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Honorable Director, 
Honorable Academicians, 
Ladies and Gentlemen: 

My opening line should be to thank the Academy for 
honoring me with a confidence I hope to be worthy of. I 
owe it to each and every one of its members, for electing 
me in the session held on 20 June last year, but I wish to 
specially mention Antonio Fernández Alba, my mentor at 
the School of Architecture and in this institution as well, 
with all the intellectual generosity that characterizes him; 
Pedro Navascués, Rafael Manzano and Simón Marchán, 
who were so kind to introduce me here and whose gestures 
of affection I appreciate for all they are worth; Antonio 
Bonet and Fernando Terán, who have given me repeated 
proofs of friendship in my first contacts with this house; 
and Rafael Moneo, who obliged when I asked him to re-
spond to these words, adding yet another debt of gratitude 
to the many I already owe to his inquisitive intelligence 
and architectural talent.



Having been elected for the tenth medal, which belonged 
to José Antonio Corrales (and previously to Luis Cervera 
Vera and Luis Menéndez Pidal), tinges my gratitude with 
preoccupation, hard as it is to picture myself fitting into 
such a succession of excellence. This feeling becomes bio-
graphical when it comes to José Antonio Corrales, whom 
I was fortunate to become acquainted with, increasing the 
admiration I had felt for him since my student years. Along 
with the much missed Ramón Vázquez Molezún, his part-
ner and friend, José Antonio Corrales was then already 
a model figure for the young starting out in the profes-
sion. We imitated his early Herrera del Pisuerga schools, 
visited the Miraflores de la Sierra residence – carried out 
with the unforgettable Alejandro de la Sota, our professor 
at the time –, and were awed at the daring of the Spanish 
Pavilion in Brussels, a well-rounded and timely work that 
would bring its authors into the canon of Spanish architec-
ture. Later on I had the chance to study his Almendrales 
dwellings in detail and, as a young teacher, use the Huarte 
House as a reference, analyze the Bankunión project, or 
lead class visits to the architect’s house in Aravaca, whose 
radical construction served as a pedagogical stimulus and 
where the generosity of José Antonio Corrales and his wife 
Isabel made them jovially welcome the regular invasion of 
crowds of students.

With a work ethic and a professional exactitude that 
surely owed much to the training he received from his 
uncle, Luis Gutiérrez Soto, the long and painstaking ca-
reer of José Antonio Corrales was marked by the tenacious 
optimism of modernity, and obtained from his colleagues 
the highest honors that our institutions give. But Spanish 
society will not have paid its debt to him while his master-



piece – now renamed the Hexagons Pavilion, and which 
was brought from Brussels to Madrid only to be delivered 
to the devastation of abandonment and time, stripped of 
all function and denied any kind of role in civic life –, 
remains in disuse. Redressing this shameful situation – as 
I already had the chance to demand during the session that 
in the wake of his death we dedicated to him at the School 
of Architecture, where he taught for some time – is the 
best tribute we could give to the man I am replacing in the 
Academy’s tenth medal.

Allow me on this solemn occasion to name two more 
people who are no longer with us either, but who live on 
indelibly in emotion and memory. First my father, Dimas 
Fernández-Galiano, a humanist scientist who instilled in 
me a love for knowledge, and to whom I simply owe all that 
I am. I would also like to remember a friend, the premature-
ly deceased Juan Antonio Ramírez, an art historian more 
deserving of a place in this house than myself, who was 
my intellectual conversation partner for thirty years. I had 
both of them in mind as I wrote this speech, and from both 
I would have sought approval of a text that, as you will see, 
avoids the familiar terrain of architectural criticism which I 
have explored in the last decades, to make an urgent synthe-
sis of the state of the planet, its cities and its landscapes: an 
alarming but spirited diagnosis that hopefully will move us 
to reconcile architecture with life in the framework of our 
mutating arts. This will be my subject now.



I.  
A Man-Made World: The Artificial Around Us

Manufactured Environment. Planetary Frontiers

We live in a fabricated world. Under the human impact, 
the planet has transformed to such a degree that geolo-
gists propose a new name for the age that begins with 
the Industrial Revolution: after the Pleistocene and the 
Holocene, the Anthropocene – a term coined by the Nobel 
Prize in Chemistry winner Paul Crutzen – would be the 
third epoch of the Quaternary Period, characterized by the 
radical anthropic modification of the Earth’s crust. The ac-
tions of our species, which since the time of the Neolithic 
Revolution and the appearance of agriculture 8,000 years 
ago have been responsible for considerable alterations 
in ecosystems, have accelerated vertiginously in the past 
two centuries. Through the consumption of fossil fuels 
deposited over hundreds of millions of years, humanity 
has multiplied its capacity to shape the globe to satisfy the 
growing needs of an ever expanding population. In doing 
so we have altered the carbon cycle in the same way that 
artificial fertilizers, without which the planet would not be 
able to feed 7,000 million people, have radically modified 
the nitrogen cycle. Through great works of engineering, 
urban construction or mining and agricultural exploitation, 
we are reshaping a world where already nearly everything 
is artificial. How could we possibly speak of architecture 
today without putting it in this context?

On the planet today there are more planted trees than 
wild ones, and there is more biomass in humans and cattle 



than in all the other large animals combined. A single en-
gineering project can move more ground than rivers drag 
with them to the sea, and our actions are transforming the 
morphology of the coasts, the hydrologic cycle, the chem-
istry of the oceans and the fluctuations of climate. In a re-
mote past, changes in the availability of energy brought 
on substantial mutations in the way the world functioned, 
and leaps in the level of atmospheric oxygen 2,400 and 
600 million years ago gave rise to the appearance first of 
complex cells, then of  large organisms. The Anthropocene 
could well be the third great oxidation of the planet if the 
collective intelligence of humanity manages to bring on a 
transition from fossil to renewable sources of energy, and 
continue the process of reshaping the world through geo-
engineering. But while this visionary project materializes, 
we would do well to try as much as possible to maintain 
the conditions that allowed the stability of the Holocene, 
as the scientists concerned about ‘planetary frontiers’ ad-
vise, and prevent the gradual, barely perceptible changes 
from exceeding thresholds or limits beyond which muta-
tion is sudden, irreversible and probably catastrophic. In 
this endeavor, the role of urban construction and territorial 
engineering is essential, because the artificial environment 
we inhabit is shaped in great part by the nature of these 
practices, by their disciplinary foundations and by the pro-
cesses through which they are executed.



