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We’ve been partners for 155 weeks now.
We seldom see each other.

FALLEN ANGELS — 35mm, black and white/color, 99 min, 1995 DIRECTED BY — Wong Kar-Wai PRODUCED BY — Block 2 Pictures,
Chan Ye-Cheng, Jet Tone Production EXECUTIVE PRODUCER – Jeffrey Law, Norman Law Man, Jacky Yee Wah Pang, Wong Kar-Wai
PRODUCTION DESIGNER — William Chang CINEMATOGRAPHY — Cristopher Doyle EDITING — William Chang, Ming Lam Wong
SHOOTING LOCATION — Hong Kong ACTORS — Leon Lai, Michelle Reis, Takeshi Kaneshiro, Charlie Heung, Karen Mok.
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JACK: We would like to start with your experience
in Macau, as a collaborator of Manuel Vicente,
between the late 1970s and the early 1980s. Do
you find that experience shaped, in any way, your
perception of Portugal, from a cultural and political point of view?

Manuel Graça Dias: I went to Macau for the first time in 1978. I had
graduated in 1977, I had been a student of Manuel Vicente, we then
became friends and I ended up coming into the profession of architect
in Macau. It wasn’t really a sudden impact with the place, in that life
somewhat resembled the one I knew in the ex-colonies. I had lived in
Mozambique for about ten years, and I didn’t find Macau all that different. But, still, that was Africa and this was Asia and the fast pace of
construction, the fast pace with which projects turned up at Manuel
Vicente’s studio, all that was new to me. But the truth is I had nothing
to compare with because I had never worked in architecture in Portugal.
As far as my political perception, life in that part of Asia was a bit removed
from what was happening here in Portugal, even because we happened
to be in the aftermath of the Revolution. That more exciting period of
great changes had passed and there was this feeling that everything
was over normalizing. Macau still retained the structure of the Portugal
from before the Revolution; there were no political parties, there was
still a headmaster in the schools, it was all very conservative. But although
Macau was completely different from Europe, from a geographic, historical, and even political point of view, I can’t say I was that much influenced by it because there were really no significant intersections between
the Macanese, the Portuguese and the Chinese communities. Even the
business world was very fleeting, so there was very little involvement
with other realities. In that sense, it was a much more intense relationship with architecture, with Manuel Vicente, the realization of what
studio work was like. That was the most relevant experience, much more
than others related to the social or political environment.

From that experience of the processes of architecture with Manuel Vicente, how would you define
your relation to his cultural universe? In what way
do you think that collaboration in a city like Macau
impacted your understanding of architecture as
urban fact?

My experience with the Architecture Course in the Lisbon School of
Fine Arts was not very interesting. We had bad teachers and interruptions on account of the 25th of April. Of course, not everything was
bad, there were some highlights, strong relationships with colleagues
and friendships for life. But from the learning perspective, I always
say we had two teachers: professor Lagoa Henriques, who got me to
draw in the first year, and architect Manuel Vicente, who made me
think about architecture in the last years. So, my going to Macau ended up being an extension of all that schooling I had missed out on. In
that sense, there is a certain degree of coincidence in my entering the
architecture world in a more cosmopolitan city — even though Macau
was a quite friendly city, as I said, albeit with some aspects of great
provincialism, especially when compared to what it has now become.
But, most of all, there was an urban intensity to it, not only because it
was a densely populated small territory, but because Chinese people
live predominantly on the street, setting up their businesses on the
street, going about their lives in their balconies or courtyards, making
that clatter with the Mahjong. All of that gave the city an atmosphere
quite different from the one you would get in Lisbon, with more or less
interesting things, like with all cities. But I also confirmed with Manuel
Vicente a certain inclination of mine to not overvalue exoticism, and
to always read the city from a fair distance, despite there being circumstances that wouldn’t exist in Europe that would have to be addressed.
But, as a rule, I tried to avoid overly picturesque interpretations of that
environment. And this, of course, I owe to Manuel Vicente, because
that was the way he saw the world: not dwelling on those minor issues
that can sometimes take over the architect’s mind, and figuring out
the real needs, causes or motivations that led to designing a particular piece of city or architecture.
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And there is this story about how you and Manuel In the second time I was in Macau, Paulo Rocha was living in Japan. He
Vicente helped Paulo Rocha choose some film was preparing a period film, A Ilha dos Amores, and wanted to shoot
locations in Macau…
most of the scenes in Macau. He was already friends with Manuel Vicente
from Lisbon, so he showed up in the studio, we had dinner and arranged
to take him and his team around Macau, the next day, to a few places
we had chosen. But, more interestingly, one day, as we strolled through
the city in the evening — Manuel Vicente had already turned in — me
and Paulo Rocha started talking about production. He spoke highly of
Japanese production, for its meticulousness and accuracy, and said
things like: Don’t worry, if we need to cover up a street lamp, we get some
branches and make it look like a tree, so, just direct me to the spots and
the production team will make sure everything looks the part. But he also
said: In a few years, we won’t need to do that, because with computers we’ll
be able to erase the trees, or the light post or the ad. I found that mind-blowing but also in the realm of complete fiction, because, at the time — this
was 1980 — nothing indicated that that might ever happen. Paulo was
very much into the world of video, even though he used film, but he
lived in Japan and probably had other information. I found it equal
parts fascinating and crazy.
That anecdote about the sets, and their narrative
importance in cinema, is an opportunity to address
a possible scenographic side to your own architecture – and we mean scenographic in a positive
way. Might that have something to do with your
experience with Manuel Vicente in Macau, with
a certain feel of the city, or is it linked to your relation to both the theatre and cinema?

