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ON MARGINS AND ABSENCES: NOTES ON HOW
ENRIC MIRALLES ENGAGED WITH “PLACE”
Felipe Lanuza
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Written by Enric Miralles in collaboration with
Carme Pinós,1 the first version of “Place” was published
without its title in 1987, in El Croquis magazine
Nº30.2 It introduced, among other designs, the
project La Llauna School in Badalona (metropolitan
area of Barcelona),3 where partners Miralles and
Pinós intervened on an old factory, adapting it to
be used as a high school. It was republished with
a few changes in 1995 under the name “Place,”
signed by Miralles only, in an extended compilation
of previous issues on Miralles/Pinós and Enric
Miralles by El Croquis.4 Without addressing the
load that the word “place” had in predominant
discourses in the field of architecture during those
years—tinged either by tradition, by architectural
38

interpretations of phenomenology or semiotics—
Miralles went beyond to describe a more intimate
and direct engagement with the site. Similarly, the
architectural practice of the young couple—Miralles
and Pinós—gained visibility through their fresh
approach in breaking through the postmodern
landscape of architectural production of the 1980s,5
which Miralles continued into the early 1990s and
from 1994 with Benedetta Tagliabue forming Miralles
Tagliabue EMBT.
In an elusive yet seductive fashion, “Place”
flows crossing boundaries between the different
situations described and ideas addressed in the
text. Some parts have certain autonomy regarding
the rest. There are sudden stoppages and new
beginnings, where the same things seem to be
said from different angles, then weaving into the
next idea. The overlaps and exchanges between
paragraphs somehow resemble Miralles’s way of
working, where ideas, drawings, and projects freely
contaminate each other across different stages of
the creative work.

