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  A Single Note


  This book came as a reaction to the growing prominence given to Lina Bo Bardi in recent years, whether at universities or in the press, whether in serious research or as a product of light consumption. Encouraged by Alexandre Martins Fontes, I revisited the articles I had written about her over three decades. After so many years, I considered compiling them into a book. As a primary resource, I thought that these writings could contribute to the current conversation around Lina, but I didn’t like the idea of simply publishing a collection. I wanted the present to be present in the book. And that’s where two key figures came in with whom I share the result of this work, Marta Bogéa and Augusto Massi.


  Marta, a great friend and leading interlocutor in the conversation about the work produced by our office, Brasil Arquitetura, accepted the invitation to reread everything, critique it all, and guide a conversation capable of revisiting themes and projects scattered over thirty years. Augusto, a more recent friend, had already expressed his interest in my relationship with Lina and my activism around her legacy during a chance encounter we had. After being invited to act as editor, he immediately accepted and immersed himself in my writings with the eyes both of an eagle and of a surgeon. In selecting and organising the articles, he ‘discovered’ in them my different positions over three decades – without Lina, with Lina, and alongside Lina – and finally participated in the last of the three conversations with Marta which are transcribed at the end of this volume. I feel enormously grateful to this duo for their generosity towards the anxious being that I am, a generosity that only friendship can explain. I am also grateful to Fábio Altman, who provided an interview that he held with Lina for the magazine Veja in 1988, but which was never published. Thank you, Fábio, for your introduction contextualising the tense moment and circumstances of the time and for authorising the publication of the facsimile with Lina’s somewhat angry (now amusing) notes.


  My gratitude as well goes to Gustavo Piqueira, who patiently designed the book with the flavour and knowledge of the ‘língua geral’ (‘general language’, or plain speaking) that I have always sought, blending texts and photographs in high style. Finally, I would like to acknowledge the presence and support that I enjoyed throughout the preparation of this book from my favourite readers: my sons, João and Marcos, and my wife, Isa. Three critics – indeed, protectors – who hold nothing back. Isa went through every text and photo with me and, when needed, knew how to pull me out of my laziness and calm my anxiety. My friend and girlfriend for fifty years, she also continues to be my best partner.


  Marcelo Ferraz


  My Experience 
with
 Lina Bo Bardi
1992


  IN AUGUST OF 1977, I was in my fourth year at the Faculty of Architecture and Urbanism of the University of São Paulo (FAU-USP). I had just finished a boring internship at the Metro (Metropolitan Transport Company) and had no desire to work. That was when the architect Joaquim Guedes, a professor of mine, recommended me for an internship with Lina Bo Bardi, who, at the time, did not have an office and was starting a major project: the restoration and renovation of an old factory in São Paulo’s Pompeia neighbourhood that was to be transformed into a leisure centre for SESC (Social Service for Commerce). Lina always preferred to work with students.


  I went back and forth before accepting the offer, for several reasons. The previous year, I had chosen Lina Bo Bardi’s work as the subject of a paper for the History Department at FAU, only to be discouraged and persuaded by my professor, a retired architect from São Paulo, to change my choice. His argument: ‘Lina Bo Bardi? But she has done three or four projects, and none of them deserve that much attention.’ ‘What about Masp (the São Paulo Museum of Art)?’ I asked. ‘Well, Masp is important, but it’s a project full of unresolved problems.’ I kept trying, despite knowing almost nothing about her work, since during my time at FAU, she was never mentioned: ‘They say she spent some time in Bahia and left an important mark there,’ I said. But the professor was having none of it: ‘That would be the Solar do Unhão,’ he replied, and he adopted a sour face before concluding, ‘Lina is a sporadic architect.’ So I chose another subject for my paper.


  The second reason was that: when I told some colleagues about the possibility of an internship with Lina, their reaction was immediate: ‘She’s a fascist!’ I was left with nothing. But I just couldn’t believe that a fascist, with only a few works of minor importance, could design a museum like Masp, a São Paulo symbol and landmark, something which the prevailing blindness in our university circles could not see or did not want to see.


