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The intent of this Travel Research Paper is not an attempt at historicizing the present, but merely as an 
attempt to shed a light onto a new language that seems to be emerging, and is, I feel, a sense of reaction 
to a previous generation.  This language can be seen to be manifested in "landscape", whether it's own or 
as an inclusion in-, or a reaction to its surrounding context.  These are explorations that are coherent with 
what I have tried to achieve in my own work here at Columbia, as well as what I would like to focus on in 
the beginning of my professional life. 
 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
There seems to be a renewed interest in the conceptual aspect of the work of architecture, in relation to the 
more general field of its legitimization; the concern with artistic procedures, above and beyond the more su-
perficial transpositions of form between art and architecture; the reappraisal of the moment of construction 
as the crucial part of the project, and not as a problem of application a posterior; the rejection of the culture 
of the "interchangeable image".   
The architectural discourse, seems today, although in different and contradictory forms, to be making an at-
tempt to address the question of form in an integral manner, to find a total coincidence between the image 
and the deep structure of the project.  A sort of "integral form", where the negative sense of the second 
term is overturned by the very way in which it confirms the impossibility of a hiatus between structure and 
image, between content and appearance. 
 
From the various strains of architectural thought of the past twenty five years in the United States and West-
ern Europe two dominant and opposing strategies seem to have evolved.  The first explores the structure of 
cultural authority vested in an established architectural language from which "codes" are extracted in order 
to be either transformed or repeated and recombined.  In this position an original model that is "arbitrary but 
motivated" can usually be provided for each project, which ensures its legibility as well as its legitimization. 
The idea of human occupation seems a secondary concern to be resolved within the development of 
representational figures or structure.  A second strategy, less prevalent in the United States, is centred 
around a unified conception of the body, a gentle and ambiguous poeticism or a rationality that runs the 
risk of brutalizing the subject by nature of its often totalizing formal logic.  This position evades, for the 
most part, the challenges of structuralist thought to the phenomenological conceptualization of the body. 

More recently, a third strategy has emerged, critical of and tied to both of these positions, which attempts 
to reconceive the place of the bodily subject within or alongside its "de-centering" by the codes of language 
and representation.  Through an expansion of modernist methods of object manipulation (rotation, displace-
ment, and fragmentation added to transparency, de-familiarization, and essentialization), this so-called post-
structuralist strategy has produced, along with its critique of representation, projected and built works of 
torturous and poetic complexity. 

While much of this latter program emerged with the effusions and anxieties of the American architectural 
scene of the 1960s and 1970s, design strategies of fragmentation and formal discontinuity are prevalent 
internationally, even if operating within different contexts and within varying principles.  In Spain, some 
current schools of thought - most notably in Barcelona - are understood as a critical and progressive con-
tinuation of the spatial research of the modern movement. The work of Enric Miralles and Carme Pinos 
can be seen as a part of this tendency. The predominant theme explored in their work are the relationship 
between circulation, form and bodily perception, and the architectural representation of these relationships. 
The body is presented as an agent in motion, forcefully shaping the space that receives it, more a participant 
than a mere occupant. While attention to circulation is surely an important part of any building practice, it 
becomes clear that movement and its representation are central to this work. 
In the case of the Social Center in Hostalets for instance the building does not represent any contextual 
reality, existing or proposed; rather, it presents itself as a site of transactions between itself and the moving 
subject, to whom its rotations and spatial shelvesare revealed. 
 
For Enric Miralles and Carme Pinos the late modern idea of dynamic space is transformed into a concep-
tion of a dynamic subject. The minimalism of their work, their understated presentations and attention to 
the resolution of technical details serve to substantiate this transitive vision of architecture as particularly 
convincing and compelling. 
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REBUILDING THE PUBLIC REALM 
 
A dramatic Urban Transformation of Barcelona began in 1981. The pressure for urban change was the result 
of popular demand following fifty years of neglect and exploitation of the city. There had been a nation-wide 
repression of liberal, creative activity under the fascist regime until the death of Gereralissimo Franco in 
1975 and the establishment of a new constitutional democracy in 1978. The Urban improvement program, 
more a transformation than an urban renewal, was centred on the construction of new public spaces, 
stitched into the existing city fabric, and used as the catalysts for private as well as public reconstruction
and rehabilitation. 
The policies of action were "Projects not Planning". This way they were to concentrate on creating and 
renewing the public spaces which then could produce immediate benefits in improved quality of life and 
could also initiate rebuilding and improvement around them. The feeling was that Planning tended to 
be to abstract, often impotent in bringing about tangible changes and not easily understood in a public 
participation process. The apparent success of the projects in Barcelona suggests that an effective way 
of improving cities is by reinterpreting and reinforcing the identities of their local parts.  
 
