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In this interview, held in Paulo Mendes da Rocha’s office 
in Sao Paulo, the architect recalls his beginnings and 
some of the most significant moments of his teaching 
and professional careers. Throughout this retrospective 
reflection, Mendes da Rocha bluntly explains his vision 
on the current state of architecture, emphasizing the 
need to rethink it and aim it towards new goals. 

Beginnings and learning period

How and when did you decide to become an 
architect? 

 I do not really believe in beforehand vocation, I cannot 
imagine how anyone’s destiny can be becoming an 
architect. In my case, let us say since my childhood, 
learning has always been linked to that idea of the virtue 
of built space. I was born in the city of Vitória, in Espírito 
Santo, a seaport. As it is well known, a seaport has 
a decisive influence on learning, if one pays attention 
to what we can call maritime works, because the sea 
is not an easy environment: ships, ports, shipyards, 
cranes, machines, commerce... It is a very active port 
town. Furthermore, as time went by I started having 
different thoughts, which led me every time and in a 
natural way towards those original memories about the 
condition of the place. Ships have always established 
those kinds of relationships between a small place and 
the whole world, and I slowly became aware of that. My 
father was an engineer, and my education was always 
based on the standpoint that all things can be built; in 
other words, nature always represented more than mere 
landscape, a series of phenomena, seas, landfills, stable 
or unstable territories... Without considering architecture 
or even engineering as goals themselves, I started stud-
ying them both almost inadvertently until the time came 
to choose what to do, and I chose architecture becau-

se, when compared to engineering, something drove 
me to that openness towards what we call a project, 
that is, the projection of ideas that makes things a reality 
before they are actually built, which is in my opinion the 
very essence of the idea of the project.
 In contrast to engineering, what interested me 
most about architecture was a certain feeling of great 
freedom on the fundamental question of what must be 
made, in the most political sense of making decisions. 
Today we complain about cities, about urban chaos; 
Sao Paulo is a very good example, but it is the same all 
around the world. Under these circumstances, one can 
clearly see that the main reason, the fundamental sub-
ject of what we call architecture, is nowadays addres-
sed in terms of city planning.

Is the construction of the city today, and still, the 
main scenario of architecture?

 The gradual construction of the city, little by little, by 
adding, by sedimentation... We could say that the main 
duty of architecture is to prevent disaster. One cannot 
imagine a perfect, finished city, but if we do not know 
what to do, at least we can choose what not to do. I 
am aware that what I am saying is a commonplace, 
and that architects generally agree with this idea, but 
it does not hurt to reach some kind of consensus; to 
agree on the idea that the main subject is not anymore 
the palladian view on composition, symmetry, isolated 
and idealized objects, but rather the result of, precisely, 
what a city is. This was more or less what my education 
was based on. To such an extent that, to this day, I am 
surprised by my regard for the decisions I have to make, 
which in some way have to do with those same child-
hood memories... that are not the same anymore. When 
one recalls a memory fifty years after, it is stored there, 
waiting for the right time, but it has become something 
else, a product of reflection. Our life is a discourse; there 
is no way out of that. 
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And then, after this decision more or less driven by 
childhood memories, what was your education like? 
Who were your teachers? What role did Vilanova 
Artigas play?

 I attended a private school, the Mackenzie University. 
The dean was, so to speak, a classical architect; he was 
the famous Cristiano Stocker das Neves, whose ethical 
stance deeply influenced our education. We had already 
started to reject his works, but his attitude towards 
society, the perception of what he did had a great in-
fluence on my education. The Chair of construction and 
structural design, which had great weight in the school, 
was directed by an extraordinary man, Roberto Zúculo. 
He was the engineer that imported the pre-stressed 
structural system. He had a very important office, he 
designed bridges and other civil constructions, and he 
was a brilliant man. I learned from him to neatly develop 
the vision of what must be built. Therefore, I learned 
from the very beginning that art, science and technique 
are mutually concomitant.
 Shortly after finishing my studies I was taken on by 
Vilanova Artigas as his assistant at the University of Sao 
Paulo, and this completed my education because he 
was a brilliant architect, whose way of reasoning was 
limpid, clear, very well structured, with a Marxist educa-
tion... and it greatly influenced me in the way I looked at 
things. In short, I could say that I was very lucky in the 
beginning of my professional career, when I was given 
opportunities I was not actively seeking.