  I went to Pompeia and then called my colleague André Vainer at Lina’s request, as she wanted another student on board. Together, we attended Lina’s school of architecture and life. The office was set up at the construction site and the project was checked at each step of the way. It was carried out with a wide range of participations: from engineers, foremen, workers…


  I remember the day that we showed up with the book Design and Construction (O canteiro e o desenho, 1979), by the architect Sérgio Ferro. My group and I held enormous hope in the architecture that the trio of Flávio Império, Rodrigo Lefèvre, and Sérgio Ferro had started, and that the Institutional Act Number Five (AI-5) imposed by Brazil’s dictatorship government in 1968 would soon interrupt. For us, what these architects were doing loosened a little bit the straitjacket of the ‘Paulista’ heritage that dominated at FAU. We showed the book to Lina and received the following comment: ‘What’s new? What are we doing inside a construction site?’ Lina had always worked on construction sites, with great involvement.


  For us interns, everything was new. Lina criticised us for the lack of dimension lines in our drawings and other absurdities. The work was fascinating, as we practised architecture in its broadest sense: restoration, new sports buildings, a theatre, a restaurant, workshops, all the furniture, signage, staff uniforms, and, finally, the design of major exhibitions that marked an era, such as Design in Brazil: History in Reality, Rural Folk, Country Bumpkins: Wattle and Daub, or A Thousand Toys for the Brazilian Child.


  The Sesc Fábrica da Pompeia (Sesc Pompeia Factory), as Lina so aptly puts it, was a small socialist experiment, and in its early years, under her supervision (and with our intense participation as collaborators), it was big news on the São Paulo scene. People from all over Brazil made sure to visit it, whether for exhibitions, dances, parties, or shows (who doesn’t remember the television programme Fábrica do Som?), or to savour food and drinks at the space’s Choperia (‘beer hall’), or even just to do nothing at all, because that was always allowed there.


  Lina practises the architecture of human behaviour when she designs a space by acting upon it to create original contexts and bring life. Perhaps her experience in the theatre, with Eros Martim Gonçalves, Zé Celso, and many other artists, was fundamental in this regard. Human interaction is the great generator of everything in her work, which is why there are no photographs of her architecture without its characters, as in their absence they would be empty, aesthetically perfect, balanced, but… without people.


  While we were still in the SESC period (from 1977 to 1986), André and I also joined Lina in the construction of the Espírito Santo do Cerrado church in Uberlândia (in the Brazilian state of Minas Gerais), together with Franciscan priests. The choice resulted in unforgettable trips on which, with a pioneering spirit, we tried everything and learnt from Lina the beauty of the Cerrado’s tropical savanna. It was again on the construction site that we decided how to execute the work. Through colour sketches, brief notes, and discussions with the master builder or the roofer, we finally reached a finished and functioning work, without the dreaded detailed executive project package. In fact, it is worth remembering a phrase from Lina: ‘Detail can mean death, and the end of a project’s freedom.’ To this day, we have kept the thick files of small drawings from this project, with all the notes written in pen that tell its story.


  Well, from Sesc Fábrica da Pompeia, we headed to Bahia, and this time Marcelo Suzuki came along. This was during Lina’s second period in Salvador. The first had been between 1959 and 1964, when she founded and directed the Museum of Modern Art of Bahia (MAM-BA), restored the Solar do Unhão (a solar is a manor or palace), and established the Museum of Popular Art. Together with Martim Gonçalves, Glauber Rocha, and a remarkable group of minds connected to the Federal University of Bahia (UFBA), under the orientation of the Rector Edgard Santos, she marked an entire generation and permanently changed the way that people viewed Bahia. But, as Lina would say, that’s another story – one I hope she will tell us one day in a book.


  It was 1986, and, in a way, we were banned from Pompeia. Lina, with her questioning and aggressive temper, eventually became a nuisance and was asked to bring her nine-year stint of building and programming there to an end.