These municipal projects provide not just further facilities, but also physical and social foci and connection 
elements to give coherent form to the public realm, and so to re-integrate fragmented or exploded towns. 
The widely recognized relevance of rebuilding the public realm and the sheer verve and quality of the result, 
make, I believe, Barcelona a key city for architects to visit. 



POETICS OF MODERNISM 
 
All the new public buildings, with the new parks and plazas, are renewing and extending the public realm. 
Yet, even where architecture is by definition a public, and hopefully popular, medium it remains resolutely 
and un-condescendingly Modern. But for the most part it is not the abstract Modern architecture of the 
mainstream that provides the model. Instead it is to the peripheries of the Modern Movement and of archi-
tecture that the architects are turning to find a language potentially rich and suggestive enough to serve as 
this public medium. 

In 1983 Helio Pinon & Albert Viaplana with their collaborator Enric Miralles - leapt into the architectural 
limelight with the completion of the Sans plaza in front of Barcelona's main railway station. The work exhib-
ited Minimalism, composed and scaled with flawless sureness, with various elements exquisite in conception 
and detail. The Maravillas gymnasium suggests, the strongest Spanish influence on Pinon & Viaplana is De 
la Sota. There is an affinity too in the drawing styles of the two practices. The refined minimalism of Pinon 
& Viaplana seems to be a distillation and extension of that of De la Sota. Again there is a concern with "nat-
ural" architecture. Technology - or at least hard materials of metal and mineral - is used in a way that is natu-
ral to them. Indeed in some landscaping projects Pinon & Viaplana use these hard materials, or a vocabulary 
of elements made from them, as if they were nature. Generally too, design involves not just attending to the 
brief.
It is also a process of divining natural forces acting on site and setting - such as movement flows, visual 
emphases and other compositional clues - and responding to them in some minimalist framework. It is 
the sketch-like quality of this framework that helps to make it so suggestive - just as a few pencil lines 
can suggest, without being explicit, a scene or object, even mood and emotion - and the usual openness 
to changes of light and weather adds further ambiguity and opportunities for differing interpretations. 
As most of the drawings of the above mentioned work can be contributed to Miralles, his role in Pinon & 
Viaplana's work should not be underestimated. . 
 
 

ENRIC MIRALLES & CARME PINON 
 
The work of Miralles & Pinos continues in the same vein as that of Pinon & Viaplana.  In Miralles & Pinos' 
designs, tilting planes teeter in unstable suspension and sinuous lines snake trough space with a panache 
and abandon not found in the work of their older collaborators. Though there are superficial similarities, 
this is the antithesis of High-Tech; the structure does not pretend to be purely rational nor do the elements 
have the vitalist emphasis to make them look both organic and machine-made. The minimalism of the 
drawings does not betray lack of further thought, but the discipline of drawing nothing until it is known 
precisely what it is and how it is made. The design is seems to be thought through in terms of economy of 
material and construction. 
Though many may misunderstand their work as primarily graphic or wilfully sculptural the architecture of 
Miralles & Pinos is very much about place. It constitutes a provocative exploration to not just transform 
but also to discover, often from giddy new perspectives, previously undisclosed aspects of site and setting. 
The architecture is engaged, like an adventure playground, physically through movement as much as visual 
as user/participants explore what is often an intensification of selected or latent aspects of a place. 
 
In elaborating the potentialities of place and program, design also involves intuiting the forces - visual and 
tangible as much as functional and physical - that do, might, or can only be imagined to exert pressure on 
the site. These forces are then made manifest in the slashing diagonals of walls, ramps or views, in hover-
ing teetering planes and elastic sinuous curves that also guide movement through and around the project. 
More than that, these gestural if minimalist forms all seem to have been fixed at the exact moment that 
the various forces are brought into focus, lending to the compositions a compelling sense of dynamic 
poise.  In some early schemes, the dynamic poise seems to result from and record the disruptive effect of 
some powerful external agent now vanished. For instance the sunshades of the Plaza Mayor seem to spin 
like giant cards from a just disappeared dealer's hand as they are suspended in a cinematic freeze-frame 
on a single zig-zag beam that in turn touches only one column for each supported shade. 
 
