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Miguel Angel Roca 

M iguel Angel Roca is 
an Argentine archi
tect. In spite of dras
tically adverse con
ditions prevailing in 
his country, with 

political instability, monetary inflation 
running at 300%-400% per annum, and 
what he himself has described as the over
developed profession of architects, he has 
nonetheless managed to build a number 
of remarkable buildings (although some 
have taken more than 10 years from 
conception to completion!). Born in the 
provincial city of Cordoba, son of a 
prominent architect, he finished his stu
dies in architecture at the local university 
(which is quite renowned in South 
America) and began practice with his 
father. Roca then left to go to the USA 
where he studied with Louis Kahn in 
Philadelphia, before returning to Cordo
ba to set up his own practice. He has 
subsequently practiced in South Africa, 
where he won a housing project for 
Soweto, and in Hong Kong. Having pre
viously taught in Cordoba and been a 
visiting professor in both North Amer
ican and European schools of architec
ture, he now commutes to teach in 
Buenos Aires. 

The cosmopolitan nature of Roca's 
cultural background is not unique in 
Argentina (nor in South America for that 
matter), since large segments of the 
population are still formed by first and 
second generation European immigrant 
families (Italy, Germany, etc. as well as 
Spanish) and have retained their ties with 
the Old World. A humorous saying in 
vogue affirms that Argentinians speak 
Spanish but would like to think of them
selves as French or English - so strong is 
the attraction. It has only been in the last 
century that rapid economic develop
ment occurred, which accounts for a re
latively limited architectural heritage 
(apart from Spanish colonial church 
architecture) and the recent growth of 
urban development. Hence, the highly 
eclectic character of Roc a's designs is ex
plainable in part by the dearth of indige
nous models upon which to build a con
temporary language of expression. 

Two significant traits of this 
architect's work stand out when one 
analyses the pictorial images and the ex
cerpts from his most recent book in
cluded below. The first is his debt (which 
he shares with many of the best graduates 
of Kahn's studio) to the Master who 
taught him the importance of design at an 
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urban scale. Whether it is in individual 
buildings (a bank, a house, a church) or in 
large complexes (hospital, cultural centre, 
shopping mall or a series of riverside 
parks), Roca invariably relates these to a 
wider vision of what it can mean to live 
within an urban context today. Not a 
single, ideal context that is an utopia but 
different ones, each enriching the others. 
Urban scale doesn't mean big buildings, 
it translates as rich, interrelated spaces re
sponding to a variety of needs and inter
pretations. 

His public open spaces, such as plazas 
or parks, enhance one's awareness of 
physical surroundings, natural or man
made, in simple, direct ways: a series of 
hemicycles facing the river, or the outline 
of buildings inscribed in the pavement of 
a plaza evoking history. 

The second trait is the diversity of 
materials, geometric forms and colours 
which Roca employs, to achieve build
ings that seem unconventional (in a con
text where few conventions exist to be
gin with) but nonetheless possess a 
rationality of their own. For example, the 
extensive use of steel structures - often 
together with exposed concrete - in his 
recent buildings has been dictated as 
much by the logic of the economic situa
tion prevailing in the country (one can 
buy steel and store it for a period of time 
more cheaply perhaps, in the long run, 
than other building materials) as it has 
been by a desire to experiment formally. 
This choice has, in tum, led to employ
ment of bright colours on the metal 
structures frequently used for framing 
shed-like roofs. 

Roca, like many architects in develop
ing countries, finds himself operating on 
several levels at the same time: theoretic
al, poetic or spiritual, pragmatic (socio
economic) and political. Culturally, his 
roots and those of his countrymen, are 
firmly implanted in Mediterranean cul
tures, yet the term "identity" recurs often 
in his dialogue with others. He is con
cemed with the identity of everyman, of 
the man-in-the-street and how he/she 
perceives the city, its institutions, its pub
lic open spaces, its dwellings. A commis
sion from a corporate client, like a bank, 
for numerous branch offices, or a muni
cipality for regenerating its park system, 
or a government atomic energy depart
ment for housing its workers, each is the 
opportunity for Roca to reconsider in a 
new light the question of meaningful 
sources of identity for people in an urban 
environment. 



