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Barozzi / Veiga
was founded in
Barcelona in
2004 by Fabrizio
Barozzi and
Alberto Veiga.
The office has
won numerous
competitions,
among them the
refurbishment of
the Palacio de
Santa Clara in
Ubeda, the
Auditorium of
Aguilas, Musée
de Beaux-arts

in Lausanne,
and the Biindner
Kunstmuseum
extension in
Chur. Their work
has gained wide
international
recognition for
design excel-
lence. In 2014,
the studio

was selected as
one of ten

firms in that
year’s Design
Vanguard by
Architectural
Record.
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After finishing their poetic Headquarters of the Ribera de Duero Council in Spain,
Alberto Veiga and Fabrizio Barozzi picked up the Mies van der Rohe Award
earlier this year with their design for the Philharmonic in Szczecin, Poland. Both
projects show a remarkable contextual originality and strength. With two

more works coming up in two other European countries — the Tanzhaus Ziirich,
Switzerland, and the Music School in Bruneck, Italy — the duo is a perfect
example of the ‘Erasmus generation’, having no specific home base but working
just as easily anywhere in Europe. ‘Most of our work comes from open com-
petitions. Only a few have been invited competitions, or by direct commission.’

Vagabond architects
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Alberto Veiga and Fabrizio Barozzi were not student pals.
They were not even friends when they started working
together. ‘We worked at the same office, at Vazquez
Consuegra, and after a competition win we decided to
start an office on our own. The basic goal of doing com-
petitions is to win them, obviously, but they are a good
method for learning more about yourself and the other.’
On the phone is Alberto, but he also speaks for Fabrizio.
However pragmatic the start of their practice, they have
quite similar roles in the design process. ‘We don’t like
work where the technical one completes the concep-
tual one or that type of nonsense. We are fully grown
designing personalities that happen to be able to work
very well together.” So much for debunking a few myths
on the romanticism of starting an office.

Almost all of your projects are from winning com-

petitions. What’s the secret?
There are no secrets, we just try to do the competition
the best we can. Even before asking ourselves about the
brief, we think about the basic mainframe. Do we like the
country, the location, its food, etc.? It may sound banal,
but when you win a competition, you have to be there
very often for a very long time, so you'd better be sure
you’re going to like it there. Then, it’s really important
that you like the idea of working there, and this includes
food. Polish food is far better than you would expect. In
Switzerland, we... prefer the landscape [laughs].

Your office only does competitions, and you win one

in every six. How do you proceed?
Select, find concept, develop concept, discover poten-
tial, introduce experts, criticize, manipulate, improve. In
that particular order. Buttowin, | can give three tips. First:
Dreams come first; you can sacrifice later. Second: Ask
yourself, sincerely, ‘Can | be good? Can | be the best?’
We never pick hospitals, and we stopped doing housing.
We mostly participate in competitions abroad. Then, you
have to be really good and outsmart the local architects.
Third: Check the small factors. Who is on the jury? How
likely is it that it will get built? Is the process well-orga-
nized in time? Money? Procedures?

Your clients are municipalities, and almost all your
works are public and cultural. Do you specifically

aim to get such clients and buildings?

At first, we didn’t specifically choose cultural projects,
but those happened to be the projects we won. The sad
side is that we lost an awful lot of housing competitions
and schools, but by winning — and building — the cultural
projects, we gained a lot of experience in this typology.
So now we are more picky. Maybe it also has to do with
the fact that schools and social housing demand more
in-depth knowledge of the location, the local regula-
tions and laws, so those are easier for local architects
to understand. Cultural buildings, in that sense, are a bit
more free. Clients demand that they stand out in their
surroundings, so for us as foreign architects, they are
easier to tackle.

Is your style perhaps very suitable for cultural
buildings?
| think our style has been formed by our experience, and
this of course means doing the cultural projects.

You enjoy using words like harmony, monumentality,
and geometry, but now public space seems more
prominent. Has it become more important in your
work?
Yes. We now know that it's sometimes more important to
add space to the project, instead of adding a building to
the available space. We coined it ‘Iconic Void’, which is
not about architecture at all, but only about space. About
doing as little as possible; about not filling the whole plot.
Sometimes a square is more meaningful to a city than a
building, but sometimes the city needs a monument like
the Philharmonic in Szczecin. There, we didn’t want to
make something pure or aesthetic as such. This building
replaces the old philharmonic that was destroyed during
the Second World War. The old building was an import-
antand significant place in people’s minds. One thousand
people used to go there on Friday nights, well-dressed
and everything. We wanted to reflect that. We thought
we had to take some risks, something that could be crit-
icized and discussed, but very meaningful. An icon is a
soulless answer to any question.

Explain what you mean by ‘risks’?
We have been very successful up until now, but we need
to stay alert and eager. What is it that architecture can

do? How can we improve the compromise? Sometimes
it's a risk not to make something kick-ass, but rather
modest and humble. We are now working on a theatre
close to Barcelona and a contest in Switzerland. Both are
competitions, and it’s high time we win one of them. Our
last first prize was the Tanzhaus, in June 2014. You can
only win when you take risks, and taking risks is also the
reason why you can lose.

Taking risks brought you big projects in several dif-
ferent countries. How?
Indeed, but we were also one of the first to be part of the
Erasmus Programme some ten years ago; as a result, we
worked abroad a lot, so we never developed any specif-
ic relations in Spain. We could just as well work in any
other country.

Have you discovered differences in (building) cul-

ture between Poland, Spain, Italy, and Switzerland?
Yes, in regulations, procedures, mentality. In Switzerland,
an architect is a person that manages a project from be-
ginning to end, like in Spain. But in Switzerland there is
always a contractorin between that hasincredible control
over the building process. In Spain, you are completely
free, also to fail, and then you’re on your own. In Italy, the
building process is much more controlled by politicians.
The more south you go, the more local politicians take
over. In the north of Europe, the separation between pub-
lic and private is more strict. In Poland, it’s no disadvan-
tage to be young — everybody is young there! The mayor
of Szczecin is the same age as we are; you can’t believe
how important that is for the process. To have a common
ground, to go to the same concerts or festivals and to be
done with the argument, ‘When | was your age’, or ‘When
you're as old as me, you’ll understand’. In Italy, mayors are
usually older, and this is much more difficult to work with.

You have accomplished so much already. What are

your ambitions for the future?
No plans. Every step so far has been the result of a desire
or a feeling, but never of a plan. We try to find work and
to have fun while trying to make a living of it. We meet
new people all the time, which enriches our lives in a
tremendous way. We want to go on like this for the next
ten years. >
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