  We went to Bahia at the invitation of the mayor of Salvador, Mário Kertész, whose right-hand man was the Secretary for Special Projects, Roberto Pinho. He arranged for Lina and João da Gama Filgueiras Lima (‘Lelé’) to set up the Community Equipment Factory (Faec). Together, Lina and Lelé left indelible marks of critical intervention in the urban fabric, both in terms of the preservation of historical heritage and in terms of the modernisation of the city.


  Those were four years of fertility and enthusiasm. We were swimming against the country’s current, convinced we were creating something not only for the present moment, but also for the turn of the millennium. With the change in municipal administration, however, we found ourselves once again left behind. It is important to mention that we had Gilberto Gil and, later, Waly Salomão at the helm of the Gregório de Mattos Foundation, which served as the city’s Secretariat of Culture.


  Some works (by no means few) are still there, among them the Belvedere da Sé, the Casa do Benin (Benin House), with its beautiful museum and African restaurant, and the headquarters of the Gregório de Mattos Foundation, with its ingenious staircase. And there, once again, after the famous and beautiful staircase of the Solar do Unhão, Lina surprised us like the great poets do. I am reminded of one of her countless conversations with the students who always sought her out: ‘Poetry has nothing to do with beauty. I don’t seek beauty, but poetry.’


  We also designed the headquarters of the Olodum group and, finally, the pilot project for the Ladeira da Misericórdia (Staircase of Compassion), which is now complete but (whether it be due to incompetence or fear) has not yet been inaugurated. This is an experience that could result, at the very least, in new lessons on what to do or not do when intervening in populous historic centres in such an advanced state of destruction and abandonment.


  Along those four years, many projects were shelved, such as the Pierre Verger Foundation house in Pelourinho, the project to remodel the three main squares in the centre of Salvador (Sé, Terreiro de Jesus, and Cruzeiro de São Francisco), the restoration of the Barroquinha church, and a very interesting plan for the Bahia House, in Benin.


  Lina has an incredible ability to be modern in her projects without denying or neglecting strong regional elements or traditions, whether old or new. At the same time, she is not bound by traditionalism or regionalism (two cursed words), nor is she concerned with being modern. She has never worn a straitjacket. She has the freedom of poetry. She is extremely rigorous in her principles, but she is also capable of changing a project at the first sign that something is wrong or has not been properly resolved. She designs by pondering and questioning all the time, as if in a back-and-forth process, so that when the project is completed, it has been tried and tested to the maximum.


  With the flowers wilting in Bahia, we return to São Paulo, where, invited by Mayor Luiza Erundina to design the new municipal administration headquarters, Lina dives headlong into the challenge of creating and conquering yet another dignified, generous, and joyful space for the entire population. I believe that, if conditions are favourable, this building will be more than just the administrative headquarters of one of the largest cities on the planet; it will be a great gathering space for the general population, reviving the dream of full municipalism, since the head of the municipal government, instead of being tucked away in some corner of the city, will be physically at the centre of events, in a public house, as has been the case in the best moments of human history.


  In Lina and her work, we can see with the utmost clarity that the condition of being free before the world is the basis of all creation.


  Lina’s 
Vital
 Poetry
1996


  BORN IN ROME on December 5, 1914, Lina Bo Bardi spent her formative years during what could be called the ‘Fascist era’. As a child, she was a balilla under Benito Mussolini and acted within the youth organisation established as the regime’s ‘moral body’ during the Italian Fascist period. She also served as a member of the Communist resistance movement during her university years and as a newly graduated architect during the Second World War. The war left a mark that she carried throughout her life and from which she continually drew strength to break down barriers and recognise that life always hangs by a thread, so one should only think and do what is essential and vital. This was where Lina sourced both her profound purpose and her poetic sense.


  In 1946, she married the art dealer, critic, journalist, and polemicist Pietro Maria and set off to Brazil. Lina had already learnt at architecture school about the modern designs of the Brazilian architects Lúcio Costa, Oscar Niemeyer, and their colleagues, especially those who worked for the Ministry of Education and Health (with the participation of Le Corbusier) and on Niemeyer’s Pampulha complex. ‘It was fascinating and new, free. It broke with rationalist rigidity,’ she said.


