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In a novel, characters  
sometimes take over the  
story. A similar thing can  
happen in architecture.
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What is your relationship with literature?
ÁLVARO SIZA: The normal one, for those who know how 

to read and who like to read. Part of my reading time is dedi-
cated to subjects that are directly related to my profession, but 
there is another part which steps out of this sector, and I must 
say that for many years now what I like to read the most is 
poetry. There are two reasons for this. First, because of the rig-
our, the precision and the critical spirit present in the work of 
a poet, which I associate with architectural thinking. Then it’s a 
question of comfort, too. nowadays there isn’t as much time as 
when I was young, and my eyes get tired more easily.

I read a lot as a boy, during the 1950s and 1960s, for cir-
cumstantial reasons. I lived in Matosinhos, where there were no 
high schools at the time. So, when the time came I had to travel 
to Porto, using this marvellous form of transport, the electric 
tram. The tram ran along the seaside and riverside to the city 
centre. Since there wasn’t enough money to eat out – and it 
wasn’t the custom – I went to school in the morning, went home 
for lunch, went back to classes and so on. This made for a lot of 
reading time, as each journey took about 45 minutes. I sat down 
at the beginning of route 1 and read, read, read.

What did you read back then?
After the Second World War ended, translations began 

to be published in Portugal. Something that attracted me at the 
time was a new generation of American authors – among which 
Hemingway and Steinbeck – as well as many translations from 
the French. 

Did you like any author in particular?
Those who impressed me the most were the Americans, 

who were new to me at the time. What my dad had in his library 
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at home were the complete works of Camilo Castelo Branco, eça 
de Queirós and Portuguese authors in general. He also really 
liked detective novels. When I started studying in Porto, I had 
a bit more autonomy and gathered what I could to buy a few 
books. But it wasn’t much. There wasn’t much money to spare at 
the time – not unlike the present situation: Portugal is ready for 
the future! Back then, though, the new American literature really 
moved me with its very direct way of showing reality, which 
seemed completely spontaneous.

When did poetry start to interest you?
Around that same time, I started to read some poetry, 

too. especially the work of Fernando Pessoa, whose poetry daz-
zled me. My dad also had poetry books in his library, and during 
family gatherings there was always someone who would recite 
poetry – verses by guerra Junqueiro and Cesário Verde, for 
example. Verde was the poet who interested me the most before 
I discovered Pessoa. He also had the gift of speaking about the 
quotidian in a beautiful way. 

Later on I became interested in other things that I came 
across. My first trip outside Iberia was to Paris, and there you 
had everything – I remember buying Oriental poetry books, 
though I had a hard time translating them from the French. 

What poetry do you like now?
In Portugal we do have great poets, but I like poetry 

from other cultures, too. I’ve read both modern and ancient 
Arabic poetry, and recently I was offered a stunning volume of 
native American poetry – marvellous and extraordinarily fresh. 
I remember once being in Switzerland, for my work, and find-
ing a wonderful book by an Iraqi poet, Al-Bayati. I hadn’t heard 
of him before, but his poems are of an extraordinary beauty. Or 

the greeks – I read and reread Kavafis and Ritsos. I should also 
mention Italian and Spanish poetry. I like to enter . . . well, per-
haps not other worlds but other cultures.

And does poetry enter your architecture?
The current tendency is to compartmentalize your inter-

ests: literature is literature, painting is painting, architecture 
is architecture. But in the end there is communication, inter-
change – among the arts, among cinema, literature, ballet and 
architecture. Without a doubt, what I read, what I watch and 
so on has, consciously or subconsciously, an influence on each 
transformation that takes place in my spirit in relation to archi-
tecture. In the end, everything has to do with everything.

Is there a concrete example of an instance when  
you were consciously aware of this interplay among 
disciplines?
There’s no direct connection in my case, although I  

can’t speak for other architects. I may be more or less aware of 
the interplay, but it’s always there, because the world of repre-
sentation, the world of shapes and colours is always present in 
the work we do, even if we don’t establish a direct relation with 
other disciplines.

You’ve spoken of similarities between the rigours  
of poetry and architectural thought. Do you see any-
thing in common between writing a novel and designing 
a building?
I remember a remark made by a writer – I don’t remem-

ber whom, but I believe he was Portuguese – who said that at 
some point, when he writes a novel, the characters gain such 
autonomy that they take over the story. The writer found himself 
practically in the hands of his characters, and he had to make 
an effort to maintain his autonomy. I think something like that 
happens in architecture. When you develop a project, suddenly 
things start to become interlinked, and what is being developed 
as a project almost begins to rule. Here, too, the architect needs 
to maintain control over what he is doing. When I read what 
this writer had said, I realized that in terms of development lit-
erature and architecture have a lot in common. I see the same  
thing when I compare cinema with architecture. In a building 
project, when we consider the sequence – the route – that takes 
us from one place to another, it’s almost like creating a tracking 
shot in cinema.