 I started working very soon. I entered the competition 
for the gymnasium of the Paulistano Athletics Club, and 
I won, and this was crucial. Not so much for the fact of 
winning, but because I entered a circle of distinguished 
colleagues. In fact, Vilanova Artigas got in touch with 
me after the competition result. 
 I was 29 at the time, and I entered the competition 
just after finishing my studies, mostly in order to have 
a first experience, with total freedom and with no real 
hopes of winning. I did not follow a particular style; 
it was a very fresh, intuitive process. I went back to 
that vision of great space that had built up during my 
childhood before the sea and I realized the site was 
extraordinary, that it was not worth building a closed 
space; I did not draw inspiration from other already 
built gymnasiums. So I made a proposal for an open 
square, with the first project drafts that are usually 
made for competitions, at a scale of 1/200... But 
everything was already there. Once again, I was very 
lucky, because competitions not always end happi-
ly; they depend greatly on the jury. And the jury was 
formed by, no less, Rino Levi and Plínio Croce, among 
others. I won, and then I asked myself: how am I 
going to build this now? During the competition I had 
consulted the engineer I have already talked about, 
Zúculo, but during the actual project design another 
engineer, Tulio Stucchi (who happened to be one of Vi-
lanova Artigas classmates), had a very important role. 
He carried out the project of that beautiful structure, 
exactly from the very basic outlines I had proposed at 

the competition phase.
 That project was later awarded the Grand Interna-
tional Prize at the 4th Art Biennial in the architecture 
category, with Affonso Eduardo Reidy, one of the most 
brilliant architects in our history, as a member of the 
jury. So, I somehow ended up among a group of very 
interesting people, while I was still very young. Like in 
that Poem by Edgar Allan Poe, “coveted by the winged 
seraphs of heaven”. For that reason I sometimes feel 
like I did not do enough, that with all those opportuni-
ties I was given I could have done more, and better.
 
Speaking of two respected figures like Vilanova 
Artigas and Reidy, what do you think of the way 
critics, and specifically European critics, frequently 
establish a distinction between the Rio de Janeiro 
school, and the Sao Paulo school?

 I never understood it, probably because I never liked 
that distinction. Both Vilanova Artigas and Reidy’s works 
show a clear degree of coherence. It is not about those 
works being or not similar. In architecture, resemblance 
from a formal point of view is not what matters, what 
matters is the genealogy of imagination based on the 
idea and the spatial arrangement, supported by a clear 
constructive system. That is the question, even if it 
does not seem to be. I see a great deal of coherence 
both in Artigas and Reidy’s works, the invention of a 
system, which can be so exciting for Europeans as 
Lina Bo Bardi, a real eye-opening architect... of course, 

Lina was a very intelligent woman, which allowed her to 
develop her own universe. But what I call intuition is not 
something that arises from the purely abstract sphere. 
Intuition is a positive and fundamental element that 
results from the process of invention, what we may call 
the creative process, which invokes what it must invoke. 
Because everyone chooses their memory as a way of 
knowing, and that is what intuition is about: choosing 
the right memories.

Professional career

The explicit expression of structure is a key subject 
in your work. Eventually, like in the case of the Brazi-
lian Pavilion in Osaka, the structure shows a certain 
poetry, which transcends mere technical adequacy. 
How do you integrate this into the design process?

 During the concept stage of the project, everything 
originates at the same time, in a way that is inherent 
to human thought, and that is difficult to explain. The 
Osaka Pavilion, which was also a competition, is an 
interesting example, because of the lack of explicit con-
tent requirements. The functional part of the project is a 
tool we can resort to in order to find a starting point, but 
in this case, where was it? What was it like? So I deci-
ded, as usual, to do my proposal not with the intention 
of winning, but rather to explain my own ideas for such 
a singular building. Designing an international exhibition 
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pavilion for one’s own country is something very special, 
because it is nothing more than a necessarily symbolic 
view of the way one sees himself, and how he wants to 
pass it on to others: “this is how I see the world”. Thus, 
it seemed appropriate to use that idea of our continent 
being so young, 400 hundred years is nothing, and to 
confront its discovery (and therefore the awareness of 
its existence) to its extraordinary, great nature, which 
was previously unknown. Like a new planet! New 
people, new topics of conversation, native Americans, 
Incas, Aztecs... just wonderful.