The Figurative City - Figurative Architecture 

We are, as long as we' ~xist, continually 
building and inhabiting, Aedificare, 
which means to construct edifices, is 
related to culture and makes building a 
cultural endeavour. Now every cultural 
act presupposes a poetic act, in the 
Greek sense conveyed by the term 
poiesis, to make apparent, to render visi
ble that which is hidden, to bring into 
light that which exists. Our word 'tech
nology' comes also from the 5th cen
tury Greek, tekhne, which also has a 
meaning as art, as the crafts by which 
the former existed, One 
concludes that technology, 
inspired as much by poetry, 
is the tool by which signifi
cant architecture is erected; 
that captures transcendental 
essences, that describes a 
mythical past and could be 
projected into a transhistor
ical future, 

This essence of which I 
am speaking is not immut
able; on the contrary, the 
essence of a being in its his
torical sense as the origin of 
our thinking, produces vari
able readings according to 
our individual and group interests or 
motivations, A search for the essence of 
what it means to inhabit reveals many 
manners of doing so, Collective man
ners, bom of the necessity for resolving 
how people meet with one another, 
give rise to certain irreducible institu
tions: the street, the square, the sanctu
ary, the school- all of these arise from 
the willingness to communicate, to 
know and to express a harmony with 
the cosmos, with a superior or inferior 
order. At the other end of the spectrum 
is the private manner of inhabiting, a 
place of identity and everyday essences; 
in short, our home, 

If we accept that the most important 
problems of our time are settled 
through the making of our cities, such 
production of the built environment 
must become the framework for our 
search into successful social, cultural 
and political compromises, It is our re
sponsibility as intellectuals to try to 
understand and to adjust this 
framework of city building for both 

A Statement by Miguel A. Roca 

individual and the collective manners of 
habitation, 

The city has multiple facets, It is a 
physical object, a work of art and a 
work of history, It has a use value and is 
an unfolding field of changing values, 
The city is a text, It prescribes, in
scribes, writes; just like a book, its con
tents and countenance are inseparable, 
The city is a place of desires, it is the 
place of history; history does not exist 
without the city, It is a multitude of 
terms; it emits messages and receives 

View of the riverside redevelopment of historical 
Las Heras Park along the Suquia River in down
town Cordoba, Promenades and sitting areas 
were created and pedestrian bridges will some day 
link the two banks, bringing new recreational 
areas to the city, 

messages, The city is a code system, a 
system of signs, signifier and signified, 
conveying meanings, The city is fun
damentally the place of coexistence of 
peoples, of goods, of activities, of plur
ality and simultaneity, 

Urban form therefore recognised a 
mental existence, the simultaneity of 
perceptions of situations, Inside the hu
man being there are several simul
taneous and successive necessities which 
are so magnificently described by Henri 
Lefebre, with the following, apparently 
antagonistic terms of opening and clos
ing, certainty and adventure, anticipa
tion and unpredictability, immediate 
and future projection, If we have only 
one of these terms, the immediate ex
perience of the city, the other, seeming-
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ly contradictory one is also present: the 
future, In an instantaneous way, in the 
same moment, we have the permanent
ly recurring necessity for the opposite of 
a present enjoyment. Satisfaction pro
duces dissatisfaction, We pass through 
life choosing between this or that, Let's 
not choose, but do as Ortega wisely 
suggests in The Spectator (1911) , "To 
live is to conclude, to assume the whole 
thing, this and that, with plenitude," 

This is one of the anthropological 
foundations of the city's right to exist, 

because it is the only entity 
that provides these elements, 
Other elements converge, 
Every individual has the 
right to create, to find him
self or herself within qual
ified places (and qualifying 
ones). This necessity, which 
is a right, encompasses the 
dialogue of oppositions that 
is part of urban reality. 

A human being needs 
Drder in the city: the exist
ence of qualified contours, 
of qualifying factors in their 
lives. Within the city are 
found isotopias, heteroto

pias, utopias - that is to say, places of 
equal characteristics, or the same place; 
heterotopia, meaning different, con
trasting heterogeneous, other places; 
utopia, the places that are no place. 

To talk about the city in these terms, 
recognises the importance of localised 
place, of defined territory, of the places 
whose qualities reflect human resolve 
(institutions), celebrative monuments, 
daily things which are centres of identi
fication for each of us. A non-abstract 
city is a figurative one, having centres of 
collective significance as well as indi
vidual centres, all contributing to a city 
of clear orientation and identifying fea
tures. If it is true, as the Italian architect 
Alberti surmised, that one's house is a 
small city, and that a city has the qual
ities of a big house, then we have a right 
to make some of the same claims for 
the one and for the other. A city, a 
house, institutions appear as a micro
cosm, reflecting at each historical mo
ment, the ideologies and myths which 
we possess. 



