is accessed from a garden. 

The garden was designed so as to conserve traces of what was there before. The old 

gate to the farm that was on the site before the church remains at the end of the path. 

There are other traces of the farm in the garden such as a water trough, which would 

have been used to collect water to irrigate crops and the ruins of an old stone shed. To 

acknowledge the history of the site and leave visible traces in the landscape is a way of 

recognising that we are situated as historical creatures. To be historically is never to 

have complete knowledge of oneself. Ruins serve as a visual reminder of our past.  

 

Repairing the Urban Fabric: Bringing Concordance to Discordance 

 

In the configuration of the CGAC, Siza makes use of the fragmented nature of the site. 

This was necessary as ‘[t]he whole tissue of the area had been cut in the 1960s by a 
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street that created [a] rupture’ (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, p. 56). The form of the CGAC is 

made up of a series of converging rectangles and the spaces created where they meet. 

The Museum’s plan is driven by ‘[t]wo controlling axes [that] are established alongside 

and rectifying Rúa Valle-Inclán and, at a 21 degree rotation, parallel to the linear walled 

cemetery piercing deep into the total site’ (Ryan R., 1994, p. p. 70). The controlling axes 

mark the orientation of the museum’s two principle rectangular volumes. The museum 

is an example of Siza’s take on modernism where he has used simple geometric forms 

to create an object that is defined by its surroundings. The geometry of the museum 

comes from the existing geometry of the site. The response to the landscape is 

reminiscent of Aalto’s practice and his reshaping of the surroundings in dialogue with 

his architecture.  

The museum’s positioning and the converging of its two volumes creates a new multi-

levelled urban square that serves as an access point to the contemporary art museum, 

the former convent, and to the gardens. The building gives this space definition in a way 

that creates a sense of interior space so that the square can be read as the foreground 

and the buildings as the background. This is an example of a composition that addresses 

the softening of the distinction between figure and ground, where the placement of a 

volume has highlighted the importance of the spaces between.  

The museum’s external definition is achieved through the converging and cutting away 

of its volumes, creating a series of relationships between object and spaces between. 

These extractions include the entrance porch, the extraction from the southwest façade 

that forms the entrance ramp and reveals a secondary stepped-back façade, and an 

extraction from the Eastern façade at ground level that provides a covered outdoor 

eating area for the museum’s café. This definition provides, both a practical 

programmatic function but also has a hermeneutic function in relation to the building’s 

intelligibility. The softening of the distinction between the building and the site defines 

the museum’s relationship to the everyday life of the city. 

Architecture that is produced with a consciousness of the hermeneutic situation also 

functions as part of the larger whole of the materialised world. Its function is also 

therefore to transform the landscape, which Siza refers to as the ‘perception and 

construction of the land’ (Siza, 1997, p. 30). The building therefore also offers a 

reinterpretation of the praxis inscribed in this landscape. Siza says of the CGAC: 
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…I’m also relating the museum design with my interest in the town, the places 

around my building. So I’m not working only for the users of the interior space, 

but also for the day to day life within the surroundings (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, 

p. 53).  

The function of the CGAC then, over and above its purpose as an art museum and 

cultural centre, is to transform the landscape of the city in a way that both addresses a 

new relationship with history and that allows for new possibilities. The building is an 

urban art museum, a centre of culture, and a contemporary intervention in an historic 

city on an historically significant site. It has multiple functions that are both particular 

and universal. 

All of this gives life and character to the building and this is good. There is a 

relationship with the life of the town, and with society. Let me be clear that I’m 

not proposing a kind of local or contextual thing. It must be open and universal, 

but not something that is a tabula rasa. It must relate to more than itself (Siza & 

Futagawa, 1998, pp. 53-54) 

This thesis argues that Siza’s work engages with and reflects on the plastic nature of a 

tradition that is in constant flux. In his critique of the CGAC for Domus, Wilfried Wang 

refers to this as ‘the process of accretion and change’ (Wang, 1994, p. 13). He says that 

‘the Centre is perhaps more of a thesis on the coexistence of world-views, the new 

profane institution for arts next to the existing secular establishments’ (Wang, 1994, p. 

13). These world views coexist in their material reality in the city. Siza’s work engages 

with the landscape and therefore with the present of the past or the memory that is built 

into that landscape and brings it into a new narrative. At the same time, it acknowledges 

the expectation of the present of the future through the possibility that is built into his 

configured space. Siza addresses the change allowed for by thoughtfully designed 

buildings as follows: 

Everything can change in time. For example, convents were designed as precise 

and optimized solutions for the life of a particular community. But now, 

centuries later, they are used for other things. They are well designed in that they 

are able to receive other activities. I guess I feel the same way about museums 

and spaces for art. I design for this reality of change (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, p. 

54). 
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The meeting of past and future values and ways of life is particularly pronounced in this 

hermeneutically conscious contemporary art museum at the centre of an historic 

pilgrimage city. Siza’s configuration draws on various existing topographic lines from 

the fractured site and ties them together into a whole that makes sense of the built 

environment into which the new work is inscribed. The building provides the site with a 

new logic through unifying disparate elements. The configuration of the museum 

repaired the urban fabric by redefining the boundary of the gardens of the former 

convent and its relation to the surrounding buildings and roads.  

 

Interior Character and Intertextuality 

 

The intertextual character of the CGAC also defines its interior spaces. The use of 

regulating lines from the topography of the site as a technique of architectural 

configuration is central to the way the CGAC develops intertextuality with the already-

there buildings of its surroundings. Siza’s configuration brings intelligibility to the site, 

tipping it towards concordance but also draws the geometry of the site into the interior 

of the building. Many of the corners and angles inside the museum are determined by 

the meeting of the two main volumes. While it may not be immediately perceptible, the 

museum’s interior spaces are defined by the geometries of the surrounding site. All of 

the CGAC’s galleries are in the garden block. They have a basic palette of white plaster 

walls, marble skirting and architraves and oak floors, but are distinguished by their 

form, their dimensions, their angles and the details connecting them. The details and 

angles that give each space its character are taken from the building’s converging grids, 

dictated by regulating lines from the surrounding city. Siza has used these lines to knit 

geometric intertextuality into the interior spaces of the museum. 

A particular example can be found in the basement galleries, where a long wall is gently 

angled in such a way as to create an exaggerated perspective. This wall and its 

orientation is specifically related to a wall in the garden. The wall in the basement gallery 

extends upwards to the museum’s ground floor on its garden façade, where it defines 

another long gallery space with a lowered ceiling. This creates a one storey projection 

out of the main gallery block into the garden. The eastern façade of this projection 

together with an existing garden wall now define an entry way into the convent gardens. 
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The two walls converge towards the entrance to the gardens and between them, they 

delineate the beginning of the path through the gardens. This particular plane in the 

museum and the two long gallery spaces it defines have a relationship both with the rest 

of the interior and with the adjacent site. It demonstrates how the landscape and the 

building’s interior become part of a single whole. 

This particular plane demonstrates the complex relationship between the various 

elements synthesised into an intelligible whole and the importance of the various 

relationships between the objects and the object and spaces between. The museum is a 

composition of fragments, to which Siza’s configuration has given coherence. However, 

as his design emphasises the meeting points of the converging volumes and extracts the 

resulting forms to create a series of galleries with distinct characters, the discordant 

nature of the discordant concordance is still emphasised. The composition itself still 

appears fragmented. 

 

Meeting Natural Conditions and Humanising the Site 

 

For the Tidal Pool project at Leça da Palmeira, the built environment of the site 

consisted entirely of the coast road and its retaining wall. The relationship to be 

negotiated therefore was to a predominantly natural site. Siza’s interventions configured 

the site for human inhabiting. They also solidified the inhabiting that had aready left its 

mark on the site. However, the configuration is also a making sense of the human 

relationship to this natural site. The site was chosen by the local council because of the 

proximity to the beach and the existing depression in the rocks which already housed a 

small tidal pool in the rocks (Toussaint, 2016, p. 25). 

The very need for the municipal pools to provide a safe place to swim is a reflection of 

the nature of the ocean along this stretch of coast. Similarly, the project’s materiality was 

determined by the various natural forces to which the site is exposed. These include the 

force of the Atlantic Ocean, the corrosive nature of the salt air, and the prevailing north 

wind. In order to withstand these natural forces, the main structures are built from 

concrete, with a roof structure and interiors in reclaimed Riga pine treated with machine 

oil, and roof cladding in copper that is resistant to corrosion (Rodriguez & Seoane, 

2015, p. 139). 
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The site was landscaped with a minimum of intervention. Siza’s configuration used the 

existing spaces defined by the rock formations. The main pool is enclosed by thick 

concrete walls on three sides. The engineers had originally proposed a rectangular tank 

for the pool but Siza discarded the fourth wall (Toussaint, 2016, pp. 32-33). The 

enclosure is instead completed by the existing rock formations on the sea-side of the 

pool, which are supplemented with concrete wall where they would otherwise be too 

low to retain the pool water. For the circulation around the rest of the site, Siza says 

that he simply emphasised the paths that already existed. There are now various defined 

paths around the sandy, rocky site, with varying levels connected by concrete ramps or 

stairs. Siza says that he didn’t change much. 

Esses percusos existiam (em terreno dificil, a gente sabe escolher o sitio onde 

por os pés), a piscina existia, os murros são paralelos ao muro de granito da 

avenida, do qual apenas se destacam. Aqui e além pequenas intervenções 

consolidam as plataformas naturais. 

Pouca coisa mudou. (Siza, 2009, p. 23) 

[Those paths existed (on difficult terrain people know how to choose where to 

put their feet), the pool existed, the walls are parallel to the granite wall of the 

avenue, which they only highlight. Here and there small interventions 

consolidate existing natural platforms. 

Little changed.] 

Siza’s design may not have changed much, but what it did change has made action 

intelligible. The ‘small interventions’ that Siza made in the Tidal Pool project are 

emphasised by their linear geometry which contrasts with the natural rock formations. 

These geometric interventions around the site have brought out the existing inhabiting 

of the site and consolidated the human movement. And the walls enclosing the pool 

have transformed it into a pool for people, as opposed to for crabs and fish. Siza’s 

interventions have made sense of the space for human inhabiting. The project consists 

of a humanising of the site. This a demonstration of this hermeneutic model’s assertion 

that architecture is the configuration of space into human space.  
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Dialogue with the Mode of Inhabiting: ‘Matter at Hand’ 

 

Prescribing Dialogue 

 

The other element of the matter at hand brought into question in architectural 

configuration is the particular mode of inhabiting to be redesigned. In Siza’s CGAC this 

is the action of exhibiting contemporary art for the artist and curator, and the action of 

engaging with that art for the museum’s visitors. Siza has redesigned this mode of 

inhabiting with an approach to exhibition space as something with which the exhibition 

can dialogue. The design of the museum’s galleries leaves them open to various 

possibilities. Rather than offering blank slates, Siza’s galleries provide the potential for 

active inhabiting by the artist or curator. The spaces offer something with which the art 

displayed can engage whilst still allowing it to come to the fore. The potentials inherent 

in the space can be realised in the first instance in how they are occupied by art, 

actualising what is provided in configuration. The first order of inhabitation of the 

galleries belongs to the artist or curator of the exhibition. Siza talks about how his 

gallery spaces offer an alternative to the ‘the bare, industrial loft’ of many contemporary 

art museums that hark back to the exhibition hall of the nineteenth-century. 

Oftentimes, contemporary art entails an installation where an artist comes to the 

gallery space or museum and works on the space. Many directors want the 

buildings to have no character. They think that it’s better to have big spaces 

without partitions and with flexible lighting. …I offer another perspective. 

That’s that even with an installation, it’s nicer to have a dialogue with a 

particular space. I think that is good for the work of the artist. This way, 

creating an installation in a particular space is a very specific process. (Siza & 

Futagawa, 1998, p. 53) 

Each of the CGAC’s galleries has a distinct character, and each offers different 

possibilities for dialogue. The variety of the galleries reflects the variety of forms taken 

by contemporary art and the human experience it explores, but also allows the art to 

form a relationship with the space in which it is displayed. The first floor galleries for 

example are in the most traditional layout. There are three large galleries enfilade lit by 

roof lanterns, a nod to nineteenth-century museum design. The ground floor galleries in 
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contrast consist of a series of interconnected spaces of varying size and character. It is 

in these galleries that the character defined by the museum’s converging volumes is 

most pronounced. They are lit by clerestory windows allowing natural light into the 

spaces without compromising their introverted nature. Each of the museum’s galleries 

provides different potentials for exhibiting and conditions that would emphasise 

different aspects of the art exhibited.  

The second order of inhabitation belongs to the visitors to the museum’s exhibitions. 

For the visitor, Siza’s design finds a balance between prescription and choice. The 

building does not impose something on the landscape but draws something from it. 

Similarly, it presents something to the inhabiter that can be interacted with in different 

ways. In the interior, Siza has designed a careful balance of light and the movement 

through the spaces, but there is no prescribed path, there is simply ‘the fluidity of space 

and the sequence of immersions in natural light’ (Ryan R., 1994, p. 56). The galleries’ 

large white sliding doors can also be opened or closed to alter circulation routes, or 

opened partially to determine the width of the entry into the galleries.  

One circulates up and down, back and forth, in a largely introverted world 

where one room leads to another unexpectedly and so comfortably that there is 

only the mildest sense of designer labyrinth or of curatorial diktat’ (Ryan R., 

1994, p. 70) 

The museum’s interior detail also contributes to the rhythms of daily use without being 

overly prescriptive. Details such as a block marble bench that projects into a surface, the 

two contrasting metals that form the handrails on the stairways, and the simple dowel 

handles on the siding doors to the galleries add definition to the interior at a human 

scale. According to Kenneth Frampton, these ‘tectonics at the level of the intimate 

fabric, remain an essential factor in rendering architecture accessible in the socio-

cultural sense’ (Frampton, 2006, p. 57). These details add flexibility to the space and also 

make the architecture accessible. Siza conditions perception but not to the degree that it 

stifles the inhabiter. The design leaves space for dialogue. The fragmentation in Siza’s 

work allows it to strikes a balance between providing conjectures about inhabiting and 

allowing space for the individual to determine their own inhabiting. Siza says that: 

Of course you condition perception through a building but you must be careful 

not to overdo it, otherwise you asphyxiate the user. It is necessary to find the 
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right balance between the control of the experience of space, and a freedom 

which allows things to happen. (Siza & Curtis, 1999, p. 17) 

  

Building a Revised Interpretation of Inhabiting 

 

Dialogue with the mode of inhabiting was a central element in the configuration of the 

Santa Maria Church. The church is the outcome of detailed research. Firstly, into the 

entire history of church building. And secondly, into the recent alterations made to 

Catholic Church liturgy. Siza points out that the new liturgy is not something resolved, 

but is still the subject of debate amongst theologians with diverse interpretations (Siza, 

2005, p. 55). The new church liturgy outlines in quite a lot of detail how a congregation 

should worship communally. It outlines the actions of the priest and other servers, the 

congregation and even the placement of the furniture (Congregation for Divine 

Worship & the Discipline of the Sacraments, 2002). The instruction provided ensures 

continuity and connection between the multitudinous congregations of the wider 

Catholic Church community.  

However, what was of particular importance was the modified emphasis of the new 

liturgy on the inclusion and participation of the congregation in the ceremony of 

worship and the life of the church. It represents a conscious effort of an institution to 

alter its own praxis in ways that align with the values of shifting global praxis. When the 

church made changes to the liturgy, they reinterpreted their institution. Siza’s Santa 

Maria Church then is a materialised understanding of that reinterpreted institution. It is 

the result of Siza’s making sense of the revised institution, its ethos and its practices 

through the configuration of space. The church is now part of the fabricated world and 

the platially effected consciousness of church tradition.  

The specific mode of inhabiting that is written into the space is composed of the 

various actions related to different elements of worship including baptisms, weddings 

and funerals. However, the principal layout and organisation of the church is 

determined by the ceremony of the celebration of mass. Siza emphasises that the 

‘change in the ceremony introduces after the Vatican II council, completely changed the 

reading of the space’ (Rodriguez & Seoane, 2015, p. 385). The new organisation of the 
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space was therefore guided by the determination of the proper place for all the elements 

and the movements of ritualised action, in relation to the revised liturgy. 

For example, the ceremony performed by the priest takes place at the altar on the 

presbytery. The presbytery in the Santa Maria Church is in the same wood floor as the 

nave but is marked by a rise in level of three steps. This is enough that the assembly can 

see the priest but not so much that he is removed from them. The new liturgy 

emphasises the importance of the connection between the priest and the congregation. 

Siza says that it was necessary to create a platform for the celebrant that was still in 

communion with the assembly, without the distance that is often the case in the 

auditorium spaces of many contemporary churches (Siza, 2005, p. 55).  

A key example of how the layout and the interior responds to the changes in the way 

the priest conducts the service is in Siza’s configuration of the space behind the altar. In 

the new liturgy the priest faces the congregation during mass. Because of this, the large 

space of the apse behind the altar ‘that is part of the character we associate with a 

church’ is now obsolete (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, p. 36). As the apse is a significant part 

of the tradition of church architecture, reaching back to its earliest adoption of the 

Roman basilica it is still referenced in Siza’s configuration. Rather than the traditional 

concave space, an apse is indicated by a space created between two convex walls to the 

back of the presbytery. This also enhances the connection between the priest and the 

congregation as Siza points out that ‘the space of the apse is in a way pressed towards 

the assembly as if it follows the movement of the position of the priest’ (Siza & 

Futagawa, 1998, p. 37).  

The placement of the baptismal font is also a break from built tradition. It is the 

presence of the baptismal font that marks this as a parish church. In Siza’s configuration 

it is located in the southwest tower, which together with the northeast bell tower flanks 

the entrance to the church. The decision to locate the baptismal font in the tower was 

made in conjunction with the consultant theologians. There was a disagreement 

between the theologians as to the appropriate location of the baptistery, whether it 

should be near the altar as is traditional or whether it should represent being ‘received 

into the church through baptism before entering the sacred space’ (Melvin, 2001, p. 

100). Siza says that the font is near the entry so that it can announce the presence of the 

assembly (Siza, 2005, p. 63).  
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The revised interpretations of certain aspects of church doctrine are materialised in this 

configuration of the space of the church. It is not only through action or thought that 

they permeate the world of the faithful, but also through fabrication. Moreover, the 

contribution of this church to the history of church architecture and to the general 

structures of the faith, alters, even if only slightly, the entire existing order. This church 

is a result of moving towards understanding because it actively enters this dialogue. In 

this case, understanding the nature of a church and the nature of the faith it serves.  

Siza asserts that in building a church it is not enough to rely on the symbolic tradition to 

create a church building. There is a difference between reading symbols and creating a 

space with the character of a church. Siza says he set out to create a building that feels 

like a church and not simply a building with a cross in it (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, p. 36). 

The Santa Maria Church references various traditions of church building and as such 

acknowledges the present of the past. For example, the space is axial, there is a kind of 

apse, and there is the diffuse light from the deep-set windows above. The church 

provides revised but not entirely unfamiliar cues for spirituality. 

One stand-out feature in Siza’s revised sacred space is the church’s striking interior 

bowed wall. It uses contemporary construction to create a new interpretation of a 

feature traditionally encountered in a church. It provides the thickness through which 

the diffuse light is created, as in a Romanesque church with their thick stone walls 

(Rodriguez & Seoane, 2015, p. 385). It is an unexpected way of creating something we 

expect from a church. The quality of the light that enters from above goes a long way to 

creating the sense of sacred space. This traditional element is created by the novel and 

unanticipated bowed wall. 

Many of the elements of the design of the Santa Maria Church already exist but the way 

Siza configures them shows them in a different light. In this way, the configuration 

enters into a dialogue with this particular mode of inhabiting. It gives inhabiters enough 

of what they would expect to connect to the meaning of tradition but at the same time 

undermines this expectation bringing its meaning into question. Siza uses the form of 

the church and a connection to tradition to create a sense of the sacred, but also brings 

new unexpected elements that reflect changes in the institution and are determined by 

current forms of inhabiting. These are inscribed into the construction through the 

configuration of space. 
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Dialogue with the Practice of Architecture: ‘Self’  

 

The configuration of Siza’s work also demonstrates an examination of his own practice 

and its influences. Through doing this, it calls into question the preconceptions and 

tenets of the practice of architecture itself. Siza’s work openly manipulates architecture’s 

poetics entering a dialogue with the principles of modernism that dominated the larger 

context of practice in which he began his career. It also enters a dialogue with some of 

the fundamental principles of architecture. The work examines what is implicit in Siza’s 

own mode of building. Entering a dialogue with the practice of architecture is part of 

Siza’s questioning of his own hermeneutic situation and its inherent prejudices. 

Siza’s work consciously turns away from the notion of the work as self-contained and 

complete. Rather than approaching a building as a totality that is singular in its 

expression, Siza famously drew on the approach of Alvar Aalto who emphasised a 

reshaping of the surroundings in dialogue with his architecture. Siza also enters a 

dialogue with certain works and principles from the work of Le Corbusier, such as the 

Villa Savoy and the architectural promenade, and Frank Llyod Wright, such as Taliesin 

and the syncretic principle of Organic Architecture. This is particularly evident in his 

early work when as a young architect he enters a dialogue with his influences. In the 

Tidal Pool project for example, a working out of Siza’s own relationship to his practice 

and the tradition that preceded it is particularly evident. His dialogue with and 

adaptation of the organising principal of architectural promenade can be seen in both 

the Tidal Pool and the CGAC projects. And his dialogue with the contextual and 

fundamental principles of architecture comes to the fore in his CGAC and Santa Maria 

Church projects. 

 

Making Sense of Practice 

 

Siza’s configuration of the Tidal pools is a making-sense-of the place and the specific 

mode of action, but also of his own practice and his understanding of architecture. This 

is particularly noticeable in this work as it is very early in his career and there is a 
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marked development in his approach from the immediately preceding project, the Boa 

Nova tea house. The Boa Nova tea house had incorporated elements of modernity with 

the Portuguese vernacular, which echoed the approach of Siza’s teacher, Fernando 

Távora  (Toussaint, 2016). Siza points out that conversely in the Tidal Pool there is no 

connection with the vernacular architecture of Portugal not even in its materiality (Siza, 

2005, p. 35).  

The place of modern architecture was a subject of much scrutiny in 1960s Portugal. 