  When they arrived in Rio de Janeiro, the Bardis were invited by the communications mogul Assis Chateaubriand to stay in Brazil to create an art museum, which ended up being founded in São Paulo.


  In Brazil, Lina was fascinated by the architecture that thrived freely, by the tropical landscape, by the greenery, by a country without ruins, neither from war nor from history. Filled with enthusiasm, she reflected on the idea of a museum in Brazil: ‘A corner of one’s memory? A tomb for illustrious mummies? A storehouse or an archive of human works that, made by Man for Man, are already obsolete and must be handled with a sense of pity? Not at all. The new museums should open their doors and let in pure air and new light.’1


  While staying true to her rationalist education (she was a staunch defender of modernism) and her enormous erudition, Lina immersed herself in the Brazilian context in order to design a museum in the tropics for a new, mixed-race people, ‘without the weight and shackles of the past,’ as she used to say.


  Folk art


  In 1958, Lina went to Bahia, where she experienced a major turning point in her life: having become a naturalised Brazilian citizen in 1951, she now felt Brazilian at heart. She was a pioneer, delving deep into the popular production of everyday objects. She rediscovered Brazil for Brazilians by reviving and bringing to light artisanal, or pre-artisanal, production, as she made a point of differentiating. Lina saw before her uniquely favourable conditions for the development of original, indigenous design, made-to-measure for Brazilians and tailored to their needs.


  In 1964, as a result of facing military trial during the harshest years of the dictatorship, Lina was forced to leave Bahia and her dreams. But her architecture always, at all times, continued to engage with folk art. It is cutting-edge architecture, making use of the most advanced construction technology, whether that was prestressed concrete to bridge large spans or ferrocement (mortar reinforced with light steel or fabric mesh) in historic restorations, whilst never renouncing everyday life and a people’s specific way of living.


  Lina always dedicated herself to public and collective projects. It was a choice. She did not design private buildings, banks, etc. Houses, only for friends. For her, architecture was life. Life grounded in human relationships.


  She practiced architecture in its broadest sense: from the design of objects, furniture, and clothing to urban interventions, museums, and theatre scenography. She had a generalist’s view of architecture and practised the art accordingly. For her, the architect is always a master of life, as was the case in the Middle Ages or during the Renaissance. The architect must wear the ‘wolf’s clothing’: be a cook to design a good kitchen, be a student and a teacher to design a good school, be an actor and spectator to design a good theatre, and so on.


  By choosing collective projects, Lina also chose to work alongside her collaborators on the construction site. She would set up her studio on-site and develop her project there, on the ground, as the work progressed.


  She experimented with solutions through small on-site samples of what would later be built, in a rich and fertile collaboration with engineers, foremen, and workers. This was the case at Masp, Sesc Fábrica da Pompeia, in Bahia, and at São Paulo City Hall. Project detailing was done during construction,. Small colour sketches, followed by experiments, were made to clarify her vision for the workers.


  Lina always criticised the use of technical drawings, based on Monge’s projections, as the sole means of communication between design and construction.2 ‘It’s an encrypted language,’ she would say, which serves only engineers and architects, whereas architecture, even in the way it is made, must break with the limitations of graphic expression and embrace a practical and broad communication. Like music, architecture must speak a universal language, free of cultural or socioeconomic barriers.


  Poetic architecture


  There are a multitude of readings of Lina’s rich work. I would like to emphasise a few fundamental points for its understanding.


  The first one is the ‘strong idea’. A project can only be born from a strong and consistent central concept, capable of fuelling its entire development. This ‘strong idea’ is not necessarily technical or formal. While being both at once, it is first and foremost ‘poetic’.


  For example, in the project for the Belém Cultural Centre, in Lisbon, Lina brought the idea of the lighthouse-tower, the beacon that guides sailors, evoking the Portuguese navigations that shaped today’s world map.


  At the Benin House, in Bahia, the predominant ethnic and cultural reference is to the African region from which the majority of Brazil’s Black population came. In this project, Lina evokes the African oasis with palm trees, the waterfall of Father Xangô, the constructions in clay and straw, and African food and drink.