Miguel A. Roca 

Project Data 

Site: Cordoba city centre 
Client/Builder: Cordobras 
Architect: Miguel A . Roca; 

Associate architect, Feretti 
Suiface: 3600 square metres 
Completion: 1985 
Cost: US$2 million 

Paseo del Caminante, Cordoba 

The city of Cordoba, with its strong gri
diron plan of streets and large blocks dat
ing from Spanish colonial times, has 
many covered shopping arcades that cut 
across this urban fabric. Sensitive to this 
phenomenon, as well as to the fact that 
the site given to them was bordered on 
one side by an 18th-century cathedral and 
on the other by an arts museum in a 
restored townhouse, the architects sought 
a solution which specifically acknowl
edged features of the traditional cityscape. 
A corner site facing the principal North
South avenue of Cordoba, and abutting 
the museum site, left no possibility for a 
through gallery; hence, there are two gal
leries, but in this instance left open to the 
sky, bisecting the new commercial build-
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ing at right angles. With shops and meet
ing rooms on two levels, the Caminante 
reinforced an existing urban context, but 
innovates with it at the same time. 

hmovations include making the gal
lery an open space, with an outdoor cafe 
terrace and fountains at the pivotal junc
tion of the two axes. Moreover, the fifth 
facade (i.e. the roof) of the complex has 
been given a specific treatment: metal 

Below: Elevation drawing which illustrates the 
new Caminante complex respects the scale of its 
architectural neighbours, and re-interprets some of 
their forms . 
Bottom: Aerial perspective drawing of the shopping 
centre on a site between Santo Domingo church 
(left) and Genaro Perez Municipal museum 
(right). 
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arches (ultimately destined to have plants 
growing on them) are spaced above the 
arcade and suggest, or rather recall, the 
barrel vaults of the nearby church; rows 
of shed roofs are visible from taller sur
rounding buildings and also from the 
street - but in profile. At the same time 
that efforts are made to keep the Carni
nante within human scale and propor
tions, a kind of monumentality is created 
by the two square "drums", pierced by 
circular openings, at each entrapce to the 
arcade. Modernist figurative sculptures 
on the roof line enhance the sense of 
monumentality . 

The Paseo del Caminante fully ex
presses the architect's philosophy and 
approach to design for buildings in an 
urban setting - taking into account, and 
even making formal references to ex
isting landmarks nearby (see elevation 
drawing), yet asserting one's proper 
identity. Hence, the strong pinkish col
our applied to the building, for example, 
or the pointed tower of the museum 
which accentuates (in a modified form) 
the comer of the Caminante. Triangular 
forms of the latter's roofs tend to echo the 
pediment of the Santo Domingo church 
facade. The conception, as a whole, is re
solutely modem, for some even aggres
sively so, yet it tries to incorporate archi
tectural elements from the local context. 

Left: View of the Paseo del Caminante from above. 
Skeletal vaults of metal indicate the path of the 
pedestrian shopping arcade. 
Left, below: Detail of the Caminantefrom infront 
of Santo Domingo church. 
Below: Interior of one of the upstairs banquet rooms 
in the Caminante commercial complex. 
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Above: Outdoor terrace of the cafe located at the 
right-angle junction oj the two arcades. 
Left: One oj the arcades lined with shops. Plants 
will eventually grow on the arches over this space. 



Miguel A. Roca 

Project Data 

Site: Cordoba city centre 
Client: City rifCordoba 
Architect: Miguel A. Roca 
Suiface: 15,000 square metres 
Contractor: Ramos 
Completion: 1985·1986 
Cost: US$7.5 million (construction) and US$2.5 

million (equipment) 

The brief for the hospital generated re
flection by the architect on four different 
levels: 1) health policies; 2) the typology 
of hospitals; 3) the symbolic as well as the 
functional role of this kind of architec
ture; 4) its relationship to an urban con
text in which it is located. Exceedingly 
complex categories involved in defining 
health-care facilities led to studies by the 
design team in conjunction with the 
National University in Cordoba, where
by these were reduced and simplified to 
three basic kinds of activities: central, in
termediate and peripheral. These corres
pond essentially to public, private and 
mixed spatial groupings. 