There was a wariness of the overly rational approach in the modernist boom of the 

European post-war reconstruction. The Leça pool project is a result of Siza making 

sense of his own practice in a highly self-conscious professional environment. The 

ambiguous relationship between figure and ground and the emphasis of the spaces 

between is already evident at this early point in Siza’s career. Siza’s spatial configuration 

treated the entire site as a single composition and carefully negotiated its points-of-

contact with what was already there and what surrounded it. He says that: 

Nestes primeiros trabalhos foi germinando a sensação irreprimível e 

determinante de que a arquitectura não termina em ponto algum, vai do objecto 

ao espaço e, por consequência, à relação entre os espaços, até ao encontro com 

a natureza. (Siza, 2005, p. 31) 

[In these first works was germinated the irrepressible and determinant feeling 

that architecture does not end at any particular point, it goes from the object to 

space and, by consequence, the relationship between spaces, until it meets with 

nature.] 

Siza notes that there was also strong connection to the work of Frank Lloyd Wright, in 

his Tidal pools project. Particularly the forty-five-degree wall that protects the café 

terrace from the prevailing wind, references the plan of Taliesin (Siza, 2005, p. 35). 

There is also a visible connection to Taliesin in some of the stairs that define the 

landscaping of the site. Siza had recently bought a publication on Frank Lloyd Wright 

and was drawn to certain aspects of his work. 

In the pool you can sense the power of [Frank Lloyd Wright’s] geometric 

essentiality whose presence materialised in the 45 degrees placement that was 

used by Wright in his project. I remember that, back then, Wright was to me a 

way of liberation. (Rodriguez & Seoane, 2015)  
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Siza appears to have been drawn to Wright’s approach to the architecture of Taliesin as 

something geometric. At this point in his career, Siza was developing and making sense 

of his own architectural practice within his particular environment and this is evident in 

this project with his conscious interrogation of the role of geometry. Siza is exploring 

the role of the application of geometry in configuring space into human space. This is 

emphasised in the way he negoriated the points of contact with natural forms of the 

site. The geometry is representative of the human intervention and the contact points 

are therefore the negotiation of architecture’s spatial configuration to the natural world. 

Siza was careful to ensure that the poured concrete of the walls did not exceed the 

height of the rocks. Once on site a preliminary staking of the walls was adjusted to 

arrange the walls in such a way that they always merge with a rock (Rodriguez & 

Seoane, 2015, p. 141). Siza says that: 

O objectivo consistia em delinear, naquela imagem orgânica, uma geometria: 

descobrir aquilo que estava disponível e pronto para receber a geometricidade. 

Arquitectura é geometrizar. (Siza, 2005, pp. 26-27) 

[The objective consisted of delianating, in that organic image, a geometry: 

discovering that which was available and ready to receive geometricity. 

Architecture is geometricising.]  

 

A Dialogue with the Architectural Promenade  

 

One compositional technique with which Siza’s work enters into a dialogue both early 

on and later in his career is Le Corbusier’s architectural promenade. Siza draws on and 

adapts this technique for specific purposes in both his Tidal Pool and CGAC projects. 

Architectural promenade is a concept developed by Le Corbusier. As a compositional 

technique, it involves the design of the inhabiter’s pathway around the space. The space 

is revealed through the sequence of movement, with each part of the sequence evolving 

the inhabiter’s overall understanding of the spatial characteristics of the building. This 

demonstrates the part/whole relationship of the hermeneutic circle. Although the 

concept was developed by Le Corbusier in reference to his Villa Savoye in Poissy, the 

technique was informed by Le Corbusier’s experience of the movement through the 

sequence of spaces at the Acropolis. It was therefore already the result of a dialogue 
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with architecture’s past. Siza wrote a short piece on a visit to the Villa Savoye. In it he 

documents his experience of the architectural promenade. 

Each step changes the Order, which is nevertheless ever present, and overturns 

the importance of the elements… The possibilities of discovery are never-

ending, to the right, to the left, up and down, sideways, at right angles… This 

simple order is successively and continually taken apart: the sculptural staircase, 

the triangular opening over the courtyard, the asymmetry of the ramp, the light, 

twists in the wall (Siza, 1997, pp. 105-7). 

For Siza, the salient factor of architectural promenade is in the synthesis of and dialogue 

between fragments. In his work, Siza develops the technique in his own way, focusing 

on the episodic rather than the sequential. The synthesis is multiple and continuously 

reworked as you move around the space. The way Siza’s works configure the experience 

of movement is a manifestation of the concern for time in the inhabiting of the 

buildings. The buildings only fully reveal themselves through movement and therefore 

over time. In his essay written for the announcement of Siza being awarded the Priztker 

Prize, Victorio Gregotti writes, ‘[t]o speak about Siza’s architecture, however, one must 

start by admitting that it is indescribable’ because of its ‘unique temporal dimension’ 

(Gregotti, 1992).40. This feature of Siza’s approach to configuration demonstrates a 

conscious engagement with the entanglement of space and time in architecture.  

Furthermore, for Siza, it is not only about an internal logic but intertextuality also 

becomes central to this organising principal of composition. Gregotti also attributes the 

‘indescribable’ nature of Siza’s work to the fact that ‘[n]othing is planned in and of itself, 

but always in relation to belonging’ (Gregotti, 1992). In the following account by 

William Curtis, the experience of movement in Siza’s work is described in relation to 

the changing overall perception of the interior space but also in relation to the sense of 

the surroundings. In Siza’s work these elements are often woven together to the degree 

that they are inseparable.  

[Siza’s buildings] explore the experience of movement through different layers 

of opacity and transparency. Views and internal vignettes are orchestrated to 

 

40 Gregotti actually points out that textual description such as story-form would be one of the best means 

of description for Siza’s work. (Gregotti, 1992) 
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guide the visitor through. Light intensity and the sense of the surroundings are 

controlled by the careful positioning of windows and skylights. At their best, 

Siza’s buildings delight in the variety of the architectural promenade, and in the 

ambiguities of perception allowed by converging or diverging lines. Individual 

incidents are embedded in a complex unity which includes features of the 

setting. (Curtis, 1994, pp. 33-34)  

In his Tidal Pool project for example, Siza uses the configuration of movement to a 

specific end. According to Siza the entryway and the structure through which you pass 

are the path from which you make the change from the road to the ocean (Siza, 2005, p. 

27). It is used to provide a depth of access to the site and to renegotiate the inhabiters 

relationship to the landscape. The depth had to be created because it was not provided 

by the site. The one-and-a-half-kilometre long road wall was the only thing that 

separated the level of the road from the level of the beach. The movement through the 

changing room structure navigates the change from the road to the ocean and is a 

‘preparation for the arrival at the poolside space’ (Siza, 2005, p. 27).  

The structure is labyrinthine in appearance, with various levels of enclosure – walls that 

block a view, becoming a roof that blocks the light. The structures exaggerated 

interiority is achieved through its darkness, long pathways and low ceilings. A 

prescribed path is used to guide the inhabiter away from the light of the entrance into 

the depth of the structure and then back towards the light at the exit of the structure. 

On exiting the structure, the openness of the horizon is intensified through its contrast 

with the dark and narrow zig-zag path through the interior spaces. The structure 

provides a prolonged threshold.  

The changing room building backs onto this wall and does not interrupt it. In a 

certain way this is more than anything a door giving access to the beach. In the 

gate of a wall, the transition is made through its own thickness, determining a 

time and a change of light. The same thing happens here by other processes. 

(Siza, 1997, p. 151) 

Alternatively, in the CGAC, it is the movement itself that is intertextual. The central 

organising principle of the CGAC’s interior spaces is an amalgamation of architectural 

promenade and a dialogue with the site, as the logic of the building’s interior 

organisation is intertextual. In this, one can see the confluence influences of Le 

Corbusier’s architectural promenade, and of Aalto’s response to landscape. Siza has 
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fused these modernist influences with the history of the place. Siza’s particular 

development of the architectural promenade, and the use of the ambiguities of 

perception inherent to it, allow the museum’s variety of the interior spaces to achieve a 

complex unity, a unity of discordant concordance. The CGAC’s interior spaces are 

connected at various points through internal vistas that offer different perspectives of 

the same space. Moreover, the spaces can often be approached in a variety of ways 

allowing them to be encountered in new ways.  

The CGAC’s intertextuality draws, in addition to the topographic lines of the 

surrounding built fabric, on the patterns of movement found in the Bonaval Gardens. 

The gardens are on a steep slope and its terraces are connected by stairs or ramps in a 

path full of twists and turns. The intertextuality of movement is achieved through the 

use of a similar language of built gesture inside the museum. Siza says that ‘these two 

projects became one. They became very related. To reorganize the park was very good 

for the definition of the building’ (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, p. 56). Siza’s configuration of 

movement in the CGAC is based on the rediscovered paths through the convent 

gardens. Siza says that ‘[t]hese discoveries dictate not only the angles but also the 

circulation of the whole building’ (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, p. 56). 

The resulting meandering nature of the interior circulation also replicates movement 

through the city not to mention its begetting pilgrimage, connecting it to a larger 

intertextuality of movement. The building works as a microcosm of the rhythms of 

settlement and flow of the larger urban landscape. Siza has used the geometries that 

have emerged from this inhabiting to determine the internal geometries of the museum. 

In this way, he has combined intertextuality and dialogue with place, to create his own 

version of architectural promenade. 

In much the same way that a landscape combines routes, terraces, fields and 

focal points, or a city combines streets, squares, and gates, Siza’s buildings work 

with channels of circulation, levels and areas of gathering or dispersal. (Curtis, 

1994, pp. 41-42)  

In his configuration, Siza has brought together geometric space and places of life. Both 

the places of life associated with the previous inhabiting of the city and the site and the 

places of life associated with the programme of the building, namely exhibiting and 

engaging with contemporary art. These different elements are held together in a 
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discordant concordance using various techniques of synthesis. The one that defines the 

buildings internal logic is that of an intertextual architectural promenade. 

 

Dissimulation  

 

Siza’s self-conscious practice is also evident in the way his contemporary buildings 

interact with historic surroundings. The simple geometric form of the CGAC for 

example is clad in granite. The granite cladding is consistent with the surrounding built 

landscape and the neighbouring San Domingos de Bonaval Convent. However, the 

CGAC’s simple geometry and repeated unit of cladding differentiate it as a 

contemporary building. The museum’s definition is in the convergence and cutting away 

of its core cuboid forms. This is a contemporary mode of articulation that contrasts 

with the ornament and fenestration of the neighbouring convent building. By 

referencing but differentiating, the CGAC is acknowledging the landscape of which it is 

part – the effective place – whilst consciously adding something to it.  

Having said that, granite cladding was not Siza’s preferred method of negotiating the 

museums intertextuality. Granite as a cladding material was a concession in Siza’s 

design. It was stipulated by the client. Siza had proposed a white museum either with a 

rendered finish or clad in marble, but this idea was met with opposition from the 

commissioning body and others involved with the project. Siza says that:  

I thought of materializing the building in marble, then, in white marble. 

However, I soon realised it would create a tremendous reaction. So, I decided 

not to burn all my cartridges in this controversy… There were people who 

thought it would be a crime to build something in the centre of Santiago that 

was not built in granite. (Siza & Seoane, 2015, p. 346) 

Granite has a very powerful presence in the City of Santiago de Compostela. Together 

with the insistent rainfall it is a defining characteristic of the city. However, by 

proposing a white building Siza had chosen to connect to another part of Santiago’s 

formative history, when it was made up of a combination of granite and white rendered 

buildings. At the same time, it was also intended as an acknowledgement of the 

situation of contemporary architecture, where globalised conditions relieve a reliance on 

local materials (Siza & Seoane, 2015, p. 343). 



148 
 

Despite Siza’s concession to clad the museum in granite, its geometry and the cladding’s 

regular unit make it a clearly contemporary building. Moreover, the exterior design 

includes details that indicate that the granite is in fact a cladding, in contrast to, for 

example, the neighbouring convent’s structural granite walls. Steel beams are visible 

where there is a break in the museum’s skin. These indicate a contemporary 

construction technique. The act of construction is made intelligible without the need to 

display all of the building’s structure. Siza adopts a more subtle approach than, for 

example, the exaltation of the building technique which is sometimes seen in 

contemporary architecture, where the means of construction becomes an end in itself. 

Instead, the building engages with the discourse of honesty and materiality.  

The configuration of the exterior employs the technique that Leatherbarrow refers to as 

“dissimulation”.41 This is where the cladding of the building is legibly a cladding and in 

no-way attempts to simulate a building of, in this case, granite construction. The art 

museum is clad in Galician granite but the way in which it is secured makes it obvious 

that it is a skin and in no way part of the building’s tectonics. The nature of the design 

makes it apparent that the granite is not structural. It is legibly a thin modern veneer 

with no visible weight. Wilfried Wang, in his review of the building for Domus, points 

out that: 

Siza’s building raises the planar quality of the granite slabs to a symbolic level so 

that an affinity to the bonded construction of the old buildings is upheld with 

simultaneous statement that the Centre’s tectonic is of today. (Wang, 1994, p. 

15) 

One could argue that the CGAC acknowledges its situation in a particular physical 

history through its materiality and acknowledges its situation in contemporary 

architecture through its form and subtle expression of its construction. However, the 

use of granite cladding is not necessary to make a connection to the history of the city. 

 

41 Leatherbarrow address the concept of “dissimulation” in an interview in the Architectural Theory 

Review. He says: ‘Now with respect to deception, I think from the start, or at least from the time of 

ancient Roman buildings with their layered construction, there have always been, and there still are today, 

many techniques of dissimulation. You lay out the surface as if it were marble, but because it never 

touches the ground its superficial character is apparent to everyone’ (Leatherbarrow & Ridgway, 2004, p. 

95). 
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Although the cladding is sympathetic to the convent and other historical buildings in 

the city, the logic of the CGAC is much more important in making the connection to 

the history of the city. The cladding does however enter a dialogue with the principles 

of contemporary practice and the role of contemporary architecture in historic sites.  

 

Meeting and Challenging Expectations  

 

Siza’s work also enters a dialogue with practice through his particular manner of 

simultaneously meeting and challenging expectations. This propensity is present in all 

his work but is most evident in the Santa Maria Church. The church challenges 

expectation in relationship to both church architecture and Portuguese church 

architecture, and in relation to the fundamental principles of architecture in general. 

Expectation comes from human experience such as the basic experience of gravity and 

the expectation that weight will be pulled down to the ground, and from memory and 

tradition and the expectation that church architecture will be longitudinal and 

symmetrical. Siza’s configuration of the Santa Maria Church references these 

expectations and, to a degree, gives the inhabiter what they would expect. At the same 

time, the configuration undermines the expectation in some way, such as by adding an 

element of asymmetry or a sense of weightlessness. The composition makes the 

discordance of life appear concordant but also keeps an element of discordance to the 

fore. Through undermining the delivery of these expectations, the configuration brings 

them into “play.” This challenging of cultural expectations opens dialogue between past 

and present. The configuration therefore elicits a consciousness of the hermeneutic 

situation.  

There are three particular elements where simultaneous meeting and challenging of 

expectations are evident. These are in relation to “object” and the juxtaposition of 

figure and ground, “symmetry” and its juxtaposition with asymmetry and “gravity” and 

the juxtaposition of weight and weightlessness. Each of these elements of the 

configuration represent a device or a small move, through which Siza uses the fragment, 

its relationship to the whole, and its relationship to other fragments to both enter into 

various dialogues and to leave the configured space open to dialogue.  
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For instance, in the configuration of the Santa Maria Church the boundary between the 

object and the space between is softened and complicated. For example, the convex 

walls on the interior give the sense of interior figures and it is the space between them 

that forms the apse. Even the bowed wall begins to read as figure pushing into the 

space of the nave. Conversely, the convex walls are concave to the exterior of the 

building on its northeast façade and begin to frame the space creating a sense of 

containment. The softening of the boundaries of the object in Siza’s work is also used 

to incorporate the building and the landscape into a single configuration. In the Santa 

Maria Church this is evident in the way the towers of the southwest façade and the 

space they create between them relates to the pastoral centre and the buildings beyond. 

Another element in which the configuration meets and challenges expectations is in its 

symmetry. Symmetry is fundamental to human experience, starting with the external 

symmetry of the human body. It is also therefore fundamental to architecture as a 

materialisation of human self-understanding. Furthermore, within the tradition of 

church architecture there is a cultural expectation of symmetry. Siza’s Santa Maria 

Church is broadly symmetrical and therefore meets this expectation. For example, the 

church’s door faces its alter on the central axis of the space.  

However, in the configuration of the space the symmetry is also deliberately eroded. 

This undermining of symmetry is most immediately obvious in the great bowed 

northwest wall and its counterpart the southeast wall, which is cut through at a low level 

with an extended horizontal window. In this way the church is read not only axially but 

also laterally in the relationship between these two elevations. And finally, as the 

church’s main doors are only used on occasion, the interior is generally entered from 

the bell tower, which opens into the nave under the organ platform. This sits on a 

diagonal axis from an area of lowered ceiling of the presbytery formed by extracting the 

lower section of one of the convex walls. The church is therefore also read on its 

diagonal axis. The broadly symmetrical space is destabilised through the introduction of 

these asymmetrical elements.  

In relation to gravity, Siza’s configuration also sets things up in a conventional way. 

Gravity is also fundamental to human experience and there is also an association from 

tradition that buildings are heavy. Siza’s Santa Maria Church is configured from forms 

that make the associations of being solid and heavy. It therefore meets the expectation 

that buildings are heavy things whose weight is pulled down to the ground. It also 
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however adds elements that subvert this expectation. Again, the bowed wall, which 

pushes into the space and appears to float overhead, and the horizontal window in the 

facing wall that disrupts the sense of weight going down to the ground are both key 

elements in undermining the sense of gravity. Both of these internal elevations play with 

the juxtaposition of weight and weightlessness and frustrate the expectation of 

everything being pulled to the ground. 

In this meeting of weight and weightlessness there is also a connection to the Baroque 

churches of northern Portugal, which achieve a delicate appearance of weightlessness 

through their elaborate detailing to both the exterior and interior. This is emphasised in 

Siza’s use of azuleijos, ubiquitous in Portuguese Baroque interior detailing. Azuleijos are 

a central component to the architectural history and built praxis of Portugal, having 

developed from the Moorish tradition of tilework when Portugal was part of Al-

Andalus. There is a connection to local tradition in Siza’s use of azulejos in the church. 

However, rather than the traditional decorative blue and white tiles, Siza has applied 

plain white azuleijos to dado level in the space of the nave and around the presbytery. 

The tiles in the Santa Maria church are handmade and their uneven surface reflects the 

lights in many directions giving them a ‘soft presence’ (Siza, 2005, p. 64). The white tiles 

help to create a sense of weightlessness with the dematerialising quality of their 

reflection of the light. They add to the sense of weightlessness, contributing to Siza’s 

subversion of expectations of weight and gravity in a building of this scale.  

 

 

An Entanglement of Dialogues  

 

It is important to acknowledge that the three forms of dialogue addressed in relation to 

configuration are in reality completely intertwined in the composition. Their separation 

here has been contrived for the sake of analysis. Their entanglement has been evident in 

the overlap in the analysis of the various elements. However, for the sake of illustration, 

an element that readily demonstrates an involvement in each of the dialogues is the 

Santa Maria Church’s long horizontal window. The single element of the horizontal 

window is part of the dialogue with the site, the dialogue with the mode of inhabiting, 

and the dialogue with the practice of architecture. It can therefore be seen as a 
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microcosm of the process of configuring the disparate elements into an intelligible 

whole of the larger building. In relation to the window, Siza says that ‘[a]s always in 

architecture the solution is the combination of ideas and options that mingle and lead 

towards a certain proposal that does not respond to an idea in particular, but rather to 

the sum of several intentions’ (Rodriguez & Seoane, 2015, p. 387). 

The horizontal window is part of rethinking the concept of a church. A church no 

longer has to be a closed-in, secret space. Changes in the catholic liturgy have a more 

democratic attitude to the congregation. The long strip of horizontal window in the 

lower part of a side wall, when the inhabiter is seated, affords a view of the surrounding 

hills. The horizon is pulled into the interior. For the celebrant, on the other hand, the 

view is ‘across the congregation and out towards the town, making sense of facing the 

people’ (Melvin, 2001, p. 100). This connection to the site emphasises the new church 

ethos of incorporating life of the laity.  

Dialogue with the mode of inhabiting is achieved through dialogue with the site. Siza's 

Santa Maria Church negotiates the relationship of a particular locality to the divine. The 

work follows the traditions of church architecture in ways that intend the divine but 

also deviates from them by drawing the surrounding landscape into its interior. 

However, this emphasising of the locality is also in keeping with spirit of Vatican II and 

the revised values of the catholic church. It is a break with local tradition that is part of 

the development of the institution. The design is a response to the future intentions of 

the church and also the present life of the church. The changes had already occurred 

but architecture moves more slowly. 

The horizontal window is also a core element in the dialogue with practice. It is part of 

the configuration’s juxtaposition of weight and weightlessness and the undermining of 

gravity. It undermines the sense of gravity and weight moving towards the ground by 

removing such a long section of wall so near the floor. It also provides one of the 

church’s qualities of light which is part of the dialogue that creates depth. Finally, the 

horizontal window relieves the tension associated with this kind of heightened space. In 

formal terms, the window creates a horizontal release in contrast to the vertical 

enclosure of space. The horizontal window is part of: the entry of light, the presence of 

the landscape, the expression of the building, the break in isolation, and directing the 

church towards the community (Rodriguez & Seoane, 2015, p. 387).  
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All of the works consist of an entanglement of dialogues. It is through these that the 

architect can configure a work that is a genuine example of understanding. In the 

CGAC for example, as the museum was built, it recorded an interpretation of a 

particular mode of inhabiting. The praxis of north western Iberia and the culture of the 

Western World in general – the hermeneutic situation of the project – have informed 

Siza’s interpretation of the “Art Museum”. Similarly, attitudes to art – how it should be 

displayed and viewed, its relationship to the city and the lives of the citizens – are 

recorded in the entirety of the building. It is the creation of the building that makes 

sense of all the disparate contributing elements. In the CGAC, Siza uses the urban and 

natural landscape, his interpretation of the organising principal of movement, together 

with other poetic techniques to weave together the various informing elements of the 

design in such a way that it achieves synthesis and intelligibility. All of these elements 

are presented in a particular relationship in the building and, as such, are made available 

to be contemplated and challenged. The building itself then presents as a configured 

place of life to be read and reread through reflective inhabiting.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Living Places of Life: Refiguration 

 

 

Actualising Meaning through Inhabiting 

 

The final stage of the hermeneutic process of architecture is that of inhabiting. Inhabiting 

is deliberate action relating to place. “Deliberate action” describes praxis, as praxis consists of 

action that is the result of deliberation as opposed to the result of instinct. For 

something to be deliberate it requires the capacity to see the possible future in relation 

to the present. The “place” that this action relates to is the amalgamation of the physical 

location with the hermeneutic location, which is most evidently – although not 

exclusively – manifest in the built world. 