Challenges and Risks. From Climate to Energy

Humankind’s formidable capacity to alter the environment 
has come with huge challenges and huge risks. Climate 
change caused by carbon dioxide emissions, by now much 
documented with solid scientific proof, is the most notori-
ous of them, but not at all the only one. The progressive 
depletion of fossil fuel reserves is another of the risks that 
constitute a challenge, in this case of a colossal dimension 
considering how industrial production, the urban model 
and transport systems all critically depend on oil and gas. 
The two processes are closely related, to be sure, since the 
emissions responsible for climate change are associated 
with the use of fuels, and in turn the melting of Arctic ice 
produced by the rise of temperatures is opening up new 
maritime channels in the north of America and Eurasia, 
creating access to large reserves of fossil fuels. In the short 
run, the mutation of the climate will benefit the northern 
zones of our hemisphere, but to a larger extent bring harm 
to the millions who live in the deltas of the great rivers, 
which will flood with rising sea levels, and to the coun-
tries with more temperate climates such as Spain, which 
will suffer desertification. But in the middle run, the grow-
ing scarcity of fossil fuels will force everyone to look for 
transition formulas that work to lead us from the current 
economy dependent on energy deposits to one reliant on 
energy flows, and therefore to the progressive shift from 
using up reserves to tapping renewable sources.

Carrying out this process, which requires profound 
transformations in production and in the territory, and do-
ing so in a way that would ensure the planet’s capacity 
to maintain 10,000 million people – ten times the world 



population at the start of the Industrial Revolution – is a 
challenge loaded with risks, because while it excludes a 
bucolic return to a romanticized preindustrial past, it de-
mands certain instruments of planetary governance that 
have yet to come into existence. What we have come to 
call globalization has created a tight network of material 
and immaterial webs – from production and transport to fi-
nances and communications – that make us all interdepen-
dent, but it has not yet forged the political and institutional 
mechanisms that would guarantee the stability of the sys-
tem, threatened as it is, as much by the geostrategic muta-
tions brought on by the decline of the West vis-à-vis the 
emerging countries of Asia and the rest of the world, as by 
the deterioration of ethics and responsibility in most ruling 
elites. Although the process will indeed have winners and 
losers, the dramatic likelihood of convulsions sparking 
military conflicts makes it now necessary to concentrate 
on preserving a stable and sustainable global system.

 



The Science of Heat. Preserving the Existing

The effort to prevent the planet from losing its balance 
probably requires an acknowledgment of the physical lim-
its to growth, which have an important energy dimension. 
Definitely both demographic and economic growth are 
limited by the availability of food and prime commodities, 
and the supply of both has a significant spatial component 
because cultivation and extraction – like transformation, 
distribution and consumption – must be interpreted in ter-
ritorial terms. Nevertheless, the food fed to people and the 
raw materials fed to industry could be seen as solidified 
energy flows, and even space lends itself to quantification 
in energy terms if we consider the force necessary to de-
fend it and the work needed to build the communication 
networks that make it accessible. In this way, energy pres-
ents itself as an analytical tool with which to evaluate the 
cost of products and processes, and in this way estimate 
the limits set by the availability of renewable sources. 
Thermodynamics then emerges as a scientific instrument 
at the service of social planning, and even as a new para-
digm that modifies the landscape of thought by introduc-
ing entropy and irreversible time.

The building and maintenance of the physical environ-
ment, which requires enormous quantities of high-quality 
energy, ought to be the object of special attention because 
territorial infrastructures, as much as urban fabrics, are 
costly artifacts in the thermodynamic balance. We are 
often reminded that the heating and cooling of buildings 
and the fuel of vehicles – two variables closely related to 
urban and territorial models – are responsible for half the 
energy consumption in contemporary industrial societ-



ies, but rarely is it mentioned that both city building and 
the construction of transportation networks require using 
huge amounts of energy, which accumulates in them like 
a valuable thermodynamic capital in need of protection 
against the erosion of time, obsolescence or abandonment. 
Regenerating what already exists – for which a collective 
appreciation based on custom or beauty is indispensable 
– seems to be an efficient energy strategy as it uses part 
of the thermodynamic gain to maintain the capital depos-
ited in the structures built by previous generations. In fact, 
even the monetary capital or the social capital incorpo-
rated in institutions and habits can be interpreted as im-
material deposits of energy invested in the past, extending 
to the symbolic domain the thermodynamic pertinence of 
conservation, which spreads beyond the material terrain to 
subtly penetrate the intangible sphere of the virtual.



Digital Heyday. Project and Paradigm

In the final decades of the 20th century, the extraordinary 
development of computers and information science has 
justified the frequent use of the term ‘digital revolution’. 
In fact, the digital has come to offer itself as a referential 
framework replacing the mechanistic as intellectual tool 
and technical scape. The oil crises of the 1970s proposed 
the entropic pessimism of thermodynamics as a scientific 
paradigm of response to the epistemological and material 
ruin of the mechanistic, but the optimism sparked by the 
end of the Cold War and the proliferation of cheap money 
at the close of the century led to looking to the digital for 
an alternative paradigm, which, still newly coined, would 
suffer the erosion brought on by the bursting of the dot.
com bubble, the real estate bubble and the loan bubble. 
Even so, and despite the difficulty of sustaining the vir-
tual utopias engendered by the mirage of transcending the 
realm of need, the digital has brought about substantial 
mutations in production, communication and visual cul-
ture, which alter the technical universe and the relation 
between designing and fabricating the artificial. Although 
the current crisis of political and economic governance has 
silenced the hopes raised by the explosion of the virtual, its 
radical alteration of the material and mental environment 
remains in force, and deserves a brief commentary.