Conception of the present hospital 
was influenced by an historical analysis of 
previous building types, including 
Christopher Wren's designs of 1702 for a 
square edifice with two, opposing, 
monumental entrances. The latter sug
gested a solution of pavilions fed from 
both ends: access for the public at one 
extremity and for technical services and 
personnel at the other. Hence, a low-rise 
structure was produced with separate en
tries, each treated differently. On the 
facade by which the public enters there 
are three concrete porticos, giving onto a 
long pedestrian "street" or covered gal
lery inside, and at the same time these 
porticos demarcate the three pavilions ex
tending behind them. Two long narrow 
courtyards, or lightwells, separate the 
pavilions and provide natural light for the 
individual patients' rooms on upper 
floors (see plan). On the ground floor, 
where consultation rooms and laborator
ies are located in the pavilions, there are 
corridors from the main gallery along the 
edges of these mixed-use spaces. The ser
vice entrance for ambulances, personnel, 
and deliveries is articulated by two tow
ers containing the means of vertical cir-

Right, above: Axonometric drawing of the hospit
al's ground .floor, upper .floor wards, and rooflevel. 
Right: Perspective sketch of the Emergency Hospit
al, with cut-away view (below) of the public 
spaces, cafeteria, etc. inside the three main porticos. 

Emergency Hospital, Cordoba 
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Above: Detail of a side portico to the hospital, with 
public access to the internal covered "street". 
Right: Detail of the entrance used by the public to 
the internal "street" and OPD reception area . 

. culation (stairs and elevators). 
The low-rise architectural solution for 

this hospital, coupled with the diverse 
ways in which volumes are given form 
or surface treatment (for example, the 
cafeteria which bulges outwards from 
one of the main porticos, or the painted 
yellow canopy over the interior "street") 
reflects the designer's goal of making this 
institution fit into the physical fabric of 
the city; it appears as a collection of sever
al buildings, rather than a monolithic 
one, and at a human scale. 

57 



Longitudinal section 

L-___ ... Transversal section 

~ ~ ll& 
- _.- _. -. . _._---

58 

Right: Reception/OPD of the hospital in the form 
of a covered gallery, or "street", giving access to the 
three pavilions. Upper level circulation is to the 
wards, with consultation rooms and labs on the 
ground .floor. 
Left: First .floor plan. 
1. Bedroom 
2. Technical area 
3. Office 
4. Laundry 
5. Courts or Ughtwells 
6. Offices 
7. Head Nurse 

8. Technical area 
9. Consultation 

10. Social services 
11. 
12. 
13. 

Doctors J rooms 
Staff circulation 
Public circulation. 





Miguel A. Roca 

Project Data 

Site: San Marlin, Cordoba 
Client: Bank of the Province ·ofCordoba 
Architect: Miguel A. Roca 
Suiface: 1600 square metres 
Completion: 1987 
Cost: US$1 million 

Miguel Roca has done the Head Office as 
well as a series of branch offices for the 
Bank of Cordoba since 1972, including 
the one in the Argentine capital, Buenos 
Aires. The San Martin branch, newest of 
the group, perpetuates a specific image 
which has been developed in preceding 
offices for the bank. It is a free-standing 
structure, on a comer site (as was fre
quently the case in the past), which com
bines the use of exposed concrete with 
considerable amounts of exposed steel 
members. While the concrete predomin
ates as the support material, the brightly 
painted metal is employed here, as else
where, for the roofing, interior detailing 
(e.g. stairs and balustrades), and climate 
control in the form of sunscreens. 

The square plot of land suggested a 
building of the same geometric shape in 
plan, with pylons at the four comers. 
However, the interior space was sliced 
diagonally in half, in order to create a 
high-ceiling for the main banking hall, 
entered from the comer nearest the street 
intersection, and a series of upper floors 
on the back half of the site for offices. 
Utility services and the means of vertical 
circulation have been located at the two 
back edges of the building. This charac
teristic of a vast open banking hall, cre
ated in the San Martin branch as in others 
by a suspended, sloping roof has become 
part of the 'trademark' of the branch 
offices - along with the concrete and 
brightly painted, steel elements. 

Bank of Cordoba, 
San Martin Branch 

oDD 
Sectional elevation 

First floor plan 

Ground floor plan 
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Above: View of the exterior ami the main entrance to the bank. 
Left: The banking hall on the groumi .floor, with offices above. 
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Miguel A. Roca 

Project Data 

Client: Domingo Vespasiani 
Architect: Miguel A. Row 
Surface: 500 square metres 
Cost: (estimate in 1988) US$250,OOO 

Vespasiani House, Cordoba 
Alberti, architect of the Italian Renaiss
ance period, said that a house is like a 
small city and a city is like a vast house. 

A man's house is his "palace" on a 
microcosmic scale, his refuge, as well as 
an image of himself projected to the out
side world. The house is a part of him, 
because he inhabits it, but also because he 
has transferred something of himself to it 
in the act of constructing it. 