In relation to the hermeneutic process of architecture, what we follow is the destiny of a 

prefigured space that becomes a refigured space through the mediation of a configured 

space.42 Refiguration is the stage of practical experience effected by the configured 

space. It describes the reception of the configured work through which the inhabiter 

changes their acting. It is through inhabiting that what is made intelligible through a 

building’s configuration is actualised. The act of inhabiting actualises the building’s 

capacity to be understood. The interpretation of material objects is in itself a semiotic 

habit and brings them into relation with the interpretive formation of human identities. 

Within this, architecture has a special position as it is already an interpretation of human 

action.  

Inhabiting may be passive or creative. Passive inhabiting is the kind described by Walter 

Benjamin where we experience the effecting of place in a distracted way (Benjamin, 

 

42 This is an appropriation of Ricoeur’s statement in relation to the three stages of mimesis in narrative: 

‘We are following therefore the destiny of a prefigured time that becomes a refigured time through the mediation of a 

configured time’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 54). 
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1969). Creative inhabiting on the other hand, engages the imagination in an active and 

reflective reading of the configured space. It is through the latter form of inhabiting that 

the stage of refiguration is fully actualised. This chapter looks at three different forms of 

response – both passive and creative – at the stage of refiguration in relation to Siza’s 

configured works: the critical response, the public response, and a more active 

individual response through an examination of the researcher’s own thoughtful 

inhabiting. The first two forms of response provide a context for the final form. 

The final form of response is the researcher’s thoughtful inhabiting, recorded and 

developed in a form of autoethnographic architecture writing. The writing both 

describes, and is an extension of, the researcher’s thoughtful inhabiting. It becomes part 

of the inhabiter’s sense-making act. The autoethnographic writing documents the 

engagement with Siza’s works in relation to their and the researcher’s situatedness in a 

particular tradition. It is a form of writing that consciously draws on – and ultimately 

contributes to – the tapestry of interpretations that form the hermeneutic situation. In 

this way, the writing analyses the researcher’s particular relationship to the works based 

on the theoretical model developed in Part One of this thesis. The narrative produced 

by this form of writing is in a sense the result of a mapping of the site. Although unlike 

Siza’s survey described in Chapter Five, the mapping results in configured time 

(narrative) rather than configured space (architecture). 

 

 

Critical Response 

 

The Critical response to Siza’s work is one that reads the buildings in terms of their 

intrinsic poetics. It is captured in reviews of his buildings in architecture periodicals, and 

in essays in books and academic journals. This response is recorded in the context of 

architecture’s understanding of itself as a practice and a discipline, and to the generally 

accepted narrative of its development. Inevitably within any discipline at any given time 

there are always competing views as to what should be emphasised in the narrative. 

However, within contemporary architecture there is undeniable consensus as to the 

impact of early modernists such as Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe and Frank Lloyd 

Wright amongst others, whatever the perceived outcome of that impact may be. The 
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critical responses to Siza’s works place them in relation to works by these and other 

seminal modernists. 

Siza’s work has played a role in the development of architecture’s narrative in relation to 

its particular approach to site and place, particularly within Portugal and the Iberian 

Peninsula. The commentary of theorists such as William Curtis, Kenneth Frampton and 

David Leatherbarrow in relation to Siza’s practice of configuration has been addressed 

in Chapter Five. In the following section the focus is on the response to specific works 

and how they are understood by commentators in the field of architecture. 

 

Modernism 

 

The history and development of architecture provides a large part of the structures of 

meaning against which the commentators are able to make sense of the work. This is 

both in terms of how the work can be fit into those structures of meaning and in terms 

of how it may challenge them. Siza’s work is situated by its commentators in relation to 

the narrative of modernism. They unfalteringly read references to particular modernist 

works in Siza’s configurations. These associations are a pivotal part of how the 

architecture commentator understands the work in relation to the particular 

hermeneutic situation within which they are operating.  

For example, in his article on Siza’s work for Progressive Architecture, Abby Bussel writes 

that Siza ‘rejects direct references to Wright, Loos, or Corb, but clearly admires and 

sometimes emulates their work’ (Bussel, 1995, p. 55). David Cohn, in his review of the 

CGAC for the Architectural Record, says that Siza has drawn on modernism but combined 

it in his own specific way with the particularities of the site to develop a unique 

approach to configuration (Cohn, 1994, p. 103). This combination of modernism with 

place and circumstance is generally praised by commentators of Siza’s work, particularly 

in relation to his work in Portugal and Spain.  

With Siza’s Tidal Pool Project, the critics make associations with the de Stijl movement, 

Mies van der Rohe, and the work of Frank Lloyd Wright. They highlight how the 

structure is perceived as moving towards the insubstantial by undermining the weight of 

the material. The Tidal Pool’s ‘syntax of slipping planes and spatial porousness’ (Levit, 

1996, p. 237), evokes for Robert A. Levit, in his essay for the Journal of Architecture, ‘the 
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gridded canvases of Mondrian or the brick country house of Mies’ (Levit, 1996, p. 237), 

whose plan is comparable to a de Stijl painting. The project’s particular spatial order 

suggests a dynamic openness that, as in the de Stijl movement, is brought about by the 

composition of elements whose planes do not intersect. It is this effect that leads to the 

perceived negation of the weight of the exposed concrete of which most of the project 

is formed. 

Hensel and Turko associate the above effects with the work of Frank Lloyd Wright. 

The design of Mies van der Rohe’s Brick Country House with is movement away from 

enclosed rooms and towards the composition of spaces that flow into each other, was 

itself influenced by Frank Llyod Wright. In their book Grounds and Envelopes, Michael 

Hensel and Jeffrey Turko connect the effects of the planar structure of the Tidal Pool 

project to the work of Wright in the way the spatial order in the Tidal Pool project 

suggests the possibility of extension. 

The main volumes of the project are articulated by horizontal and vertical 

concrete surfaces that often do not meet in the corners or that are not within 

the same plane, thus recalling the approach to a more continuous space pursued 

by Frank Lloyd Wright. This results in the perception that the volume is 

provisional in spite of the heavy material used. (Hensel & Turko, 2015, p. 166)  

The commentators also note how the use of these modernist techniques negotiate the 

project’s relationship to the site. Levit says that ‘[t]he porous spatial paradigm of syntax 

allows the site to visibly pass through it’ (Levit, 1996, p. 237). In contrast to ‘the effect 

of an intact closed spatial figure or completed type, where the nature of its autonomy 

would tend to close out the site’ (Levit, 1996, p. 237). Hensel and Turko also observe 

that the way the structure is set into the natural features of the landscape creates a 

symbiotic relationship to the degree that the impression is created that the geometric 

structure is being gradually subsumed by the landscape.  

When examining aerial photos of the project, uncertainty arises as to what 

preceded what: was the landscape here first and did the architecture encroach 

upon it to enter a symbiotic relation? Or was it the other way around? (Hensel 

& Turko, 2015, p. 166) 

Similarly, the various commentators on the CGAC project place it within the context of 

the development of modern architecture, and particularly Le Corbusier’s architectural 
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promenade. Both Wilfried Wang in his review for Domus and Raymund Ryan in his 

review for Architecture (AIA), highlight Siza’s use of the architectural promenade in 

particular relation to the history of the site. This is a key part of how the commentator’s 

read Siza’s impact on the development of the narrative of contemporary architecture. 

Ryan says that ‘Siza’s concern for historically specific circulation is fused with his own 

Modernist inheritance of architectural promenade’ (Ryan R., 1994, p. 55).  

Ryan also makes some specific comparisons between the museum’s roof terrace and the 

treatment of the roof in two other modernist works. He compares the experience of the 

roof terrace to the surreal roof garden of Le Corbusier’s Beistegui apartment and the 

striking roof terrace of the Italian Modern work Casa Malaparte (Ryan R., 1994, p. 71). 

David Cohn in his review for Bauwelt on the other hand, connects the CGAC to 

contemporary developments, making comparisons to I.M. Pei. He says that 

‘[s]urprisingly, there is much in Siza's design which recalls I.M. Pei's East Wing of the 

National Gallery in Washington of the 1970s’ (Cohn, 1994, p. 1040). In his comparison, 

Cohn highlights Siza’s treatment of the exterior and the extractions from the granite 

façade that demonstrate that it is not structural, along with his use of ‘an elaborate 

triangular geometry’ (Cohn, 1994, p. 1040). 

The commentators note that the CGAC building reinterprets the historical landscape. 

Ian Latham, in Architecture Today, says that with the insertion of the CGAC ‘the urban 

character of this fragmented part of the city has been both reconfigured and reinforced’ 

(Latham, 1994, p. 13). Ryan also holds that the building succeeds in ‘ameliorating an 

immediate context of urban route, place and edge’ (Ryan R., 1994, p. 70). However, he 

points out that it does this whilst remaining ‘an unashamedly Modern work’ (Ryan R., 

1994, p. 70). 

Siza’s Santa Maria Church, is placed by commentators in the tradition of modernist 

church building. All the examples against which the Santa Maria Church is placed are 

themselves church buildings. The institution is a powerful force in the Santa Maria 

Church project and therefore all references are examples of buildings configuring the 

inhabiting of the same institution. Commentators such as Luigi Spinelli, for Domus, or 

Patrick Lynch, in his essay in Building Material, single out Le Corbusier’s Ronchamp and 

the interiors of Alvar Aalto churches as those that are evoked by Siza’s building 

(Spinelli, 1998, p. 21) (Lynch, 2016, p. 54). Jeremy Melvin in Architectural Design, also 
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mentions references to Ronchamp and to Aalto churches. He points out that Siza 

considers these notable examples of modernist churches (Melvin, 2001, p. 99). 

 

Geometry, Tectonic and Cultural Framework 

 

Furthermore, how the architectural commentators read Siza’s configurations and what 

they deem to be legible in them is in terms of those that are already versed in the 

language of form and tectonics. This is another way that the configuration is actualised 

by architects and architectural critics. The refiguration of the commentators is also in 

terms of the general practice of architecture and its internal narrative. It is with a 

particular focus on these elements that the commentators read and understand the 

buildings. 

The exteriors of the Tidal Pool, the CGAC and the Santa Maria church are broadly read 

in terms of geometry and line, architectural tectonics, and cultural framework 

respectively. The three projects can be placed on a sliding scale from the more abstract 

elements of architectural configuration to the more symbolic. The Tidal Pool sits at the 

abstract end of the scale, with the readings focusing on geometry and line – two of the 

basic tools of architectural poetics. The CGAC sits at the middle of the scale, with the 

readings focusing on its tectonics and the legibility of how the configuration is achieved. 

Finally, the Santa Maria Church sits at the symbolic end of the scale, with the 

connection to the larger cultural framework and its legibility as a church, despite its 

abstract form, being the focus of the readings. 

The Tidal Pool project is read by Zúquete, Levit and Lynch in terms of geometry and 

line drawing. Zúquete focuses on the interaction of geometric and organic forms, and 

on the contrast between the two languages of form. For Zúquete, the geometric walls 

represent the very act of configuration. He says: 

Alguns muros, geométricos, confrontam o mar e desenham as piscinas sem o ar 

orgânico, amável e inevitável das rochas, mas com a determinação do acto 

desenhado, construído, intencional, que revela a relação. (Zúquete, 2013, p. 

178). 
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[A few geometric walls confront the ocean and delineate the pools without the 

organic, kindly and inevitable air of rocks, but with the determination of the 

designed, built, intentional act, which reveals the relationship.] 

Both Levit and Lynch relate the Tidal Pool structure to a fundamental tool of 

architectural configuration: the line drawing. Levit says that the various elements of the 

structure ‘seem more like the emblems of drawing than of building’ (Levit, 1996, p. 

237). He reads the construction as a drawing over the landscape evoking ‘the primal 

markings of draughtsman over the territory.’ (Levit, 1996, p. 237). He says that, ‘[w]alls, 

platforms and roofs do not fuse with the landscape, but form a kind of interrupted 

tracery over it, a kind of drafted graffiti.’ (Levit, 1996, p. 237). Lynch’s reference to 

drawing is more oblique. Rather than relating drawing directly to the structure, he 

relates it to the experience of swimming in the Tidal Pool. He relates the freedom of the 

experience of swimming to the freedom of a hand drawing, whose resulting strokes are 

transformed into something tangible through architectural configuration. 

Just as swimming for pleasure transforms us briefly from creatures of gravity to 

buoyancy, you sense that swimming there has the freedom of a hand drawing; 

those strokes in the air, transforming space into something palpable. (Lynch, 

2008, p. 20) 

However, in their reading of the exterior of the CGAC, the commentators’ common 

theme is the tectonic of the building. They note the granite façade as a connection to 

the surrounding environment. Latham refers to the use of granite as ‘a gesture of local 

solidarity’ (Latham, 1994, p. 12). However, Wang, Ryan and Latham are at pains to 

point out that its differentiation is in how the CGAC’s granite reads as a skin. For 

example, Wang says that ‘Siza’s building raises the planar quality of the granite slabs to a 

symbolic level so that an affinity to the bonded construction of the old buildings is 

upheld with the simultaneous statement that the Centre’s tectonic is of today’ (Wang, 

1994, p. 15). Ryan goes further and reads how this ‘symbolic level’ of the granite slabs is 

achieved. He says that ‘the stone’s reality as a skin is blatantly legible from its open 

joints, especially at the corners, and from the gravity-defying hanging soffit above the 

entry ramp’ (Ryan R., 1994, p. 56). Latham also highlights how Siza differentiates the 

CGAC’s granite façade from the surrounding historic buildings by composing ‘gravity 

defying constructional feats’ to show that the granite is not structural (Latham, 1994, p. 

12). 
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Finally, the exterior of the Santa Maria Church is read by the commentators in terms of 

the symbolism of the church and the cultural framework that gives that symbol 

meaning. Although the commentators refer to the church’s exterior as ‘surgical’, ‘stark’ 

and ‘enigmatic’, they also refer to it in terms of its legibility as a church (Cohn, 1999, p. 

92) (Slessor, 1998, p. 113) (Levitt, 1998, p. 60). Even the use of granite to clad the 

buildings lower ground level is compared by Latham to its use in Baroque churches. 

Latham says that ‘[t]he building perimeter is delineated by a low granite plinth which 

defies its datum to acknowledge doorways’ (Latham, 1997, p. 11). Latham contrasts 

Siza’s use of granite to define the perimeter of the structure with its traditional use to 

articulate doorways, windows and towers on Baroque churches. 

However, it is the upper level of the ‘stark prismatic parish church’ (Cohn, 1999, p. 92) 

on which the commentators focus their remarks as to its legibility as a church. Although 

the exterior form is abstracted, Latham states that the exterior form is legibly a church. 

He says that ‘[f]rom any angle, these gestures give sufficient clues to suggest the 

function’ (Latham, 1997, p. 10). This is reiterated by Spinelli, who holds that the front 

façade is legibly a church façade albeit reduced to its basic geometry. He draws a 

comparison with the two bell towers of the Porto Cathedral (Spinelli, 1998, p. 19).  

 

Shadow and Light: The Gaze of the Inhabiter 

 

In their descriptions of the interiors of Siza’s three works, the commentators focus on 

how they are experienced. Bussel says that the ‘spatial complexity [Siza] achieves, 

regardless of a project’s scale, must be experienced to be appreciated’ (Bussel, 1995, p. 

55). The projects are generally read in terms of the movement through the space and 

the gaze of the inhabiter but also in terms of the composition of shadow, in relation to 

the Tidal Pool, and the composition of light, in relation to the CGAC and the Santa 

Maria church. 

Hensel and Turko refer to the contrast of the labyrinthine enclosed spaces of the Tidal 

Pool to the openness of the exterior with its expansive views. They say that ‘the 

perception changes dramatically when entering the changing rooms’ (Hensel & Turko, 

2015, pp. 159-166). Both Hensel and Turko and Zúquete refer to the darkness of the 

space comparing it to a cavern and the hull of a ship respectively. Hensel and Turko say 
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that the ‘oil treated riga wood, sparse light, wet concrete’ create ‘the feel of a cavernous 

space carved into the ground, even though this is clearly not the case’ (Hensel & Turko, 

2015, pp. 159-166). Zúquete goes a step further and describes the interior of the 

changing room as a space that is read from the shadows. 

A luz é a que se imagina no cavername de um navio, coada e rigorosa, oferece o 

espaço que se lê a partir da sombra. (Zúquete, 2013, p. 178) 

 [The light is such that you imagine yourself in the hull of a ship, filtered and 

austere, it offers a space that is read from the shadows.] 

For the CGAC the commentators read the interior in terms of the interaction of light 

and geometry. Raymund Ryan in particular understands the CGAC’s interior and the 

movement through it in relation to the museum’s constituting volumes, which are 

themselves constituted by the site. Ryan says that once inside the museum ‘[t]he visitor 

discovers the resolution of geometries’ (Ryan R., 1994, p. 71). In addition, both Ryan 

and Cohn highlight the central role of light and its interaction with the interior geometry 

of the museum. Cohn says that ‘[t]he interiors reveal Siza’s genius for shaping space and 

light’ (Cohn, 1994, p. 106).  

In fact, Ryan and Wang go so far in their commentary as to compare Siza’s 

manipulation of light and space to that of the of the artist James Turrell. For Ryan, the 

‘large rectangular cut-outs [in internal walls] create the kind of mute enigma associated 

with artists such as James Turrell, framing subsidiary voids and the light or colour they 

might contain’ (Ryan R., 1994, p. 71). For Wang on the other hand, it is the first floor 

galleries skylights and ‘[t]he diffused zenithal light, emanating from below the up-turned 

table-like baffle’ (Wang, 1994, p. 16) that he associates with a ‘ethereal spatial lighting 

installation by James Turrell’ (Wang, 1994, p. 16). 

The commentators also frame their reading of the interior of the Santa Maria Church 

around the experience of the inhabiter, particularly in relation to their movement and 

their gaze. For example, Levitt describes the asymmetry of the inhabiter’s promenade as 

being contrasted with the church’s monumental symmetry. He says that by virtue of this 

contrast, ‘the path through the building is thrown into greater visible relief than it would 

have been if it had been otherwise more naturally integrated’ (Levitt, 1998, p. 62). For 

Levitt the church’s horizontal window also ‘marks the gaze of congregants as they 

occasionally look out and away from service and prayers’ (Levitt, 1998, p. 64). This is 
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reiterated by Lynch who interprets the effects of the window’s placement as a 

counterpoint to the ‘sacred mysteries’ as they are ‘balanced by a peripheral sensation of 

light entering from the South… [and] a Northern Portuguese landscape of arid hills and 

scrubland, and cars and petrol stations, and small houses come into view’ (Lynch, 2016, 

p. 52). 

As in the CGAC, the commentators also read the interior space of the Santa Maria 

Church through the interaction of light and form. According to Slessor, it is through the 

impact of this formal configuration and its resulting quality of light that Siza created a 

spiritual space (Slessor, 1998, p. 113). The role of light in the church is ubiquitous in its 

various commentaries. Spinelli describes the space as being ‘made up of air and 

suspended light’ (Spinelli, 1998, p. 21). And Melvin says that ‘[w]ith great discipline in 

detail so that each junction reinforces an overall idea, light, shade and views become 

part of the palette’ (Melvin, 2001, p. 99). Melvin describes the effect of the light on the 

interior forms as causing them to ‘soften and become more fluid’ (Melvin, 2001, p. 99).  

Finally, both Lynch and Slessor point out that the particular qualities of the church’s 

interior space are transformed when it is in use and full of its congregation. Particularly 

on occasions where the ceremonial ‘8m tall oak doors of the church are opened [such 

as] at funerals, and the West afternoon sunlight reaches in and touches the altar’ (Lynch, 

2016, p. 49). According to Slessor, ‘[t]he serene, meditative atmosphere is transformed 

on Sundays and holy days, when the ceremonial doors are thrown open, filling the nave 

with people and sunlight’ (Slessor, 1998, p. 113) 

 

* 

 

The Critical response to Siza’s works places them within the narrative of modern 

architecture and its impact on contemporary practice. They also collectively read the 

works in relation to the poetics of architectural configuration. They are interpreted in 

terms of architectural practice. The various commentaries demonstrate the refiguration 

of architectural discourse in response to Siza’s configurations. The prefigurative context 

that came before is therefore understood differently in light of Siza’s contribution. The 

commentator’s general understanding of Siza’s work in relation to the narrative of 
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architectural practice and the narrative of modernism is summed up nicely by David 

Cohn when he says that: 

Siza's form making… full of accidental encounters and revelations, opens the 

closed process of logical, mathematical determinism to new, uncharted terrain, 

where the circumstances of program, site, chance and vision can play a new, 

unscripted role. (Cohn, 1994, p. 1043) 

 

 

Public Response 

 

The public response to Siza’s work encompasses the response of the larger society, 

outside of the world of architecture. The public response refers to how the configured 

spaces of Siza’s works are read by their everyday inhabitants. This response is the 

closest to what Benjamin describes as distracted inhabiting (Benjamin, 1969). The 

inhabiters’ actions and understanding are effected by the configured space. This 

response is examined through the collective response as recorded in local papers, the 

relationship of the local institutions to their respective configured spaces, and through 

the researcher’s own observations of the inhabiters behaviour in relation to the various 

works.  

The global recognition of Siza’s work, secured with his being awarded the Pritzker Prize 

in 1992, has led to his work being more valued in his home country to the degree that it 

has become a part of the national identity. As a result of this, both the Tidal Pool and 

the Santa Maria church have been recognised as monuments of national interest and 

therefore are part of Portugal’s larger cultural institutions. The CGAC is also a key part 

of contemporary Galician identity, and as such was the focus of a political struggle in its 

early days as an institution. 

 

Tidal Pool 
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The institution to which the pool belongs and by which it was commissioned is the 

council of the municipality of Matosinhos. The pools were always intended as a public 

amenity and accessibility is still at the core of how they are run. The price of entry is 

very reasonable for the general public and negligible for local residents (Matosinho 

Sport, 2018). The pool was planned as a ‘“vitalizing element” of the beaches’ in this area 

(Toussaint, 2016, p. 26) and since it first opened in September 1964 the response to the 

project has been overwhelmingly positive in terms of its popularity with the inhabiting 

public (Zúquete, 2013, pp. 179-180). The immediate popularity of the pool as a public 

amenity meant that ‘the facilities were insufficient for the demand’ (Gänshirt, 2004, p. 

30). This led to the expansion of the changing room block to both the north and the 

south providing, extra sanitary facilities, more storage and the permanent café area 

defined by the striking forty-five-degree wall (Gänshirt, 2004, p. 30).  