83

Whatever mark Manuel Vicente may have left in me, it has nothing to do
with the form or image of the design. It was always a matter of method
and, most of all, of confirming some of my own intuitions. I felt I could
improve my own unpolished process, by the way he reacted to my proposals or by the way he, himself, conducted his design process. That
was his biggest influence on me. Some people do, in fact, mention a
more scenographic or theatrical side to my designs but that always
strikes me as a very superficial approach. Because everybody builds
environments, sceneries. If we consider, for instance, the work of Souto de Moura, an architect who is always associated with a certain minimalism, a certain barrenness, or, if you like, with a certain attempt at
a minimum of expressiveness, the fact is, that expressiveness is still
there! Any architect who sets out to create an environment that may
be considered a minimalist one, is building a scenery, is thinking that
those walls — white or light or dark or whatever — lined with this or
that material, will play in a specific way with the light that comes into
the space. Or that the choice not to include a skirting board is a radical
statement. All of that, all the expression that each of us decides to put
into a specific space, whether it fits or not, whether it is later considered
to have been the right one or not, is always scenographic. We come up
with a series of tricks so that the air conditioning doesn’t show, or, conversely, so that it does; but if it does show, the piping must have specific dimensions, it must look a certain way, it must be centred or off centred, to either balance or unbalance it all. We always rationalize it, but
we are always building a scenery. And if that scenery is more or less
obvious for those who are not architects, that then becomes a question
of how well the purpose of the design was conveyed. Aside from that, I
can see how a work can be accused, or rather, classified as too scenographic whenever one can’t find any semblance of spatial substance but
only surfaces that try to impart some meaning when, in fact, they don’t
configure a spatiality. Now, from the moment that a commitment to a
spatiality, to architecture, exists, then that commitment has to conform,
one way or another. You must paint, plaster or not plaster the wall, get
the water, the electricity and the gas through, open a window. There are
so many decisions involved that everything ends up acquiring a shape,
an expression, a scenography.
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It would be interesting to link this issue to your Scenography or set design for the theatre will always be an autonomous
experience designing sets for the theatre and discipline; because it doesn’t build architectural spaces, not even the
for cinema.
illusion of architectural space. If the sets are too realistic, or overly concerned with true likeness, that illusion may happen but in theatre the
aim is to create a suggestion. The actors themselves must — and the
director will see to that — get a story across, a certain set of words that
conveys the meaning of the whole. But there are a lot of alternatives to
the naturalistic approach, and they can be chosen because they’re more
emphatic, or they create greater empathy with the audience, or because
they are better at getting a specific idea across. And the same goes for
the set. There is only one space on stage, the space where the actors will
be moving in. That space is the onstage, which opens to the audience.
It traditionally has some black velvet curtains for the actors to hide behind
and disappear, so they are now moving in other spaces away from the
audience’s eye. But even when they are on stage, there are obstacles
— which can be partitions, tables, objects, abstract volumes — that justify specific movements. That is scenography. So, it’s an autonomous
discipline that has nothing to do with architecture, nobody lives inside
a set. It can even be reduced to a light surface; if there’s a black ladder
with someone on it and the light only hits their face, if that person says
that they are waiting for their boyfriend, that’s what the audience, down
here, will think is happening. You didn’t even need a scenography… even
though it is there, in the black ladder and the light design.
And set design for film is a different thing altogether. Even though we
know that there are films that highlight the artificial nature of the set,
in which a suggestion is assumed — like in the Caligaris and the Metropolis’s — in which people know they are looking at a set, no one is being
tricked. But after that, in film history of more modern or contemporary
cinema, the city was chosen as a real set and that forced all the other
sets, even the ones filmed in the studios, to be more coherent, meaning
they had to follow through with the idea that we were looking at real
spaces. Therefore, scenography in film has to be something different.
There is, for instance, that beautiful thing of a room being built in two
halves, one to be seen from one side and the other to be seen from the
opposite side. And in the set photographs, we see all the cameras, the
spotlights, the technicians, everybody on one of the sides and then the
actors, the furniture and the windows on the other side. There has to
be some resemblance, certain elements that convey
the idea that that is an environment, not a stereotype. I did the set design for António Pedro Vasconcelos’ O Lugar do Morto. That was my first contact
with film. And I remember that, at some point, there
was the need to create a specific environment in an
apartment that was completely empty. The only
thing António Pedro told me was that he wanted some orange curtains
so that the incoming light would cast an orange hue throughout the
room. We needed a living room and a bedroom, as there were two
scenes being shot in the apartment. So off I went to get the orange
fabric and we had the curtains made, but then, we had to come up
with a chair, some coffee tables, some lamps, and I remember being
at home one day and finding it all very dull. I picked up a pile of newspapers and magazines and took them to the set, put them on a corner
and also laid some other stuff on the table, made a few envelopes and
ripped them as if they were opened letters. And then I added a plate
with papers on it, the letters and a paperweight on top. All went well,
they shot the scene and I remember the actress, Lídia Franco, saying,
as she realized the whole thing was staged the night before: Nobody lives
here? That pile of papers and the letters… I thought this was someone’s
home and that we were invading their privacy. There’s also that beau-