As Mario Carpo has pointed out, modernity introduced 
the making of identical copies, the Industrial Revolution 
made it possible to produce them en masse, and digitaliza-
tion opens the door to interminable variations that bring 
us back to preindustrial craft and its ever unique objects. 
These three successive technical eras, characterized by 



manual, mechanical and digital fabrication, map the rise 
and fall of modern visual culture, which is based on the 
repetition provided by the printing press, and also mark 
the transformations that have taken place in the arts and in 
the concept of authorship. The architect as author, for ex-
ample, did not fully come into being until Alberti separat-
ed construction from design and attributed the latter with 
the aura of originality, reducing the material execution of 
a building into a mere reproduction of something already 
defined in the project. Nelson Goodman has held that all 
arts are born autographic, physically made by those who 
have conceived them, and in time some become alograph-
ic, meaning conceived by their authors and materialized 
by others: such is the case in architecture, and nowadays 
also in certain fine arts. The digital puts this modern au-
thorship in a state of crisis, based as it is on the production 
of objects that are identical to an original, and introduces 
both the variability of customization without limits and the 
most intimate connection between design and fabrication 
through computers and information programs.



The Virtual and its Limits. Ode to Mimesis

The digital universe, which so many have hailed as a mi-
raculous cure for the tribulations of the material world, 
nevertheless has limitations deriving from our human 
condition, or better, our biological condition as thermody-
namic organisms that need a flow of negative entropy to 
survive and reproduce. We are not yet virtual beings, and 
true as it is that man does not live on bread alone, our own 
symbolic food requires flows of energy to be conceived 
and distributed, so the same system of the arts cannot be 
maintained without a material base that after all is also an 
energy base. Rudolf Arnheim brilliantly wrote on the rela-
tion between art and entropy, and his essay on order and 
disorder uses the psychology of perception and the theory 
of information to defend the evolutionary advantages of 
structural order, and propose it in the field of aesthetics 
as a defense against the confusion of the world, where the 
catabolic erosion of form is in conflict with the anabolic 
construction of cognitive life and material techniques. As 
he points out, homeostasis alone is not enough, because 
a meaningful life requires something more than organic 
balance, but without that thermodynamic primum vivere, 
nothing can come about.

The proposal for a tension-reducing formal order seems 
to be bring art to the Freudian pleasure principle, a per-
haps anachronistic task if placed in the framework of con-
temporary convulsive beauty, let alone in an intellectual 
landscape that denies legitimacy to any kind of activity or 
object lacking in subversion or provocation. Momentarily 
leaving aside the question of whether art that soothes or 
consoles is plausible in our times, the near oxymoronic na-



ture of useful art that we attribute to architecture allows us 
to examine this discipline independently, and to consider 
whether it should aspire to express the turbulences of the 
times or, on the contrary, build orderly places that provide 
protection and shelter in an inclement world. To go for the 
second option is to advocate an architecture of high formal 
clarity and rigorous continuity with the existing, where 
simplicity and economy of means reduce its impact on 
the planet’s limited resources, and where the determina-
tion to reuse what already exists and what we have already 
learned has no qualms about using discredited mimesis as 
an information and thermodynamic tool. In the face of the 
material and energy waste of capricious disorder or inter-
minable experimentation, the gradual improvement of the 
orderly forms that are reproduced through mimesis have 
an economic, social and intellectual logic that makes a 
persuasive realism out of its abstraction.



II.  
Our Horizontal Babel: The Sprawling City

An Urban Humanity. The Built Globe

Already more than half of humanity lives in cities, and the 
urbanization process advances at so vertiginous a rate that 
we will soon be able to describe the planet as a built globe, 
with its population agglomerated in metropolises and the 
surrounding environment transformed into an artificial 
landscape. The city, that extraordinary invention of our 
species, has grown and multiplied under the pressure of 
the demographic and productive explosion brought on by 
fossil fuels, without the formidable development of tele-
communications – as Edward Glaeser has stated – dimin-
ishing the convenience or the desire of living close to one 
another. Crucibles of scientific and technical innovation, 
and to the same extent scenes of intellectual and artistic 
mutations, cities are our most valuable heritage: a wealth 
that rests not only in its buildings but also in its people, be-
cause even more valuable than its urban fabric is the dense 
social tapestry that weaves together the interests, ideas and 
affections of its inhabitants. In this network of connections 
lies the essence of the urban, and from this mesh of rela-
tionships comes its potential and lure, manifested in the 
territory like a magnetic field that is irresistible to rural 
populations, a multitude of iron filings dragged beyond 
remedy towards the metropolitan magnet.

These centripetal forces responsible for the migrations 
from countryside to city are expressed in the exponential 
growth of both the urban dimension and the pathologies 



associated with scale, provoking the contradictory emer-
gence of other centrifugal forces that push large sectors of 
the population to remote suburban peripheries, where the 
qualities of civic life are denatured or weakened. At the 
same time, the dispersal of constructions degrades the nat-
ural environment, altering its morphology by modifying 
its uses, and colonizing the landscape by filling it with irre-
versible works of engineering and architecture. What else-
where I have called horizontal Babel, formed by sprawl, 
is thus neither real city nor countryside, and yet the con-
temporary exuberance of energy has allowed it to spread 
through the five continents, driven by metropolitan mal-
aise and the nostalgia for nature while undermining civic 
virtues and pastoral beauty. The tension between the urban 
gravitation that brings us together and the centrifugal urge 
that pulls us toward the peripheries produces a vibration of 
the essential fiber of the debate on territory and landscape, 
which has its ominous protagonist in that boundless and 
characterless city, and the most visible cause of our envi-
ronmental crisis in its planetary metastasis.