Although the architectural value of the project has been recognised both nationally and 

internationally, it is the value felt by its inhabiters in their activity that has caused the 

pools to remain such a popular destination for almost sixty years. On the various site 

visits to the Tidal Pool during the course of this research, it was invariably bustling with 

activity. It was full of bathers, sunbathers, participants in the complimentary aquazumba 

class, coffee drinkers in the café and, standing out amongst the bathers, the inevitable 

architectural tourist dressed in black and carrying a DSLR camera.  

Unlike the architectural tourists however the majority of the inhabitants did not appear 

to be consciously reading the space. They were inhabiting it in their activity. Siza, 

himself professes to using the pool and its facilities in the summer. When asked by a 

news reporter, in an interview about the current restoration project, if he comes there to 

‘experience the pool?’ he replied ‘No, I come here to swim!’ (RTP, 2020). This idea of 

the activity that the pool complex configures taking precedent in how it is inhabited is 

summed up by Zúquete. He observes that the inhabiter’s generally refer to the pool not 

as a building but as a place, and a place to which they always wish to return. 

Muitos lhe chamam um lugar, e nenhum se refere às piscinas como edifício ou 

construção. Não ouvi dizer que é bonito nem feio, mas ouvi muitas vezes que 

era um belo sítio para estar, um lugar inteligente, de onde não se queria sair, ou 

para onde se quer sempre voltar (talvez estes tenham sido os melhores elogios 

que já ouvi sobre arquitectura). (Zúquete, 2013, p. 179) 



166 
 

[Many call it a place, and no one refers to the pools as a building or 

construction. I haven’t heard them referred to as either attractive or ugly, but I 

have heard many times that they are a beautiful place to be, an intelligent place, 

which you wouldn’t want to leave, or to which you always want to return (these 

have perhaps been the best complements that I have heard about architecture).] 

The Tidal Pool is well established as part of the built fabric and life of Leça da Palmeira. 

The inhabiter’s focus is on the activity and the inhabiting that is configured by the 

space. This inhabiting is akin to the ‘incidental fashion’ in which Walter Benjamin says 

that architecture is noticed (Benjamin, 1969, p. 184). Benjamin argues that it is through 

habit and tactile appropriation of use that a building is grasped (Benjamin, 1969, p. 184). 

This thesis argues that the configuration of the spaces redesigns that use and brings 

about the formation of that habit.  

 

Galician Centre of Contemporary Art (CGAC) 

 

The inception of the CGAC building was part of a larger project overseen by Santiago 

de Compostela’s socialist mayor Xerardo Estévez. The public focus at the time of 

building the CGAC was on the general redevelopment of the historical city rather than 

on a single building. Siza’s CGAC was therefore received as part of this larger project 

redefining the relationship between the historical and the contemporary and the local 

and the global in modern day Santiago de Compostela. Although the project identified 

the need for a contemporary art gallery as part of the development of the city, and one 

that would be the equivalent of a national gallery for the autonomous region of Galicia, 

it did not specifically define the remit of the gallery. 

It took over a year from the time the CGAC building was opened for its institution to 

be established. From the time the institution was finally established the CGAC has had 

five directors, who have each in their own fashion determined its programming and 

contributed to building its permanent collection. These directors were Gloria Moure 

(1994-1998), Miguel Fernández Cid (1998-2005), Manuel Olveira Paz (2005-2009), 

Miguel Von Hafe Pérez (2009-5015) and Santiago Olmo García (2015-present). The 

first director, Gloria Moure, began building an international collection in line with other 

national galleries and established a stable programme and direction for the Centre 
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(Hermida, 1995). However, Moure became embroiled in a politically motivated struggle 

for the control of Galicia’s cultural agenda (Hermida, 1998). After this struggle subsided 

the following directors had to contend with a chronic lack of funding as the political 

party in control of Galicia – the conservative People’s Party (PP) – turned their 

attention to a new cultural project: Peter Eisenman’s City of Culture (Peregil, 2011). 

Moure was eventually replaced by Miguel Fernández Cid. As the purchasing budget for 

the CGAC’s collection was very small, Fernández Cid took the decision to build a 

collection that reflected the narrative of the centre rather than the development of 

international contemporary art (Barro, 2003). His directorship also emphasised building 

a research library and publishing wing in order raise the international profile of the 

centre (Barro, 2003). It was not until 2009 that a director was appointed as the result of 

an international competition. The appointment went to the Portuguese curator and 

academic Miguel von Hafe Pérez, who had worked as a curator at Siza’s Serralves 

Museum in Porto (CGAC, 2009). Miguel von Hafe Pérez also had to contend with a 

very small purchasing budget and with attempting to negotiating a collaborative 

relationship between the CGAC and Eisenman’s City of Culture (Espejo, 2011).  

Both Miguel Fernández Cid and Miguel Von Hafe Pérez talk about the unique nature of 

the exhibition spaces and how this affected their involvement with and approach to 

exhibitions. There is a reciprocal relationship between the institution that was gradually 

formed and its built space to the degree that they become part of each other’s identity. 

Miguel Fernández Cid says that he curated most of the exhibitions himself as the nature 

of the centre’s spaces led to the greater involvement of the artist in the exhibition and 

that there was therefore less need for an intermediary (Barro, 2003). The nature of the 

space configured by Siza has redesigned this form of inhabiting in a specific way. In 

relation to the exhibiting of the art, it fosters a relationship between the art – and in 

some cases the artist – and the space. Miguel Von Hafe Pérez also talks about the 

challenges of working with the unique exhibition spaces in the CGAC. He said that 

overcoming these challenges was very gratifying and that it allowed exhibitions that 

have been shown in other places to develop a unique personality in the CGAC (Espejo, 

2011).  

Even though there is more work involved in exhibiting works in the spaces of the 

CGAC, the resulting relationship between the art and the space show the pieces in a 

unique light and brings different elements of the work forth. For example, Javier 
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Hontoria, who curated an exhibition of the work of the Dutch artist Mark Manders 

while Miguel Von Hafe Pérez was director of the CGAC, points out that Manders went 

so far as to revise and adapt some of his works for the CGAC exhibition (Hontoria, 

2014). In relation to establishing a narrative for the exhibition through which to 

‘describe’ Manders’ work, Hontoria says that it would not be ‘appropriate for us to 

divorce ourselves from the setting of this exhibition… which has possibly written the 

most beautiful pages on contemporary sculpture in recent museography;’ (Hontoria, 

2014).  

The artist and the curator entered into a dialogue with the spaces of the museum and 

the visitor’s movement through them in a way that allowed the exhibition to be a 

response to them. This is a form of the active inhabiting where the activity of inhabiting 

is tied to a reflective reading of the configured space. It is a creative inhabiting that 

engages the imagination and allows what is made intelligible through the configuration 

of the space to be consciously actualised. In this case the artist’s work and Siza’s 

configured spaces enter a dialogue that allows them each to actualise certain elements by 

the other. They were co-determined. In this kind of thoughtful inhabiting the inhabiter 

consciously enters a dialogue with a constructed space so that a fusion of horizons may 

be achieved. In refiguration the horizon of the inhabiter meets the horizon of the 

architect. 

 

Santa Maria Church 

 

Siza’s Santa Maria Church was inaugurated in 1996 and was immediately praised by 

certain elements of the architecture community. In 1998 the church beat Gehry’s 

Guggenheim in Barcelona, ‘arguably the most talked about building of [that] year’ 

(Cohn, 1998, p. 27) in the Catalonian based FAD (Fostering Arts and Design) awards. 

However, the church’s public, largely composed of its parish and the other residents of 

Marco de Canaveses, was not so quickly won over. Unlike the CGAC, the institution 

which Siza’s church both represents and, in a small way, evolves has been firmly 

established for over two millennia. The specific redesigning of inhabiting configured by 

the church was the outcome of much detailed discussion with theologians. However, it 

is the parishioners who have the most direct relationship with the building as it was 
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built specifically for their collective worship and it is this activity that is both embodied 

in and redesigned by its configuration. The church also impacts the inhabiting of other 

residents of the town, and, eventually in its recognition as a monument of public 

interest by the government, the national psyche of the country. 

The influence of the parish priest was central in the public response to the Santa Maria 

Church. It is the priest who serves as the conduit between the parish community and 

the larger institution of the church. He is the representative of the parish but also the 

representative to the parish of the larger institution. As a community leader and as the 

local representative of the church, the parish priest has an influence over how the public 

respond to their configured space.  

The parish of Fornos and Rio de Galinhas has had four parish priests since the church’s 

inauguration in 1996: Fr Nuno Higino (1988-2001), the priest responsible for 

commissioning the project; Fr Fernando Silva (2001-2015) the priest who inherited the 

resultant debt and the responsibility of raising funds for its repayment (Paróquias de 

Portugal, 2002); Fr Fernando Coutinho (2015-2020) who during his short appointment 

oversaw the iSiza016 event commemorating the twentieth anniversary of the church, 

and applied for EU grants to carry out vital renovation work to the building43 (Vieira, 

2020); and finally Fr Hermínio Pinto (2020-present), the current parish priest who has 

established a virtual presence44 for the church sharing information, images, and short 

videos of the church interior during the recent pandemic lock downs. 

Fr Nuno Higino acknowledged that it was to be expected that the parishioners would 

be wary of the unfamiliar. The new church brings their hermeneutic situation into their 

consciousness and this can be uncomfortable. Higino therefore offered an 

interpretation for the parishioners in pieces printed in the weekly parish newsletter 

between 13 April and 12 October, 1997. These pieces were later published in a booklet 

entitled The Church of St Mary, Marco de Canaveses: Álvaro Siza (Higino, 1999). The initial 

public response to the building was one of interpretation and hesitant acceptance. 

 

43 These works are currently being carried out and consist of conservation interventions and the 

completion of works that were not completed to specification resulting in a high risk of deterioration to 

the buildings structure (Município de Marco de Canaveses, 2020). 

44 https://www.facebook.com/igrejadesantamaria/ 
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The parishioners also respond to the church in how they inhabit the space – in their 

action. The two main forms of activity redesigned in the church’s configuration are 

communal worship and individual contemplation. These two forms of inhabiting will be 

explored further in the following ‘Particular Response’ section. Despite Higino’s 

acknowledgment that the parishioners may be wary of the unfamiliar when the church 

was inaugurated, it does seem to have been well-attended from the start. Catherine 

Slessor observes in her 1998 review that the church was ‘clearly popular with its 

parishioners’ (Slessor, 1998, p. 113). She elaborates this point in the following 

description: 

At a morning communion on an unremarkable summer Sunday, churchgoers 

filled every single seat, and many stood in the aisles. The congregation sang 

lustily during mass, and later spilled out onto the plaza at the end of the service 

to mingle and catch up on town gossip. (Slessor, 1998, p. 113) 

On visits to the church the researcher made similar observations. On a Sunday morning 

the church was overflowing with a congregation who were clearly at are at ease with 

their church. With jackets slung on the sill of the horizontal window and handbags 

placed on the kneelers to the rear of the chair in front, there was a clear sense of the 

congregation’s ownership of the space. Similarly, after the mass, as people left the 

church through the front and side exits, they gathered to socialise in the shaded areas 

around these exits that provide shelter from the midday sun.  

 

 

Particular Response 

 

The particular response to the various Siza configurations is a recording of the 

researcher’s own reflective inhabiting of the spaces. Rather than a complete account of 

the work, it aims to investigate an individual instance of inhabiting that actualises the 

work’s capacity to be understood. Although the entire second part of this thesis is, to 

some degree, the researchers own take on the refiguration of the buildings, this section 

records and reflects on the researcher’s direct engagement with the space. In order to 

do this, an autoethnographic form of architecture writing is employed, emphasising the 
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recording of the researcher’s own “observed experience”. This consists of an active 

reflection on the encounter with the configured spaces in real-time and a subsequent 

development of these observations. This heightened awareness provided a window into 

the processes of interpretation that occur – often unconsciously or in a distracted way – 

when we encounter built space. 

This account of an active act of inhabiting is used to reveal the workings of this final 

stage of the hermeneutic process of architecture. Through this, it discloses the impact 

of each of the works on the researcher’s understanding of the world and their situation 

within it through uncovering the researcher’s understanding of what is latent in the 

work. The writing is a both a recording of, and extension of, the researcher entering 

into the dialogue that each of the works invites. The outcome is a narrative 

configuration through which the researcher makes sense of the experience of inhabiting 

Siza’s works. 

The recording of the researcher’s reflective inhabiting was made on two visits to the 

works. The researcher undertook an initial trip to various Siza projects in Porto and its 

surrounds, Santiago de Compostela, and Lisbon in September 2014 when the research 

was still in its early phases but had begun to focus on Siza’s architecture. This was the 

researcher’s first visit to the three works on which this thesis focuses. At this time both 

photographs and notes were taken but the recording was relatively unstructured. 

A second visit was then undertaken in July 2015 when the method of recording had 

been refined. This visit focused solely on the three selected works. For each of the 

works the visit was carefully observed and detailed notes were taken in the immediate 

aftermath. In the case of the CGAC and the Tidal Pool, the researcher then returned to 

the works a second time to photograph them as an aide-mémoire. For the Santa Maria 

Church, the photographs were taken on the first day as on the second day the 

researcher returned to the church to attend the Sunday celebration of mass. The visits 

to the CGAC took place on 1 and 2 July. The visits to the Santa Maria Church took 

place on 4 and 5 July. Finally, the visits to the Tidal Pool took place on 7 and 8 July. 

In fact, each of the following texts ends with notes being taken although this is only 

made explicit in the CGAC piece, which ends with the researcher sitting down to write 

in the centre’s library. The Tidal Pool piece ends with the researcher sitting at a table in 

the Pool complex’s café and the two Santa Maria Church pieces end with the researcher 

first in the mortuary garden, and then walking away from the church after which they 
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entered a café about two-hundred-meters up the road. In all four instances copious 

notes about the visit were taken in the immediate aftermath: in the library, at the 

complex’s café, sitting in the garden, and in the café adjacent to the church. The focus 

of these notes was the internal experience of inhabiting each of Siza’s three architectural 

configurations. However, even at this point, reflections on how this experience related 

to the physical space and the bones of a narrative structure began to present themselves. 

Later, these notes were worked through further reflection and developed into narrative 

configurations. This brought intelligibility to the experience of inhabiting through the 

emplotment of the action in relation to each of the physical configurations. To aid in 

drawing out the relationship between the experience and the physical configuration the 

photographs taken at the time of the visits were consulted along with the notes 

recording the internal experience of inhabiting. Through this process, the various 

elements making up the researcher’s experience of inhabiting each of the configured 

spaces were reordered into intelligible wholes, which are both a making-sense-of and a 

representation of this particular action. The following texts are an exercise in the 

practice of making sense of the new reality provided by the configured space, and 

making sense of the self in light of that new reality. 

In terms of intertextuality, the texts consciously juxtapose other critiques of the works 

through both influence and distance taking. The influence is evident for example in the 

way certain texts are quoted in order to highlight certain points. However, distance is 

also taken through the particular focus of the texts. The focus is on the impact of the 

work on the particular inhabiter in relation to its influence on their understanding of the 

world and their situation within it. 

In terms of the intertextual positioning of the texts, this form of writing is similar for 

example to that of phenomenological description in that it is a description of conscious 

experience. However unlike in pure phenomenology, the focus is not on the experience 

itself, nor on the structures of consciousness that determine that experience. Instead, 

the focus is hermeneutic in that the description attempts to highlight the relationship 

between the experience, the physical space experienced, and the shared reality in which 

they are both immersed through emphasising meaning and interpretation. The emphasis 

is not on the experience of the architecture itself, but on the hermeneutic impact of that 

architecture. What is key is the framing of these texts within a continuum where the 
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elements such as “architect”, “work” and “inhabiter” are seen as neither stable nor 

entirely separate. 

Similarly, as highlighted in Chapter Three, the texts are a form of autoethnographic 

architecture writing. What they share with the practice of autoethnography is their focus 

is on the sociocultural environment that forms part of the shared realities that the 

architecture embodies and in which the inhabiter is implicated. However, they also 

differ from the practice of autoethnography, particularly in the subject matter. In the 

practice of autoethnography the subject matter is generally that of a group to which the 

author belongs. However, in the following texts, the emphasis is on the relationship 

between the inhabiter and the “cultural experience” as embodied in the architecture as a 

cultural artefact. Nevertheless, the following texts build on the central tenet of 

autoethnography and use personal narrative as a vehicle through which to examine this 

cultural experience and to bring to the fore its impact on the author’s understanding of 

their situation in the world.  

 

* 

 

Humanising Space 

 

Place 

The distress of the figures in the sculpture is a little incongruous with their 

surroundings. The five larger than life figures look out to sea mourning the loss of their 

sons, husbands and fathers, drowned in the great “Tragedy at Sea” of 1947. The large 

expanse of sand around them is full of people enjoying the sunshine. There are 

colourful beach huts, a zip wire, a volleyball net and all the trappings of leisure 

associated with the seaside. My companion, E., and I sit on a wall by the beach and 

watch another load of teenagers from Porto head down to the beach from the metro 

stop. We decide to head on to our destination for the afternoon on the other side of the 

river in Leça da Palmeira.  

We walk down to Leça da Palmeira’s seafront and stroll along the promenade. This 

stretch of coast is rockier than on the other side of the river and feels a little more 
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exposed. The sea is rough. The open areas of beach have red flags – “Don’t swim!” A 

few people are wading up to their knees. Some of the smaller beaches, which are more 

sheltered by the surrounding rocks, have yellow flags– “Swim with caution”. On one of 

the small beaches a busload of children are braving the cold waves. I can hear their 

shrieks above the rumble of the ocean. All along the promenade are small rocky 

outcrops that calm the waters and provide bathers with a safe place to cool off.  

Entrance 

Siza’s Tidal pool complex is evident from quite a long way off. I can see that the pool is 

built into one of the coastline’s rocky outcrops. Siza has enclosed what nature had 

provided with contrastingly geometric concrete walls. It is a protective gesture. It allows 

the bathers to be carefree by holding the ocean at bay. In Patrick Lynch’s reading he 

says that the ‘sea itself is held back in the arc of an outstretched arm’ (Lynch, 2008, p. 

20). Just as the sea wall at the mouth of the Leça River protects the industry of the port, 

the walls of Siza’s pool protect the idleness of its bathers. 

We arrive at the pool complex. The changing room structure is sunk below the 

promenade, and we look down onto the layers of gently inclining copper roofs and into 

the concrete labyrinth of paths around them. We head down a ramp that widens into an 

entrance courtyard. Sunk to a level three meters below the promenade, I feel I am 

standing on the bottom of a drained pool. If you were wandering along caught up with 

your thoughts you could easily end up funnelled into the small courtyard from the 

promenade. 

The sounds of the sea front are intensified by my limited view. The competing 

backgrounds of the ocean and the traffic subsume the passing voices. I am hidden here. 

Hidden from the road and the life of the town but also hidden from the ocean. This 

liminal space is part of neither. Why do I need to be hidden? Do I need to be prepared? 

Removed entirely from one situation before I am introduced to another? The world 

does, indeed seem far away now. My focus is entirely on this small courtyard, its three 

exits, and the two attendants manning the reception desk. 

The deep tans of the two attendants are offset by their luminous green t-shirts. One of 

them is standing to the side of the reception desk, leaning over it with her head resting 

in her hand so that the desk appears to be supporting the full weight of her torso. Her 

voice is just as relaxed as her posture as she chats to her colleague who is sitting behind 
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the desk. The desk stands across from the promenade splitting wall. The lower part of 

the concrete wall enclosing the desk’s side of the courtyard has been cut away so that 

the remaining upper section hovers above the desk, which rests in its shade. Behind the 

desk is closed off by a dark wood wall that does not quite meet the concrete above and 

pushes out past it to the side. Although there is obvious weight in the materiality of the 

structure, it doesn’t seem fixed.  

Before we approach, I survey the various prices of entry behind the desk. The prices are 

designated on a table with a column for locals (or holders of the local council sports 

card) and non-locals (who are not eligible for said card). The price for locals is negligible 

and even the price for everyone else is very reasonable. The pool is accessible to 

everyone. In his reading, Zúquete notes that it is universally popular, with all classes and 

all ages (Zúquete, 2013, p. 180). Only when we have paid our entry does the attendant 

leaning on the desk roll her torso to reach over the desk and extract two bright blue 

strips of paper. She signals to us and we each extend an arm towards her. She fixes one 

of the strips around each of our wrists. 

There are three exits from the courtyard but I cannot see where any of them lead. One 

is straight ahead, parallel to the promenade through an open full height dark wood 

door. It is a long straight path with high concrete walls on either side. The other two 

paths turn in behind the desk. I am looking around considering which of the paths to 

take when the attendant behind the desk points to the dark opening behind her, to the 

right of the desk. I thank her and we follow her direction under the hovering concrete 

wall and through the gap in the dark wood walls that rise towards it. E. has to duck to 

get through the entrance. As we enter the dark space, my first instinct is to head straight 

towards the light in front of me, but I think these are the changing rooms and we need 

to change into our swimsuits. I turn right and head deeper into the darkness. 

Depths: The Cave 

I reach out to orientate myself and the wooden wall to my left gives a little. I push a 

little harder and the door swings open. I move along a little further and push another 

door open. The wall to our left is made up entirely of dark wood doors. I go through 

one and enter a tiny changing cubicle. As I pull the door to the cubicle closed behind 

me my body leans on the back wall of the cubicle and it gives under my lean; a second 

door! I fumble around in the dark looking for some kind of catch to secure the doors. 

The wood is rough and its metal fittings corroded. The doors secured I begin to look 
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through my bag for my swimsuit. My eyes are a little more adjusted to the dark but it is 

still difficult to see. After a focused struggle, I complete my metamorphosis and emerge 

through the second door into a slightly brighter space. Purged by the darkness I am 

eager now to get back to the light. E. materialises from one of the cubicles, his large 

frame squeezed into its small door. 

We turn left and head back towards the light. As we make our way along the row of 

dark wood cubicles that divide the room long ways, I notice that they are suspended 

from the rafters. They hang about 15cm above the paved concrete floor. The frame of 

each cubicle extends up into the wooden ceiling beams becoming part of their 

framework. The entire insert could be lifted off to leave a roofless concrete box.  

I turn my face back towards the light as we step out of the shadows.  

I can’t see! I blink and squint as I fumble around for my sunglasses.  

The severity of the movement from light to dark to light and the temporary blindness it 

caused me, make me think of Plato’s allegory of the cave. In fact, Michael Hensel and 

Jeffrey Turko, in their reading of Siza’s Tidal Pool compare the changing rooms to a 

cave. 

Here the use of wood treated with oil with sparse open for natural light from 

above and the wet shimmer of the concrete surfaces create the feel of a 

cavernous space carved into the ground, even though this is clearly not the case. 