I imagine Miralles being busy with many other
things at the time of putting these ideas down
on paper, trying—with difficulties—to articulate
through written language his clear and more direct
apprehension of (and engagement with) the given
site conditions through his architecture.6 Miralles’s
attitude was both curious and respectful, accepting
the complexity of the given reality while exploring
it from different angles, instead of reducing or
abstracting it in order to manage the design process
more easily.7
The text gives the impression of having
been written almost in a casual way, yet the contents—a blend of open-ended ideas, intuitions,
and experiences—come across persuasively. More
of a sequence of fragments taken from a long conversation—one held with Carme Pinós, I tend to
believe—than a precisely articulated, structured
text, the paragraphs convey immediacy, sensitivity,
and eloquence, as well as a sense of being a
work-in-progress.8 By trying to convey what a place
is, Miralles is implicitly telling us how he approaches
place from within the creative process.
Composed of a mere 431 words arranged
into 10 paragraphs,9 the text does not address the
idea of place directly. Instead, Miralles’s approach
is oblique, suggesting that “If place is one of such
moments in which thinking weaves into the real… in
that sense, the drawing, even the paper itself, is for
a moment, place.”10 These opening words not only
embed place in the design imagination right from
the start but also introduce a time-based reading of
it: place is just a moment in time.
In the first part of the text, with shorter
paragraphs, Miralles refers to simultaneity,
multiplicity, and successive new beginnings in his
design work, as a way “to allow that which we had
not thought of, to appear.”11 For him, to draw is not
to represent, but to seek discovery of things (geometries, aspects, or situations relating site and design),
that may even be saved for another project.12 This
is by no means a practice of imposing foreign ideas
but of reusing them while exploring how they might
adapt to and work in each particular context. Miralles was aware of (and deliberately used) his past
work and experience to approach every new project
instead of embracing a naïve idea of the designer’s
mind as a blank slate,13 which often brings forward
unspoken biases, assumptions, preconceptions,
design tics, and clichés unconsciously used by many
architects while claiming full and uncontaminated
engagement with “place.”
Miralles’s sense of discovery through the
design process mirrors onto the building’s construction by means of a hinge in the seventh paragraph
(and the turn to the next page), in which he suddenly
switches from the in-between states of the drawings
to the movement through the building to see how
“the new situations that appear redefine the distance
with the place from which it started.”14 The building
is, according to Miralles, “that privileged place
where to reflect on the origin of our path.”15
After that both retrospective and introspective sentence, the last three paragraphs are
longer and engage with Miralles’s thoughts on the
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site as seen from the newly built (or still-being-built)
architecture and how it should relate to the previous
site conditions. Here it becomes clear that, through
the text, Miralles explores the idea of “place” from
its margins—not its physical margins but the ones
defined by the time lapse between the drawing and
the materialization of architecture. On one end,
he starts with the site as embedded in the design
process, and on the other end, he considers the site
being transformed by the building.
Here, Miralles positions himself as a
narrator inside the materializing architecture, which
“in return” offers him a new perspective about the
place. He suggests that “this air, now enclosed, must
express the absence of what existed there before,”16
while in the site “appears something never thought
to be possible there.”17 Rather than a mechanical
process, the construction seems to be a further
moment in which the project redefines its relation
with the site; with its past and its future possibilities.
The second to last paragraph is possibly the
most evocative yet the most difficult to interpret. It
opens by stating that that empty space—loaded with
the absence of what existed there before—cannot
disappear after working on it; the architecture is
the only way to express that absence. Architecture
defines a new distance with what existed. In defining
that distance, architecture does not allude, nor does
it displace, empty, or omit the given, pre-existent
site—it responds to it with silence.18
The final paragraph refers directly to the
project for La Llauna, in particular to a special space
discovered during the construction period: a residual
area between structures not meant to be inhabited.19
It became a central feature of the refurbished building,
a passage connecting the different floors.20
Miralles finalizes by writing, “To stay
close to the spaces reserved for construction.
Those, which make the empty space possible.”
This is a somewhat disconcerting end to an already
not-easy-to-follow text. The reader has to look for
clues by reading her/his way back through the text
to understand that Miralles regards drawing and
construction as a continuum in which the opportunity for the unexpected and the nurturing of those
aspects of sites that come forward within the design
(and construction) work must be incorporated.
Although not explicit until this last paragraph, the photographs of La Llauna project shown
beside the text in the 1995 publication suggest that it
refers to that experience or at least that it extrapolates
from it.21 The reader then might look at them again
after the direct reference to it, with which the text
comes to an end. These backward actions go in line
with Miralles’s retrospective attitude of looking back
at the place, proving architecture to be a way of
understanding it, even if in new, unforeseen ways.
Such an attentive attitude towards the site contrasts
with more common approaches regarding it as a
mere starting point, a “square one” for a design
process to advance in autonomy. Also, it conceives
of the process of design in architecture to be a