 Through this vision of wonder, and the possibilities 
of what should be built, I came to understand that the 
symbolic character of the pavilion was essential. As a 
counterpoint, it was necessary to consider a number of 

supports had to be different, and be a representation of 
the city. It is not just a pillar, but the city itself represented 
by that pillar. I thought on the arch as a symbol of the 
city, to the point that I decided to make not just one, but 
two arches, and generate and absurd situation of having 
a void where the pillar should actually be. I also thought 
that I could adjust the relation between void and can-
tilever, forcing it so that the pillar would not be actually 
necessary. Because the, more or less, central position 
of the opposite support of that same beam makes it 
practically work as an element balanced by the double 
cantilever. The pillar then gets to play a secondary role; it 
looks like a backup support that can be removed at any 
time. I think this is a nice image, it reminds me to crane’s 
mast. This is how I intuitively tried to make a symbolic 
representation of the city and the territory.

objective conditions given by the site. For example, in 
Osaka there is an average of seven earthquakes a day. 
Imagine that! Of course, I consulted a brilliant structural 
engineer from the very beginning, Siguer Mitsutani, a 
Nisei who had studied at our university and who had 
already collaborated with me in previous projects. I found 
extremely interesting that mixture of the vision of America 
as a paradise on earth, with a land that shakes seven 
times a day, and I decided to show how a construction 
is primarily defined by the land its sits on. And so I ima-
gined that pavilion basically consisting of a roof, which is 
the best symbolic representation of a building.

 My first decision was to make it stand on clear su-
pports. It could not be one point only, because it was 50 
x 30 m big, 1.500 m2. One possibility was to solve it with 
two transversal reinforced beams, but then it occurred to 
me that it could be a roof similar to that of our architec-
ture school (FAUSP), which is built by concrete and glass 
prisms, and gives the impression of something that has 
broken and has been put back in place in pieces. One of 
those pieces would be the pillar, that clear support that I 
had imagined, and that would represent those previous 
considerations I had about the differences between 
both lands, and the concept of instability, the idea of 
nature as chaos. I decided to use the classic solution 
of cantilever - central span - cantilever, but altering the 
span length. And I imagined the supporting elements like 
two pairs of fake hills, which were built on the ground, 
and that go up to the load bearing wall, as required by 
seismic regulations. But it occurred to me one of the four 

And also technique. The monograph published by 
Cosacnaify about your work classifies your projects 
in three recurring thematic areas: territory, technique, 
and city. Is Osaka a hybrid of the three of them?

 Definitely. In order for the beam, which is supported 
by one of the hills and the two crossed arches, to work 
that way, it must be rigid enough... This led to quite 
a discussion about technique, which clearly shows 
in the project. But I would like to talk about another 
subject, beautiful and moving in my opinion, which is 
the great difficulty we found in meeting the project’s 
requirements. The government demanded, like in every 
other pavilion, an administration office for diplomatic 
representation, in order to promote international bu-
siness relationships. It was extremely difficult to place 
an office and a small auditorium inside the pavilion 
the way it had been conceived, an open building with 
no exterior walls, since the weather that time of year 
in Japan allowed it. I then decided to build an annex 
that would include those spaces while establishing a 
basic dialog with the pavilion itself. When one builds a 
building, from its windows he can see the surrounding 
landscape, everything outside the building itself. An 
annex somehow lets one look at oneself, and I found 
that to be a great added value. So I decided to make a 
building opposite the pavilion, shorter in length due to 
the small space requirements, and build it half-buried 
into the ground, so as to have the viewing line at 1.30 
m. height, at ground level. And I closed it with a leaning 
glass plane, from the ground to the roof. 
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with advertisements and short stories. It even included 
some recent scientific experiences by César Lates, 
plans by Lúcio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer explaining 
the construction of Brasilia... the history of our country, 
of Brazil becoming aware of itself. All those drawings 
could be bought right there, and everything was very 
carefully planned.
 However, Brazil never carried out that exhibition pro-
ject because right at that time I was censored by the 
military coup and I was forbidden to continue working 
on the project. They finally built the pavilion, but not the 
exhibition, which for me was some sort of censorship... 
even a type of torture. It was a painful experience I have 
never really talked about, but I think that it is now worth 
remembering that the project was heavily censored. I 
left Osaka before it was finished, and never went back.