  At the Sesc Fábrica da Pompeia, in São Paulo, there is the factory-like presence of containers, silos, and the chimney stack which no longer spews smoke, only flowers. Gone is the factory of oppressive, arduous labour, replaced by a factory of poetry, idleness, and leisure.


  All these ‘strong ideas’ were taken as spiritual nourishment, which precedes the formal or physical project. Perhaps this is the true foundation of architectural design.


  The second important point is the overcoming of formalism and the introduction or acceptance of dissonance in architecture. By becoming deeply connected to Brazilian culture and taking life as the ultimate fuel for her work, Lina strongly combats the dogmas and closed concepts of modern and, above all, postmodern architecture. Even though she reaffirms her belief in modernism, she is more in tune with the dreams of the expressionist architects of the early 20th century than with Le Corbusier; more the European Mies van der Rohe of the Velvet and Silk café than the American Mies van der Rohe of the glass towers. She is a daughter of the organic architecture of Antoni Gaudí and Frank Lloyd Wright.


  In her projects, Lina abandons the idea of façade composition, of classical beauty; she abandons any formal concerns. She does not seek beauty, but poetry, and just as in poetry, she leaves room in her architecture for contradiction, for the accidents that can happen along the way, for contingencies. As in music, with its sound/silence/sound structure, the full/empty/full configuration of architectural space must incorporate dissonance.


  Masp is an example of this: two poles, one underground and the other floating. In between, the tension of emptiness. Above ground, the heavy box levitates, defying gravity, and below ground, instead of darkness, the skylight surprises. Her architecture values the routes, the possible paths, the unveiling of surprises and contradictions that are part of people’s daily lives. A museum without walls – dissonant.


  The third point is the coexistence of rigour and freedom, so clearly defined in her concept of the historical present. By this, we mean rigour in treating architecture as both science and social commitment; technical rigour and objectivity, without falsifications or historically unjustifiable superfluities. At the same time, it’s a rigour that does not wear history as a straitjacket. It takes from history what is useful and alive. The rest is discarded or set aside: it is free.


  She writes:


  
    It is necessary to free oneself from the ‘shackles’, not merely throw away the past and all its history; what is necessary is to consider the past as a historical present. The past, viewed as a historical present, remains alive; it is a present that helps avoid the many traps. Confronted with the historical present, our task is to forge another present, a ‘true one’, and for this, what is required is not the deep knowledge of a specialist, but a capacity to understand the past historically, to discern what may serve in the new situations of today.3

  


  A fourth point worth noting is the connection between architecture and theatre. Lina designed theatres throughout her life. She conceived several of them, as well as stage designs, and participated in the creation and direction of several plays. She would quote Walter Gropius, saying that, for an architect, observing theatre is fundamental. If architecture is the realisation of the space in which human behaviour unfolds, then that space also shapes this or that behaviour, as we can clearly see in theatre. Extreme situations, taken to their final consequences in theatre, help the good observer-architect design the spaces in which life will take place.


  The final point is the anthropological perspective. It is worth venturing to say that anthropology, or an intuitive approach to anthropology, was the fundamental subject in Lina’s architectural work. For over fifteen years of daily contact with that work, I heard her stories and observations on a wide range of topics, which often found their way into her projects. Always told with great humour and delight, these stories were nothing more than perceptive observations of everyday life.


  On the project for the Camurupim Cooperative, for example, a village for the cooperative’s workers to be built in one of Brazil’s most beautiful regions, at the mouth of the São Francisco River, Lina went into the field with her watercolours and pencils and sketched the landscape in her notebook in order to research and understand the people’s way of life from an anthropological and sociological perspective.


  All of this work, which was recorded in drawings, texts, notes, and short stories, informs one of her most brilliant and unusual projects. The school, the square, the streets, the circular lots, the houses, and – why not? – the trees, everything is full of life, down to the smallest details: the wardrobe in the children’s bedroom, the cosiness of communal life, the balconies, everything.


  Her design is like that of a child playing at building cities, inventing worlds.