Ecosystems and Flows. Suburban Processes

In ecological terms, the conventional interpretation of 
the city is as an organism that feeds on its surroundings. 
Inscribed in a long tradition of biological metaphors, but 
equipped in this case with a solid analytical and quantita-
tive base, the description of urban organisms that crystal-
lizes in the studies of Howard and Eugene Odum pres-
ents these as receivers of a continuous flow of energy and 
materials that enables them to feed their populations, heat 
and cool their buildings, and transport people and goods 
– besides building and repairing their physical fabrics –, 
and also as emitters of waste and heat; in thermodynam-
ic terms, as receivers of negative entropy or negentropy 
that gives them the capacity to maintain their form or, in 
Spinoza’s formula, ‘persevere in being’. This organic view 
of the city, which in likening it to a living being holds that 
it must have nourishment – or in physical terms export en-
tropy –, requires an exact definition of its limits, something 
unfortunately less precise in the urban than in the biologi-
cal sphere, where the skin of an animal or the membrane of 
a protozoan forms a relatively clear-cut boundary between 
the individual and the environment that sustains it.

Naturally it could be argued that living organisms 
should not be understood exclusively as individuals either, 
because they are an inextricable part of populations and 
these in turn subsist in dynamic equilibrium with others of 
different species in symbiotic or trophic relationships. All 
told, contemporary sprawl, along with the colonization of 
interurban space by huge transport, production and con-
sumption infrastructures – from airport cities, container 
ports or logistical centers to industrial complexes, com-



mercial centers or theme parks –, have turned cities into 
organisms with blurry edges, not even nodes of commu-
nication networks, and can only be described as higher-
density zones in a built continuum. The first conurbations 
have given rise to vast territories that are compactly oc-
cupied, fogging the boundaries of cities and making ur-
ban ecology give way to territorial ecology in the search 
for a larger-scale field that allows a better understanding 
of the material and energy bases of the sustainability of 
human settlements: a scientific, economic and social en-
deavor that turns our attention from urban fabrics to the 
infrastructures that organize the territory.



Space or Territory. Key Infrastructures

If the modern eye focussed on spaces that could be re-
peated indefinitely by mechanical means and the postmod-
ern one preferred places that were depositaries of unique 
qualities, perhaps our era calls upon us to turn our gaze 
toward the territory, to be contemplated as the stage for 
the quantitative logic and dimensional ambition of civil 
engineering, and simultaneously as a realm in possession 
of its own geographic, bioclimatic and even historic speci-
ficity. Thereby reconciling modern quantity with postmod-
ern quality, the priority given to the territory puts built ob-
jects in the larger framework of artificial ecology, allows 
thinking of architecture as urbanism (while lending itself 
to considering urbanism with the intellectual tools of ar-
chitecture), and reconstructs architecture’s dialog with en-
gineering, which was silenced for a time by architecture’s 
confinement in the leper colony of signs and symbols: a 
period, incidentally, that has been paradoxically described 
as a ‘semantic nightmare’ by a notorious author of iconic 
works, Rem Koolhaas; but a period that also purged the 
discipline of both the docile subjection to the iron laws 
of technique and the demiurgic insistence on indefinite 
growth, thus reviving the spirit of the place, the pulse of 
memory and an awareness of limits.

In the new centrality of the territory, infrastructures 
play a clearly essential role, articulating the landscape, 
as they do, by constructing a voluntary geography that 
frames uses and channels movements. The great networks 
for transporting people and merchandise – by land through 
highways and railways, by sea and air with ports and air-
ports –, for supplying water – from dams to purification 



plants – and for providing electricity, gas, telephone con-
nections and fiber optics – with power plants, wires and 
pipes – form a territory also sprinkled with dump yards, ve-
hicle scrap yards and deposits of chemical and nuclear res-
idues, in addition to an immaterial communications mesh 
that spreads out heterogeneously. This physical and virtual 
system of networks and nodes serves to channel flows and 
exchanges, determines concentrations of resources, ener-
gy and information, and ultimately defines the patterns of 
occupation and density of urban landscapes. Programmed 
to last a long time and forced to combine the necessary 
continuity with the inevitable change, infrastructures are a 
register of our past and a mold for our future, so the deci-
sions that are made in this field take on particular impor-
tance, conditioning urban models and architectural types.



Healthy Density. The Compact Models

When we consider the city under the ecological prism, in 
the current context of energy scarcity and climate change, 
no parameter is more decisive than density. The compact 
city, which is not so much the metropolis of skyscrapers 
as it is the classical Mediterranean town, is the territorial 
occupation model most readily described as sustainable: 
that which incurs fewer material and energy expenditures 
in raising urban infrastructures, which because they are 
shared by many, are less costly; that whose buildings con-
sume less non-renewable energy and resources, both in 
construction and in maintenance during their useful lives, 
thanks to the advantageous shape coefficient that compact-
ness gives when the relation between the area it encloses 
and the volume enclosed is reduced; and also that whose 
density reduces the time and the cost of vehicular com-
muting by providing the direct contact that is the sign of 
urban life and the engine of the intellectual, artistic and in-
terpersonal communication that makes cities drivers of so-
cial change. The sprawling city, in contrast, which histori-
cally arose from the garden city, associated with a return 
to nature, paradoxically turns out to be less green than the 
compact one, precisely owing to the greater material and 
energy costs needed for its vast infrastructures, inefficient 
constructions and long commuting times.

All this is not to say, of course, that the compact city 
can do without taking non-renewable resources and ener-
gy from the environment, whatever way we set the limits 
between them, or without dumping residues and emitting 
carbon dioxide into it. The dream of self-sufficiency, which 
once nourished so many anti-urban utopias, now comes 



true in projects for new cities like the well-known Masdar, 
which the team of Norman Foster is building with the aim 
of making a town that produces its own energy, recycles 
all its wastes, and emits no carbon dioxide into the atmo-
sphere – thus avoiding consumption of non-renewable re-
sources and global warming –, but it will take some time 
before all the objectives are met. While we wait for that 
day to come, cities will have to continue exporting entropy 
(or importing negentropy), and the familiar compact town 
will continue to be our best option for communal life: a 
solution that is perhaps still suboptimal in the ecological 
sphere, but probably unsurpassable in the social and cul-
tural, providing spaces for intense and spontaneous inter-
personal relations of the kind that make ideas circulate and 
stimulate innovation, attracting financial capital with its 
dynamism and human capital with its opportunities and 
quality of life, all of these being characteristics intimately 
linked to density.