All this to say that the set design in film is
completely different from the set design in
theatre and that none of them have anything
to do with “scenography” in architecture.
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Paulo Rocha, Manuel Graça Dias and
Maria Inácia Teles Grilo, Macau, 1980

Let’s go back to architecture, to the city and to the
Portugal of the 1980s. Your building, the Golfinho,
in Chaves seems to have a more urban, cosmopolitan feel to it, not only because of its scale but
mainly because of the way it appears to be built
from pieces of a distant world that has finally arrived
in Trás-os-Montes, which is still a rather distant
periphery. Would you say that is a fair assessment?

85

tiful story about Visconti, in that he made sure that the closets on
set had clothes in them and that the clothes in the drawers were
neatly folded. And someone will have remarked on how silly that
was, as the drawers were never going to be opened, to what he replied
that the actors needed to know that that space was filled, as if it had
been in use, so they would feel more comfortable. It was a bit like
that, that place had to feel like someone was living there, so that the
audience believed that the scene was real. It couldn’t look like one
of those fake soap-opera sets in which you can tell that everything
was borrowed from a store, rushed in and put there, only to be taken
away right after. All this to say that the set design in film is completely different from the set design in theatre and that none of them have
anything to do with “scenography” in architecture.
I was just at Adolf Loos’s Villa Müller and our visit guide called our
attention to the cast iron heating system which is something quite ordinary for us architects. And she said: notice how the architect had the
heaters painted red to point out that things were to be seen and had to be
in plain sight and not disguised or hidden and also mentioned how modern architecture addressed these utility features very differently. Nowadays, this is completely commonplace; nobody hides their heaters. In
Serralves, there are still marble boxes with a brass cover — all exquisitely designed — and we know they are covering the heating system. But
contemporary architecture no longer hides that kind of thing. Still, the
architect chooses, as long as their budget allows them, the model that
suits them better, in detriment of others. And then they’ll place it in a
dedicated space or in the middle of the room; they don’t just hide it
behind the door. So, there is always an attempt to control spatiality, to
design the scenery, to define, and even visually configure the space
through the objects. Loos acknowledged the heaters but painted them
red, they were “transformed”.
I was in Chaves when I was contacted by a builder that took me out to
a large plot, facing a square, the Brasil Square; that name just stuck
with me. The building’s height limit was already defined in a plan, a
very ugly plan with some rectangular blocks and you couldn’t really
understand it. But that plan already defined the construction’s height
as well as its volumetry and layout. I went home and with only some
A4 sheets, a pencil and a scale ruler, I sketched on top of those plans
and I essentially came up with the basics of what would eventually
become the final object. It was a curved building that followed the
outline of the square — which was actually a roundabout — but that
was filled with trees and had some tangential streets. So, the plot had
that half-moon shape. And there was still the problem of the plot being
crossed by a piped stream flowing into the nearby river Tâmega. I drew
a curve that followed the plot line, stayed away from the stream and