  
    [image: ]
  

  Ten Years 
Without 
Lina
2002


  WHO WAS THIS STRANGE BEING, this ‘architect’ Lina Bo Bardi (in the masculine or gender-neutral form, as she preferred to be called), who left us ten years ago, and who liked to greet people with a ‘Hi, mate!’ and, without hiding her sweetness, declare: ‘I’m hardcore!’?


  Lina was an activist in the resistance against Nazi-Fascism in Italy during the Second World War. Later, in the 1960s and 1970s, she took an active part in the counterculture movement and the fight against the military dictatorship in Brazil, which resulted in her having to respond to an inquiry into her ‘subversive activities’ for two long and difficult years.


  On other fronts, she fought to save the honour and freedom of a people who, as some say, ‘ought to succeed.’ She fused Brazilian popular culture with the European vanguard of theatre, music, visual arts, and architecture – all brought to the core of her active work, which was far more than architectonic. In creating her generous spaces, she used the tools of great architecture, the kind that considers not only the five senses, but also the soul, spirit, and fullness of life.


  In recent years, much has been published and exhibited in relation to Lina. Yet given the richness of her thought, of her written, designed, and built work, and of her work as a political and cultural activist, it is still too little. Too little has been discussed with the depth deserved.


  Countless are the clues she left along the difficult and obscure path of contemporary architecture. Many are complex and far from obvious, yet intriguing, challenging, and full of hope for the ‘man-beast’. Such is the case with Masp, Sesc Pompeia, the ‘poor’ little churches in Uberlândia and Ibiúna, and other projects (not many) to be found in Bahia, chiefly the Solar do Unhão and its masterful staircase.


  Lina left us ten years ago, taking with her the untamable genius of a scathing and passionate social critic and an uncompromising architect who also never renounced her humanist ethical principles. She belonged to the Third Generation of modern architecture, like the Mexican Luis Barragán, the Dutchman Aldo van Eyck, the Norwegian Sverre Fehn, the Indian Charles Correa, and many others. Like them, Lina held an important role in reintroducing certain values and principles that are fundamental to any creative activity, not least architecture. These were the values of local culture, of traditions, of history, of the peculiarities and particularities inherent to each culture, each geography (physical and human), each people, and each corner of the planet.


  She recovered something that had been left aside by the pioneers of early 20th century modern architecture, who, in imposing a new order, found it necessary to fight the past as something nefarious, limiting, and stagnant. This enormous and understandable effort was necessary to establish a new architectural order attuned to the new rules of industrial production. It was undoubtedly fundamental at first. But its continuation via the International Style – still very much alive in our shopping centres and the like – led us to a ‘spiritually’ impoverished reality in the most narrow-minded globalisation: one that suppresses difference. Once such achievements had been consolidated along the roads of the modern industrialised world, this wall, which seemed to hide the history and values of humanity, could fall.


  As early as the 1950s, Lina was alerting us, making us see the poor and rich Northeast of Brazil in its popular creativity and skills; the happy and sad world of Paulistânia;5 the strength of the diverse cultures brought by migrants and immigrants to the metropolis of São Paulo; the native and original values of Brazilian culture. The philosopher Eduardo Subirats wrote: ‘In Lina Bo Bardi’s architecture we can see the flowering of a Brazilian artistic culture and its multiple ties with history and with modernism, with the popular and the international all at the same time’.6


  Italian by birth, Lina helped Brazilians (not all of them) discover their own country without the rancour of its colonial slaveholding past. It is enough to recall the anthological exhibitions A mão do povo brasileiro (The Hand of the Brazilian People, 1969) and África Negra (Black Africa, 1988), both of which took place at Masp. The same museum that, acting on its inferiority complex, banished the ingenious glass easels that she created to support the paintings collection, taking with them part of the institution’s character and its founding force.


  Lina Bo Bardi is undoubtedly an ambassador of Brazilian architectural thought, despite never having allied herself with any current. She never founded a school, in the formal sense of design, but she did sow the seeds of thought. Through the legacy of her works and deeds, she will continue to nourish architectural production and help conceive and propose new life for our long-suffering cities.