Threatened Commons. Landscapes in Flux

Beyond its enormous economic and energy cost as well 
as its negative impact on the ecology of the planet, sprawl 
has had the side effect of reducing the public sphere, cut-
ting down on the collective spaces that characterize the 
compact city. These are the places where shared values are 
expressed chorally, but also those where individual paths 
meet and fuse, and this double function enriches cities 
with a social capital of connections and confidence that 
is hard to replace with a judicial architecture of laws and 
contracts. Both the growing privatization of residual natu-
ral spaces and the commercial administration of urban and 
suburban places dedicated to leisure transform the public 
domain, and this process, which affects the entire territory 
by fragmenting it and extracting its pieces from the collec-
tive sphere, has an even greater impact on the city, whose 
civic nature requires vertebration through shared spaces, 
which in traditional urbanism have always been of a physi-
cal nature, and which contemporary sprawl has sought to 
replace, so far unsuccessfully, with virtual spaces, whether 
those of the media or those of the emerging social net-
works, whose penetration in current society brings with it 
both promises and fears.

Although it seems to have become routine to say that 
the new generations simultaneously inhabit the immaterial 
labyrinths of the web and the physical precincts of their 
biological existence, the truth is that all movements en-
gendered in the digital womb have ended up manifesting 
themselves, gaining visibility and acquiring legitimacy in 
the worn public space of the traditional city, whether the 
fashion trends that scouts look for on the streets of Tokyo 



and New York or the political mutations that young Arabs 
have brought on with their presence in the squares of Tunis 
or Cairo. No doubt we are faced with a landscape of tech-
nical and social changes, but it cannot be ascertained that 
these mutations will be expressed only, or preferentially, in 
virtual realms. We inhabit material spaces, consume irre-
placeable resources and degrade energy to maintain our 
social organization and our own organisms. In this his-
toric crossroads, the digital revolution will not save the 
furniture of the physical city, which must progressively 
abandon the model of the horizontal Babel lest it endanger 
the future of our species on the planet, and embrace the 
alternative – density – as something that, freed of its nega-
tive associations with pollution and traffic, can effectively 
offer a more responsible and sustainable way of inhabiting 
the world: a way of living close together that is more eco-
nomically efficient, more culturally stimulating, and more 
gratifying in terms of interpersonal relationships.



III.  
The Age of Spectacle: From Cries to Whispers

Metastasis of Icons. High Architecture

The physical and social fragmentation of the contempo-
rary world, which has fractured urban fabrics and com-
munity ties, has engendered the self-withdrawn culture 
of narcissist individualism, replacing a dense mesh of po-
litical, intellectual and artistic references with the fleeting 
glimmer of spectacle. This ‘society of the spectacle’ that 
Guy Debord theorized on is articulated around a galaxy 
of images that are in permanent renewal, sprinkling the 
anomie of its landscapes with memorable icons that seek 
to fix themselves to people’s retinas by competing in the 
din of offers, and that often barely manage to be noticed 
before vanishing like a drawing in the sand. The insatiable 
appetite for the new devours the torrent of images, and 
the eddy of novelty drags events, works and people to-
wards an abyss of oblivion: nothing seems able to escape 
this collective amnesia. Because of the permanent char-
acter of its constructions and the painstaking nature of its 
processes, architecture would seem immune to this empire 
of ephemerality, but in the long run it too has succumbed 
to the law of spectacle, and from preliminary sketches to 
finished works its images have provided symbolic fuel for 
media-savvy governments and corporations, offering nu-
merous city-branding icons that generate tourist income 
and collective pride.

Like haute couture and elite competition, what we 
might call ‘haute architecture’ has in the past decades pro-



duced media icons that naturally have historic antecedents 
– no need to go back to the Seven Wonders of the ancient 
world to establish a chain that has its inevitable links in 
the New York Guggenheim, the Sydney Opera House, 
the Pompidou Center and the like –, but never prolifer-
ated so dramatically, becoming references for every single 
small town or modest institution that wants to increase its 
visibility by joining the frenetic carrousel of spectacle. 
Nevertheless, the profuse multiplication of icons devalu-
ates its symbolic and even publicity content, making it 
lose value like money issued in excess, and diminishing 
its impact like a scream in a yelling crowd. So even objects 
of extraordinary beauty get lost in the cacophonic laby-
rinth formed by a multitude of works competing for the 
spectator’s attention, and this authentic metastasis of icons 
ends up being perceived as an ailment afflicting the physi-
cal body of cities and the doctrinal body of architecture, 
helpless against the invasion of strange organisms that 
challenge its normative condition, and that if able to be 
absorbed as exceptional occurrences, become toxic when 
multiplied without control.



Visual Fatigue. The Tactile Dimension

Overwhelmed by the abundance of images, architecture 
questions the protagonism of the visual, which at some 
point I have described as the dictatorship of the eye. Visual 
thought has always been very present in the work of archi-
tects, who interpret the world, appropriate places, and con-
ceive their works through the gaze. In fact even metaphors 
taken from other fields, such as Schopenhauer’s much re-
peated aphorism by which architecture would be ‘frozen 
music’, ultimately refer to a rhythmic condition that in 
buildings is perceived not with the ear but with the eye. 
But this hegemony of the eye has often been criticized, and 
no longer simply because architecture is a three-dimen-
sional art – for the perception of which the moving eye of 
the observer or the camera suffices, as in Le Corbusier’s 
celebrated promenade architecturale –, but because we are 
talking about a habitable art, and its intimate connection 
to the human body is impoverished if we reduce it to the 
exclusively visual. Adding to this phenomenological criti-
cism nowadays is the visual fatigue that results from the 
oceanic inundation of fleeting images, and both circum-
stances call for a sensorial expansion that could put an end 
to the monopoly of the eye.