In the foreword to the book you published in 1998, 
Imaginar a Evidência, which translates in English as 
‘imagine the evidence’, Vittorio Gregotti describes the 
‘artistic practice as a representation of institutional 
realities in the form of distant criticism’. Is it possible 
to compare the weight and reach of a book with that of 
a building in terms of ‘representation’ and ‘criticism’? 
It depends. First of all, there are people who can’t read 

or are not interested in reading, whereas everyone experiences 
architecture to a greater or lesser degree. everyone moves in 
the spaces between architecture or inside architecture. It car-
ries a great deal of weight, but its effect is different from that 
of literature. For instance, the idea that architecture has a great 
influence on human behaviour or on the way people feel is not 
necessarily true; you can enjoy moments of happiness in a cabin 
and be in the pits in an architectural masterpiece.

Can you imagine a library without books?
no, and I don’t think I’m alone. There are many people 

for whom the book still represents a lot – the physical con-
tact, the beauty. Reading on a computer or an e-book has its 
conveniences and inconveniences, but for me it comes down 
to the sheer love of conventional books. Of course, I cannot be 
sure that my feeling isn’t based on nostalgia, something to be 
overcome, or that it isn’t just a result of being old. I’d rather think 
that it’s something that stands on a firm foundation. Because I 
believe in a continuity that walks side by side with progress, a 
continuity that is always present and will not vanish, I do believe 
books are here to stay.

How has the library of Porto’s Faculty of Architecture, 

formerly part of the Faculty of Fine Arts, changed since 
you were a student?
When I was a student, we had very little information. The 

war had just ended, and at the time Portugal was very closed 
and controlled. Communications were deliberately not intense. 
We didn’t have a library, and there was practically only one refer-
ence: Le Corbusier. Soon after I started my studies a new direc-
tor was appointed: Carlos Ramos, from Lisbon. He chose a new 
team of professors, including Távora. They had had contact with 
the outside and were a new source of information. The regime 
also made a cautious but effective attempt to be more open, 
and architectural publications started to arrive at the univer-
sity. So the library changed a lot, but it took a long time. now  
there’s a world of information and articulation between different 
disciplines. 

Are there specific architecture books you would  
recommend?
no, I don’t have such pretensions. The books that I 

remember and that influenced me the most are those by Aldo 
Rossi, especially The Architecture of the City [1966]. Another, 
by Portuguese architect nuno Portas, was published around 
the same time and has a similar name, A cidade como arqui-
tectura, which in english translates to ‘the city as architecture’. 
yet another fundamental book was Complexity and Contradic-
tion in Architecture [1966] by Robert Venturi. I also read books 
by Christopher Alexander and gregotti, as well as histories of 
architecture by giedion, Zevi and Tafuri. But it was very difficult 
at that time. We obtained the work by Bruno Zevi from a student 
who had been in Italy. He read the book and, together with oth-
ers, published extracts from it for the rest of us at university. 

What is more important in an architecture book, the 
images or the words?
Images are very important – not only photographs but 

also drawings, which may not be useful to every reader but are 
a key aspect for architects. But images don’t tell the whole story, 
and words that help us to comprehend architecture enrich the 
overall experience, even – and perhaps especially – because of 
the many interpretations that occur. The same project might be 
considered horrible or wonderful. Such opinions depend on all 
sorts of things, from an objective view of the work in question to 
personal passions and interests.

How important were architecture publications for your 
own work?
My professional life has depended greatly on the inter-

est expressed by certain people, by their critique and by the 
publication of their views. Several writers had a fundamental 
impact on my opportunities to work both at home and abroad. 
People who come to mind immediately include gregotti, who 
was the first person to write about my work in a country other 
than Portugal or Spain. gregotti continued to review my work 
in later years. In Portugal, Pedro Vieira de Almeida and nuno  
Portas paid attention to my projects. On another plane alto-
gether, Kenneth Frampton wrote quite a lot about Portuguese 
architecture in general, including the work I was doing. Like oth-
ers, Frampton suddenly became aware of the emergence of a 
modern Portuguese architecture.
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‘When we consider the architectural route  
from one place to another, it’s almost like  

creating a tracking shot in cinema’

Currently on Álvaro Siza’s desk

The Origin of German Tragic Drama (1928) and  
Berlin Childhood around 1900 (1950), by Walter Benjamin

Art in the Light of Conscience: Eight Essays on Poetry (1992),  
by Marina Tsvetaeva 

Teoria e Crítica de Arquitectura – Século XX (2010),  
edited by José Manuel Rodrigues

O From a young age, the first  
Portuguese Pritzker laureate 
developed a curiosity for litera-
ture. Two factors – the need not 
to escape but to step outside his 
father’s library of Portuguese 

authors and a slight openness of the country’s 
politics after the Second World War – paved the 
way for work by the Lost Generation and other 
American authors to invade Siza’s bookshelves. 
The very directness he appreciated in these 
novels may well have informed the matter-of-
fact way in which he approaches and builds on 
the reality of a project’s context. His predilec-
tion, though, lies with poetry, whose sensibility 
he compares to that of architecture. 
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