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A
relentless itch for all-round knowledge 
characterizes both the education and career 
of Porto-based Italian architect Roberto 
Cremascoli. After three years of studying 
science at high school, a fascination with the 
complexity of the built environment and its 
effect on people and scenery led him to switch 
to arts, specializing in architecture. Later, he 
benefited from the theoretical curriculum at 
the Polytechnic University of Milan, as well 
as the hands-on approach of the Faculty of 
Architecture at the University of Porto, where 
he completed his thesis, co-tutored by Álvaro 
Siza and Pierluigi Nicolin.
 As a curious student, Cremascoli 
came to Porto to be close to Siza. As a zealous 
professional, he stayed for the same reason and 
collaborated with him for over five years. Yet, 
craving a different approach to the profession 
he spent a year at João Luís Carrilho da Graça’s 
studio in Lisbon, before co-founding atelier 
Cremascoli Okumura Rodrigues with partners 
Edison Okumura and Marta Rodrigues in  
May 2001.
 Recently, he co-curated, with 
Portuguese architect Nuno Grande, the 
Portuguese exhibition at this year’s Venice 
Biennale: ‘Neighbourhood: Where Álvaro Meets 
Aldo’. These days, Cremascoli divides his time 
between architecture, curatorship, writing, and 
an unquenchable love of books. Sitting in the 
grass by Siza’s Museum of Contemporary Art 
in the Serralves Foundation in Porto, we talked 
about these subjects.

Your first venture into curatorial work was 
‘Remade in Portugal’, a yearly exhibition 
of Portuguese eco-design developed in 
collaboration with the EDP Foundation. 
What made you want to continue working 
in this field? 
ROBERTO CREMASCOLI: I had a primary 
school teacher who told us there’s always 
a story to tell. You put together letters to 
make words, words make sentences, and 
sentences make a story. To know how to 
build a narrative is the basis for everything. 
This is why I like curatorial work, it’s about 
storytelling. For instance, telling the story of 
Alcino Soutinho's ‘Comfortable Realism’ [the 
first major exhibition dedicated, not only to 
the architectural work, but to the ventures into 
design, figurative art, teaching and activism 
of the late Portuguese architect] in 2014 gave 
me tremendous joy. His work is crossed by a 
myriad of themes, dramas, family and friends. 
So the success of the exhibition was, I think, 

the attempt of telling a story about the depths 
of his architecture, while allowing the public to 
understand who he was as a man.

How do curatorship and architecture relate 
to each other?
It’s always a question of organization. Just 
like curatorship has to do with organizing a 
narrative into an exhibition or a catalogue, 
in the studio we organize space. Also, for 

architecture you need a programme, without 
it everything is random. In curatorship it’s the 
same way, a programme is the story you tell 
from beginning to end.

Is there something in your work as a curator 
that you feel you can take back to the practice 
of architecture?
I don’t understand why we always complicate 
things so much. It’s so simple to do things well. 
Take this museum. To create architecture is to 

give shape to a place, and to do that, you need to 
think about people. Why are we so comfortable 
here right now? This is a space of happiness, 
designed for people. What curatorship brings 
to architecture, and vice versa, is the realization 
that you have to simplify things from the 
beginning, otherwise it won’t work. Another 
important thing is that it is not essential to 
understand everything a priori. Just like in 
curatorship, in architecture you trace a route to 
be explored, to be discovered little by little, to 
be questioned. This is the most important thing 
in art in general, to make people think. We 
cannot be lazy before a work of art.

Speaking of laziness, do you think there is still 
space for text at exhibitions?
We had a huge discussion in Lisbon about 
this before the Biennale. Nuno Grande, Edison 
Okumura and I were looking at the texts 
for the walls with the printer, and I said: ‘So 
much money spent and no one will read this.’ 
Nuno said: ‘You cannot think like that, people 
cannot be lazy . . .’ But lately I’ve been dealing 
with museum directors who limit me to just 
four or five lines on the wall to explain what 
the exhibition is. Because everything has a 
cost – vinyl, the space – and people often don’t 
pay attention to it. So I don’t know, I’m a bit 
divided on this matter. I think maybe we have 
to contradict this tendency to keep things short 
and concise.

Where do exhibition catalogues stand in 
this scenario?
There’s less and less money for catalogues these 
days, but they are very important, they are the 
exhibition that prevails. There’s the hysteria 
that the catalogue needs to be at the start of 
the exhibition, but I like to publish it at the 
end because I think it’s important to leave a 
testimony, not only of what the exhibition was 
about, but also of how it was experienced. The 
Canadian Centre for Architecture does this,  
so the catalogue becomes an integrated part  
of the exhibition. This works and it’s important, 
but you need good logistics and money to 
achieve it.
 This year’s exhibition at the Biennale, 
‘Where Álvaro Meets Aldo’, is organized in 
five stages, so we have five booklets that, put 
together, make up a guide of the exhibition. 
We also have the will, but not yet the money, 
to write up the entire experience, from 
the preparation of the exhibition to the 
inauguration and its entire duration. All this 
should be the catalogue.