mode of investigation, which is a form of knowledge
itself—one that is subjective, delicate, and creative.
Miralles proposes a form of conversation with the
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place instead of the imposition of preconceptions
(architectural or cultural), or worse, regarding it a
blank slate.
Most importantly, however, architecture
has to express the absence of what existed in the
intervened place. Acknowledging the inevitable
transformation it brings to the site, architecture
should keep or recover that empty space, now
framed by new walls, windows, pillars, and so
forth. Absence means to be away,22 and although
the building undoubtedly sits on the same site, it
defines a distance in time from the starting point
of the whole process.
By evolving through a close dialogue with
the site conditions, architecture can account for
those absences but not in a literal way. Architecture
should allow them to appear in silence. How? In
“Place” at least,23 Miralles suggests that the spaces
reserved for the construction process make that
empty space possible. As expressions of absence,
in his words, those found situations (I would like to
think here of the drawing process also) are the key
to keeping that close link to the site. By “staying
close” to those unanticipated spaces that emerge in
architecture’s construction he underlines the need
of letting them appear, which in my view refers
to the “silence” with which architecture should
respond to absence. More thorough analyses of
Miralles’s body of texts remains a pending task,
one that is important to undertake to gain a better
understanding of “Place” and its meaning in the
context of his approach to architecture.
Making use of Miralles’s mode of working
(and writing), after reflecting on and interpreting
“Place” (even risking its misunderstanding) I now
must make reference to Venice, in particular to the
site of the project for the new building of the Istituto
Universitario di Architettura di Venezia (IUAV),
by EMBT Architects, in which Miralles had now
partnered with Benedetta Tagliabue.24 Ten years on,
Miralles’s attitude towards the site acquired new
perspective, and the unrealized building hints on
absence in a different way.
The IUAV is located on the southwest end of
Venice, which used to be a predominantly industrial
quarter of the city. The new building was meant to
occupy the place of the former Magazzini Frigoriferi,25
near the existing educational institution’s facilities.
Acknowledging the desire for Venice
to remain identical to itself, which leads to strict
heritage regulations in the old fabric of the city, the
architects looked into the small differences between
the old and new constructions, the latter claiming to
be “the same as before” while really being “almost
the same” as before.26 With irony, this approach
brings to surface the obsessive effort to preserve
Venice’s image while in reality facing an inevitable
degree of change, usually masked to counterfeit an
undisturbed permanence.
The ordinary industrial building set to be
replaced was not subject to such restrictive norms,
but EMBT nevertheless decided to work within the
conceptual margins of “the same” and “almost the
same,” asserting the way in which the “new” architecture in Venice was being built. The design thus
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started by sequentially exploring slight variations
of the limits of the site, through “the overlapping of
different projects, as a game with time.” 27
To investigate the changes of such margins
thus became the starting point for probing the site’s
historical depth. Miralles and Tagliabue’s way of
working, of accumulating layers of information—of
the different formations of the site across its history,
the various possibilities of the new design, the traces
of other designs—that gradually shape the project,
encountered a particularly fertile ground in Venice.28
This can be seen through several design decisions.
For instance, they kept certain pre-existing elements
such as the rear façade of the existing building of
the Magazzini Frigoriferi and recreated a sort of
campiello (a small square of irregular geometry) in
the public areas at street level. By these means, they
transposed a memory of the old Venice’s intricate
urban fabric to its industrial part, set to be renovated
and eventually integrated into the city. The spatial
complexity of the proposed scheme echoed Venice’s
street layout, emerging through the playful exploration
of accumulating different layers and suggesting a
generative process that reflected the formation of the
city. According to Miralles and Tagliabue:
[F]olding, zig-zagging, seems to give the
building a maze quality, increasing the
depth in space, which has its consequence
in time. It seems that time—capturing
time—has substituted space. Buildings
want to capture time, especially in Venice.
To enter time, to be at the right time.29
The jury of the competition valued the proposal for
reflecting “the city’s fragmentary and discontinuous
characteristics, its different scales, the stratified
emergencies in the material history of the city,
the fragility that characterizes the only apparent
coherence of the Venetian urban tissue.”30 The
architects wrote some verses describing their
thoughts and feelings about their experience in
Venice as the city where to insert this project, and
these were presented together with the proposal
for the new building of the IUAV. They reflect on
the city as an ungraspable and elusive place:
[Venice] is a mystery in some way you try
to grasp, / to write, to draw, to photograph.
/ Something always escapes. / Was it a
reflection or just a mirage? / But it repeats
every day. / It is the mirage of her history
that always seems to find you. / You turn
around quickly, but you cannot see her. / It
has escaped already. /In every corner, you
feel like having this ghost close to you. /
Little by little it accompanies you, is your
guide. / It breathes with you walking in the
city, / in this city that is beautiful because it
is not there. . . . The building for the IUAV
is a reflection / It is to find another building
/ in the reflection of its big windows. . . . 31
Venice is here revealed as an absence, in a strange
realm between reality and dream—an absence that