You just explained this project through its cross 
section, which is the first drawing you always show 
of your buildings on any of your publications. What 
is the cause of this consistency?

of landscape itself, there are certain traits specific 
to the Brazilian or American way of building the 
territory?

 It is difficult to defend that thesis nowadays. When 
I was in Osaka and had to take into account seismic 
risk it seemed as if earthquakes were a Japanese 
patent. But more recently in Chile, and before that 
in other countries, it has been made clear that it is 
not the case. Likewise, exuberant flora is not Brazil’s 
exclusive privilege. So in the end, architecture shares 
a great number of traits globally. Obviously, climate 
is a conditioning factor, but on a practical level: our 
houses, which are very open, can sometimes surprise 
Europeans, who at first sight may find them untidy 
and not very comfortable. But differences in climate 
are indeed decisive. There are great differences even 
between the north and the south of Brazil.

On the subject of technique, do you think that the 
huge advances of recent years both on computer 

 It goes as follows: one enters the building through 
the ramp that leads to the arch, and behind it that 
horizontal line formed by the glass plane. You do not 
have a global vision of the pavilion anymore, but only 
a detail of the arch, like a city gate. Especially at night, 
when the annex is lit, it becomes a great scenography 
set. We also built a small basement that contains part 
of the program and culminates the exhibition discourse. 
Together with Flávio Motta, I developed an exhibition 
project and we published it with the help of “Dinepon”, 
an outstanding company that made prints on all kind 
of surfaces. The idea was to print drawings and art 
pieces that would tell to an extent the history of our 
land occupation. And also a selection done by Motta of 
old travelers’ drawings, to make the exhibition some-
how look like the outcome of a newspaper rotary press, 

I think that all projects are like this. It is not often dis-
cussed, but in my opinion every project originates in 
the cross section. The roman temple is the result of the 
revolution of an arch. When making a regular structure 
where the cross section is constant, one suddenly has 
to stop at some point, the building ends there, and that 
is it. Contrary to this, in Osaka there is a transformation 
of the sides, deformations that form the edge of the 
building in a natural way, and those transformations were 
already there in the first model we put together. Just like 
the supporting hills. I remember how we made a little ball 
out of duct tape... and we took it with us to Japan.

Getting back to those three subjects your work 
can be classified under, here is a question about 
territory. Do you believe that, beyond the conditions 
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technology and on resources and materials have 
somehow trivialized architecture in favor of certain 
iconic objects that merely serve as a display for 
technical advances?

 Sometimes the question itself is the best answer, isn’t 
it? For example, and a bold one at it, one cannot say 
that the invention of the atomic bomb was a disaster 
in itself. The disaster was the use it was given. Just 
like wildfires: it was not the intention of man when he 
discovered fire to cause them. The same can be said 
regarding technological resources, the problem comes 
from their exacerbation, which results in a regressing 
architecture which intends to use all of them, with no 
filter, no ability for critical thought.
 For me the fundamental subject of today’s architectu-
re is not how to make buildings, but rather how to build 
a city for everybody, with no distinction between the 
poor and the rich, between social or non-social housing. 
How can a house not be social? With golden toilets? 
Because water is just water, electricity is just electricity, 
and a land line is just a land line, and they all belong to 
the same huge urban network. We are all social beings, 
and it is not about equality as a naive form of socialism, 
but rather about technical pragmatism. Housing, social 
or not, must be vertical. Today’s city is made of machi-
nes, elevators, public transportation, all of which make 
everyone’s life easier. Nowadays, a worker in Sao Paulo 
can get out of work at 6 and he has a nearby subway 
station with trains passing every minute. He can meet a 
friend and have a beer, call his wife and meet her at the 
theater, or attend and evening class... Life’s possibilities 
increase greatly when using public transportation. The 
same worker can on the other hand invest three or four 
hours a day stuck in awful traffic jams. It is our responsi-
bility to say: “this can change”.

Yesterday we visited the Itaquera Poupatempo, a 
recent work. Do you think that this logic of urban 
transportation, and its associated services, is an 
urban commitment in itself, or is it, on the contrary, 
a surgical procedure that solves a circumstantial 
problem?