  It was only after her death in 1992 that we were able to publicise her work with a beautiful all-encompassing book, a videotape documentary (VT), and a very rich exhibition which travelled to more than forty cities around the world. (It is already more than time for that exhibition to be reprised for a new generation of architects and students eager to know Lina).


  In Paris, at the opening of the exhibition at the Maison de l’Architecture in 1995, the president of the French Order of Architects, Rémi Lopez, opened his speech somewhere between perplexed and surprised. He said: ‘It is necessary to reconsider the recent history of modern architecture in the aftermath of this exhibition that brings Lina Bo Bardi’s work to the public.’


  Once, when she was asked ‘What is architecture, or what is its role in today’s world?’, Lina replied: ‘Deep down, I see architecture as Collective Service, as Poetry – something that has nothing to do with “Art”, but rather a kind of alliance between “Dovere” [Duty] and ‘Scientific Practice.’ […] It’s a bit of a hard path, but it’s the path of architecture.’ Lina was referring to the possibilities of acting upon reality through architecture, the creation of ‘spaces as containers of existence’,7 as Steven Holl well defined it, for their ability to transform behaviour, to dignify, to comfort: to be useful.


  Whenever she could, she resisted the formalistic quest, the exercise of composition, and ideas of classical beauty. She thought that, after the advances in science, after the theory of relativity questioning time, the advances in music and the arts of the international avant-garde of the early 20th century, architecture should be free to serve humanity in its entirety without succumbing to fads, regional or international trends, and without ever renouncing the noble mission of being the protagonist of the human habitat par excellence: cities.


  A quick glance around us shows how much Lina is missed. Today, within the pantheon of the great masters – where I am not sure that she would have liked to be, given her gauche side – her radical phrase still resonates: ‘I never sought beauty, but rather poetry.’


  May her echo never die.


  An
 Idea of a 
Museum
2004


  THE MASP BUILDING IS A LANDMARK of Brazilian modern architecture and should be considered as such. Yet today, I believe that it is more important to discuss the building’s relationship with the city and with the space in which it is located. Its symbolic meaning for the population of São Paulo – and, why not, of Brazil – is more important than its place within architectural discourse, which is often hermetic and innocuous.


  In Brazil, most of our cities still lack even a basic level of urban comfort, in the broad sense of the term. They are ‘offended’ and mistreated cities. We do not have adequate public transport, housing, public spaces, parks, green areas, squares, or meeting places; in short, we don’t have urban planning, either long-term or medium-term.


  It is within the context of these shortcomings that we must analyse the significance of certain specific projects, their capacity to transform the urban environment and their ability to change mentalities. The importance of Masp – not just the building, but the museum programme as a whole – becomes much clearer when considered from the perspective of just how chaotic a city São Paulo is.


  For Lina Bo Bardi, architecture was the concrete means of acting upon reality; of revealing, creating, or modifying contexts. The architecture of Masp is, beyond a building, an idea of ‘museum’.


  With a highly significant visual art collection and situated in one of the city’s most prominent points, Masp represents an oasis in the midst of the architectural desert that surrounds it, save for four or five buildings along the entire length of Paulista Avenue. An oasis, indeed, because it emphasises the void, the free and democratic space of the belvedere, accessible to every citizen, rich or poor, and in the process compensates for one of our greatest deficiencies: the lack of public spaces. An oasis because of its low occupancy rate and its placement in tune with topography, unlike all the other buildings on this wealthy avenue: the big banks and companies, with their huge buildings rising out of the ground, enclosed by fences, without a square metre of public space.


  Cities are represented not only, but above all, by their buildings. The museum was chosen by the citizens of São Paulo as one of their foremost symbols: the image by which we chose to represent ourselves. This is no small matter. The architecture that endures to tell or bear witness to the history of humanity is that which retains something sacred, in the sense of being respectable, a repository of beliefs, devotion, or even as a representative of a people’s imagination – an expression of a people, of an era. Masp is all that.


  In this harsh and oppressive metropolis, the population chose an image that is largely its opposite, expressing hope for a more humane city. This foreign body within the vast urban center serves as a reference point for mundane and civic encounters, for dating and for political protests – for
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