ended up with that dolphin’s head, that opposing curve. I felt that that
geometry was friendlier, more interesting and that, at the same time,
it created a head that faced the new bridge. On the opposite side, I felt
like the building should almost not end and wiggle a bit. I came up
with that kind of tail and that’s how it stayed in the end.
What I don’t really agree with is that notion that Chaves was the ultimate periphery, if we think that the 1980s weren´t that long ago. As a
matter of fact, Chaves had always been quite cosmopolitan. Architect,
painter and artist Nadir Afonso returned there, to his hometown, after
having worked with Le Corbusier in Paris and Niemeyer in Rio de
Janeiro. In the first years, in the early 1960s, he worked quite a lot
in architecture and designed some buildings there, for both private
clients and the municipality. There are two important works, two
bakeries he did for the same developers. And some other residential
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buildings, some interior decorations of cafés, with panels he himself
drew. There was also a Galician developer, an industrious man who
had escaped the war and taken refuge in Chaves and he opened a few
spaces, some of which very sophisticated. One had a tobacco stand at
the entrance and a barber shop, downstairs a games room and a tea
room upstairs. It was a very modern programme, on a modern building. And there was the Aurora Bar, facing the main square. So, it was
cosmopolitan, and this was before the 25th of April. The proximity to
the border, among other reasons, may have made the city more vibrant
than its counterparts.
In those years you other architects, like the group
Pioledo, Júlio Teles Grilo and Egas Vieira, were
all featured in an exhibition named Arquitectura Nova em Trás-os-Montes. Was that new architecture, made by architects who graduated from
the schools of Lisbon and Porto — and who
amiably smiled at each other, as Alexandre Alves
Costa put it — a new beginning, a sort of another Os Verdes Anos?

A series of factors converged for that exhibition to happen. I think it
all started with António Cerveira Pinto, who was at La Coruña and
did the programming for the Quiosque Alfonso Gallery. Since he knew
António Belém Lima, he suggested an exhibition with some of Pioledo’s works in Vila Real. António Belém Lima was also a friend of mine
and he knew that my brother in law, Júlio Teles Grilo, and I did some
buildings in Chaves, so he suggested that it would be interesting to
broaden the scope of the exhibition and not have it focusing solely on
Vila Real. On the other hand, I knew Egas Vieira — he had been a student of mine, in the Faculty of Architecture of Lisbon, and occasionally worked with me — and he had done something I really liked in
Mirandela so I recommended that he should be included too. And
then I suggested that João Luis Carrilho da Graça should write a few
words about what we were doing, and António Belém Lima suggested
that Alexandre Alves Costa should do it, instead. They visited our works,
some of which were still in the design stage and others that were in the
early stages of construction. Alexandre Alves Costa must have liked
the challenge and he wrote the text. Belém Lima was, indeed, the instigator of it all, by managing to gather everyone in Vila Real, in that particular moment, to meet the demands of a construction boom.

We actually want to focus in the 1990s and this
may work as a good transition. Do you find that
the 1980s were a flaming departure from a still
rather suburban, encapsulated culture, that would
nevertheless be the breeding ground for a more
glamorous, affirmative and urban period, in the
following decade?