 No, Itaquera is an example, but it is not circumstantial. 
This is a common situation in many cities. The govern-
ment put in place this service, “Poupa-tempo”, with a 
very high estimate of users per day, as it offers all kinds 
of services to cover citizens’ needs: passport issues, 
address changes, tax payments, renewal of expired 
documents... that kind of annoying bureaucracy. In this 
case there was a whole intermodal center with metro 
and bus stations, and a large parking lot, so what better 
than using it to accommodate those public services, 
whose goal is to help the users save time? I really 
enjoyed this project, because it was a simple but very 
effective solution. The government decided to build the 
service building close to the station, in a nearby site, but 
I thought it would be too far away, forcing an uncomfor-
table access to the building through a vacant lot. Thus, 
considering the fact that the service building had to be 

linked to the station, we decided to take advantage of 
an existing footbridge coming from the station and use it 
to give access to this large, 300 m. long pavilion, at the 
same level of the footbridge. It is a superstructure partia-
lly built out of prefabricated elements, and it was assem-
bled with the help of several cranes in order to ensure 
the normal use of the station. I am interested in a kind 
of architecture that does not neglect, even better, that is 
not afraid to show its usefulness, because that does not 
make it any less valuable, but rather the opposite.

This project manages to look extraordinarily con-
temporary, don’t you think?

 The term “Poupa-tempo” was made up by the go-
vernment. But there was a professor at the Architecture 
School of Sao Paulo, maybe myself, who already drew 
the students’ attention to the same concept a long time 
ago. In line with the city concept we are discussing, 
imagine our Paulista Avenue: it is a perfectly straight 
line, both vertically and horizontally, with several subway 
stations. Now imagine that the buildings do not exist, 
only their elevators, all of them lit up at night. Imagine 
the subway trains lit up as well, travelling from one place 
to another... this is the contemporary city. The buildings 
do not matter, most of them are of very poor quality 
because they were built in undeveloped lots previous-
ly occupied by small houses. What matters is the 
infrastructure, which is what actually configures the city 
space today, and it involves a different scale of things. 
This allows us to understand how the goal of architec-
ture is, also and more than anything, to solve specific 
problems, even though this is something not often 
discussed. This image of elevators and subway trains is 
very illustrative. Because inside the buildings there are 
doctors’ offices, gymnasiums, engineers’ offices, etc., 
but when the users get out of work and go down to the 
ground floor, one cannot tell if they come from the fifth 
or the tenth floor, all they have in common is that they 
have all taken the elevator. One of the most fundamental 
goals of architecture is probably the mobility of its users, 
to provide a setting for the spectacular unpredictability 
of life. Maybe even an erotic view of life itself is a possi-
ble goal. Therefore, I get the impression that the scope 
of architecture is wider than what is usually considered, 
and that they have nothing to do with those detached 
buildings that aim to shine more that their neighbors, 
which ends up in quite a mess.

In terms of Brazilian architecture, the massive pro-
duction of the so-called social housing is a funda-
mental subject in this time of substantial economic 
changes. Do you have more confidence in the 
construction of new settlements - cities, districts, or 
even large complexes like developed by BHN in the 
60s and 70s-, or in specific interventions on already 
consolidated districts, like the favela-barrio program 
in the 80s and 90s?

 I have more confidence, or I should say, I have total 
confidence in collective awareness on these ideas 
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being the essential matter on the subject of  “a city 
for everyone”, and in the demystification of social or 
non-social housing. Advances are being made, but 
sometimes good actions can backfire. Brazil had re-
cently a ridiculous initiative, creating a new, very strong 
department called the Ministry of the City. Mi opinion is 
that no distinction should be made between city and 
housing, one cannot expect the focus of attention to be 
the city as an abstract concept, because a city is made 
of houses, not theatres or cultural centers which are just 
complements of what we call “the house of the world”. 
A city is, in essence, a house; our house is the modern 
city that, like I said before, is the result of transforming 
nature into inhabitable space, because it is uninhabita-
ble in itself. There are very sad changes going on in Sao 
Paulo, in relation to the past, like the Tietê and Pinheiros 
rivers... it has all been destroyed. We are not even able 
to copy good examples. Every important city in the 
world is crossed by rivers very sensitively treated, some 
of them being extraordinary examples of urban rivers, 
while we have foolishly destroyed everything. There is 
a very reactionary attitude concerning the limits of the 
relationship between the public and private spheres; the 
more freedom public investment gets, the more clear 
approaches are necessary.
 In this regard, this current decoration and home 
furniture frenzy is not likely to continue. Someone can 
cleverly design a chair that sells for 3.000 euros or 
any other ridiculous price, while we know that it could 