Many intellectual and artistic currents converge in this 
revision, but perhaps the most significant ones come from 
Heidegger and his skepticism towards modernity, which 
as we know infiltrated architectural discourse through 
Norberg-Schulz and comes down to our days through the 
historical and critical texts of Kenneth Frampton, where 
recovering the tectonic and the tactile is a strategy of re-
sistance to modern anomie and the phantasmagoric inva-



sion of images, which are associated with the corporate 
logic of late capitalism and the seduction of the spectacle 
in media culture. This phenomenological revision, whose 
most defining element is the shift from indefinite space to 
unique place, and thus from quantity to quality, is summed 
up in the defense of the genius loci against the Zeitgeist, or 
the spirit of the place against the spirit of the time, but it 
also has an anthropological dimension that values archaic 
materiality and its structural expression as much as multi-
sensory perception, and more specifically the tactile one, 
no matter how often this condition is visually expressed in 
textures that evoke the touch of a hand, materials that bear 
the mark of a foot, or else colors associated with thermal 
sensations: in the end, a hybridization of visual thinking 
and expanded perception.



Thermal Aesthetics. Atmospheric Arts

Visual obsolescence and the contemporary climate and 
energy crises have together brought about a movement of 
aesthetic revision that seeks to face the arts with the dilem-
mas of the world, and at the same time awaken in them 
the desire to express the state of our times. This aesthetic, 
which Bruno Latour has described as atmospheric, en-
deavors to reconcile the humanities and the sciences, mix-
ing these two cultures to connect social values to natural 
facts, and proposes a new conception of politics that gives 
a central role to elements like territory, infrastructures or 
landscape where society and nature meet. With its delicate 
attention to climate control, to the tactile and to the ther-
mal, atmospheric art enters into resonance in architecture 
with a long critical tradition that has explored the physi-
ology of buildings, avoiding the priority usually given to 
anatomical considerations: a tradition where air or water is 
as important as stone, glass or steel.

Naturally this gaseous or liquid architecture does not 
preclude the material solidity of buildings, but it shifts em-
phasis towards services and utilities, supports of thermal 
comfort as well as foundations of energy sustainability, 
and therefore physical bases of both a thermodynamic aes-
thetic and an ecosystemic ethic. Reyner Banham must be 
mentioned in this section because The Architecture of the 
Well-Tempered Environment pioneered a field of study that 
would be much present during the oil crises of the 1970s, 
to fall into oblivion during the decades of cheap fuel and 
return to the fore of debate in our years of energy and cli-
mate crisis. Making a virtue of necessity, atmospheric ar-
chitecture tries to use scarce resources responsibly while 



recovering the tactile pleasure of thermal fluctuations, en-
vironmental humidity or air movement, abandoning costly 
and narcotic modern homogeneity for a return to tradition-
al building procedures that, with less technical complexity 
and lower energy consumption, maintain comfort without 
ceasing to provide sensory stimuli to bodies that had for-
gotten the joy of feeling the sun or the breeze on the skin, 
preferring lukewarm shade to the blinding brilliance of 
mechanical reason.



Less but Better. The New Austerity

Like all crises, the one we are currently experiencing car-
ries seeds of change. Occasionally lost under the smoke 
and mirrors of catastrophic information and always hidden 
by the suffering and anxiety that the dislocation of expec-
tations and habits causes, these seeds encapsulate a pos-
sible future, one that is formed in the tribulations of the 
present but that is perhaps more desirable with respect to 
collective morals and individual happiness. This respon-
sible and austere future, which we may not even choose 
because it is imposed by circumstances – or by awareness 
of the limits to growth in a finite planet, which amounts 
to the same thing –, does not necessarily have the form 
of an ascetic and penitential desert. On the contrary, the 
renunciation of superfluity in architecture and in life can 
be a source of beauty and pleasure: beyond economic and 
thermodynamic logic – if after Georgescu-Roegen we can 
still separate these disciplines –, the depuration of de-
mands and desires is an aesthetic and ethic gymnastic that 
yields healthy fruits in both the physical and the immate-
rial sphere. This is why we are fascinated by anonymous 
architectures that are daughters of necessity, or ethnic arts 
where matter and wonder crystallize in essential forms.

The younger generation, inserted in a landscape that 
is at once laconic and hedonist, needs few calls to an aus-
terity that its members experience in their own lives. For 
them, doing more with less is not a proposition but a fact, 
as well as a trait that is almost inscribed in their DNA. 
Both their interest in development projects – working in 
environments marked by scarcity – and their readiness 
to accept the limitations set by sustainability trace a pan-



orama of adaptation to the demands of crisis that is very 
different from that of their elders, who are immersed in the 
winter of their discontent and incapable of spotting oppor-
tunities in a scenario that they perceive to be cluttered with 
the ruins of their hopes and projects. Whether we like it or 
not, a period of collective mutation brings social fractures 
and individual suffering, but it can also give rise to a bet-
ter city, more refined architecture and more relevant arts. 
Doing less but better can be a desirable motto for admin-
istrations with budget problems or companies undergoing 
cost-cutting restructuring, but it is also a maxim applicable 
to creative paths or personal lives. There is no need to re-
call Mies’s ‘less is more’ to praise the virtues of streamlin-
ing; but we would do well to keep that in mind when aus-
terity is presented to us only as deprivation: storms clear 
up the air, and with ruined expectations, the miasmas that 
have made the stale atmosphere of our times almost un-
breathable will disappear too.



Ordinary and Mortal. Traces of Life

Docile or rebellious acceptance of the planet’s limits could 
be an intellectual exercise preparing us for the more dif-
ficult and painful acceptance of the temporary limits of our 
own life and the perishable nature of our material works. 
We describe architecture as a three-dimensional art, but 
we should really situate it in a four-dimensional space be-
cause in the end, time is as important as the three axes of 
coordinates that place works in the world and regulate bal-
ance in our inner ear. Time – that fourth dimension which 
‘also paints’, in Goya’s words – ‘also builds’, giving build-
ings the patina of age and eventually eroding structures 
as it wears away our organism, in a process that we can 
decelerate through the maintenance and constant repair of 
works and bodies, but which we do not know how to stop 
other than by freezing persons or projects in soulless urns. 
Even so, it is easier to accept our mortality, however un-
fathomable the idea that the individual conscience disap-
pears, than it is to accept the mortality of our works, and 
thus that of architecture itself, because we hold on to the 
conviction that we leave marks in the world, engraving 
our vital paths on the planet’s memory. But the globe is an 
amnesic sphere where entropy imposes its obstinate law, 
ruining constructions, decomposing materials and erasing 
footprints, which in a wink of geological time will have 
vanished like a trace of smoke.