I think some epiphenomena are very overrated. I’m sure there were
some events, in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and not only in Portugal, that slightly interfered with a certain type of long-standing paradigms. But, for instance, Luis Urbano’s research project, Ruptura Silenciosa, which looked for the connections between the Portuguese cinema
of the 1960s and the architecture that was simultaneously being produced, revealed that the 1960s were also a very interesting moment,
one in which the paradigms that architecture had inherited from Modernism — as imported from the Brazilian books or the European models — were questioned and the way to think about architecture was
completely reinvented. The subsequent 1970s were perhaps not as
fruitful in that kind of novelty or energy, which was very much tied to
the Revolution. Of course, there were the SAAL movements, but they
were more political than architectural and so, the dominant trend in
the post revolution architecture was a considerable bureaucracy that
replicated worn out models. The 1980s ended up introducing, as in other parts of the western world, a going back to history, to the joy of designing, in an attempt to erase the bad conscience of having looked back to
the models of the past. That caused a lot of epidermal reactions, at first.
That famous text that was written for the exhibition Depois do Modernismo (After Modernism) by architects from Porto — who had been invited and then decided to not show up — was a sort of manifesto in which
the main thesis was if we have not yet reached modernity how are we
supposed to go straight into post-modernism? And that was actually not
an unreasonable question, after all, because it wasn’t a formal question,
it was a methodological, ideological one. It was a kind of thawing, of
permission to look back to the space of the past, not to replicate it but
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Golfinho Building, Manuel Graça Dias,
Chaves, 1989

Still in that period of the late 1980s and early
1990s, there was a project of yours that seems
to be representative of your body of work, the
Portuguese Pavilion for the Expo 92, in Seville,
which you did in collaboration with Egas José
Vieira. What was it like to have won the competition with such a non canonical design?

87

to revisit and rethink it and to not shy away from historical references.
Because there was a moment there in which it seemed like everything
had to be from scratch, everything had to be new, and that guilty conscience about history started to be left behind. Today, most people have
joined in the discussion of certain subjects that were brought to the
table by post-modernism and that ended up being assimilated and
understood along with vocabularies that also became bureaucratized
— or that entered into an already bureaucratized architecture world
— because they were based on immediacy, without ever going deep
enough. So, I would say that there is, in fact, novelty but there were
situations like that in the past and we’re hoping that they will happen
a lot more in the future, because some clashes are necessary, to provoke the discussions that end up improving or clarifying the thinking
on architecture.
When the competition was launched for the Seville pavilion — which
was a sudden thing — there already was a Commission for the Commemoration of the Discoveries, run by Vasco Graça Moura. The commission had been designated one or two years before because the idea
was to have a first commemoration, of Bartolomeu Dias’s arrival to
the south of Africa in 1488, and the commemorations would be completed in the Expo 98, highlighting Vasco da Gama’s discovery of the
maritime way to India. People had heard of this commission, it was
on the news once in a while, but it didn’t have much visibility. So, the
announcement that Portugal would be participating in the Expo in
Seville was somewhat unexpected news. We were very at ease with
the whole thing, of course we wanted to win the competition, but we
carried on without much compromise. We did something we felt good
about, explored some of the suggested themes in a less conventional
way and we won, not only the first phase of the competition but the
second one as well. The perceived novelty of the project, the fact that
Seville was so close to Portugal, and the generalized euphoria of just
having joined the European Community, ended up creating a buzz in
the press, which were interviewing us, asking for photographs, inquir-
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Arquitectura Nova em Trás-os-Montes,
Exhibition Catalogue, 1987