very well cost 200. We have sacrificed value for profit. 
Speculation in general, and more specifically this ou-
trageous real estate speculation that sells the city as a 
product, is not the right path to follow, since it lacks a 
long-term vision. No one can sell a piece of the planet 
to anyone else, and sooner or later our conscious awa-
reness on this fact will bring all that to an end.

Let us see when that happens...

 No, this is imminent, it will happen tomorrow. I have 
heard dreadful and sublime speeches, and they were all 
made up of the same 27 letters. The question is to ask 
the right questions. How much does a war cost? How 
much did the last great war cost, in money supply? 
How much did the Japanese, Italian, French, British, 
American naval fleets cost, all of them at sea at the 
same time? We arrogant westerners speak of the Me-
diterranean Sea as the cradle of civilization, and all over 
Africa people flee their countries by swimming across 
the sea, with no success. I think we are living a critical 
review of colonialism; France does not know what to do 
with Algeria, and the same thing happens with Spain 
and Morocco, with the Netherlands and Sumatra... 
What are we talking about, then? How much longer are 
we going to keep robbing them of their wealth? Spain 
hoarded the whole Pacific, it never sought alliances, 
the treaty of Tordesillas split the continent in half, like a 
ham... it was a recipe for disaster, we should have seen 
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it long before. Nature does not accept this; it is much 
more complex than that. We have never, up to this day, 
achieved a union between Pacific and Atlantic territo-
ries; and it was not the duty of the natives to do it. At 
this point I could be outraged and attack colonialism, 
but I am not a Brazilian native. I am European, mi father 
had Portuguese origins, and my mother came from an 
Italian family, soy I am not a Tupí. But, what would have 
become of this country without them? What would have 
become of the United States without the black people, 
without Charlie Parker...?

The frugality of brutalism that defines some of your 
works, even some houses like your own (House in 
Butanta), is it related with a notion of values, almost 
like a fetish of discomfort, or is it simply a construc-
tive and formal language?

 Well, I am not sure. I like comfort. The feeling of 
comfort is not necessarily tactile, there are also ethic 
considerations. Comfort can be a state of mind, not 
just a bodily matter. Either way, and to answer your 
question, I am not in favor of building isolated houses. I 
built my own hose 50 years ago, but I think it does not 
make sense anymore. If one keeps a small plot of land 
to build a house garden, and another one next to it, and 
another one... it is better to build 10 houses, a 10 floor 
building with a nice patio... this is my standpoint today. 
Nowadays it is only possible to live in an apartment in 
Rio de Janeiro, because if houses were built along the 
beach, there would not be a beach anymore. It has 
also to do with enjoying a place. The question is how 
to treat any public space as a beach, how to organize 
public spaces according to the number of people that 
will use them. This is an intelligent attitude; this is how 
we would like to live. Another fundamental matter is, like 
I said before, social or non-social housing. Every house 
today must have access to public transportation; they 
must have water, energy supplies, a number of different 
services. They are all the same in that sense. What is it 
that makes a house social, then? The size. The scale 
has been reduced, and now 40 or 50 m2 apartments 
are built, which is ridiculous because one cannot jump 
in the house, or study... nothing. We should have stan-
dards on the minimum necessary surface a house must 
have for a person to live in it.

 The architect gets involved in conceptual, sociologi-
cal, linguistic, technological matters... and one cannot 
be knowledgeable in all those fields. But we are little 
by little becoming aware that architecture is a singular 
field of knowledge that involves having a global vision, 
considering every parameter at the same time. Given 
this array of huge problems that we face nowadays, 
it is necessary to rethink the weight of the School of 
Architecture within the University. In my opinion, archi-
tecture as a discipline has become a lot more important 
in the world of university than it ever was, and I think 
we should encourage a major revolution regarding its 
education and scope, even in primary school. Because 
future transformations are bound to be violent ones, it 

suffices to consider certain aspects like overpopulation; 
the planet will not be able to bear everything that is ha-
ppening. This means a change in consciousness, which 
is why I find it absurd to maintain the same approach 
we have had until now, social, or non-social housing, 
etc. It just does not make sense anymore.