Thus, this dwelling intentionally re
flects a personal attitude towards city
scape, in that it is a miniaturisation of 
elements structuring a city: a plaza, or 
gravitional centre, for social life has been 
created, symbolic of this or any site, and 
has a circular form - emblematic. of the 
human being. The circular sitting room 
and the two wings of the house are in
scribed within a larger circle delimited by 
a canal filled with water running around 
the entire edifice from the fountain at the 

Rohe's glass skyscraper project; this 
homage to Mies implies a monumental 
urban scale as one moves inside the 
house, to the more intimate, domestic 
scale. The principal axis of the house, a 
diagonal across the site, is emphasised by 
a steeply pitched roof, emblematic of 
shelter, and of houses generally. How
ever, beneath this is a false wooden ceil
ing in the form of a barrel vault, also 
connotating refuge. On either side of the 
main axis, from entrance through sitting 
room to the patio, are "pavilions" con
taining the individual's residential quar
ters, separated from the "plaza" by inter
nal "streets". In the final analysis, the 
Vespasiani house can be read as a kind of 
declension of residential elements in the 
Latin city, reproducing its underlying 
rules and epitomizing its spaces; bringing 
us back to the duality city/house and 
house/city which was the genesis of our 

rear to the front portico. Beneath the conception. 
covered entrance is an enclosed and ---------------
glazed vestibule, a fragment of architec- Below: Exterior view of the entrance facade, under 
ture that makes allusion to Mies van der construction. 

62 



63 

Above: Axonometric drawing of the house. 
Left: Ground .floor plan. 
1. Living room 5. Bathroom 
2. Dining room 6. Dressing room 
3. Kitchen 7. Guest bedroom 
4. Master bedroom 
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Above: The false wooden ceiling in the Jorm of a 
barrel vault. 
Left: Detail of the steeply pitched roof 



Miguel A. Roca 

Project Data 

Site: San Martin de los Andes, Neuquen, 
Argentina 

Architect: Miguel A. Roca 
(Under construction) 

---~ 

Above: Perspective plan of the Plaza Sarmiento 
restructured into a shopping complex sunken below 
ground level and reached by pedestrian ramps 
(under construction). 
Right: Perspective rendering of the valley at the Joot 
oj the Andes mountains, with the lake in the dis· 
tance. 

Tourist Centre, San Martin 
de los Andes, Neuquen 

The city of San Martin de los Andes in 
the province of Neuquen, Argentina, has 
15,000 inhabitants and is linearly de
veloped in a valley which is one 
kilometre wide and five or six kilometres 
long. It lies at the foot of the Andes and is 
surrounded by a wonderful landscape 
with perenially snow-capped peaks and 
forests. The forests fringe Lake Nacar 
and twenty other lakes in the National 
Parks, amongst them Lanin and Nahuel 
Huapi, Argentina's largest. 

From the entrance road to the shore 
runs the longitudinal axis which marks 
the extended development of the grid of 
the city. Along this axis are dispersed 
commercial, recreational and other activi
ties. The administrative centre of the city 
is located in one of the two main squares, 
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which is framed by the town hall and a 
tourist office. The axis connects two sites; 
one a little-used square, the other a piece 
ofland next to the lake. In the former, the 
proposal is to build a partly sunken com
mercial centre which will preserve the 
character of the square. In the latter, a 
cultural centre is planned. On the same 
axis there is a pier. A barge-raft (balsa), 
shopping centre, etc. extend the leisure 
and tourist activities tied to fishing and 
skiing to the middle of the lake and car
ries the town out onto the water. 

In San Martin as in many other 
towns, the blocks are perceived as solid 
even though they may be pierced by 
arcades, and the streets are the primary 
spaces. The idea here, as in Cordoba, is to 
recover the potential monumentality of 
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the squares - much in the spirit of Pierre 
Patte, who planned 18 squares for Paris. 

Use of the facilities will be encouraged 
by concrete means. In Plaza Sarmiento 
shops open onto a sunken arena which 
can only be viewed by pedestrians enter
ing from the four comers of the square 
while transit continues around it. Be
tween the theatre and museum, the cultu
ral centre provides a focus for routes 
from all comers of the town. 

Right: Perspective view of the barge-rafis situated 
in the lake as part of the tourist fishing and water
skiing development projects. 
Below: Perspective study of the cultural centre, with 
a theatre and museum located on a square near the 
lake. Water flows between a series of fountains in 
outdoor spaces treated in a variety of ways. 
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