The "route" (in what is now a constant theme in the architects' work) not only shows off the building, its 
contents and activities, but it gives citizens a liberating sense of their potential. It also explores the place 
itself making unexpected new connections to the surroundings and re-establishing a reverence for nature.  
The unstable, not quite graspable character of the compositions enhances the quality of constant discovery 
and enlarged awareness. 
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Enric Miralles and Carme Pinos - Plaza Mayor, Cubiertas de Parets del Valles
Image source: https://homenajeaenricmiralles.wordpress.com/2015/02/25/origen-de-replanteo/



A key theme in all later projects is the interaction between the manmade and nature, and the latter's increas-
ing importance.  More recent work no longer seems to record interaction with the now external force, but 
instead elaborates a more internal dialogue.  Typically this is between a base sensuously scooped into or 
moulded up from the earth and a superstructure that lightly levitates, is constructed of separate geometrical-
ly precise elements, and may even be in spindly suspension. Good examples are the various sports facilities: 
the Alicante gymnastics hall (a gateway to nature): the archery facilities (a distant relative of Andalucian gypsy 
cave dwellings as well as parts of Gaudi's Guell park): and especially the Hueska basketball stadium (an arena 
with High-Tech velarium embedded in nature as a terminating feature of the town).  In a less extreme form, 
Hostalets had already initiated the dialogue between sunken base and levitating superstructure. 
 
In many ways Miralles & Pinos' work has more in common with that of northern and eastern Europe than 
with Spain or other Latin countries. The fluidity of route and space, the continuities between building and na-
ture and the raggedy informal compositions all suggest affinities with the organic architecture of north-west-
ern Europe. Like so many Iberian architects they owe something to Aalto, though they do not seek in him the 
mythical Mediterraneanism that others do. Their love of minimalist and expressed construction, 
of structural heroics and precise steel detailing also suggests an affinity to West European high-Tech. But 
their approach to composition and construction, its minimalist not minimal aspirations, and its instinctive if 
unarticulated emancipatory program, could all be called Constructivist, like contemporary sculptors harking 
back to Modernist Russians.

Their architecture uses fragmented, unstable and explosively dynamic composition to elaborate and make 
explicit various disruptive internal forces. Their projects are not merely expressive of some passive, alienat-
ed and de-centred subject but are almost the inverse in actively seeking to engage subjects to enlarge their 
experience of surroundings and self. Miralles & Pinos' family of forms seem to be guided by several impuls-
es to do with the reading of program & of place, and to do with an idea about the link between human 
activities & pre-existing traces in the geographical & cultural landscape. The underlying image to be a sort 
of field  of forces, a network of social relationships, mapped out as so many nodes, focal points & routes. 
In their buildings there seems to be a certain picture of ritual, procession, ascent, mingling & interchange. 
If not the image, then the idea of a communal theatre.  A public route through the interior. "The building as 
Street". 



Enric Miralles and Carme Pinos - Archery Range 1989-1992, general plan



In the Cemetery project at Igualada the mood is underlined by the elemental experience of being folded in 
the earth. Compression and contraction of space, as well as light and shadow, to eventually enhance the 
experience of moving. Texture & material to be calibrated to enhance the notion of transitions through veils. 
 
The mental maps which are Miralles' drawings are like hieroglyphs of hidden ideas and meanings, but they 
are also musical scores for the orchestration of human activities and the terrain. Material and structure are 
implicit in the lines, as are light, space, vista and detail. 
 
In the Civic Center at Hostalets de Balenya the building comes close to the generative image of architecture 
as social landscape, made up of interlocking platforms & layers of thin walls traversed by ramps & stairs. 
 
Through all of its influences Enric Miralles and Carme Pinos have managed to transform their various sources 
into a formal system with an internal discipline and vitality of its own. Moreover, as has been shown, their ar-
chitecture stems from a reading of contemporary urban and suburban culture in Spain, and from certain deep 
intuition about the relationship between people, space, geometry and nature. To achieve an understanding of 
those aforementioned aspects of Miralles and Pinos' "mental maps" as well as "social landscapes", I feel one 
must personally experience the provocative and participatory nature as one can not fully comprehend such 
spatial intricacies through mere images and accompanying text. 
 



Enric Miralles and Carme Pinos - Igualada Cemetery  
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Itinerary 
 

I spent two weeks in Barcelona and the surrounding Catalonia. The aim was to experience the city and to 
visit the Miralles and Pinos structures in the vicinity. In addition to staying in Barcelona I made a trip to 
Alicante, where some of the more recent projects are also located. I also met with Enric Miralles twice at 
his office, in order to discuss his projects, as well as the way in which they come to being. 

List of Main Structures: 

– Plaza Mayor, Cubiertas de Parets del Valles
– Cementerio de Igualada
– Centro Social en Hostalets
– Archery Range Faciletiies, Valle Hebron
– Casa Garau Agusti
– Huesca Sports Hall
– Casa Riumors
– Centro de Gimnasia Ritmica
– Centro Social La Mina
 
Image on front page: https://arquitecturaacontrapelo.es/2013/04/08/atavismo/ (source)