Although some might in this hear the Baroque echoes 
of Valdés Leal and his Finis gloriae mundi, this reflection 
would on the contrary like to see in the fragility of life a 
motive to participate in its brief path more intensely. In the 
blink of an eye, in ictu oculi, we disappear, as do our works 



and footprints; but in this ephemeral bat of an eyelash are 
effort and sloth, affection and indifference, decency and 
indignity. The Horatian carpe diem taught us not so much 
to seize the day as to harvest them, and I think that this am-
bushed parable of the talents remains pertinent to societies 
and individuals, torn between the anthropic Scylla and the 
entropic Charybdis, between a world shaped entirely by 
man and a time that inexorably destroys lives and works. 
Our works and our days have no other grounds than our 
mortality, and yet we must go about life as if that sure ex-
tinction did not form part of our own vital horizon. The 
theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer taught our generation to 
live in the world etsi Deus non daretur, as if God did not 
exist, and maybe today we ought to rewrite his maxim by 
affirming the need to live as if death did not exist or, better 
still, Clausius pemitting, as if entropy did not exist, etsi 
entropia non daretur. 



RESPONSE 

BY 

EXCMO. SR. D. JOSÉ RAFAEL MONEO VALLÉS



Honorable Director, 
Honorable Academicians, 
Ladies and Gentlemen: 

Today the San Fernando Academy of Fine Arts welcomes 
Luis Fernández-Galiano into its fold, doing justice to his 
invaluable contribution to Spanish architecture in the last 
decades. Doing so is tantamount to acknowledging that to 
be present in today’s architectural scene, one does not nec-
essarily have to build; it is possible to contribute to archi-
tectural discourse from diverse angles and perspectives. In 
the case of Luis Fernández-Galiano, such diversity would 
stimulate one to mention a long list of activities – all with a 
common denominator, architecture – and give them some 
order. It would mean establishing a hierarchy by evaluat-
ing the activitites; a task I am reluctant to do, but cannot 
help doing. So, to proceed, maybe because it is the area that 
embraces all the rest, I should start with Luis Fernández-
Galiano’s professorship. Raised in a family where intel-
lectual life was indeed very much present – his grand-



father Emilio Fernández-Galiano, a histologist, was an 
Academician of Language and Medicine; his father Dimas, 
a microbiologist, was an Academician of Medicine, in the 
chair that had been held by Ramón y Cajal and his own fa-
ther; his uncles Manuel, a Hellenist, Emilio, a botanist, and 
Antonio, a jusnaturalist, were Academicians of Language, 
Pharmacy and Jurisprudence and Legislation, respective-
ly –, Luis Fernández-Galiano’s upbringing was rigorous 
and multidisciplinary, ranging from the humanities to the 
physical and natural sciences; a well-rounded background 
that would prove crucial to his career. His commitment 
to teaching is thus not surprising, and he has pursued it 
with full dedication since shortly after graduating from the 
ETSAM in 1974, becoming Associate Professor in 1977, 
Full Professor in 1984, and Chair Professor in 1991. He 
has also been Guest Professor or Visiting Critic at Yale, 
Harvard, Princeton and the Berlage Institute, and conduct-
ed master courses at Menéndez Pelayo and Complutense 
Universities. There is no doubt that his work as a professor 
of architecture has been an important part of his profes-
sional career.

But teaching has not been enough for his intellectual 
restlessness. Being a professor of architecture involves 
explaining, first to oneself and then to others, the signifi-
cance of the discipline in today’s complex world. Luis 
Fernández-Galiano saw it this way from the very start. So 
as a young adult, barely 30, he put himself to the task of 
writing an ambitious book, El fuego y la memoria. Sobre 
arquitectura y energía [Fire and Memory. On Architecture 
and Energy]. Written in the summer of 1982 as a doctoral 
thesis – for which he received the distinction cum laude 
in 1983 –, Fire and Memory is an entire program, if not 



a manifesto, that is worth remembering briefly here. In it, 
Luis Fernández-Galiano bravely offers an alternative to 
the canonical views of architecture and history of those 
years. Vis-à-vis an approach to architecture that sees the 
discipline simply as another fine art, immersed in a rep-
resentational work that mainly addresses formal criteria 
(Zevi, Behrendt), or that focusses on the role it has played 
in a universal history where the only thing that matters 
is the ideological attitude (Tafuri, Benevolo), or that un-
derstands it as something mechanistic linked to construc-
tion techniques (Giedion, Frampton, Banham), or that 
indulges in more culturalist positions (Rykwert, Collins), 
Luis Fernández-Galiano proposes a way of looking at ar-
chitecture that takes the conquests of scientific knowledge 
into account, leading to an architecture that is not removed 
from the notion of energy.

In this way architecture is inscribed in the large scheme 
of things: the universe as described by men of science 
when they define the laws that govern it. What Luis 
Fernández-Galiano proposes is to think of buildings and 
cities as open thermodynamic systems where energy is 
what matters, whether guaranteeing the existence of the 
sources that provide us with it, or considering how it de-
grades, thus making the notion of entropy help us under-
stand how the world evolves and changes. Adding to the 
Vitruvian triad – firmitas, utilitas, venustas – an inevitable 
fourth attribute, energy, is a daring thing to do on the part 
of the new Academician, convinced as he is that to un-
derstand the world around us, it is necessary to acknowl-
edge the importance of the principles of thermodynamics, 
as explained by science. Having made such provocative 
proposals, he goes on to show how architecture, as a sup-



port of the energy stored in it, is able to keep the memory 
of the past. And in this manner he associates the notion 
of typology with the concept of the genotype, while that 
of the phenotype helps us see this materialized in specific 
buildings, where the architect’s freedom as an individual 
appears, making use of a given culture.