Panorama

In some of your works like the Cecap housing 
complex and, later, the Gerassi house, you have 
tested prefabricated construction and industriali-
zation processes. What is your insight in today’s 
panorama in Brazil, in this sense?

 Prefabrication is indeed a very interesting subject. 
Construction works in the city are an inconvenience, and 
industrialization and dry construction has huge benefits 
in terms of execution and transportation. Today, a great 
number of machines are used in construction, which 
forces us to reconsider the role of manpower. Prefabrica-
tion should not result in job destruction, but rather in the 
replacement of ancient occupations with others, like the 
manipulation and assembly of outstanding pieces. Tech-
nique itself is not really that extraordinary, we have been 
using reinforced concrete for decades, the difference is 
that it is now industrialized, and execution is much more 
accurate. We have worked with prefabricated elements 
many times before, sometimes even showing them off 
in an excessive way, although maintaining a specific dis-
course. The Gerassi house is an example of this. Even 
though I am against building detached houses, like I 
said before, I have built some like this one in particular. A 
friend of mine, who was an engineer, talked me into buil-
ding it with prefabricated elements, and it was funny to 
see how it took one or two years to build the neighbors’ 
houses, while we started the assembly on a Wednesday, 
and were finished by Sunday. 
 But there is still a reluctance to use prefabricated 
elements in Brazil. There are around 20 or 30 factories 
in Sao Paulo, a great catalogue to choose from, it is 
undoubtedly a great resource.

Your office is currently structured as a very small, 
compact unit with cells occasionally associated 
for the development of specific projects. Is this a 
result of the optimization of architectural produc-
tion, or just an adaptation to the current context of 
globalization?

In fact, I have always worked like this. Architects have 
always worked this way from the moment we consult 
other specialists in structural design, electric installa-
tions, hydraulic systems... The dynamic of an architec-
ture office is as follows: one starts a project with one 
simple initial sketch, and then different solutions are 
developed somewhere else. Especially nowadays, the 
way computers streamline the process, I have ended up 
working with two or three very carefully chosen offices, 
that I associate myself with eventually depending on the 

type of project and under a specific agreement. I lear-
ned this when I travelled to Japan in the 70s, and I took 
with me that little ball made of paper that we did for the 
competition draft, and then I had to deal with structural 
designers and other agents. We had our own calcula-
tion report, and I already knew how everything had to 
be done, nothing changed, it was all feasible, but it was 
developed by another office, somewhere else. Also, 
when you work in a foreign country, it is reasonable to 
consult a local team, someone who is familiar with the 
laws and technologies specific to that country. There 
are local regulations, minimum dimensions, and it is less 
complicated to carry out the idea but let a big company 
develop the project... I think that is nice. Architects are 
not necessarily great businessmen. I envy and respect 
those who are, but I have never really fit that profile.

One last question, that has become a classic in 
this series of interviews, what would you do if you 
were the director of the School of Architecture of 
Sao Paulo?

 I would not like to be the director of the School of 
Architecture. I do not think I would be able to teach 
anything at the School today, I find it much easier to 
learn from young people, than to teach them; this is 
something that we often say, but is true especially 
nowadays. The world belongs to the new generations.

 But considering my experience, and taking your 
question as a challenge, I would positively say that the 
main goal of architecture is the city. The inhabitability 
of this planet, which is uninhabitable in itself.  We must 
tame nature in order to build the city, which is a radical 
transformation of nature. Logically, cities should not be 
built on seashores, or in a floodplain. Water phenome-
na are very visible: fluid mechanics, inland navigation, 
coastlines, the dialog between weak and solid ground, 
water tables, foundations... This shows how nature, as 
it is, is uninhabitable, and natural disasters clearly prove 
it. People lose their homes and survive for a while, but 
they die at the end.
 We need to keep on building the city. It would be 
really unpleasant if we could not find a place to buy a 
pack of cigarettes.
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