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A Swiss retreat
Many hours in front of Lac Léman and Mont Blanc. Many hours
sitting, listening to ourselves and to each other. (If we spoke
it was by turns, raising a finger to request permission from
the president, although sometimes, someone – too often me 
– could not hold back and outrageously broke the established
order to say something.) We looked like a class where every-
one was a pupil and a professor at the same time. After ten
days non-stop (with the exception of an unexpected trip to
Le Corbusier’s mama’s little house) of necessary conflicts to
reach a final agreement, of help from the outstanding staff of
the Aga Khan Award for Architecture, of making new friends,
of learning and trying to have a good time, I found I had
gained 2.5 kilograms when I returned to Barcelona (the
Geneva hotel’s scales were elegantly out of order).

‘Three conditions architecture must accomplish:
Utilitas (utility), Firmitas (durability, permanence,
resistance) and Venustas (beauty).’
Marcus Vitruvius Pollio (fl. 46-30 BC), De Architectura, book 1, chapter 3, section 2

‘Don’t underestimate the power 
of ugliness, for it is the doorway 
to stupidity, which, in turn, is the
doorway to evil…Everything tends
to begin with aesthetics; hence,
ugliness appears first, followed 
by stupidity.’
Rafael Sánchez Ferlosio, ‘La forja de un plumífero’,
Archipiélago 31, 1997
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Thoughts About Architecture 
and the 2004 Awards
Elías Torres Tur

Man conceives architecture as a permanent protecting veil
against his own frailness and transience, a means to survive
with dignity in his natural habitat. Architecture provides a
way of being in the world and helps us build universal values,
both spiritual and symbolic. Therefore, it contains an ethical
commitment that should be conveyed by aesthetics.

Each work of architecture is the result of an experimental
process of acquaintance with and transformation of our 
environment by means of a specific response to particular
and existing social needs. An architect must build and design
with responsibility, generosity, a sense of justice and balance
(avoiding the unnecessary); with flexibility and independence,
taking chances and challenging the unknown and with the
desire to change and improve.

An architect must have the sensibility necessary to under-
stand places and their cultures, to interpret the different
options he encounters and to be familiar with the disciplines
of architecture. He must strive for inspiration to achieve
those indispensable and unforeseeable moments of emotion,
of light and understanding. And he should always apply 
a slight bit of irony so as never to take himself too seriously,
and be able to wink at the tragic side of life.
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On Bibliotheca Alexandrina●

A library stocks treasures of thought in every possible form
for the enjoyment of citizens, experts, students or idle visitors.
Its presence in a city must be felt: one must filter the other,
from inside space to outside space (and vice versa). A library
is a source of intellectual exchange (not compulsory but
unavoidable). It is a symbolic temple of memory, or a room
wherewe can recognize and find the stuff of which our memory
is made. (It is essential to have a good fire protection system.)

On Gando Primary School●
Education, knowledge, is the seed of independence and
liberty, of civilization. It is the weapon with which power
can be challenged – a weapon for respect, coexistence,
for understanding the world and feeling solidarity with each
other.A school is the temple, the house where we identify
collective knowledge, the permanent and the new. A school
is where we become aware of our individuality within some-
thing universal. A school is also a teacher and some pupils,
anywhere, in any space. But teaching and learning will be
enhanced by this space’s dignity. Good architecture will
be one more lesson.

On Sandbag Shelter Prototypes●

Research can be undertaken to take the edge off poverty,
misery and neglect, to help people survive, and to counter-
act natural and human disasters provoked by ambition,
disdain, power and fanaticism, among other epidemics.
Many grains of sand can help build resistance against the
unfair or the unexpected – a way of doing justice. A prototype
can be the seed of a universal solution, and the more it is
inexpensive – as all significant research should be – the
more it will be welcome.

On the Restoration of Al-Abbas Mosque●

Women and men in every culture have always fought
to improve their image, their presence, to look younger, to
please others with facelifts, make-up, prostheses, slimming,
clothes, hairdressers. Old age is now regarded as a state of
decrepitude, neglect and marginalization, when instead we
should accept the presence of our elders and their memories,
their experience, their wisdom, as a living bridge to our past
and our origins. Without them we cannot know our childhood.
We are all contemporary. Their conditions of living and health
must be improved (and we, in turn, will improve), not with
unnecessary body-lifts and make-up that turns them into
caricatures (cockatoos) or rejuvenated mummies, but with
appropriate dress, corrected teeth, hearing aids, pacemakers,
heating and cooling systems at home, protection and social
care. This is the responsibility of everyone, every society 
and every institution. If life is to retain its meaning, the old
and the new must coexist and exchange their customs and
their knowledge.

On B2 House●

A house is both a stage of individuality and the door to a
community. It is also a social right. The history of architecture
can be understood through individual houses. In them there
is always something experimental, hedonistic (sometimes
nouveau riche, at other times modest), provocative, pastiche-
like, ridiculous; and, most of the time, discreet, anodyne or
imitative. In formal proposals for isolated houses, which are
often small and do not have demanding programmes, there
is a constant exchange of ideas with the other visual arts.
If an architect can design a house, he or she will be able
success-fully to design a hospital, a school, an auditorium,
a factory or a swimming pool – which are all different types
of houses or shelters.

On Petronas Towers●

Skyscrapers are not indispensable. If they do not turn the
surrounding city into a desert, there is nothing wrong with
them. (In midtown Manhattan, the quality of the streets and
public spaces is independent of the height of the buildings.) 
A large group of skyscrapers can attain a magical character,
while an isolated one, unprotected, is much more hazardous.
Just like any other singular building, the skyscraper should 
be thoroughly justified before it is built because its presence
will inevitably be overwhelming. Therefore, its architecture
must be excellent. Skyscrapers are symbols, like minarets
or belfries; they are trademarks of corporations (and their
profitability); sometimes they are fanciful bibelots. What
a craze to build the highest building! It’s like the 100-metre
race. It can be done, of course, but it will always be topped by
a lightning rod just to reach some clouds. Why not the longest
buildings (horizonscrapers), or the shortest (landscrapers)?

‘Architecture:The art of designing and building buildings.’
Royal Academy Dictionary of the Spanish Language

‘The first function of art 
is to surprise, to break the 
habits of perception and to 
make the old new.’
Cesar Aira, quoted by Enrique Vila-Matas, El Pais, 
28 June 2003
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