Portuguese Pavillion, Manuel
Graça Dias and Egas José
Vieira, Seville, 1992

ing on how it was coming along, if construction had begun yet or whether it would be a collapsible structure. And we were also being called upon
to hold conferences, to talk about the idea behind the pavilion, so that
was altogether a very fortunate event for all involved. Let’s just say that
if the design had been a bit more neutral, less exciting, if it had not have
that ability to make itself visible to the public, then probably, Portugal’s
presence in Seville would also have been more muted and overlooked.
Our design was also, unexpectedly, in line with the
Commission’s desire to increase its visibility and to
make its activities known to the public. Of course,
we went about it with some naiveté, some intuition,
we just thought that was the best proposal but weren’t
all that sure that the jury would understand it.
And there was also an issue that has to do with our
earlier conversation, about scenography. Although
the pavilion was not to be ephemeral, it was, nerver the less, supposed to occupy a particular space for six months and
then to be taken apart and reassembled someplace else. We always had
some issues with that, because we designed it to be built in that particular plot we’d been assigned. That is where it made sense, with the
two avenues, the diagonal crossing, the restaurant on one side, with
the tall building in the corner. So, we were quite apprehensive about
its new location. Luckily, they dropped the idea. And I say luckily because
we take issue with the idea of a cross-country architecture, in which a
building that belongs to a certain place is removed and expected to
equally belong somewhere else. Because I’m always afraid that it won’t.
Even though, inherently, a pavilion is supposed to be an object that is
placed in the centre to be looked at from all sides. Only we were designing more of an urban structure than a pavilion. It’s called a pavilion, but
some of its features actually match the urban feel of that particular section of the fair. People still come up to me and comment on how that was
great visibility for us, how we must have had lots of projects from then
on. And that always makes me laugh, because it was just the other way

I think it was Paulo Varela Gomes who wrote
that our pavilion wasn’t quite what was to be
expected from these modern times and that
is why it didn’t garner wider approval, it didn’t
make it into the architectural publications (...)
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around. That project brought us a lot of notoriety but at the same time,
it closed a lot of doors because people were now convinced that that was
the only type of architecture we made and that we might not be the right
people to come to with projects that had a more social or urban responsibility, or that required a certain neutrality or calm. We were associated
with the idea of the pavilion and to a certain nonsense of the pavilion,
which everybody felt was just perfect in that context but would not want
to see coming up in any other situation: they’re the guys who did the Seville
pavilion! It didn’t matter how much you tried to explain that that was not
the case, that architects design according to the specific circumstances
of the project, the site and the programme they are given.
In fact, the pavilion radicalized its own programme
and we are interest in the idea that it was more
urban than expected. And, as all architecture does,
it configures a space but also a time. How would
you say that project marked that particular time?

89

I often wonder, myself, what about it was new. I think it was different,
but I don’t know why. This is maybe a strange thing to say but it’s always
difficult to analyse your own work. I don’t quite know why we did certain
things, why we pushed for a certain expression, it was all rather intuitive,
albeit a controlled intuition. But some things, I can’t explain. And I also
felt, all throughout the six months the exhibition lasted, that although
everybody praised the pavilion here in Portugal — going on about how
good it was, how beautiful it was, how tall it was and how it had already
had I don’t know how many million visitors — nobody else liked it much.
I think it was Paulo Varela Gomes who wrote that our pavilion wasn’t
quite what was to be expected from these modern times and that is why
it didn’t garner wider approval, it didn’t make it into the architectural
publications and that the most celebrated pavilion, aside from Tadao
Ando’s, was Finland’s pavilion, which was made of two blind volumes,
an architecture that comes from the plastic arts. Taking two beautiful
sculptural pieces, making them grow, placing them in a certain way
was a contemporary trend that may have been born in those years.
More and more, architecture distances itself from the city, so I don’t
agree with you that the 1990s are a return to urbanity. On the contrary,
it might be a big comeback to disurbanity, which will explode in the
years 2000, with the archistars, with all that stuff, with the unique objects,

INTERVIEW
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Portuguese Pavillion, Manuel Graça Dias
and Egas José Vieira, Seville, 1992