(Hensel & Turko, 2015, p. 166) 

In the Republic, Plato has Socrates describe a situation where people have lived chained 

in a cave facing a blank wall. All they have ever seen are shadows cast on this wall from 

a fire behind them. This is what they call reality. If one of these prisoners was to be 

released and emerge from the cave into the light he would be bewildered and his eyes 

would hurt him and it would take some time before he could see the world outside the 

cave. However, if he were to return to the cave to tell the other prisoners about what he 

had seen, he would no longer be able to distinguish the shadows they take for reality 

and they would think him ridiculous. The philosopher is one who has escaped the cave 

and seen the light of truth.  
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However, Heidegger provides us with a different, less binary interpretation of this 

allegory.45 In Heidegger’s reading it is not only the light that is truth. In Heidegger’s 

reading of the cave allegory, there is not only one possibility for understanding. The 

hermeneutic situation is not static and as in Heidegger’s concept of “the clearing” its 

horizon can shift. When the prisoner has adjusted to the light, he is in a new clearing, a 

different situation, and the shadows are now concealed from him. For Heidegger truth 

is unconcealedness. But when something is unconcealed something else is always 

concealed.  

The changing rooms are the “deepest” point of the structure, where you are no longer 

moving away from the road and begin to move towards the poolside and the ocean. On 

coming into the light, we are still in the transition because the view of the landscape is 

still blocked by the structure’s walls. We walk along the open-roofed corridor to another 

covered area where there are toilets. We pass through its shade and emerge from the 

enclosure.  

The vast expanse of the ocean and its horizon is unconcealed. This is not an unfamiliar 

sight for me but this framing brings it acutely into focus and I feel very small by 

comparison. The exaggerated interiority of the route intensifies the contrast of the 

human scale to the vastness of the ocean and the sky. In Juhani Pallasmaa’s reading he 

says that the ‘walls and very low and dark spaces… provide an experiential compression 

before one enters the openness and bright light of the beach’ (Pallasmaa, 2015, p. 29). 

The busyness of the coast road now seems very far away. This entire entryway is a path 

of transition from the road to the ocean. And from everyday life to the refuge of the 

poolside. The route through this space acts as a buffer from the “outside world”, 

isolating the pools from the street and its life. 

Beach 

We have emerged from the labyrinth above the children’s pool at the south end of the 

complex. The children's pool is set back from the ocean and enclosed on two sides by 

rocks climbing towards the changing room structure. The third side is enclosed by a low 

concrete wall that follows the curve of the rocks forming a C-shaped pool. Parents lean 

on the low wall and chat as their small children splash in the shallow water.  

 

45 See Martin Heidegger’s ‘Plato’s Doctrine of Truth’ in Philosophy of the Twentieth Century: An Anthology 
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E. and I begin to walk to the central area and E. turns to say something to me. He 

almost loses his footing as the ground steps down. ‘It’s a good job that didn’t happen 

over there,’ he says pointing to the path ahead, which becomes a concrete bridge about 

two meters off the ground, surrounded by rocks. 

We pick our way through the rocks, sunbathers, and playing children. I stop to take off 

my sandals. The large grains of sand are gathering in the arch of my foot. All the wind-

sheltered spots have been taken by the early arrivals. Our search for somewhere to 

pitch-up, out of the wind, brings us down towards the main pool, which pushes out 

towards the ocean. The only bathers are older children. One of them jumps out and 

runs up the small hill in front of us. ‘It’s really cold and really salty,’ she shouts to her 

friend, ‘but give it a try if you want.’ 

We find a spot in front of the bar, beside the rented sun-loungers and sunbeds. It is 

relatively sheltered from the wind. When we lie down, I can really feel the heat of the 

sun. I prop myself up on my elbows to look around. There are more people in the pool 

now. A huge freight ship sounds its horn, over and over, to announce its arrival at the 

port. The noise stands out against the jumbled rumble of the wind, the rough ocean and 

the chorus of voices. 

E., takes out his book and I watch the ships approaching the port and the people come 

and go from the pool. What I see from my vantage point is not the image normally 

invoked by the words ‘swimming pool’. My expectation of a swimming pool would be 

more akin to the pool Siza designed in the Quinta da Conceção park just over a 

kilometre inland from here. Ricardo Zúquete notes that this is not a public pool made 

in the image of those in the gardens of the bourgeoisie, but is what he sees as a modest 

and accessible vision of that which, in the past, belonged only to the rich (Zúquete, 

2013, p. 176). This pool belongs to everyone but none more than the local people of 

Matosinhos. Even today, architectural tourists with their cameras (myself included) 

stand out amongst the locals. 

Rocks 

By the time I am hot enough to need to cool down with a swim, there are only a 

handful of people in the main pool. I pick my way through the outcrops of rock and 

through the sunbathers. I step up through a narrow channel in the rock into the cool 

ankle-deep water that you must walk through to reach the swimming pool. The 
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surrounding rocks appear to be growing over the step and spreading into the shallow 

water. I feel compelled to stop and contemplate the rocks. Why am I so drawn to the 

points where Siza’s poured concrete meets the coastal rock? There is no violence where 

they meet. No discord. There is agreement. I know that the rocks were there first, that 

this area of rocky coast has been modified by the concrete. But this is not obvious in 

how they meet. The rocky coast has not been dominated. The rocks seem to drape over 

the concrete like a large animal lounging in the sunshine. I imagine that at any minute 

they might slink off and leave the bare geometry of Siza’s intervention exposed. 

I wait my turn to climb down the ladder into the water of the main pool. Two children, 

accompanied by their mother are before me. Each of them gets as far as their knees 

before rejecting it as too cold. From inside the pool a boy shouts ‘Nice and warm! Are 

you kidding me?’ I am in for a cold dip. As I wait, I look towards the ocean and watch 

the waves crash over the rocks. The rocks in turn seem to lean over the thick concrete 

walls of the pool. To Patrick Lynch these large boulders in the pool’s formwork ‘look 

like human bodies stuck in a petrified current; big, old men in the flood of time’ (Lynch, 

2008, p. 20). 

Pool 

It’s my turn. The ladder is wider and more solid than the pool ladders I am used to. Its 

curved frame is a dark brown-green metal. It is weathered but solid and strong. I climb 

down the wooden rungs, warm against my feet, and straight into the water up to my 

waist. It is not as cold as I was expecting. I have not had to gasp to catch my breath. I 

wade in further towards the retaining rocks and the ocean. The surface of the water is 

rippling against the wind. I begin to swim towards the deeper end of the pool. The cool 

water is pleasant. There is a faint smell of chlorine.  

Inside the pool is a protected space. The sky is above and the rocks and concrete walls 

are around. I am not really aware of anything else, just the water and its container. It is 

peaceful. The roar of the wind and the ocean form a white noise, further isolating me 

from the world. 

The Atlantic Ocean is more often than not a hostile place for a fragile human body. 

Swimming in Siza’s pool, I feel protected. There is a sense of care. This after all is a 

place of refuge, refuge from the ocean but also from the stresses of everyday existence. 

It is a place to get away but also to contemplate what lies beyond. Pallasmaa notes that 
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the ‘contrast of naked human skin and the aggressive appearance of the rocks, 

combined with the implied threat of the ocean, heightens the sensuousness of the 

setting’ (Pallasmaa, 2015, p. 29). 

The ocean has a powerful draw. There is a beach where I grew up, three hundred 

kilometres south of here, that is open to the elements of the Atlantic Ocean. Sometimes 

we would arrive to have the top layer of our skin stripped by the sand caught up in the 

wind coming in off the ocean. Sometimes we would make it onto the beach to find that 

the ocean was far too wild to contemplate a swim. And sometimes the day was perfect. 

The sand was still and the waves had a gentle roll that would lift you off your feet and 

then carefully put you down again. But the Atlantic is capricious and can catch you off 

guard. It will knock you down and keep you down or drag you out and not let you 

return until you wrestle yourself from its grasp and make it back to the sand panicked 

and beaten. 

Immersed in this placid water, I do not have to worry about the waves. They are a 

spectacle. I can watch them crash over the rocks and only a little of their spray disturbs 

the water of the pool. The pool is sunk in behind the protective wall of rock. The rock 

of the same coastline that crushed the trawlers and crumpled the bodies of more than 

one hundred and fifty fishermen seventy years ago. Fishermen who, across the port on 

Matosinhos beech, are perpetually mourned by their widows and children.  

As I near the deep-end of the pool its floor becomes very dark. Is it the rocks? The pool 

interior is painted white, where it is concrete, contrasting with the natural colour of the 

rocks. I climb up one of the wide ladders at the far end onto the pool’s one-and-a-half-

meter wide retaining wall. I walk along the surface towards the open ocean, to where 

the concrete meets the rocks. I tuck into the corner where the rocks rise above the 

concrete wall and look back over the pool towards the beach and the changing room 

structure nestled in below the road. This spot is not as sheltered as it appeared and my 

wet skin is getting increasingly cold from the wind. 

I climb back into the water. I look down as I swim along. It is unnerving to be 

swimming over the dark bottom of the pool. I imagine it is deep, deep water and try not 

to panic myself imagining what lurks below. I am swimming along the ocean side of the 

pool and the dark area stretches into the shallow end. As I get closer to the dark 

surface, I realise it is not rock darkening the pool but seaweed. The seaweed is thick, 

rubbery and iodine brown. They say that although it takes longer to get a tan here in the 
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north, you keep it longer because of the iodine in the water from the seaweed. A young 

boy wearing swimming goggles emerges from the water with an armful of seaweed. He 

has collected a large pile at the edge of the pool. 

I swim over to where the rocks drape into the pool. Some are sharp so I am careful in 

how I climb on them. I find a way to perch so that most of me is still in the water and 

out of the wind. I look over at the lifeguards. I am not sure how they will feel about me 

being on the rocks. Earlier I watched them chastise teenagers for climbing on the rocks 

behind the pool. They don’t seem to mind. I sit and watch the surface of the water 

ripple past and the little boy diving for more seaweed. 

Everything about our built environment communicates ideals about human identity. In 

this way it is an expression of humanity. Our built environment is an indication of how 

we understand ourselves. In the case of Siza’s Tidal Pool, it is an indication of how we 

understand ourselves in relation to nature and the very present and powerful backdrop 

of the Atlantic Ocean. The Tidal Pool is in part an exploration and expression of our 

relationship to the human experience of nature. In this sense nature is part of a set of 

sense-making practices and structures within which we inhabit and through which we 

have a sense of place. The need to protect ourselves from the ocean is already inscribed 

in the built environment here: in the man-made port and the monument to the 

“Tragedy at Sea”. 

The pool complex is an acknowledgment of the fragility of the human condition and an 

example of the human desire to control our environment. However, rather than deny 

the environment, the pools and their accompanying structures enter into a dialogue with 

it. In his reading of the Tidal Pool, Peter Testa notes that it ‘stands in contradistinction 

to modernist instrumental interpretations of nature, as the natural is neither invaded by 

technique or imbued with nostalgic naturalism’ (Testa, 1996, p. 7). Rather than shield 

against the power of the ocean completely, Siza’s development of the existing rock 

pools into one in which the inhabitants of Matosinhos can swim, allows the ocean’s 

waves to crash over the retaining walls. The contrast between water in these two states 

echoes the meeting of the power of nature and the humanising of the space through 

Siza’s protective application of geometry.  

I find it hard to live without the ocean. Apparently, the ions in the sea air are good for 

your health. Is that what precipitated the eighteenth-century treatment of ‘taking the sea 

air’? Maybe the air does me good but the ocean offers much more than ions. It inspires 
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awe in its vastness and its violence. In its wake, I am very small and easily broken. But it 

also offers freedom. The constant presence of the horizon will not let me forget that 

there is something beyond here and this. I am both drawn to its promises and wary of 

its power. A little along the coast from here, António Nobre stands reciting his verse, 

facing out towards the ocean, ‘tired of the pains that were killing him he went on 

journeys all through this world.’ 

Wind 

After some time, I pick my way back into the free water and swim over to the ladder I 

originally climbed down. I step into the shallow water which now feels warm by 

comparison, and wade over to a shower to rinse off the salt. The water from the shower 

is also warm compared to the water in the pool, but when it stops, I feel the wind and 

am cold again. I hurry back to our pitch to dry off in the sun, out of the wind.  

As the wind picks up, the pool empties and even the hardiest sunbathers accept defeat 

from the sandblasting gusts. E. finds us a table at the café, which is sheltered by the 

diagonal wall. Others crowd in behind us. We sit and watch people pack up or try to 

hold on to their towels caught by the wind. This is another protected space. It is 

protected from the wind by the diagonal wall, and from the road by the changing room 

structure. It looks out over the pool, the beach, the rough ocean and the entry to the 

port beyond. This is a space made human through configuration that protects without 

enclosing or denying the landscape.  

I know that the world in which I exist has shaped my understanding of who and what I 

am. All the influences that have led to this particular point in time: a collective world 

history, European history, social thought; these are all threads in the web of narratives 

that spin my understanding of the world – the human world – the world we are 

continually creating and producing in our performance of it. However, a “point in time” 

does not really exist. ‘Point’ implies that one small and precise part might be sectioned 

off, separated in its definition. But time, by its nature resists this kind of pinning town, a 

moment once defined has gone, the present is a state of flux and it cannot be separated 

from the past or the future.  

One powerful way that we produce our world is through building it. We build a world 

out of the narratives and out of our understanding of what humanity is – who and what 

we are. Our understanding is – and we are – in turn shaped by the world that we build. 
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Like the narratives, the built world is not static. And its change is not only material 

change. The built world is equally effected by the other changing narratives.  

This fluctuating web of narratives and built space that is the world then shapes my 

understanding of who and what I am. According to Gadamer, it also makes it possible 

for me to have an understanding of who and what I am. Or, indeed, any kind of 

understanding at all. This is what Heidegger refers to as “the clearing” – what we are 

able to conceive while the rest remains concealed. If I am to interrogate this 

understanding, then, of who and what I am, it will begin to affect my understanding of 

the web of narratives in which I find myself. If I then, in turn, interrogate the world, the 

edges of the web will begin to come into focus. By revealing the edges, I reveal that 

there is something beyond its horizon. It is consciousness of this hermeneutic situation 

that allows you to be the spider traversing this web as opposes to the fly that is 

imprisoned by it.  

Siza’s work in the making of the Tidal pool reflects on the nature of architecture and by 

extension humanity’s configuration of the world. In its mimetic aspects, this work 

explores humanity's relationship to nature and negotiates its relationship to the coast 

and the ocean. This is an important relationship to Portuguese national identity and 

sense of place. But the Tidal Pool complex goes further, leaving room to contemplate 

the relationship between humanity and the natural world. Testa reads it as architecture 

acting ‘as an intermediate world, as a seam between mind and nature’ (Testa, 1996, p. 7). 

Christian Gänshirt, in his reading says that the pool complex has a pragmatism that 

‘acknowledges the totality of human existence as its parameter’ (Gänshirt, 2004, p. 91). 

And Pallasmaa reads it as projecting ‘the tranquillity and metaphysical questioning of a 

Giorgio Morandi still life’ (Pallasmaa, 2015, p. 29). This work provides a refuge in the 

sense that it actively opens up a forum for exploring one’s position within the larger 

collective reality.  

* 

 

Consciously Entering Dialogue 

 

City of Granite 
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The cathedrals towers are clad in scaffolding for their cleaning. I hardly recognise the 

once imposing ornate blackened baroque façade of the city’s cathedral, synonymous 

with the city to the altered state of the pilgrim. The cathedral is now a gleaming yellow-

white, stripped of its weathering and history. It appears lighter, its gravity removed. It is 

alien to me, not quite itself. The unreal quality of the building is brought about by the 

incongruity of a material that looks new on an 800-year-old building. This unreal effect 

is even more pronounced as there are parts of the cathedral which have not yet been 

cleaned. The parts that still carry their weathering and age have a much richer texture. 

All the crevices and niches have the darker colouration which brings the detail more 

into relief.  

As I make my way from Santiago de Compostela’s central Praza do Obradoiro towards 

the CGAC on the edges of the old town, all the buildings that line the streets feature 

some element of granite. If it is not the whole façade, it is the window surrounds. And it 

is the grey-black weathering of the persistent rain that makes these granite constructions 

recognisably Galician. The cathedral’s gleaming yellow stone make it alien to its 

surroundings. 

The route between the cathedral and the museum is marked as a pilgrim’s path and I 

pass a few of them heading towards the cathedral, adorned with backpacks, walking 

sticks and scallop shells. I cross the city’s historic ring road and, as I climb the last hill 

of my journey, the solid granite mass of the CGAC comes into view. The large smooth 

granite slabs of its skin show the prevailing weather. The weathering behaves differently 

on this plain façade to that on the more detailed façade of the city’s cathedral or the 

neighbouring Bonaval Convent. As the CGAC lacks any intricate detailing on its façade 

there is nothing but the patterns of the weather to be intensified by the granite’s 

blackening. The gleaming yellow granite of the scrubbed cathedral seems like it would 

be more at home on the simple geometric form of the museum. The modern aesthetic 

of its clean lines and flat roof lead to the expectation of an equally clean cladding.  

On approach large areas appear to have been carved out of the museum’s main volume. 

The extraction along the building’s road facing façade contains a ramp which rises to 

meet a perpendicular stairway in a covered porch. I make my way up the stairway, 

through the porch, and into the museum’s marble interior. As is often the case in the 

Galician summer, there is rain forecast today. The exertion of climbing the city’s hills in 

the muggy heat shows itself as perspiration on my skin. It is a relief to walk into the 
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museum. Although it is not especially cool in here, it is cooler than outside and the 

presence of the marble is refreshing.  

The white marble of the floor and the wall facing me would make this sparse space 

seem austere in contrast to Santiago’s constituting granite if it were not for the light 

flooding in from the window encompassing almost an entire wall, softening the marble 

with a gentle luminosity. This is the ‘luminous interior world’ described by Raymond 

Ryan in his review of the museum (Ryan R., 1994, p. 70). The softened space is filled 

with the muffled sounds of unseen people and the sounds of the café tucked in behind 

the warm wood furniture of the bookshop. 

Self-Conscious Inhabiting 

Having wandered into the reception area I am confronted with a meeting of the 

gallery’s two constituting elements: the city and contemporary art. Behind the reception 

desk the expanse of window allows the city and its streets to enter the space. The 

exterior world that has entered through this perforation in the building’s skin is now 

faced with one of the museum’s current exhibitions having spilled out of its internal 

gallery spaces.  

The herniating exhibition46 makes it a little hard to get a sense of the flow of the space. 

The exhibition has divided the angular space into sections with translucent plastic 

sheeting. As I pass through a gap in the sheeting, the space stretches upwards through 

the floors above into a large triangular atrium. There is a large square cut out of the east 

wall from first floor level up to the ceiling. Within the square the wall slopes back from 

the ceiling. At the top of this wall there is an opening to the sky through which light 

falls on the exhibition below. This area has a horizontal span across to the windows to 

the city and a vertical span up to this window above that opens to the roof terrace. The 

location of the plastic sheeting gives emphasis to the vertical by isolating it physically, if 

not visually. The exhibition has divided the space where it rises into the building’s 

central triangular atrium.  

The placement of the sheeting has emphasised the meeting point of the building’s 

constituting converging volumes. There is an explicit dialogue between the placement of 

the exhibition and the design of the atrium. This is not entirely unexpected as the 

 

46 Mark Manders, ‘Curculio Bassos’, CGAC, 4 July - 19 October 2014, Curator: Javier Hontoria 
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making of contemporary art and its display are by their nature hermeneutically 

conscious undertakings. Therefore, in a contemporary art gallery the degree of reflective 

inhabiting is much higher than in other more passive places of life. 

I cross into the main gallery area through a doorway in the atrium's eastern wall. As I 

step from marble to wood, I am presented with a secondary liminal space, also 

triangular but much smaller than the atrium. Where the atrium gives access to the 

auditorium and the library through one doorway, and to the galleries through another, 

this smaller hub branches into the paths to the ground floor galleries, the first floor 

galleries, and the basement level galleries. The lack of right angles in these spaces leave 

them feeling like they are not quite fixed, like the walls are somehow sliding past each 

other. 

The exhibition of the work of Dutch artist Mark Manders from the atrium continues 

into this area but its quality changes. Out in the atrium the exhibition has a sense of 

being quite messy. Amongst the sculptures and hanging images, there are also easels and 

tables and tools, it is more like an artist's studio showing art in the process of becoming. 

It reminds me of the Atelier Brancusi47 or Francis Bacon’s Studio48. A quick 

consultation of the exhibition catalogue confirms that this is ‘a space which aims to 

represent the artist’s work in his studio’ (Hontoria, 2014, p. 9). But here, where I have 

crossed the threshold into the galleries, there is only a single sculpture on a plinth and a 

few images on the wall. The exhibition has moved from process to product. In the 

catalogue, Hontoria writes that the pieces displayed in the atrium ‘are set in their own 

particular, intermittent gestation, relative to a time which belongs only to them’ 

(Hontoria, 2014, p. 9).  

The Mark Manders exhibition is actively engaging with the gallery spaces in a number of 

ways. Here, the exhibition appears to use the sequence of spaces to illustrate the process 

of making art, culminating in its display. As a result, it also emphasises the temporal 

nature of the architectural journey. The way these liminal gallery spaces have been 

inhabited by the exhibition highlights the connection between the temporal and the 

spatial or the entanglement of time and space in architecture explored by Ricoeur. This 

 

47 Atelier Brancusi, Centre Pompidou, Paris 

48 Francis Bacon Studio, Hugh Lane Gallery, Dublin 
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self-conscious instance of inhabiting brings to the fore what Ricoeur refers to as ‘the 

temporal and narrative dimension of the architectural project’ (Ricoeur, 2016, p. 36). 

Overlapping Character 

A year later and these galleries are now filled with the work of the Galician artist Manuel 

Vilariño.49 Through a gap in the wall, where the little triangular hub would otherwise 

come to a point, I can see through to the ground floor galleries. I step through the gap 

out onto a triangular platform that fills the corner of a large gallery with a stepped 

ceiling. From here I feel that I am the one on display. I descend the four stairs that run 

the full length of the platform’s hypotenuse, down to the gallery floor.  

