
13

cor
revista nu #46 setembro 2019



14

interview

Alberto Campo Baeza

Carolina Ramos e Cláudia Ribeiro
Alunas de dissertação dARQ

Engaged in the critical universe of colour, the choice of the interviewee will 
be seen as unusual or very assertive, depending on the ideological point of 
view; in ours, it is believed to be very pertinent. In this informal conversation, 
on an afternoon of a warm July, Alberto Campo Baeza questions himself 
about the same. Interestingly, his perception on the theme enlightens us as 
few, any dogma that existed evaporates and the dichotomy practice-theory 
reveals itself sincere and his architecture elevates itself, even more.
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First of all, we would like to talk a bit about 
our magazine; NU has about 20 years and 
it’s completely made by students, aiming to 
develop a more dynamic and stimulating 
learning of Architecture. Basically, we try 
to have critical topics — about which each 
one of us writes about — regarding a certain 
theme, for example: myth, limit, meanwhile; 
we always have a word and we try to talk about 
architecture considering it.

We decided that this issue’s theme would be 
colour, because it’s not really talked about 
either in teaching, or in architecture so we 
thought there were a lot of pertinent questions; 
for example: is white a colour?

I agree. I admire your magazine and your effort, 

but it’s a bit curious that when you are working on 

the main theme, colour, and you say immediately: 

“Go to Mr. Campo Baeza”. But I’m very 

happy to answer to your questions.  

The title of my first book — so long, so ancient 

— was La Idea Construida, and in the middle of 

the book there is a text, and the title of this text is 

answering to your questions perfectly. The title  

is “The Right White” and defends my positions  

about white.

If I ask you “what is the most beautiful building in 

white?”, you will immediately answer The Parthenon, 

right? Did you know that at the beginning, 

Parthenon was in white? Do you remember the 

name of the of the architects? Ictinus and Callicrates. 

And do you remember Phydias, the sculptor? 

There is a nice story: in 1868, a painter from the 

centre of Europe, named Lawrence Alma Tadema, 

painted a beautiful scene of Ictinus, Callicrates 

and Phydias, admiring the Parthenon painted in 

colours, and it’s really horrible, horrible, horrible! 

And I invented a story how Ictinus, Callicrates and 

Phydias begged to Chronos, the god of the time, 

for the Parthenon to go back to being white. I can 

imagine Ictinus and Callicrates before the Parthenon 

was painted with colours, when they were building in 

white marble, and at the beginning, in one moment, 

the Parthenon was completely white — and they 

were so happy and said “Oh, our Parthenon! All 

over the world it will be known because it’s a work 

for the eternity.” And one day, the painters painted 

it with horrible colours. Phydias came back with us 

and said “The painters have painted our Parthenon 

with colours!” so they praised to Chronos, and just 

now we can admire the Parthenon in white and we 

can cry.

Do you remember Mies van der Rohe? When he built 

the Farnsworth House, what colour did he use? White.  

And Le Corbusier? He loved colours, but when he 

built Villa Savoye, what colour did he use? White. 

And the other masters? Frank Lloyd Wright, when 

he built Guggenheim Museum, what colour did he 

use for it? White.

It’s all about freedom. We are all free!

For example, Gaspar House is white not because 

Campo Baeza said “It has to be white!”, but because 

I used the local material, the lime — and the colour 

of the lime stone is white. Gaspar House appears like 

white, or maybe a bit blue, in the morning, or a bit 

pink when the sun goes down. The lime is capable 

to reflect every colour so every colour is possible in 

Gaspar House.

The interior of Caja Granada Headquarters has a 

dihedron in white, but is it white or is it alabaster? 

Is alabaster. This alabaster is white but translucent, 

and when the sun is coming, reflects light that 

collaborates to enlighten the offices in the interior.
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One of my best known last pieces, House of the 

Infinite, is almost white; the roman travertine tries 

to copy the white colour of the sand, so the house is 

made with sand and, because of it, is white. I’m using 

white and natural colours in the same way that Mies, 

Le Corbusier or Frank Lloyd Wright did.

When Velásquez painted Las Meninas, he used a 

piece of white. Behind las meninas, there is an open 

door with a big piece of white trying to make visible 

the light of the sun, coming into this wall behind. 

Painters are using white to translate light as architects 

are using light to translate white.

I’m not using white because I’m a minimalist or purist. 

No! I’m not minimalist, I’m not purist — I’m happy! 

 

In your book La Idea Construida, you affirm 
that you’d like that your architecture was “as 
natural as Barragán’s for the men, so bare as 
Corbusier’s, so strong and powerful”1. Your 
work, in its turn, reveals a somewhat different 
way of thinking colour, whether it’s by the 
preference of the white or by the inexistence of 
polychromatic surfaces.

For you, what are the consequences in the 
architectural space provoked by the use of 
colour and by its mitigation or absence?

My proposal is not only to defend that the 

white is the best and the white is the only 

possibility — there are many possibilities.   

 

Two years ago, I built a house in Mexico (Domus 

Aurea, at Monterrey) and I painted a big wall in 

golden. When the sun is coming, reflecting the light, 

the air in this house is like golden air; and it’s like 

Barragán sometimes.

Yesterday, a group of Professors from my school 

were investigating and searching about tricks to 

make architecture. When you use compression and 

afterwards dilatation before a vertical space you have 

a compressed and long space to arrive to this surprise 

— it’s a trick, it’s not an idea; it’s a mechanism.  

And sometimes colour is collaborating to produce 

this type of tricks.

After the construction of the Casa Turégano 
(1988, Madrid), you defended the project as 
the first truly made “with full consciousness”2.  
In our understanding, this project addresses 
us, in a quite clear way, to the consequences of 
light in spacial perception - the light assumes a 
central focus, through which the architectural 
space makes itself real (by means, nothing 
more will be necessary to express it).   
Nonetheless, this work does not favour the use 
of colour.