Figure 01. The back end of the site, looking west, 2014. Photograph by Felipe Lanuza.
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Figure 03. The site seen from the northwest, 2019, showing the temporary educational facility. Photograph by Alvise Pagnacco.

Figure 02. The site seen from the southwest, 2014. Photograph by Felipe Lanuza.

Figure 04. View of the project in construction (or in ruins), 2019. Line drawing by Felipe Lanuza, based on a photograph of the ground level
model for the IUAV building, Enric Miralles Foundation, Barcelona; and on an aerial view of Venice, Google Earth Pro 2018.

was reimagined through the layered process that
added up to form the project of a building, which
echoed the deep, dense fabric of the city—a building
that was the approximate reflection of other
buildings, of their making in time.
The project was awarded the first prize but
was not built, mainly due to financial reasons.32 The
“new distance” that the project could have defined
from the site (now we jump back to “Place”), through
a reinterpretation of the whole city, remains an
absence, while the site remained an opening in the
middle of the city [Figs. 1 and 2], nowadays being
occupied on its east half by a temporary educational
facility [Fig. 3].33
As a building that is not there, it probably
reflects this sense of absence more poignantly,
standing on the fringe between reality, memory, and
imagination, as described in the verses above.
Although not being built, EMBT’s project
has been vastly published. One of the most evocative
images, which features in many of those publications,34 is that of the project’s model showing just
the ground level intervention and a few walls and
volumes starting to emerge from the ground,
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evidencing the topographic relations with the
immediate context.35 It is a model of the building as
if halfway through the construction process, bearing
the potential of new readings that could be—following
Miralles’s view—drawn into the project, or saved for
another one. This model bears a sense of openness
that resembles that of a site in ruins, as if those were
vestiges, fragments that now seek for a new answer,
as Miralles himself observed when reflecting on
the construction process of his works [Fig. 4].36
That important moment of the project (and the
place) anticipated the state of emptiness in which it
remained after the demolition of the old building, to
give way to the new one (which incorporated an old
façade and other elements), which is still not there.
Today, on that site, there is no material
sign of the absence of that building—it only comes
forward in the memory and imagination of those
who know the project. If we follow Miralles’s
thoughts in “Place,” any new building on that site
would need to account for that void, which in its
openness hints to that empty space of sites that
architecture ought to preserve—something so
palpable in the photos of the model of the building
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Figure 05. EMBT’s project for the IUAV outlined on the site in the early
eighteenth century, 2019. Digital line drawing by Felipe Lanuza, based
on original in Enric Miralles Foundation, Barcelona, over the “Pictorial
Representation of the Illustrious City of Venice Dedicated to the Reign of
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the Most Serene Dominion of Venice” [Map], created by Lodovico Ughi in
1729, Wikimedia Commons. Segment line at the bottom indicates the current
border of the Venice lagoon. Google Earth Pro aerial photograph of 2018
used as reference to adjust the old map and link it to the drawing.

in construction. In a dialogue between absences, it
would also address EMBT’s unrealized project.
According to Miralles, when working
in areas that accumulate a rich urban history, it
seems that the present time becomes peripheral,
opposed to sites in the periphery of cities that are
of more recent formation.37 The site for the new
IUAV building seems to reflect both realities, or, in
other words, it conveys the physical and temporal
margins of Venice. It is located just off the old fabric
of the city, on an industrial quarter developed in the
nineteenth century,38 yet the area forms part of the
city since the eighteenth century [Fig. 5].
Miralles attempted to work with and
acknowledge all that which existed once in the sites
he confronted. To set a dialogue between the site and
the memory of a past (and still) possible building may
be a further way to rethink architecture’s occupation
of that place, one that allows for the retrospective
gaze to find a reflection of that another, imaginary
building, reflecting a city that is not there.39
Beyond pretending to suggest what to
do (or not) in that particular site in Venice, I have
discussed and speculated on Miralles’s thinking
on how to engage with site conditions, and bring
about the—perhaps overlooked—role of absence
in this. I hope these notes are, also, a continuation
of the conversation about place that Miralles and
Pinós opened up in the 1980s, one that proves to be
especially contingent due to the current re-focusing
on postmodern architectural discourses, imagery,
and practices, bringing about the meanings and
possibilities of what “Place” might be and how to
engage with it through architecture.
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ENDNOTES
01.

02.

03.

04.

05.

06.

Although Enric Miralles used to write the texts
for the publications during the time he practiced
with Carme Pinós, they generally discussed the
contents and arguments together. Therefore, for
the early version of this text, Miralles’s authorship
is shared to some degree with Pinós. Estudio
Carme Pinós, e-mail communication with the
author, March 26, 2019.
Enric Miralles, [section 2], in “Enric Miralles and
Carmé Pinós: Obras y Proyectos,” ed. Richard
Levene and Fernando Márquez, special issue, El
Croquis 30 (1987): 22–23. The projects presented
in that issue of El Croquis are grouped in 4
sections; each of them introduced by a brief text.
They all, plus a short introduction to the whole
issue, suggest a relation between place and design,
either directly or indirectly. Further analysis and
discussion remain a pending task.
Eduardo Almalé, “Enric Miralles y Carme
Pinós. El Croquis Nº 30, 1987,” Homenaje
a Enric Miralles (blog), March 20, 2013,
https://homenajeaenricmiralles.wordpress.
com/2013/03/20/enric-miralles-y-carme-pinosel-croquis-no-30-1987/.
Enric Miralles, “Place,” in “Enric Miralles y Carme
Pinós 1983–1990 Miralles/Pinós y 1990–1994
Enric Miralles,” ed. Richard Levene and Fernando
Márquez, special issue, El Croquis 30+49/50: 28–
29. From now on, I will refer to this publication, as
it is more widely disseminated and is likely to be
available in libraries at international architecture
schools, while the issue of El Croquis of 1987 has
become a rare item. The text published in 1987
had a few words referring to other projects (the
refurbishing of the Golferichs House, the Granada
Congress Palace, and the refurbishing of the
Palau Finestres), which were taken out, among
other minor changes in the version I discuss here.
This version is signed by Enric Miralles only,
which I understand as establishing authorship on
the text. However, as shown in the first endnote
above, the earlier version may have been written
or at least discussed with Carme Pinós. Although
Miralles might have revised and adapted the text
for its later publication in 1995, I (take the risk to)
consider that it largely shows the contents he most
probably discussed with Pinós in the mid-1980s.
The text remains written in first-person plural, as
well as all other introductory texts for each section
in El Croquis 30.
Avoiding to refer to “place” in line with such
debates can also be read as a conscious distancing
from discourses and architectures predominant
in the 1980s and 1990s, a distancing poignantly
reflected in Miralles’s designs.
Miralles struggled to obtain his doctorate in
architecture at the ETSAB in Barcelona, where he
studied to become an architect. He needed the
degree as part of his academic obligations while
teaching there. See Rafael Moneo, “Cosas vistas
a izquierda y derecha (sin gafas), un comentario
a la tesis doctoral de Enric Miralles Moya, 1987”
DC Revista de crítica arquitectónica 17–18 (2009):
128, http://hdl.handle.net/2099/9303.