The Manuel Vilariño exhibition has occupied this gallery space in a variety of ways. This 

exhibition engages a number of senses as it consists of visual (object), aural (sound) and 

olfactory (smell) elements. Here the CGAC’s overlapping volumes are emphasized to 

me by overlapping sounds: birdsong, a piano playing, and a crackling recording of a 

speech (Allen Ginsberg reading extracts of his poem ‘Howl’). The only comparable 

experience that comes to mind is that of a dreamscape. This notion is immediately 

compounded by the out-of-focus rhinoceros on the wall in front of me and the at-first-

glance random collection of objects around me. The scene is sealed by the 

overwhelming smell of turmeric from the large mound on the floor engulfing what 

appear to be sacks containing more turmeric. The exhibition’s curator Alberto Ruiz de 

Samaniego describes the exhibition as ‘an exploration of the author’s creative and poetic 

universe,’ which ‘undoubtedly induces bewitchment and dizziness, confusion and 

disorientation’ (Samaniego, 2015, p. 6). This is indeed my experience of the exhibition. 

Most of the ground floor galleries are constituted by this single and yet varied space. 

The rather elegant skirting treatment of the gallery’s south wall traced from east to west, 

echoes the changing character of the space through the changes in ceiling height and 

floor level. The skirting along this wall is recessed, which gives the wall a less solid feel.50 

The recessed skirting is at the same height as the lowest step to the platform and the 

step slots in beneath it. However, above this recess there is a gradually increasing marble 

 

49 Manuel Vilariño, ‘Tectónica’, CGAC, 19 March - 27 September 2015, Curator: Alberto Ruiz de 

Samaniego 

50 This accommodates the galleries’ ventilation system. 
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skirting, rising to meet the height of the second step. It then follows the gradient of the 

step to become a simple marble skirting on the platform. This detailing gives the varied 

space a coherence. 

The section of the gallery that follows the east wall has a lowered ceiling that stretches 

to the north end of the museum past the open gallery space into which I have 

descended. Despite being open to the rest of the space this area feels quite enclosed. It 

is also longer than it is wide, it has the sense of a corridor or a passageway. Many parts 

of this building seem to have ambiguous functions. It is not uncommon for a space to 

have both a particular function and circulatory purposes, such as in the enfilade galleries 

of nineteenth-century museums, although here the relationship and transition between 

the galleries is not as regularly defined. I can see how each of the spaces and the 

relationships between them provide different possibilities for exhibiting. 

As I move towards the north-end of the low-ceilinged gallery space, the piano music I 

noted on entering the gallery gets louder. An obtusely angled wall – an opening to 

another small gallery space – comes into view. The angled wall, sprouting from the 

northwest corner, pushes into the opening as if it were inviting me in or set to direct 

me, like the lever in a pinball machine, into the next gallery. The darkened gallery is the 

source of the piano music. It is lit only by the fluttering white light of the projection. 

Above me at the threshold between the two spaces is a small raised rectangular space in 

which is set a currently darkened clerestory window. I have been here when this 

window is not covered and there is an element of light that draws you towards the 

opening from the previous gallery. Now it is simply a dark raised space serving no 

purpose. 

Instability 

From this gallery I can either climb stairs to the first floor level or – and this is the 

option I choose – step out into a corridor. Once in the corridor, to my right marble 

stairs disappear to the floor below. These stairs lead straight into the first of the 

basement level suite of galleries. This small square room – one of the museum’s most 

contained galleries, with no possibility of natural light – is lit only by a film being shown 

on a transistorised television.51 I stand and watch the short film, which explores the 

 

51 Diego Santomé, Galápago europeo (Emmys orbicularis), (2013-2014)  



189 
 

connection between the destruction of the ecosystem of the Galician pond turtle ‘and 

the fight for the ideals that underpin the construction of a fairer society’ (Ledo, 2014, p. 

8). It is the first piece in an exhibition of the work of the Galician artist Diego 

Santomé.52 

A small amount of light has also followed me in from the stairwell and more is entering 

from the next gallery through a gap in the wall. I follow the light around the wall into a 

long gallery off which two doors lead to smaller side galleries. The gallery is sparsely 

populated. Two more transistorised televisions sit back-to-back on the gallery floor 

showing only mesmerising patterns of colour, a collection of small cardboard cubes are 

scattered on the floor nearby, six monochrome graphic prints hang on the wall across 

from the scattered cubes, and at the far end of the gallery is occupied by a cardboard 

monolith. 

Santomé’s work in this exhibition explores the concepts of ‘utopia and failure, 

equilibrium and instability’ and is an ‘experimentation with space as a place of 

instability’ (Ledo, 2014, p. 9), but there is something else disorientating about the space. 

I had assumed on entering the long gallery that it was rectangular in plan but the walls 

seem to shift as I move through it like something out of Lewis Carrol’s Wonderland. 

The gallery has a disorientating effect. It appears longer from one end and shorter from 

the other. When I later consult the gallery plans, I see that this is caused by an 

imperceptible tapering of the walls that exaggerate the perspective.  

Santomé’s cardboard monolith53 is centred near the tapered end of the gallery. It 

emphasises the sense of distance communicated upon entering the gallery. The piece 

further exaggerates the already exaggerated perspective by providing a focal point. 

There is a dialogue between the exhibition and the gallery. By working with the 

potentials of the space, the Santomé exhibition emphasises the qualities of the art. 

These pieces in the exhibition explore instability and this is emphasised in how they 

work with the disorientating nature of this space in their display. The exhibition works 

with the potentials of the space, and in doing so, the art also reveals certain potentials in 

the space. This dialogue then presents the potential for the visitor to increases their 

 

52 Diego Santomé, Corner Piece and Other Conflicting Spaces, CGAC, 20 June - 2 November 2014, 

Curator: Agar Ledo 

53 Diego Santomé, Estructura abandonada, (2011) 
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understanding of the art and their understanding of the space. That is, if we choose to 

engage with it, if we chose to also bring ourselves into question, if we inhabit 

reflectively. 

The museum’s gallery spaces’ feeling of removal from the normalcy of everyday life 

encourages a heightened contemplation. When I leave these galleries, it takes me a little 

while to readjust and begin to look outwards again. Contemporary art museums are 

already places of open questioning and contemplation. Siza’s museum also challenges 

assumptions about the nature of an art museum. Art is an explorative endeavour and 

this museum provides spaces with which the art can interact. Siza’s museum explores 

the relationship between art and the space in which it is displayed. Art is a medium 

through which various aspects of the human condition can be explored. Gadamer says 

that the play of art is a mirror ‘in which we catch sight of ourselves in a way that is often 

unexpected or unfamiliar’ (Gadamer, 1986 (2), p. 130). Art can open us up to what is 

other and therefore is in a position to challenge socio-cultural expectations and to 

highlight the limits of the cultural horizon. The contemporary art displayed in this 

museum is a form of contemplation on particular aspects of human life. There are many 

elements here that facilitate a reflective inhabiting. 

Illuminating Dialogue 

Back at ground floor level, at the far end of the corridor, after a gently ascending ramp, 

daylit wooden stairs climbs to the first floor and its galleries. Heading towards the daylit 

stairs I pass the opening to a square-plan double-height gallery space, intersected at 

first-floor-level by a narrow bridge that does not appear to lead anywhere. Again, a later 

consultation of the museum’s plans reveals that this aimless bridge follows the same line 

as the tapering basement wall and as the “pinball” wall in the ground floor galleries. 

This is one of the regulating lines that travel through the museum’s plans to varying 

effect. 

At the end of the corridor, I follow the light up the wooden stairs towards the first floor 

galleries. The light is coming from the skylight to the roof terrace that also lights the 

atrium through a large opening towards the top of the stairwell. From the stairs there is 

a view through to the atrium. Standing at the top of the stairs looking back another view 

punches through to a corridor directly above the one I have just come along. The 

internal views remind me of glimpses caught through partings in the trees that reveal 

the landscape beyond. Only here, what is revealed is the relationship between the 
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interior spaces. I can see that the openings also provide a flow of light. These two 

openings allow the light from the window above to illuminate the atrium, these stairs 

and the corridor across the stairwell.  

The first floor galleries are the most recognisable as the gallery genre. The enfilade of 

three gallery spaces sits squarely within the CGAC’s rectangular garden block. 

Moreover, in keeping with traditional gallery design, they are each lit by roof lanterns. 

However, a suspended ceiling hangs below these skylights, diffusing the light that enters 

and directing it to the white walls. This soft light makes the walls seem to glow and 

gives them an ethereal quality. The hanging soffit also articulates two distinct areas in 

the galleries, one to the centre of the room and one around its edges.  

In the current exhibition of the Spanish artist Juan Uslé’s ‘Dark Light’54 paintings, the 

art hangs on the walls, only occupying the edges of the space and leaving the central 

area, with its protective ceiling, to the visitor. Uslé’s large dark canvases stand out from 

the luminous walls. Each nine-by-seven-foot canvases is a form of interoceptive self-

portrait, as each is made up of short vertical brushstrokes applied to the rhythm of the 

artists heartbeat. At the same time, they are an exploration of the relationship between 

light and darkness, and visibility and invisibility (Berg, 2014, p. 10).  

This contrast between dark and light is heightened further by the luminosity of the 

galleries’ walls. And the uniformity of the paintings is echoed in the uniformity of the 

gallery spaces. The exhibition works with the qualities of the gallery to bring out these 

aspects of the works. This exhibition is an example of one that works with the light in 

the gallery. Similarly, the Mark Mander’s exhibition works with the balance of light in 

the atrium but through separating and highlighting the meeting of its horizontal and 

vertical sources.  

However other exhibitions, such as the Manuel Vilariño in the ground floor galleries, 

block out the natural light by covering the windows in the gallery spaces. This is a 

practice to which Siza takes exception, as it interrupts the balance of light in the 

museum’s interior spaces (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, p. 60). Through covering the 

windows, the qualities of light are lost and the character of the space is changed. Siza’s 

objection to this practice is also based on the fact that the museum was specifically 

 

54 Juan Uslé, ‘Dark Light’, CGAC, 4 July - 28 September 2014, Curator: Stephan Berg 
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designed to allow for dialogue and for there to be a dialogue with the space there must 

be some limits provided (Siza & Futagawa, 1998, p. 54). This museum has many spaces 

of different qualities and a successful dialogue with the space is one that takes into 

account the existing qualities of that space, including their limitations, when designing 

an exhibition.  

I am a lover of art museums. I have spent many happy hours in these institutions and 

they always feature in any visit I make to a new city. A quick survey of some of my 

favourite examples reveals a common feature. Without having to reach, the three 

museums that come to mind are the Musée de l'Orangerie in Paris, the Musée Picasso in 

Antibes, and the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston. What all of these 

museums have in common is a particular relationship between the museum spaces and 

the pieces exhibited in them. Monet’s Water Lilies in the Musée de l'Orangerie for 

example, were created in conjunction with their two elliptical galleries as part of a 

holistically designed immersive experience. In Antibes, the stunning fourteenth-century 

Château Grimaldi, which now houses the Picasso Museum, is also the place in which 

the collection was produced. It served as both studio and gallery. Finally, the Isabella 

Stewart Gardiner Museum explored the relationship between exhibition space and art in 

that it was designed to exhibit a personal collection in an intimate environment, as 

pieces to be lived with. 

Each of these museums engages the relationship between space and art in a different 

way and the exploration of this relationship is something to which I am drawn. The 

design of the CGAC takes yet another approach to this relationship as the museum 

preceded the collection. Rather than design a space in response to a specific collection, 

Siza has designed a space to which an exhibition can respond. His museum offers a 

series of galleries each with their own potential, which artists and curators are invited to 

use in order to bring forth particular aspects of the artworks. Siza’s galleries invite those 

that inhabit them into a mutually revealing dialogue. Patrick Lynch in his reading of the 

museum says that the ‘galleries redefine the relationship between artist and curator, and 

re-establish the role of architecture as a prompt for things yet unseen, but perhaps 

foreknown’ (Lynch, 2008, p. 17). 

These galleries present the possibility for an added element to an exhibition that is not 

available in a gallery built to be a tabula rasa. Naturally, this extra element also adds 

challenge. Entering into dialogue as described by Gadamer, in which the self is brought 
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into question, cannot be an undemanding process. In Gadamer’s account it is through 

this dialogue that we move towards understanding. In this case, the artist would have to 

bring their own practice into question in relation to the space of the galleries. Or, at the 

very least, they would need to think about how the art and the space can relate to one 

another. In the case where the artist is not involved in the curation of the exhibition, it 

would be the curators turn to bring their own practice of curation and an exhibition’s 

relationship to the space it occupies into question.  

This is an extension of the fact that our understanding of any piece of art is also 

influenced by how it is exhibited: In what context? In relation to which other pieces? Is 

there a narrative to the exhibition? Does the piece relate to the city in which it is 

exhibited? In the CGAC, there is also a specific relationship to the space. The artist or 

curator must make a decision about how the gallery fits with their piece. The question 

here seems to be: do they also consider how their pieces fit with the gallery? 

An exhibition in this museum that considers this question from both sides will be a 

more successful one. These galleries give the artist the opportunity to say something 

more about their piece or to reveal it in a different way. And, as Heidegger’s concept of 

“truth” as aletheia demonstrates, this uncovering of a new aspect of the piece will 

simultaneously conceal other aspects. Therefore, in deciding how to relate to the gallery, 

the artist is deciding what elements of the piece to bring to the fore and which will be 

obscured, and at the same time what elements of the gallery to bring to the fore and 

which will be obscured.  

Ambulatory Contemplation 

The door that leads to the museum’s roof terrace from the first floor is locked. I have 

to go back down to the reception to ask if it is possible to visit it. The woman behind 

the desk answers that of course it is. She was, in fact, just about to bring the mother and 

her young son waiting at the desk up there. She asks if I would like to join them. 

Together we head back up to first floor corridor. This time we take the steps from the 

darkened ground floor gallery. At the top of the stairs, she unlocks the door to the left 

and we go through. More steps lead up to a full height glass door through which we 

reach the granite roof terrace.  

Together, we explore the paths between the extruded volumes of the roof. We look 

through a long window set into one of these volumes, down into the museum’s library. 
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Another extruded volume contains the upper part of the museum’s central atrium. The 

glowing marble space below is also visible through its window. Most of the terrace is 

surrounded by high granite walls like an exterior room. The smell of the terrace reminds 

me of my grandma’s Cumbrian garden in the summer. It is the smell of stone that is 

used to being wet, now drying in the heat. This granite is in the process of being 

weathered to the characteristic Galician grey-black, with patches of lichen taking hold. 

Some areas are more acutely weathered than others, testifying to the city’s prevailing 

weather. Our guide calls to me: ‘Mira! Hay una vista d’aqui.’ I follow her up the 

museum’s final ramp to see the skyline. From here there is an expansive view of the 

surrounding rooftops and the hills beyond. I can see the peaks of the cathedral in the 

distance.  

Siza says the movement through the galleries is mimetic of the movement through the 

Bonaval Gardens sloping up the hill to the east of the museum. However, for me, the 

meandering path through the galleries and the contemplative mood it engenders most 

strongly invokes Santiago de Compostela’s constituting pilgrimage. In a pilgrimage, the 

importance of the journey itself holds equal weight with the destination. Walking is a 

contemplative activity. Similarly, this museum and the movement in its design 

encourages contemplation.  

The first time I came to Santiago de Compostela was at the end of an eight-hundred-

kilometre walk through many cities, towns and villages. I had spent a month living the 

monastic, meditative life of a pilgrim, where each day consisted of walking, eating and 

finding somewhere to sleep. The destination of Santiago de Compostela and the shrine 

of Saint James always seemed very far away, even as I got closer to them. Even though I 

am not of the Catholic faith, the city had more of a mythical than tangible existence for 

me. When I arrived, the physical city melted away around the cathedral.  

When I returned to Santiago for the second time and occupied the everyday life of the 

city, I was shocked at how different it felt. The city seemed to exist on two parallel 

planes, intertwined but still separate, and I was now on the other one, watching the 

pilgrims in theirs. I could not reconcile the now physical presence of Santiago – the 

narrow cobbled streets and granite walls of the old town, its terraces and steps, and its 

well-kept buildings – with the emotions of my previous arrival.  

On this visit I have experienced a synthesis of Santiago de Compostela as a physical 

gateway to the experience of walking here the first time, and as an urban environment – 
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with cafes, restaurants, a post office, and an inordinate number of shoe shops. The 

sustaining effects of the pilgrimage and the wealth it brings to the city is evident in the 

condition of the streets in the old city. The city is very beautiful, but it is also evidently 

lived-in. 

Even as an individual inhabiter I have had multiple readings of the city which were 

determined by how they fit into my personal narrative. When I encountered the city as a 

pilgrim, the urbanity was concealed from me, and when I encountered it as an urban 

space, its mysticism was concealed from me. Siza’s emphasis on the movement in his 

design of the city’s contemporary art museum emphasises this connection between my 

two distinct readings of the city and the intertwining of the physical reality of the city 

with the pilgrimage that engendered it. In Raymond Ryan’s reading of the museum, he 

says: 

To the original spiritual ambulatory of medieval penitents, and to the shelving 

planes of his garden topography, Siza now contributes the architectural 

promenade of elegant functionalism. (Ryan R., 1994, p. 70) 

The Museum and the City 

The woman from reception tells me, half in Spanish, half in English, that they 

sometimes use the roof terrace to show outdoor films. They also show them in the 

space below between the two buildings. She points down to the passage between the 

CGAC and the Santo Domingo de Bonaval Convent that forms the entry to the 

Bonaval gardens. From this vantage point the CGAC’s position mediating the threshold 

between the urban space of the old town and the former convent’s gardens is apparent. 

On the garden side the museum’s form steps down to meet the lowest point of the 

garden, which in turn steps away into terraces up the hill. Where the interior of the 

museum is mimetic of the movement through the gardens the exterior is mimetic of its 

terraces.  

The CGAC is part of the fabric of the life of the city: as an art gallery, lecture and movie 

theatre, café and library, but also as landscaping and urban topography. Moreover, the 

CGAC is not passive in its situation. It engages with questions such as: What is an art 

gallery? What should its relationship to art be? What is the place of contemporary 

architecture in an historical city? The design of the building consciously engages its 
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hermeneutic situation through seeking to make sense of it. It does this through 

provoking consideration of these questions in a reflective inhabiter.  

Back in reception, I take my leave from our small group and head for the library. The 

route is darkened as the auditorium is closed but I follow the light coming down from 

the first floor and head up the stairs. In the library, a lowered ceiling bisects the room 

on the diagonal. Below it is the CGAC’s collection of art and architecture books. They 

continue around the edges of the space. I take a seat at the sturdy, dark-wood table that 

stretches through the area with the higher ceiling. I look up at the window I had been 

looking down through from the roof terrace moments ago. It fills the space with light. I 

take out my notebook and begin write.  

* 

 

Individual Contemplation 

 

Monument 

The church sits high on the hill that is home to the town of Marco de Canaveses. I can 

see its recognisable form through the trees from the train station. Although the church 

is only one-and-a-half kilometres from here, it looks like a very steep climb. E. and I 

decide that in this sweltering inland heat a taxi-ride is the prudent choice.  

The church comes into view again as we round the final roundabout on approach – its 

vertical white geometry standing above its level granite base. The church towers above 

us as the taxi lets us out on the main road alongside the mortuary chapel’s sun-scorched 

garden.  

We make our way around the side of the granite base, which gradually pushes away 

from the main road, and up a wide flight of steps leading to the church and parochial 

centre. In the exposed churchyard, the heat of the midday sun quickly gets the better of 

us. Climbing out of the valley to the top of this hill ridge has not provided the mountain 

breeze I was hoping for. The air is still. 

From here, the church stands in front of the vast backdrop of the green valley and 

distant mountain range. The two towers of the front façade flank a ten-meter-high steel-
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clad door stepped back between them. The scale of the door seems appropriate in 

relation to the vastness of the valley and highlights the immense landscape. In contrast, 

the space of the churchyard contained by the parochial centre seems almost intimate. 

I always like buildings that are built on slopes or cities that are built on hills. It allows 

for a more interesting solution as the building has to engage the landscape. It focuses the 

attention, like walking on uneven ground. Here the large white figure of the church sits 

on a granite plinth which seems to act as a cushion absorbing the slope. The church 

appears to sink into its site.  

Leaving E. to explore the surrounds, I manage to locate a parish assistant in the 

parochial centre. He goes to retrieve the keys to let us in to the church. As E. and I wait 

outside we notice that the centre’s plasterwork is in a very bad state of repair. The 

church looks like it needs some attention in places but this is much worse. The plaster is 

blackened, cracked and coming away from the walls. It looks unloved but I know this is 

not the case and that the parish have been fighting to raise the funds for the remedial 

work to be carried out in the near future. 

The Divine and the Worldly 

The parish assistant emerges with the keys and we follow him around the shaded side of 

the church and down a few steps through a sunken side door. I am relieved to be away 

from the searing heat of the exposed space outside. From this small lobby space, the 

parish assistant lets himself into the sacristy and leaves us to explore the church 

ourselves.  

It is only when we emerge through the opening into the main space of the church that I 

feel the effects of the church's interior. My eyes are drawn to the long strip of 

horizontal window cut into the wall opposite. The window’s length seems to defy the 

laws of physics as it appears to perforate almost the entire length of the wall. Through it 

I can see the tree covered hills on the other side of the valley. As I walk towards the 

window, I become aware of the space above me and the light coming down from the 

three large windows in the top of the wall I have just come through. The wall leans into 

the nave and gently presses me towards the horizontal window.  

I stop, and settle into one of the small freestanding wooden chairs that make up the 

seating for the congregation. The church is cool and light and peaceful. The bowed wall 

and the two cylindrical convex forms in the apse lean in towards me but they do not 
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feel oppressive. Instead, I feel embraced by this huge, light and honest space. It feels 

laid bare, like it has nothing to hide. However, the apparent simplicity of its geometry 

and materials does not conceal the mystical nature of the relationship that this building 

is mediating. It mediates a relationship with the unknown – or with that which is 

beyond human understanding – those things that are a matter of faith rather than 

reason. 

As is traditional in church architecture, light enters from the windows above. The 

bowed wall they are cut into creates a thickness as it approaches the ceiling so the 

windows admit only a diffuse light and no view. This light along with the nature of the 

space direct my thoughts to the nature of a church building and the relationship with 

what lies outside us as human beings existing in the world. However, the long 

horizontal window also anchors the space in this place. The landscape is drawn in. It is 

the relationship of the people of this parish, of this place, with that which is beyond 

understanding, that is attended to here. 

The effects of the long horizontal window are not what I would normally expect to find 

in a church and it makes me question my assumptions about the inward-looking nature 

of church architecture. It is an opening that specifically connects to the landscape. It is a 

reminder that even though this is a house of God, the church is still worldly or of this 

world. Even though the church refers to that which is beyond our understanding – or a 

matter of faith – it still only has any meaning by virtue of the world of which it is part.  