It’s interesting how you consider that your pavilion was a mismatch with that moment, and that
what causes that mismatch is not only a matter
of language but also the question of urbanity.
So, that was already imprinted in the pavilion…
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with the objects you circle around, with the sculptural objects, which
make its most sensationalist apparition in the Bilbau Guggenheim but
that then spread all over the world. There is nowadays no city in the
world that hasn’t three or four of those objects, which are interesting
sprouts that lead people to believe that there is architecture there. And
I say it without any animosity whatsoever, but I think this reinterpreting
of architecture as a work of art, a large scale work of art, this looking at
works of art as if they are architectural models and then make architecture as objects, is a very detrimental thing. And that is something
that was in the making all throughout the 1990s. For instance, Ieoh
Ming Pei’s Bank of China in Hong Kong keeps turning and is uneventful, nothing like Foster’s Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank, which is full
of shadows and structures, with surfaces on the front and surfaces on
the back, and builds a lot of urban space, with that passing through
square. It’s very interesting and architecturally highly complex. Pei’s
Bank of China is a flat lamp, you can’t tell where the glass begins and
the steel ends and it already points to that line of creation involving
beautiful pieces that are looked at as sculptures. And that is a great loss
to architecture, that objectual, sculptural, artistic architecture that that
Finnish pavilion, with its volumes in tension and with a bridge in the
middle, already forecasted. But they are blind volumes, one covered in
wood, the other in steel. It’s a strong idea but it falls short, a simple idea
that the architectural magazines were pleased with. Our pavilion had
nothing to do with that, it had other peculiarities, for sure, but it had
nothing to do with that. It tried to make an urban reading of that place,
and to have an architectural expression, which was even specific to each
floor to meet the demands of the exhibitions it held. But anyway, it’s no
use talking about it because it was semi destroyed right after. It was
occupied by an office firm that matched all the windows, removed all
that excess and painted everything white. It’s quite unremarkable now.
I find it flattering that you think the pavilion has that urban imprint and
I agree, because that was our strongest will, to create a certain urbanity with that object. In any case, I don’t think that can be extended to all
the architecture that was being made in Portugal throughout the 1990s.
Even because most of the good architecture of the time results from
competitions promoted by the Ministry of Education. There are many
schools, many universities that were purpose built that can somehow
epitomise the more interesting architecture that was being made. But
school objects are, by definition, also pavilions, in the middle of large,
walled plots, with vegetation and therefore have very little capacity for
being urban. There were, of course, some urban interventions during
that time but I would say that, apart from those that are crammed between
two side walls and that are required to follow the street alignment, there
was no significant innovation in that respect. Except, of course, with
something that has a lot to do with Seville, by opposition, that was the
Expo 98. I think that Expo 98 contributed to that discussion, which
started while Seville was still running. At the time I got along very well
with Vasco Graça Moura, who ran the Commission for the Commemoration of the Discoveries with Mega Ferreira and Faria Paulino, with
whom we travelled a lot because of the pavilion and the Seville Expo.
And one of the things I always criticized was its lack of urbanity. It was
designed by a not very interesting firm, with those avenues that were
too wide. There was, for instance, the Europa Avenue, they came up
with these canvas things in which water came in from below and vapour
would come out from the top and fell on people. Seville’s climate is
terrible, especially in the summer, but when you walk through the old
town, the narrow streets are naturally shaded, either on one side or
the other, sometimes complemented with awnings, and that would have
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been more than enough to create an interesting ambiance in the fair.
The streets didn’t have to be as narrow as the ones in the old town but
maybe if they weren’t so wide there wouldn’t have been all that drama
of people walking around under the scorching sun. In spite of its central
location, in relation to old Seville, that island of Cartucha was completely alone in the middle of the river, there was only the convent there and
three or four bridges either side. As soon as the fair ended that could
have become a very interesting piece of city. But it hasn’t. It’s still empty today, with only a couple of companies. It’s a desert, people have to
drive there, leave their cars under the sun, no restaurants to go to, no
trees to walk under, nothing that makes it remotely interesting. And I
have always been a major critic of it all.
When people began giving some thought to what Expo 98 could be, I
ended up being involved as well. I made some preliminary designs for
Mega Ferreira and Cardoso e Cunha to start working with. But that was
very much a joint effort from all of the teams involved, Portas’s and Vassalo Rosa’s. Seville still cast a long shadow, the ghost of Seville was always
present. And that’s why we get there today and, in spite of it all, that feels
like a piece of the city. Of course there were mistakes, one of which was
to have concentrated all the shops and commerce in the Vasco da Gama
shopping mall. At the time, there wasn’t the will to distribute all the shops
along an avenue of some kind and to design places where people could
circulate so we ended up with that Nordic thing of getting everybody
into a climatized and hygienized space, with no kids running around.