07.

Juan Antonio Cortés, “The Complexity of the
Real,” in “EMBT Miralles Tagliabue 2000–2009,”
ed. Richard Levene and Fernando Márquez,
special issue, El Croquis 144 (2009): 49.

08.

Miralles regarded architecture as a form of
conversation. See Cortés, 21, and Carles Muro,
“Nota del editor” in Conversaciones con Enric
Miralles, ed. Carles Muro (Barcelona: Gustavo
Gili, 2016), 13.
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09.

Here I refer to “Lugar,” the Spanish version of
“Place.” A basic English translation of 422 wor§ds,
arranged into 5 paragraphs is provided in the
1995 issue of El Croquis. I translated the quoted
passages from the version in Spanish version to
achieve a more direct apprehension of the text.
The 1987 version has 498 words, arranged into 5
paragraphs.

10.

Miralles, “Lugar,” 28.

11.

Ibid.

12.

Ibid.

13.

A strange sort of postmodern countering point
to the modernist paradigm of the site as a blank
slate.

14.

Miralles, “Lugar,” 29.

15.

Ibid.

16.

Ibid.

17.

Ibid.

18.

Ibid. Here I quote the whole paragraph for the
reader to have access to the evidence, beyond my
own interpretation: “You cannot make that empty
space disappear after working on it. Expression of
this absence. Only architecture is capable of doing
it. Not by allusion. Not by displacement. Not by
emptying. Not by omission, nor by forgetting.
Silence is the answer to the new distance that has
been defined with respect to the existing.”

19.

Ibid.

20.

Enric Miralles and Carme Pinós, “Proyecto de
unos accesos para transformar una nave industrial
en escuela” Obradoiro 11 (March 1985): 13–16,
http://www.coag.es/descargalibroscoag/O-011HQ.pdf.

21.

The text, in its version of 1987, refers to other
projects too. Despite their absence in the version
of 1995, analyzed here, the text still suggests to go
beyond the particular experience of La Llauna.

22.

“Absence,” in The Oxford Dictionary of English
Etymology, ed. C. T. Onions (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1966). Earlier definition “at
a distance, removed far from” for “Absent,” in
English Etymology; or, a Derivative Dictionary of
the English Language: In Two Alphabets (…) ed.
George William Lemon (London: printed for G.
Robinson, in Pater-Noster Row, 1783).

23.

By looking at the number of buildings and
projects Miralles designed through his career
different ways of relating with the sites can be
identified, yet always respectful and observant.

24.

Competition: first phase 1998; second phase
1999: First Prize. Project by Enric Miralles
and Benedetta Tagliabue; project leader, Elena
Rocchi. See “Nueva sede IUAV,” in EMBT Miralles
Tagliabue: Obras y proyectos, eds. Marco De
Michelis and Maddalena Scimemi (Milan: Skira
2002), 132.

25.

The Magazzini Frigoriferi were Venice’s old
Refrigerated Warehouses. The building covered
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