Nuno Higino acknowledges this when he says that ‘representation is in keeping with the 

historical condition of man’ and that therefore ‘the house of God is the house of men’ 

(Higino, 1999, p. 7). The space refers to what is beyond the world by drawing on the 

world – or on the tradition of our relationship of what is beyond the world of 

understanding. The contrast between the verticality and immateriality of the space of 

the nave and the horizontal window drawing the surrounding world into the space 

seems to be a conscious reference to this.  

I like the idea that this church acknowledges that it is part of a larger human world. And 

that through this window one quite literally surveys the horizon. It is a material 

manifestation of the idea that recognising that we have a horizon is the first step to 

understanding our hermeneutic situation. In Gadamer’s thinking, a person who has no 

horizon puts too much value on what is near to them and cannot conceive of anything 

else. A person who recognises that they have a horizon, on the other hand, is not 
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limited by what is nearby as they can see that there is something beyond it. They are 

aware of their hermeneutic situation.  

Looking over towards the church’s bowed wall, I am again struck by how it seems to 

nudge my attention towards the facing horizontal window. It is acting to create the 

traditional light of the church, whilst at the same time drawing my attention to this new 

interpretation. The opening in the bowed wall through which we entered the nave 

shows the walls rapid increase in thickness as it climbs. It juts out over the skirting so 

thar the wall appears to hover, and although it increases in thickness it does not appear 

to increase in weight. This is similar to the effect of the horizontal window on the 

facing wall. They both create a sense of weightlessness, which, together with the diffuse 

light from above, this gives the space its ethereal quality. This large space has the sense 

of the immaterial. 

Water and Light 

I relax in my small wooden chair and close my eyes. The sound of trickling water fills 

the church. I open my eyes and the now very present sound of the water and the 

dematerialising whiteness of the ceiling gives me a sense of being suspended in the 

space. 

I rise from my chair and follow the sound of the water to the rear of the church. It is 

coming from one of the human scaled openings located to either side of the giant ten-

by-three-meter oak church doors. Through the opening, I am in the interior of one of 

the church’s towers. It contains only a trickling baptismal font. The crisp sound of the 

water is coming first from the pink-white marble of the chalice shaped font, and then 

from the reverberation of the entirely tiled surface of the otherwise empty tower’s 

interior walls.  

The empty church’s soundscape is formed entirely of the sound of the flowing water 

and the clip of my heels on the wood floor, a clip that develops a deeper quality as I 

step down onto the marble floor in the baptismal font tower. In the body of the church, 

the amplified sound of the water speaks to the scale of the space and the fluid sound 

also emphasises the immaterial quality of the space.  

The movement of water has many powerful metaphors: it is life giving, in this context 

also the beginning of a journey towards eternal life, and moving water is also in a 

continuous state of flux – hence the Heraclitean metaphor of the river. For Heraclitus, 
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the unity of the river is realised through its constant change, and this is also true of the 

world. 

Along with the sound of water, the space of the tower is filled with light. At the top of 

the sixteen-meter-high tower is a south-east facing window that catches the morning 

light and filters it down the tower, reflecting off its off-white-azulejo lining. There is 

another two-by-two-meter window at ground level. Its opaque glass and shading by the 

opposite tower mean that only indirect light enters through it. Together, these openings 

give the interior of the tower its gentle glow. 

In the Catholic church, as in many other religions, light is a metaphor for the 

illumination of faith. Light is connected to the concept of “truth” in many traditions. 

And the baptism ceremony in particular is part of the process of bringing the one being 

baptised into God’s “light”. Light has therefore played an important role in the 

historical development of church architecture. A development to which Siza has offered 

this contemporary interpretation.  

I turn back towards the nave and see two large figures, recognisably by Siza’s hand, 

painted on the gently glowing tiles above the entrance to the tower. It is a depiction of 

the baptism of Christ by St John the Baptist.  

Anchoring 

I walk back into the nave. The space is large and its lightness floats above me. E. is 

sitting in one of the wooden chairs about halfway up the nave, gazing out of the 

horizontal window. I listen to my footsteps on the wood floor as I wander around the 

space. The warmth and the natural materiality of the wood, which turns up the wall to 

form a skirting, seems to anchor the space.  

But as I look around, I see that the treatment of the skirting is subtly complex as the 

anchoring of the space above alters in response to its surroundings. For example, the 

skirting is stepped back under the bowed wall adding to its sense of weightlessness. 

Where the raised wooden presbytery meets the nave, on the other hand, the skirting 

continues along the walls at the same height as the presbytery platform and in the same 

wood material, creating a visual continuity. At the other end of the church in the 

baptistery corner, the skirting is marble and continues into the baptistery tower.  

Finally, to either side of the church’s giant central doors the skirting is marble but 

comes to different levels in response to the individual characters of the church’s two 
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longitudinal interior walls. On the side of the bowed wall, the skirting rises to the same 

height as the skirting that cuts in beneath the wall’s protrusion. On the side of the wall 

with the horizontal window, on the other hand, the skirting climbs to the height of the 

windows sill creating another visual continuity. 

On the wall of the horizontal window, the skirting is the wood extension of the 

presbytery. However, above it the wall is tiled in the same traditional Portuguese 

azulejos found in the baptistry tower up to the opening of the windows. The azulejos 

also wrap around to the wall behind the presbytery. This wall treatment is not unusual 

in Portuguese interiors and azulejos are a common sight in churches, although the 

azulejos of the Baroque churches in particular are decorated with elaborate murals. 

These azulejos, however, are a plain off-white and their textured surface reflects the 

light in such a way that it adds to the sense of immateriality and weightlessness of the 

walls. The only mural in this church is hidden in the baptistery. 

The Divine 

Cues for spiritualty are generally determined by tradition. However rather than the 

flagstone floors and semi-darkness we often associate with a church, Siza’s church is a 

reinterpretation of the spiritual. It offers new cues for spirituality such as the sound of 

the water, and the immateriality of the illuminated space. For me, it is the contrast 

between the size of the church and its apparent immateriality that serves as a 

representation of the realm of the Divine, or ‘that which is beyond understanding.’ 

The interior of the church and its details are mimetic – in that they both are what they 

are but at the same time point to something beyond themselves. In this case, they point 

to what is beyond our world. It is something larger than us – alluded to in the scale – 

and something that we can never fully grasp – as inferred by the ethereal nature of the 

space. This space, therefore, becomes an interpretation of the nature of faith.  

I thank the parish assistant on my way out of the church and find E. waiting for me 

outside in the shade of the church. We notice a stair leading down behind the rear of 

the church. We descend alongside the path of a growing cypress tree into a shaded 

cloister. The rear façade of the church stretches down to this lower level and at the 

bottom we find a much smaller version of the church’s main doors. They lead into the 

mortuary chapel located below the presbytery end of the church.  
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It is shaded and cool in the small cloister but also a little dank. The walls here are 

particularly badly stained with black mould. The water in the small pool in the corner is 

stagnant. They perhaps only turn on the fountain when there is a vigil in the chapel and 

the bereaved gather and animate this space. We don’t linger and head out through the 

cloister’s columned entrance to the scorched garden beyond.  

* 

 

Communal Worship 

 

Divided Opinion 

The couple with whom we are staying are divided about the church. When I mention 

that it is why we are here, the husband immediately asks me ‘But tell me, does it really 

have architectonic value? I don’t see it. It looks like grain silos.’ His wife chips in ‘He 

doesn’t really like it, but I do.’ He says ‘It doesn’t make me feel anything.’ She says ‘I 

love the interior!’ It sounds like something they have discussed at length. Later he tells 

me that, his late uncle had been a good friend of Siza’s. Portugal is a small place! 

The church appears to have divided opinion locally. The publications for sale inside the 

church contain text from the priest who commissioned it. The text originally appeared 

in the parish newsletter. It seems to have been a passionate project for the priest. He 

says ‘God is not imprisoned within any one model, idea or architecture. God is 

freedom, absolute transparency and limitless generosity. In this fashion we hope to 

dedicate to him this church which is plain, limpid and mysterious on the outside, and 

full of light and truth within.’ The explanatory note inside says that the texts were 

‘instructive in intention, aiming to help the parishioners make a right interpretation of 

their church’ (Higino, 1999, p. 4). This reminds me that unlike most of the churches – 

cathedrals really – I have visited, Santa Maria is a local parish church. Its life is 

intertwined with the lives of the parishioners. 

On Sunday morning, the couple give me a lift to the church for Sunday mass. We enter 

the town from the main road and the northeast façade comes into view. It is softer than 

the towers of the southwest façade, but equally geometric. Here the two corners of the 

core rectangle have been cut out and we have the concave counterparts to the interior 
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cylindrical convex walls. I do see the resemblance to grain silos! The car pulls up on the 

main road below the church to let me out. I once again head up the stairs to the 

churchyard, which climb away from the church. I turn back on myself when I reach the 

top and walk over towards the church. 

I have arrived a little early. There is a group of men perched alongside the church in its 

shade, talking amongst themselves and calling out greetings to people who pass them 

on their way in through the sunken side entrance. The church’s ten-meter-high doors 

remain closed. They open only on feast days and at other celebrations. A wiry older 

woman rounds the top of the stairs I have just come from and strides towards the 

human-scale rear entrance to the side of the giant doors. She doesn’t break her stride as 

she pushes through the door. It eases shut behind her.  

The trickle of people in their finery, coming down the hill to the west and up the stairs 

from the east, swells as it nears eleven o’clock. Cars pull up on the hill to let people out. 

I join the people filing into the rear door. I enter the bottom part of the bell tower and 

walk past the stairs that lead up to the church’s organ. I find myself a chair towards the 

back of the church near the stretch of horizontal window. 

Congregation 

The church is full of people. And there are many more young people at Sunday mass 

than I was expecting to see. The sound of the water from the baptismal font that filled 

the church when it was empty is subsumed by the sounds of the congregation. The 

church’s soundscape is now formed by its inhabiters. As they enter the church, it is 

filled by the sound of the collective murmur of hushed voices, the clip of heels on the 

wooden floor and, every now and then, a high-pitched scrape as someone moves one of 

the chairs.  

Filled with the chatter and footsteps of the congregation, the church takes on a very 

different energy. Being in the church alone, my relationship was to the building and the 

space. It seemed to be a light sculpture filled with the sound of the font. It was peaceful. 

Now, being in the church at mass time, the relationship I note is between the space and 

its usual inhabiters.  

This is a communal space for a very local community. It is very different to being in the 

city cathedrals that I am used to visiting. I feel like an interloper. The particular act of 

communal inhabiting redesigned by this space is not mine. Attending the ceremony of 
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worship makes me very aware that although I am familiar with it, I am not part of its 

tradition. The mode of architecture is one with which I am very comfortable and 

familiar, the way of life that it materialises is not. I can admire the space and appreciate 

Siza’s interpretation of the religious life, however it is acutely not mine. 

The communal nature of the space is intensified by the simultaneously open and 

embracing form of the nave. The democratic design of the church asks the 

congregation for a richer form of participation. Similarly, the bowed and convex walls 

together seem to hold the assembly and celebrants together in communion. There is 

therefore little space to distance oneself from proceedings.  

The architecture is also lighter and more open than older churches, and therefore more 

exposing. However, I assume that most of the congregation is in fact seeking this 

communal experience. This church belongs to this community specifically and to the 

wider catholic community generally. It is representative of a mode of praxis and a 

particular form of worship. It is not exclusionary but it is the communal space of a 

specific community. 

My self-consciousness has made me acutely aware of how at ease the congregation are 

with the space of their church. A jacket is slung on the sill of the horizontal window, 

handbags are placed on the kneelers to the rear of the chair in front. I try to relax in my 

chair. Although, as they are very narrow and pushed very close together, it is hard not to 

lean on the man sitting beside me. The physical proximity brought about by a 

combination of the number of attendees and the small chairs for the congregation mean 

that it is impossible to sit apart from the group.  

I love to visit churches. I love how they feel. Their atmosphere is thick with what I 

imagine is a collective residue of people’s prayers. And in the gothic cathedrals, I love 

the stone floors and the feel of the stone columns. But this is not a cathedral. It is a 

local parish church. If it were not for the notable architecture, it would be visited almost 

exclusively by its parishioners. Cathedrals belong to cities. Cities are accustomed to the 

coming and going of their population and to visitors. But this town has less movement 

and the church belongs to its parishioners. It doesn’t belong to me and I must be 

respectful of this. The church of Santa Maria is less of a public space than the other 

works I have visited, although it is very much a communal space.  

Ceremony 
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The organ begins to play, the chatter ceases, and the congregation follows the cue to 

stand. A solemn procession enters from the side of the nave. It is made up of a number 

of priests and altar boys and girls. The procession climbs the three steps up to the 

presbytery and they begin to take their places for the service. The small rise in level is 

plenty, even from the back of the church, to see the presbytery clearly. 

Even before the ceremony begins, it is present in the objects that populate the 

presbytery. The altar, the ambo, the chairs, the tabernacle and the cross. The ceremony 

is present in the organisation of the objects both in a practical and in a symbolic way. 

Each of these objects and their relationship to each other is thick with meaning. The 

meaning with which they are imbued comes from the tradition of the Catholic church 

and the meaning is intensified through a conscious adherence to this tradition.  

The cross for example is powerfully symbolic but here it is placed to the side of the 

presbytery and the altar is the central focus of the space. The cross is contained by a 

lower five-meter-high ceiling created by cutting away the bottom of the convex wall to 

the left of the presbytery. The figure of Christ is only represented on this four-metre-

high cross in an abstract way. According to Higino, ‘the mortice joint which joins the 

vertical shaft to the horizontal arm suggests a head’ (Higino, 1999, p. 40). The cross’s 

gold-leaf finish also softens its geometric form, and reminds me of the elaborate gilded 

woodcarving of the apses of Portuguese Baroque churches. 

I take my cues from the people around me. I stand when they stand and sit when they 

sit. I hang back amongst those who do not take communion. During most of the 

ceremony I find it quite hard to follow what the priest is saying. The vocabulary is 

unfamiliar and his grand intonation further obscures the meaning. He stands behind the 

large white marble altar that occupies the centre of the presbytery.  

To the rear of the presbytery are two glowing alcoves illuminating the priest from 

behind. The two convex walls that suggest an apse together with the soft light seem to 

hold the priest and the altar in a glow and gently push them towards the congregation, 

in, what Jeremy Melvin describes as, ‘the spirit of Vatican II’ (Melvin, 2001, p. 99). Like 

the marble floor of the church’s thresholds, this marble altar is also a space of 

transition. It is where the transubstantiation takes place. The soft glow around the 

marble of the altar makes the space seem less tangible, which is apt for the mystical 

parts of the ceremony. 
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For his sermon, the priest moves over to the ambo, which stands to one side of the 

altar, in front of the cross. The ambo is in the same wood as the presbytery and reads as 

an extrusion of the steps leading up to the platform. It is sheltered by the lower ceiling 

behind, where the bottom of the convex wall appears to have been cut away to 

accommodate the cross. 

The priest switches to a more regular speaking voice to talk about the discrepancy 

between technology and being connected. The protected space of the ambo contrasts 

with the illuminated space of the altar. The ambo is where the more human or tangible 

parts of the ceremony take place. It is where the priest connects the teachings of the 

bible to the everyday lives of the congregation and where the congregation participate 

with the readings. The innocuous form of the ambo is a physical representation of the 

connection between the mystery of faith and our tangible lives.  

During the service, I cannot help looking up to the space that is now filled by the 

sounds of the ceremony. Whether it is a single voice reading or preaching, or the 

collective prayer of the congregation, the sound soars overhead and it feels like it is 

being broadcast upwards, like we are in an amplifier, directing the prayers to the 

heavens. More and more, its curves suggest infinity. The ethereality of the light-space 

above now takes on a different role: it is a conduit of communal prayer 

There is also a beautiful resonance from the singing, both when accompanied by the 

organ and, even more so, when it is just the voice. When the priest chants the prayer, at 

times he seems to be harmonising with himself. The reverberations in here are perhaps 

not as high as those in a stone church but the huge expanse of wall, wooden floor and 

the large volume of space above us create the sense of a portal for communication with 

the heavens. 

However, at the same time, the horizontal window provides an anchor to the world. In 

this way, the congregation are not transported so much as connected to God – or those 

things which cannot-be-understood as such, the things which are a matter of faith. I 

wonder if this was a contributing factor to the controversy over the window.  

As mass ends, even before the procession has made its way back down the aisle, the 

congregation begin to file out. I am out quite early and hang around to watch people 

leave. People gather to chat in the area between the two towers as they exit. It is 

protected from the midday sun. They also gather outside the side entrance, which is also 
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in the shade. A social space for the congregation is provided in the areas defined by the 

shadow of the church. Apart from these two spaces, the area is very exposed. I begin to 

feel the heat and so I don’t hang around too long. The congregation are heading away 

all directions. I join the column walking back down the stairs. Some get into cars parked 

in every available space but most, like me, head away on foot back to the hustle and 

bustle of everyday life.  

* 

 

Each of the works I consciously inhabited drew my attention to different aspects of the 

human condition and the world through which we understand it. They each provided 

an invitation to enter into a dialogue. Siza’s configurations are already hermeneutically 

conscious explorations in that they examine aspects of their hermeneutic situation. The 

fragmented, and therefore open, nature of the spaces invites the inhabiter to further 

explore and therefore to develop their own platially effected consciousness. 

The pools drew my attention to the might of the ocean and highlighted the frailty of the 

human condition in the light of the powerful forces that surround us in nature. The 

removal from the world in the inward-looking path through the structure focused my 

attention so that on emerging the full impact of the vastness of the horizon could be 

truly appreciated. This, taken with the meeting of the controlled geometry of the human 

structure with the natural forms of the rocks, and the meeting of the placid contained 

water of the pool with the wildness of the Atlantic waves, led me to reflect on how we 

inhabit the natural world in light of its power and our physical fragility.  

The entire built environment can be understood as an effort to assert a collective 

human power in order to dominate natural forces and give us a sense of control. A 

sense of control that is however quickly undermined by any natural disaster – the very 

definition of which is a natural event that causes damage to the environment we have 

created and sometimes loss of human life. This is why Siza’s emphasis of the points of 

contact between the human space, defined by geometry and control, and the existing 

natural landscape is so potent. There is no sense of domination or control over natural 

forces but rather an acknowledgment of the uneasy balance of conditions that allow 

human beings to exist within them. A balance that we make efforts to tilt in our favour 

in the world that we build. 
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The CGAC drew my attention to the continuous process of making sense of our 

present in light of our past. It is a contemporary building for the display of 

contemporary art in a built landscape in which identity is acutely bound with history. In 

the first instance it is a space for the display of contemporary art which is a medium 

which explores the various aspects of the human condition. The most immediate 

experience in the building is of the art on display, which by its very nature is self-

interrogative. However, the dialogue between the art and the space is also very present. 

The nature of the galleries means that the space highlights aspects of the art, while, at 

the same, time the art highlights aspects of the space. You go to the CGAC to look at 

art, but the spaces give you the opportunity to more closely examine your relationship 

to the pieces.  

With the deeper study that defined my inhabiting of the building, I was also interested 

by the relationship of the building to the city of Santiago de Compostela. The CGAC 

connects to the surrounding built landscape through a complex network of spatial 

relationships. This network creates a series of spaces that each provide a different 

experience as they are passed through. Therefore, each space mediates the relationship 

to the art in a different way. The building uses the existing built landscape, all of which 

relates to the city’s constituting pilgrimage in some way, to establish a space that makes 

sense of present human activity in the city in relationship to the past inscribed in its 

landscape. My own particular previous relationship with the city was mediated by its 

pilgrimage. The movement through the inward-looking and beautifully lit spaces of the 

galleries created the contemplative atmosphere of a cloister garden and it was this 

movement in combination with the state of mind achieved that connected me to the 

experience of walking the pilgrimage. The contemplative atmosphere of the galleries, in 

conjunction with building’s renegotiation with the constituting past, make present the 

role of our historical condition in determining how we perceive our place in the world. 

This opens up a space for self-interrogation priming the inhabiter for engagement with 

the explorations of the human condition on display. 

Finally, the church is a representation of the divine as it is mediated by a particular 

worldly institution. It is both universal and particular. It is universal insofar as it 

negotiates a universal human relationship with what lies outside of understanding. A 

church is a representation of religion and spirituality as a response to death and a search 

for a cosmological order in light of the absurd. It is particular in that it does this on 

behalf of a particular community of worshippers aligned with a particular tradition of 
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worship. On attending a ceremony of worship, my sense of otherness highlighted the 

relationship between the space and its particular community of worshipers. The 

ceremony and its contemporary ethos are inscribed in every aspect of the space. 

However, despite the undeniable presence of this tradition, albeit in a contemporary 

form, the space itself is in no way exclusionary. This is in part because the sense of the 

spiritual is achieved through a combination of an appeal to the history of church 

architecture and a more universal sense of the divine rather than a reliance on the 

symbolism of the tradition. This resulted in a space that was open and, despite its scale, 

embracing. Within this spiritual space however there is also an emphatic visual 

connection to the surrounding world – both the natural and built landscape. In terms of 

the revised ethos of the church, this serves to emphasise the connection between the 

spiritual life to the everyday lives of worshipers. In terms of the hermeneutic situation, it 

serves to emphasise that any concept of the divine is mediated by the structures of 

meaning of the human world. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

The built environment is so present in our everyday lives that, for the most part, it goes 

unnoticed by those that inhabit it. However, even if we are not directly conscious of the 

effects of the built environment, it is shaping our lives. It tells us something about how 

we live our lives, what it means to be part of larger society, and what it means to be 

human. The unconscious impact of our built world has a significant influence on how 

we understand ourselves. Bringing this influence into consciousness allows us to make 

more informed decisions about how we build our environment. The importance of this 

is summed up in an aphorism attributed to Carl Jung where he is quoted as saying, ‘if 

we do not make the unconscious conscious, it will dictate our lives and we will call it 

fate.’55  

This research contributes to the task of making the unconscious impact of the built 

environment conscious through providing a hermeneutic model of architecture. The 

model is only one possible approach to this task but it provides a toolkit for bringing 

the hermeneutic processes of architecture and their impact on the lives of the inhabiter 

to the fore. Applying the model to some of Siza’s works demonstrates that they are the 

result of a conscious engagement with the hermeneutic impact of the built environment. 

The application also shows that architecture built in this way provides an accessible 

forum for the inhabiter’s own conscious engagement. 

 

Philosophy and Architecture: Application 

 

This body of work attempts to bridge the gap between philosophy and architecture by 

developing a method of bringing philosophical hermeneutics not only into architectural 

 

55 In this quote Jung, is referring to the unconscious processes of the mind as opposed to the impact of 

something external of which one is unconscious. However, both of these influences shape our decisions 

and direct our behaviour and are very much tied up with each other within the school of phenomenology. 