We would like you to address some of the several complementary disciplines you have been
involved with, in which space, architecture and
the city are always present. We have talked about
cinema and the theatre but there is also radio,
television, newspapers and your recent collaboration with the Ruptura Silenciosa’s research
team. How does each of these formats relate
to architecture, in your opinion?
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I love to teach and to contribute to the dissemination of architecture; I
like to explain, to laymen and students alike, the things I wished were
explained to me when the time was right. I like to cover the flaws I felt
in my own education and explaining architecture through the media
was something that came along quite by chance but that I have always
been extremely pleased to do. And then, one thing led to another. I used
to write occasionally, even though I wrote with some regularity for Jornal de Letras, doing architecture criticism. Then, the newspaper Independente came along and Miguel Esteves Cardoso invited me to write
a column. I had a weekly column in the Independente for two years,
accompanied by a drawing. That was in the late 1980s. During that
time, the fax machine appeared, and I stopped delivering my drawings
in hand and started faxing them over. It’s funny how in some publications those lines from the fax machine appear, slightly altering the drawings. Then I severed ties with the Independente, I had little patience for
that conservative environment with those conservative jokes, I didn’t
want to be associated with that kind of ideology and I left. Next, when
Seville was over, a producer approached me to do a television programme,
to explain architecture to people, something educational. I refused a
number of times because I knew all too well that I didn’t have the necessary visual communication skills, I felt uncomfortable in front of the
camera, so I backed out. Interestingly enough, Joaquim Sapinho was
the one who was going to direct those films. They insisted so much
that I finally caved in. When Sapinho showed up at my studio for a meeting — everyone was all cheery discussing the show — the news came in
that the budget for his film Corte de Cabelo had been approved, which
meant he couldn’t go through with our documentaries. José Edgar Feldman ended up taking his place. In the course of four years we shot
eighty three documentaries for television. The first ones were somewhat
biographical, with me choosing an architect and trying to explain his
life and body of work. But I realized that, for a twenty-five-minute episode, that was a bit tight so I began showing a single object. We did a
full analysis of a building, we interviewed the architect and the users.
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Drawing, Manuel Graça Dias, 1989

South Gate, Manuel Graça Dias and
Egas José Vieira, Expo’98, Lisbon, 1998

O Homem que Gostava de Cidades,
Manuel Graça Dias, 188 pp., Relógio
D’Água, 2001.

Later we were asked to do something about urbanism, that would alternate with architecture and we did some programmes on the Pombaline
Lisbon and the new town of Santo André. Later still, I was challenged
by the radio station TSF to broadcast a show on architecture. It aired
on Fridays and it was about three to four minutes long. They liked it so
much that they asked me to come up with a different, bigger format.
And that’s how we came up with Ao Volante pela Cidade (At the Wheel
through the City), which consisted of an interview with an architect
that sat next to me in my car and we chatted. They’d ask me to go to
specific places and we tried to explain what we were seeing to whomever was listening. The funniest part of those programmes was the
editing. I listened to the whole thing, wrote down the places we had
to edit out because the conversation lost interest, or because there was
too much noise or honking. I signalled the parts I wanted out and then
we edited it. We mixed in music in the background of our voices and
when we needed to change themes or scenes, the music would be turned
up just like if it was the music playing on the car radio. And we had a
great time trying to match the music to the right moment and the voices came back on and the music dwindled. I ended up doing that for
four years. The first ten shows were made into a book. The last one,
which was a very long talk — just like the one we’re having now — with
Paulo Mendes da Rocha, was divided in three and there’s a book of
that, too. And then there’s all the other episodes in between that I
would very much like to have the time to edit. Those were all things I
really enjoyed doing. And cinema was always a passion of mine. These
things I did were not cinema, they were really objective documentaries, as much as possible, anyway, with the time we had to edit that
material. And more recently, in the project Ruptura Silenciosa, the
opportunity finally presented itself for each of us in the team to direct
one or two films. And there, the idea was to create a small fiction through
which we would show the spaces without that more didactical or documentary side, architecture as background but also at the forefront.
That turned out to be a very interesting challenge and a bit closer to
what cinema is.
Jack asked Manuel Graça Dias to draw a new
Portuguese Pavilion, one of our time. He reluctantly agreed to do so.
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