In the search for the materialisation of projects 
with full awareness, what is the influence of 
colour in the intentions of the project?
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Sometimes architects and critics say: “Mr. Campo 

Baeza, you are the architect of the light” and I said 

“No, I adore the light and I use light like one of the 

most important ingredients in architecture”.

A building is like a musical instrument. A musical 

instrument is pierced by air, because of the strings 

or because of the blow; music is air, no more. 

Architecture is light; when the light is passing through 

a building, something very special happens. When 

you are inside the Pantheon, mute, in the morning, 

and the light is coming, something happens — is 

sounds like a symphony.

The light is a material in movement. Are steel, 

concrete or brick in movement? No, but light is in 

movement. It’s coming from the sun and it’s not 

possible to stop. The light is the most luxurious 

material and on other hand it’s free. You can pay a lot 

for stone or for glass, but light is not taking money. 

And architects many times are forgetting light. 

For me, light is the most important, beautiful and 

capable thing to put beauty into spaces — so simple.

In your work, in few moments, white walls 
delicately disappear so that certain materials 
are introduced - be them marble stone or 
big glass plans, for example. You define that 
wide white plans have in them the ability to 
exponentiate and reflect the light behaviour 

throughout the day, and defend, in the same 
way, that “the light, precisely the light, is the 
main material with which architecture is able 
to overcome time”3.

What unchains the relationship between, light, 
colour and materiality in the quality of the 
architectural space?

Since the beginning I must decide: to use colour 

or not to use colour. For example, when I won 

the first award in a competition to build the 

new Louvre Museum, in Paris, my building was 

completely black, because this area is full of hill of  

charcoal and I said “My building may be  

reflecting the colour in this area”. A lot of 

people must have said “Alberto Campo Baeza is 

making a building in black?”; but for me, there 

were many reasons enough to make it black. 

But the interior, as it is a museum, is in white 

because white is capable to produce a special  

air with art.

I received this year a DOCOMOMO award 

recognizing a building I made with Julio Cano 

Lasso, my master, in Pamplona. We made this  

building in brick and the frame was in iron and the 

beams and the columns, everything was at sight,  

and we painted the complete frame in orange — I 

used colour; everything was orange!
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This year I went to Pamplona, and the architect 

who renovated my building decided to paint  

everything of this frame in white. He was trembling 

because on the one hand he said: “Campo Baeza  

will be angry because I’ve changed building’s  

original colour”, on the other hand he might have 

thought “maybe because it is white Campo Baeza 

will like it”.Probably it was the same, it wasn’t 

important in this building — the importance was the 

frame, no more.

There’s a museum in Andaluzia, in the south  

of Spain, very close to the beach, and I tried 

to use colours in the interior. I made many 

attempts with different colours and after 

working during a few months with colours, the 

result was: “Campo Baeza, you must stop and 

finish your project in white as well”.  

 

You consider that, in architectural teaching, 
the projects are the centre and that the control 
of measure, proportion and scale are themes 
entirely valid as well as in history and in 
construction.

For you, where do you position colour in the 
teaching of architecture?

I’m trying to support my students in every way, and 

I don’t forget colour; I like when they use colour in a 

right way, of course. Yesterday, I put the grades of my 

students; I gave them all 9,9,9… the maximum was 

10 — they are very good students, they use colour or 

none in many possible ways.

In my text The Right White I explain everything 

about it. Why do I have my shirt white? Because 

it’s nice, it’s clean, I make this for my cleanness;  

I try to be clean.

Following your thought “I must confess that 
what I actually search, with all eagerness, with 
all my soul, bravely, is beauty”4, what space 
does colour occupy in beauty? 

Beauty is beauty. Plato said the beauty is the 

splendour of the truth; I try to look at my architecture 

and in every aspects of my life for the truth; and the 

splendour of truth is beauty.
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Do you remember the meaning of 

Vitruvio’s venustas, firmitas and utilitas? 

Utilitas: you must accomplish the function, 

you mustn’t make buildings like a pie — like  

BBVA Headquarters, in Madrid; the building is 

against-nature. Second, firmitas: is necessary to 

build things very well. You must construct very  

well, you must control the water, the gravity, the 

light, etcetera. Venustas: has Vitruvio demanded  

that venustas is only reserved to the architects  

that are in the star system? No. We can all touch beauty, 

we can all build the beauty — it’s not reserved to 

some special architects.

Barragán was very nice; Corbusier was a bit 

serious, but nice; Mies van der Rohe was  

always smoking, but he was nice; Wright was  

also quiet and peaceful. And Eduardo Souto  

Moura, my  favourite, he’s fantastic. I love  

Eduardo, I love his work and his attitude — 

he’s a genius.Aires Mateus, for example, they’re  

producing beauty. Eduardo, Álvaro, Manuel 

and Francisco, they are producing the most  

beautiful architecture.

My only wish is you must try to become happy in 

this life. Architecture is the most beautiful labour in 

the world, and it’s possible to get the beauty with our 

work. Our attempt is not to be famous, it is to be 

happy and to make people around us happy.

As your poet says: amor é fogo que arde sem se ver.

1 Alberto Campo Baeza. A Ideia Construída. Casal Cambra: 
Caleidoscópio, 2004, p.37
2 Alberto Campo Baeza, La luz es el tema central de la arquitectura. 
Flotas, 2015, p.5
3 Alberto Campo Baeza. Pensar com as mãos. Casal de Cambra: 
Caleidoscópio, p.53
4 Alberto Campo Baeza. Buscar denodadamente la belleza. 2014, p. 
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