‘A good 
first book 
to read is 

Architecture 
Without 

Architects’

You are almost 25 years into your career. 
Having practiced both as an architect and 
curator, how has your perspective on the 
profession changed?
When I finished school, I didn’t know how to 
do anything. In my first day at Siza’s office, I 
didn’t even know how to fold the project sheets 
in the right format. It’s sad, but true. When I 
first went to architecture school, the idea of 
being able to alter a situation fascinated me, but 
I didn’t really understand what it meant. After 
over 20 years of practice this still continues 
to captivate me, but now I’m fully aware of 
the responsibility of an architect. We deal 
with places, scenery, but also with people. The 
way Siza interprets architecture, doing it a bit 
like a doctor or a social assistant, as someone 
who puts his knowledge into trying to better 
people’s quality of life, for me that’s what it 
means to be an architect. The exhibition at the 
Biennale directly addresses this theme in Siza’s 
architecture.

In an article for online publication P3 about 
‘Object after Objects’, the exhibition that 
signalled the Portuguese presence at Milan’s 
Design Triennial, you wrote: ‘We need to 
put the human being back in the centre of 
the universe. . . . We need to reconsider the 
professional role of the architect, and consider 
architecture as a tool to face social problems.’ 
Do you think there’s still a part to be played by 
architecture publications in fomenting the role 
of architects as instigators of social change?
Writing as communication and as reflexion on 
a problem is always important in any activity, 
especially at a time when we are witnessing a 
growth in the importance of form and image 
over content. To make architecture, we need 
to look at the whole picture, we cannot lose 
sight of the fact that the puzzle behind the 
programme is not only a formal and aesthetic 
one, but goes beyond that. I think there are still 
architects, critics and teachers who make us 
think and open up much needed discussions, 
which in turn helps us stay grounded.

Is there something missing from these 
discussions?
We should tell first-year students that 
beginning an architecture degree does not 
guarantee that they will become practicing 
architects. In our atelier, for example, we have 
had so many great interns and collaborators 
who are not practicing architecture now. They 
are doing photography, or teaching, working in 
public relations, and they are doing that with 
great enthusiasm. The atelier seems to function 
a bit as a lab of competences that go beyond 
architecture, because we work on so many 
different kinds of projects.
 Of course in part it’s because of 
the economic situation: there are too many 
architects and not enough work. But I 
don’t think that’s the only reason. I think 
architecture opens up to a lot of other 
disciplines, it opens the imagination to other 
professions and this may be positive.

Knowing this, if students still wish to dive into 
the discipline, how should they approach the 
literature in the field?
Students need to be curious. If they can, they 
should travel with a good book, a good guide, as 
Fernando Távora used to say. They need to learn 
how cities are made in other places. A good 
first book is Architecture Without Architects by 
Bernard Rudofsky.

Your thesis project was for Milan’s 
municipal library.
It was about what Milan’s municipal library 
ought to be. Libraries are a fascinating theme. 
They have changed a lot, because the internet 
introduced a whole new paradigm, but their 
atmosphere, like that of museums, was what 
really fascinated me. I spent my university 
and high school years studying in places like 
Biblioteca Sormani. Its iron columns, the 
room with thousands of books around you, 
the silence, it was like studying in the middle 
of a church. I think libraries will convey this 
atmosphere and scenography more and more. 
We can search for a book or a subject from 
home now, so the physical movement of  
people to a library needs to be justified  
some other way.

How do you organize your own library?
That’s a desperate subject. Last week I left 
home thinking I need to change my life. It’s 
something that really bothers me now, all the 
books scattered around the house with Post-
Its, it’s a symptom of how my head is at the 
moment. I need time to archive my thoughts 
and my books.

How does this translate into your reading 
habits?
I’m a compulsive reader. I jump around and 
I have this need of accumulating books; 
my nightstand has a heap of them now. I 
usually read two or three at the same time. I 
need to stop being anxious about it because 
it’s impossible, we’ll never be able to read 
everything we want.
 Recently, I bought Rolland Barthes’s A 
Lover's Discourse and Camera Lucida, which are 
waiting for me. I wanted to come back to the 
French philosophers, but ever since Umberto 
Eco died, I’ve been revisiting his books. At the 
moment I’m reading three great classics, bit by 
bit: Eco’s Apocalypse Postponed, Thomas Mann’s 
The Magic Mountain, and Marcel Proust’s In 
Search of Lost Time. They are huge. Mann took 
over ten years to complete this book, with 
the First World War functioning as a hiatus 
that completely changed his discourse, this 
fascinates me.

Has there been a book that made a lasting 
impact lately?
Two books that have had a huge effect on 
me recently are The Elephant's Journey and 
The History of the Siege of Lisbon, both by José 
Saramago. Especially the latter, not so much 
because of the incredible part of history in 

which it transpires, but because he manages  
to fabricate an entire fictional world around  
a real event and poses a critical perspective  
on history through fiction. This is something  
that amazes me and makes me a bit jealous.  
I really like to write. I would like to be able  
to write more.

So you’re interested in writing fiction?
I don’t know, writing is what takes the toll 
on my time, it is very hard. To write anything 
you need the right rhythm, you have to seduce 
readers from the first second. When I write, I 
leave the text for hours and come back, re-read, 
and always take something out, there’s always 
something that is in excess. A good text doesn’t 
have too much, nor too little, it is just right. If 
it works it cannot be redundant, but it’s hard 
to arrive at this balance. I don’t know if I’ll 
have time for it, not if I want to keep doing 
architecture. But I do have plot notes lying 
around. Maybe someday I will publish a novel 
under a pseudonym – so I cannot say much 
more, otherwise people will know it’s me. _
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