In fact, the connection between consciousness and the world is one of the guiding principles of 

Heidegger’s thought. 
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theory but also to the work itself. The model produced filled the gap by providing a 

method of application of hermeneutic theory to a particular architectural work. It 

focuses on the impact the work has on the inhabiter’s understanding of their own 

relationship to the world and its socio-cultural structures of meaning.  

The research used a combination of the principles of systematic philosophy and 

application to a tangible example to generate a hermeneutic model. It investigated the 

structures of the conceptual world in which we exist and the mechanism through which 

we consciously produce that world. And it investigated what role the built world and 

spatial configuration have in perpetuating or altering the structures of the conceptual 

world. The model was designed to account for how architecture draws meaning from 

the structures of the conceptual world, how architecture creates meaning that 

contributes to these structures, and ultimately how architecture impacts the inhabiter’s 

understanding of the world and their situation within it. 

 

An Exemplar of Hermeneutically Conscious Architecture 

 

The impact of Siza’s work is to bring the world into focus by opening certain elements 

of it to dialogue. This allows the inhabiter to explore the nature of their own 

relationship to the socio-cultural world. In the three works examined in detail, the 

elements opened to dialogue are: the relationship to the natural world and the role of 

the built environment in this relationship; the continuous negotiation of our 

relationship to our formative past and how this process defines the human condition; 

and finally, the appeal for greater meaning to what lies beyond the world of human 

understanding and how our relationship to it is mediated by that world. This thesis 

argues that each of these is an example of what can be classified as good architecture 

insofar as they address their subject matter: welfare of the inhabiter. In light of the 

received definition of a human being as a hermeneutic animal, this welfare is defined in 

relation to their understanding of self. Siza’s architecture provides the opportunity for 

this to be enriched. 

The application of the model to each of the works showed that they are each the result 

of a conscious interaction with the hermeneutic situation in which they were created. 

They actively engage with the structures of meaning through which we are able to make 
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sense of action. The self-consciously interrogative nature of their configuration comes 

through in how the meaning inscribed in them is actualised. Even for the distracted 

inhabiter the hermeneutic situation is brought into relief and for the reflective inhabiter 

a forum for further interrogation is presented.  

The openness and self-reflective nature of Siza’s work leave it open to dialogue. 

Through being either protective, provocative, or simply open, the works provide a 

forum with which the inhabiter can engage. Siza’s explorations are actualised in the 

inhabiting of his buildings. They impact on the inhabiter’s understanding of the 

particular mode of action and of place. But more importantly they create space for the 

inhabiter to further engage with this revised understanding. Siza’s work achieves this 

through embracing the fragment and by retaining a good amount of discordance in their 

concordance.56 It is then up to the inhabiter to carry on the engagement.  

The correspondence between hermeneutic theory and Siza’s work was expected, 

however the strength of the parallels is striking. For example, Siza’s emphasis on the 

careful uncovering of the history inscribed in place and subsequent interrogation of it is 

markedly comparable to Gadamer’s emphasis on bringing our hermeneutic situation 

into consciousness so that we might interrogate it and expand our hermeneutic 

horizons. Similarly, Siza’s work demonstrates a conscious engagement with making 

sense of human action, both as it is inscribed in the context of the project and as it is 

determined by the requirements of the project. It clearly demonstrates an engagement 

with Ricoeur’s description of the process of configuration as making sense of human 

action. 

The application of this hermeneutic framework to Siza’s work also helps to intellectually 

position the generally accepted success of his Iberian work. This thesis shows that Siza’s 

work is an example of a hermeneutically conscious approach that concurrently draws on 

and questions both the history and ethos of the place and the history and ethos of 

architectural practice itself. The analysis provides an account of how Siza’s works 

harmoniously reference both the modernist movement and the layers of history and 

tradition of the site. The newly configured form is therefore a reinterpretation of the 

praxis encompassed in the surrounding built environment in light of the contemporary 

 

56 See Chapter Two: ‘Architecture as Hermeneutic Practice’: ‘Ricoeur: Architecture and Narrative’: 

‘Configuration: Building and Intelligibility’ for an account of discordant concordance.  
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ethos that informs the building. It is also a reinterpretation of the contemporary ethos 

that informs the building in light of the praxis encompassed in the surrounding built 

environment. 

Siza’s hermeneutically engaged work cannot be reduced to its form or even the 

immediate experience of its form. It is deeply intertextual and interrogative. It does not 

simply reference but questions its informing elements. It investigates the nature of the 

action it is to configure and the informing ethos. It investigates the tradition inscribed in 

the archaeology of the site. And it questions the nature of contemporary architecture 

and the architect’s own practice. It is in this way that, according to the hermeneutic 

model, Siza’s architecture can be considered hermeneutically conscious.  

 

An Alternative Model of Critique 

 

The aim of this research was to develop a methodology through which to examine 

Siza’s work in relation to its impact on the inhabiter’s understanding of the world and 

their situation within that world. To this purpose, the research developed a model of 

critique that does not focus on aesthetic concerns. Instead, it provides an overview of 

architecture’s role in relationship to the structures of understanding that form the world 

within which we exist. It also gives an account of the operation of building as a making 

sense of human action in relation to these structures of meaning. The research therefore 

offers this model as an alternative approach to critique. 

In order to fully appreciate the impact of a particular work, it was necessary to account 

for the entire arc of operations of which the act of inhabiting, and the interpretation 

that comes with it, is only a part. Before meaning can be actualised in the inhabiter, it 

must first be inscribed in the building. And this inscription of meaning is also a function 

of the pre-existing conditions of which the building seeks to make some sense. When 

applied, the model demonstrates the impact of a work on the inhabiter’s understanding 

through tracing this entire arc of operations that results in the actualising of meaning 

through inhabiting. 

The application of the model to Siza’s work was two-sided in its disclosure. The model 

not only revealed something about Siza’s work but Siza’s work also revealed something 

about the model. As such, the model was further developed through application. The 



214 
 

application of the hermeneutic framework to Siza’s work produced much material 

which further articulated the model. In this iterative approach the model was developed 

and refined, as well as demonstrated, through its application.57 In the spirit of the 

hermeneutic dialectic, the research was open to adapting in response to what it 

uncovered. This is a classic example of the hermeneutic circle where our understanding 

and application of the model increases our understanding of the work and equally our 

understanding of the model develops through what is revealed in the work. 

The application of this model to the work of Álvaro Siza demonstrates the 

entanglement of space and time in the process of a hermeneutically conscious 

configuration of space. Time and the historical situation are both manifest in place and 

in interpretations of action. The application shows the configuration of space through 

building as a making sense of place and the way of living that it embodies in terms of 

the present action. At the same time, it shows the configuration as a making sense of a 

particular form of human action that is represented in previous interpretations in terms 

of the history of the place. 

A key contribution of the model itself is that it provides a richer definition of 

architecture in relation to time. The production of the building is seen as part of a 

continuous and entangled process of the hermeneutic situation. The model tracks the 

production of the building from the thinking beforehand (prefiguration), through its 

configuration, to the rethinking after building (refiguration). As Ricoeur points out, in 

the making and reception of architecture time and space and their configuration are 

entangled. The past is present in the built environment. It is a record of past lives and 

of the praxis and underlying ethos of the builders. The future is also present in what we 

build in the expectations and potential action configured by the space.  

The presence of the past and formative tradition in the built environment is what 

constitutes the model’s concept of effective place. “Effective place” being understood 

as place effecting the inhabiter’s understanding of themselves based on their formative 

tradition as it is inscribed in the built environment. Architectural interventions that 

 

57 This is also reminiscent of the design research paradigm where it is only in the process of design that 

issues are revealed. This parallel was noted by Snodgrass and Coyne in their book Interpretation in 

Architecture, where they argue that design is a ‘hermeneutical event’ as within the process of design 

application is ‘inseparable from interpretation and understanding’ (Snodgrass & Coyne, 2006, p. 50). 



215 
 

engage with effective place demonstrate a consciousness of the situatedness of both the 

architect and the inhabiter within a particular tradition. Through this engagement the 

architect may choose how to relate to or push beyond what is inscribed in the built 

environment. 

Architecture that does not interact in this way, and takes the approach of the self-

contained project or approaches the site as tabula rasa, is still situated both physically 

and conceptually within a particular historical tradition. Whether a building attempts to 

deny this by standing apart or blindly perpetuates something, there will always be some 

kind of relationship with the surroundings, which will in turn impact the inhabiter. The 

impact of a work of architecture, however subtle, is never neutral. A building may 

perhaps actively eschew the local as the cost of connecting to a global conceptual 

movement. Conversely a building may simply perpetuate a way of life without actively 

examining it. How either of these would impact the inhabiter, particularly in relation to 

their understanding of the world and their situation within it, could be the subject of 

further research applying this hermeneutic model of architecture. 

 

A Critique of the Model 

 

Through an attempt to find a solid foundation for this research, the researcher found 

that every concept or underlying assumption can be interrogated from different 

perspectives to reveal something new. However, in order to achieve anything, it is 

necessary to define a fixed point from which to start – in this case Heidegger’s 

anthropology and the assertion that the human being is essentially a hermeneutic being. 

Even the very core concepts such as “research” and “knowledge”, against which any 

research project is defined are not fixed. The idea of objective, repeatable, transferable 

knowledge is appealing because it gives a sense of order and control that is not 

encountered in everyday life. It promises a complete concordance or the ‘triumph of 

“order”’ (Ricoeur, 1990, p. 73) in contrast to the discordance of the world of life. 

However, if the focus of architecture is human life. then a complete separation from the 

messy, subjective and everchanging qualities of the world of life is not always desirable 

in the production of knowledge relating to architecture. This is evident within 

contemporary architectural theory where there is ‘a studied, core rejection of objective, 
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non-normative notions of the nature of architectural practices, the roles of architectural 

creator and spectator, or even what architectural works count as objects of the form’ 

(Fischer, 2016). 

There is an argument however for the kind of methodology employed in this research 

to be fortified through further critique. This was in fact the subject of the 

Habermas/Gadamer debate in which Habermas argued that this kind of hermeneutic 

approach needed to be completed by a critical theory of society. He saw the need for a 

rational objective critique for which he argued Gadamer’s hermeneutics did not leave 

room. 

Habermas charged that without a firm grounding in a concept of rationality, 

hermeneutics lacks the critical distance it would need to reflect on its own 

methods and ideas. (Deciu Ritivoi, 2011)  

However, Habermas seeks a critical distance from the matter at hand, which Gadamer 

argues is unattainable. Nonetheless, the incompatibility of Habermas’ approach does 

not negate the need for further critique, and to meet this need Ricoeur provides a 

mediating position to this debate. He does this through introducing ‘the element of 

critique through explanation, drawn from the analysis of the social sciences’ (Mootz III 

& Taylor, 2011, p. 3). Ricoeur agreed with Habermas that there is a need for critique. 

However, like Gadamer, he rejected Habermas’ emphasis on objectivity in the dialectic. 

He held that this was a repetition of the fallacy of trying to make social sciences as 

“scientific” as the natural sciences. Ricoeur says that: 

…I do not see how we can have a critique without also having an experience of 

communication. And this experience is provided by the understanding of texts. 

We learn to communicate by understanding texts. Hermeneutics without a 

project of liberation is blind, but a project of emancipation without historical 

experience is empty. (Ricoeur, 1986, p. 237) 

Instead, Ricoeur advocates for a dialectic of engagement and distantiation, between a 

hermeneutics of meaning and a hermeneutics of suspicion (Westphal, 2011, p. 59). A 

hermeneutics of meaning is hermeneutics as it has been described in this thesis, a 

hermeneutics which ‘uncovers what wishes to be uncovered’ (Simms, 2006, p. 47). A 

hermeneutics of suspicion on the other hand is hermeneutics which untangles the 

language of misrepresentation, language that is intended to deceive. It is the uncovering 
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of what wishes to stay hidden.58 It differs from the critique of ideology of Habermas 

and the Critical Theorists in that it does not seek or claim an objective position from 

which to uncover meaning. Rather the critique must be carried out from within. 

Therefore, it is a form of critique that is compatible with the approach taken in this 

thesis. As such the limitations that come with an approach that embraces subjectivity 

and prejudice, and is by its very nature irreproducible and incomplete, could have been 

somewhat mitigated through the application of a hermeneutics of suspicion. 

This research and its architecture writing would have benefitted from this extra layer of 

critique. An application of a hermeneutics of suspicion has the potential to reveal that 

which wishes to remain hidden in the built works and that which wishes to remain 

hidden in the architecture writing. Although the aim of the research was never to 

produce a complete account, this extra layer could have provided a more rounded 

account of the impact of the works on the inhabiter’s relationship to their own 

sociocultural reality. The hermeneutics of meaning in this thesis could have been, if not 

completed, then at least complemented by a hermeneutics of suspicion. 

 

Wider Application 

 

One of the outcomes of this research was to generate a methodology that can be used 

to design further studies. This is a methodology based on a hermeneutic model of 

architecture in which understanding is taken as central to human existence and life 

experience. The model shows the mechanisms through which architecture can impact 

on its inhabiter’s sense of the world and their situation within it. The research has 

contributed a methodology that can be applied to a specific work of architecture in 

order to reveal the hermeneutic processes at play. 

The examples examined in this research were chosen as they promised rich material for 

the analysis. However, a study could equally have been designed using contrasting 

examples such as something from earlier in Siza’s career compared to something later in 

 

58 Ricoeur singles out the work of Karl Marx (1818 – 1883), Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 – 1900), Sigmund 

Freud (1856 – 1939) and Jacques Derrida (1930 – 2004) as examples of hermeneutics of suspicion.  
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his career, or a work in a location familiar to Siza contrasted with a work in a location 

with which he is less familiar. Each of these approaches could shed more light on the 

specific relationships of their focus. Additionally, the examples taken in this research are 

all open to the public. Even if they are not all strictly speaking public buildings, they are 

all communal spaces. They were chosen as such, partly because of the variety of ways in 

which they are inhabited, but also for the practical consideration of access and potential 

for the researcher to inhabit them. The model could also, under specific circumstances, 

be applied to a private dwelling. However, for this research project this option was not 

forthcoming. 

Not all architecture is built with the same hermeneutically conscious engagement as 

Siza’s, far from it. It is all however subject to and part of the hermeneutic influence of 

the built environment. This model could therefore equally be applied to less 

hermeneutically conscious works. The results would however show something very 

different, perhaps highlighting the relationship between the informing ethos and the 

resulting built form. This kind of application would also show something different 

about the model. It would perhaps expose it to a stress that would reveal weaknesses 

not apparent in the sympathetic example of Siza’s work. This could in turn be used to 

increase the robustness of the model either through a shoring up or an increasing of 

flexibility and is an indication for possible further research. 

The model acknowledges the power of the built environment to effect our 

understanding of the world and our place within it. In terms of further research there 

are also various aspects of the model that can be honed in on and developed. For 

example, there is scope for more detailed studies in relation to the inhabiting of a 

building and how it relates to the building’s configuration. Taking the individual 

instance of inhabiting, there are numerous ways in which it could be recorded, such as 

writing, film, photographic image, drawing, dance and so on. Further research could 

also take the form of studies into the collective public inhabiting of a building, focusing 

on fieldwork, interviews or participant observation.  

There is also scope for more detailed studies into the actual process of configuration 

and its relationship to the prefiguration of the building. These could either follow an 

architect through the design process or could take the form of an architect reflecting on 

their own process. In this vein, this methodology could also provide the theoretical 

framework for research through design. It offers a set of tools with which to approach 
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an architectural project in such a way that it may enhance the inhabiters’ understanding 

of themselves – welfare in terms of philosophical hermeneutics – and produce 

hermeneutically conscious architecture. 

 

Advantage of Subjectivity 

 

As this research draws its validity from philosophical hermeneutics, it positions itself in 

contrast to scientific assumptions and a measurement culture striving towards an ideal 

objectivity. In this research, the researcher is acknowledged as part of the content and 

does not claim a naïve objectivity. The ideal of objectivity is built on the assumption of 

the possibility of definitive knowledge or a singular truth. The hermeneutic thinking on 

which this research builds, on the other hand, recognises knowledge as situated within a 

structure of which we can never have a complete picture. This hermeneutic approach 

addresses ‘an indeterminate, poetic world, resistant to full capture,’ in contrast to the 

‘objective, omniscient world of science’ (Corner, 2014, p. 94).  

The above was elaborated in the particular impact of each of the Siza works on the 

researcher. The work provides one side of the dialogue leaving the inhabiter to provide 

the other side by meeting the matter at hand with their own self-interrogation. How 

what is configured is actualised in the inhabiter is dependent on what the inhabiter 

brings to the dialogue. The autoethnographic form of architecture writing allowed a 

detailed recording of and reflection on a particular instance of inhabiting for each of the 

works. It provided an examination of the relationship between the material 

configuration of the works and the impact on the inhabiter.  

This approach is by no means comprehensive but the subjectivity of the researcher and 

its role in the interpretation of the subject matter is brought to the fore. The approach 

facilitates a consideration of the researcher’s own experience of the works in relation to 

their memories and pre-existing ideas and relationship to the place and particular form 

of action to which the building relates. As such, it captures the inhabiter’s own receptive 

capacity meeting the world projected by the work. Producing the writing also engenders 

a truly attentive form of inhabiting. This brings to light aspects of inhabiting that 

generally go unnoticed but are not any less impactful for it.  
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This research has a relationship to the wider tradition of phenomenological thinking in 

architecture, particularly as the recording of the researcher’s experience played a central 

role in the research methodology. However, it also differs from this tradition in its 

emphasis. Phenomenology in architecture, which was most prolific in the decade 

around the turn of the millennium, is the philosophical study of built space as it appears 

in experience. For the likes of Juhani Pallasmaa (The Eyes of the Skin, The Thinking Hand), 

who emphasised kinaesthetic and multisensory experience, and Peter Zumthor (Thinking 

Architecture, Atmospheres) who focuses on the primacy of sensory and experiential 

qualities in architecture, the emphasis is on understanding the building through experiencing 

it. The difference between the emphasis of these architectural thinkers and the emphasis 

of this study is subtle but significant. This research shares a focus on the experience of 

the building but, here, the emphasis is on the impact that the experience of the building 

has on the understanding of the world and the inhabiters sense of their relationship to that world. The 

object of the research in this study is not Siza’s architecture per se, but the inhabiter’s 

understanding. The investigation sought to reveal the various works’ impact on the 

inhabiter’s relationship to, and sense of how they fit into, the sociocultural world in 

which they exist.  

In this sense the research is more akin to the “topo-analysis” of Gaston Bachelard in 

The Poetics of Space. Bachelard describes The Poetics of Space as a ‘phenomenology of the 

soul’ using poetic images of space as the ‘tool for analysis’ (Bachelard, 1994, p. xxxvii). 

Bachelard develops Carl Jung’s comparison of our mental structure to a house structure, 

indicating the deep link between the spaces we build to inhabit and our understanding 

of the human mind or soul. For his source material Bachelard examines the house 

images of thinkers and poets. He uses these poetic images, in which he says ‘the duality 

of subject and object is iridescent, shimmering, unceasingly active in its inversions’ 

(Bachelard, 1994, p. xix) to reveal the nature of the soul of the subject. Where Bachelard 

uses poetic images of intimate built space in general to reveal something about the 

human soul, this study examines the impact of a particular built work on the inhabiter’s 

understanding of their reality through the development of poetic images. 

The architectural writing used in this study then is less a vehicle for understanding place 

and more a vehicle for understanding the self through the relationship to place. What 

was uncovered about Siza’s architecture and its configuration was uncovered in relation 

to the hermeneutic process that ultimately effects this relationship to place. For 

example, the use of the fragment both opens the prefigurative context to dialogue and 
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enables the inhabiter to participate in that dialogue. Similarly, the evident discordant 

concordance of Siza’s configuration meets the expectations of the inhabiter enough for 

them to know where they stand, whilst challenging them enough to bring those 

expectations into focus. The importance of these observations is in how they effect the 

inhabiter’s sense of their relationship to the built world. 

However, through this, the research also uncovered why a building engenders a certain 

state of mind, what unconscious musings it provokes, and, critically, how it provokes 

them. The research highlighted the connection between the work’s configuration and 

the inhabiting it effects. It drew out the connection between the meaning actualised 

through inhabiting the building and the architecture’s configuration. As such, it also 

provided the researcher with a way to understand architectural solutions in terms of life.  

What was striking about the three Siza works investigated was that the more the 

researcher uncovered about their configuration, the clearer the connection became 

between the buildings form, materiality, circulation, negotiation of light, etc., and the 

impact on the researcher’s impression of the aspect of life to which they related. As 

such, the researcher’s initial impressions of the buildings became ever more nuanced 

reflections on the different aspects of the human condition to which each related. 

While the practice of architecture writing may not be an effective method for providing 

an exhaustive account of a particular work, it does provide an effective vehicle for the 

recording and analysis of consciousness being effected by place. The flipside of this is 

that while the thesis can present a relatively stable framework through which to describe 

the workings of the hermeneutic impact of a work, the description of the impact itself 

can never be complete.  

The phenomenological or, in the case of this thesis, more emphatically hermeneutic 

approach to the study of architecture, are not the only frameworks that place the human 

at the centre of architectural thought. Contemporary architecture, and its underlying 

theory and ethos, are as varied as the humanities on which it increasingly draws. The 

different theories around, and approaches to the study of, aspects of society and culture 

have found their way into design thinking to be combined with the “makers 

knowledge” (techne) and to form what can be collectively referred to as the “architectural 

humanities”.  
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This research has reinforced the researcher’s conviction that, as something that shapes 

so much of our world, it is essential that architecture’s relationship to life and what it 

means to be human be the central consideration in its configuration. 
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Plate 1: Tidal Pool, Leça da Palmeira. 13:30, 8 July 2015. Sally Faulder 
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Plate 2: Tidal Pool, Leça da Palmeira. 14:00, 8 July 2015. Sally Faulder 
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Plate 3: Tidal Pool, Leça da Palmeira. 14:45, 8 July 2015. Sally Faulder 
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Plate 4: CGAC, Santiago de Compostela. 12:30, 27 August 2014. Sally Faulder 
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Plate 5: CGAC, Santiago de Compostela. 14:30, 2 July 2015. Sally Faulder 
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Plate 6: CGAC, Santiago de Compostela. 13:00, 2 July 2015. Sally Faulder 



229 
 

 

 

Plate 7: Santa Maria Church, Marco de Canaveses. 12:00, 4 July 2015. Sally Faulder 
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Plate 8: Santa Maria Church, Marco de Canaveses. 13:00, 4 July 2015. Sally Faulder 
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Plate 9: Santa Maria Church, Marco de Canaveses. 12:15, 4 July 2015. Sally Faulder 
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