But mention of Fire and Memory cannot be made with-
out highlighting its continuous references to the history 
of science, philosophy, anthropology, economics… and 
naturally the history of architecture; references that testify 
to the solid education, in all these fields of knowledge, of 
the new Academician, who delights in making us see to 
what extent architecture must be seen as a discipline that 
cannot divorce itself from them.

By the early 1980s Luis Fernández-Galiano was sure 
of his views, and wanting to share his attractive pro-
posal with others, he began to explore ways of doing so. 
Without a doubt, contact with the classrooms had for him 
thrown light on the fact that architectural knowledge was 
no longer being disseminated through classic treatises or 
academic manuals. Without really knowing how, we learn 
things shrouded in an ambiguous cloud composed of very 
diverse elements, from mere information to the absorption 
of the new media of representation, from history to the 
interpretation thereof, from basic know-how in construc-
tion techniques to all that which comes in academic curri-
cula. Aware of this new situation, Luis Fernández-Galiano 
considered the possibility of sharing his thoughts on two 
fronts: through criticism in the daily press and as an editor 
of architectural journals.

As architectural critic of El País, he has written ar-
ticles that have done much to disseminate knowledge of 



our discipline, giving a broader audience access to an un-
derstanding of the problems that architects face and the 
meaning that their works have for society. It is perhaps 
in essays that Luis Fernández-Galiano’s ideas and prose 
have crystallized in all their splendor. Well constructed, 
brilliant in their choice of metaphors, informed, subtle… 
his articles are small masterworks that bring the sharpness 
of his mind to the fore. Whoever in the future studies what 
has been the history of architecture these past twenty years 
will have to go through this wealth of writings where our 
new Academician has dealt with the most diverse issues. If 
architecture has become such a topic of interest in Spain, 
it is to a large extent thanks to his articles, and in saying 
this I am simply stating a fact. And along with his work 
as a critic of architecture, Luis Fernández-Galiano has 
made bimonthly publications, the magazines, a sounding 
board for his opinions, offering a wealth of information 
and knowledge to professionals. AV and Arquitectura Viva 
have been two instruments that he has put at the disposal 
of Spanish and Latin American architects, contributing to 
their continuing education.

Because of this two-way course as a critic and an edi-
tor of publications, his opinions have come to be widely 
valued and respected, and many institutions in and outside 
of Spain have over the years sought his collaboration as a 
judge in architectural competitions and curator in exhibi-
tions. To mention the numerous competitions and exhibi-
tions that Luis Fernández-Galiano has had a part in would 
be to step beyond the purposes of this speech, but his re-
cord of activities in this regard is truly astonishing. I would 
just like to mention – if only to be faithful to how much it 
impressed me at the time – his work as curator of the exhi-



bition ‘Private Space’, a perfect example of his attitude as 
a critic, where humanistic knowledge prevails over strictly 
visual considerations.

Any examiner of his work will find that many of the 
themes that have concerned him over the years and up to 
now were already present in his proposals of the 1980s, so 
clearly outlined in Fire and Memory. Time has confirmed 
that the issues put forward then are even more urgent to-
day. The lecture we have just heard testifies to this.

Structured in three sections, in the first one Luis 
Fernández-Galiano once again situates architecture in the 
largest of possible frameworks. Being aware that we live 
in a manipulated world – a world where humankind has 
left marks on nature that are not always reversible, marks 
that include the doings of architects – makes us ponder 
on the idea that “the effort to prevent the planet from los-
ing its balance probably requires an acknowledgment of 
the physical limits of growth, which have an important 
energy dimension”. Fire and Memory already raised all 
these questions, anticipating how population growth and 
scarce resources would force us to put more value on the 
already built. The return to an attitude of respect for the 
already built, which recalls that of the primitive builders, 
may seem like a mere intellectual game, but it is essential, 
in a society so inclined to squandering, for a new culture 
to emerge that puts value on “orderly places that provide 
protection and shelter in an inclement world”. In other 
words, “defending architecture of high formal clarity and 
rigorous continuity with the existing, where simplicity and 
economy of means reduce its impact on the planet’s lim-
ited resources and where the determination to reuse what 
already exists and what we have previously learned has no 



qualms about using discredited mimesis as an information 
and thermodynamic tool”.

After a brilliant synthesis of the state of the planet and 
the need to build with an attitude of respect for the envi-
ronment, Luis Fernández-Galiano reminds us of the value 
that the city has for human life. “Cities are our most valu-
able heritage”, says the new Academician. And thus the 
importance, in our awareness of the process of destruc-
tion that humanity is imposing on planet Earth, of giving 
preference to a city model that is compatible with the en-
vironment or, if you wish, less harmful to it. For the new 
Academician, there is no option. Luis Fernández-Galiano 
has in his lecture presented an entire manifesto in favor of 
the compact city vis-à-vis the disperse city, in the process 
aligning himself with the early Corbusian proposition. 
“The classical Mediterranean town is the territorial occu-
pation model most readily described as sustainable”. The 
territory, hence, as a new dimension in design. And within 
it, infrastructures as a key element, given that when we 
prolong their lives for an indefinite period time they are, 
as Luis Fernández-Galiano tell us with quasi-Cervantine 
stylistic precision, “a register of our past and a mold for 
our future”. Attention, therefore, on the city and the terri-
tory, so worn out by all these years in which architecture 
has suffered “confinement in the leper colony of signs and 
symbols”, serving the culture of the spectacle that has pre-
vailed in the past decades more than the interests of those 
who have to use architecture to survive.

The new situation seems to warrant a rethinking. It has 
often been said that all generations have the feeling of be-
ing on the limits of something, coming to believe that it 
has fallen upon them to live the coming of the apocalypse. 



This is of course never true, but the fact that it is not true 
does not prevent people from forgetting about the prob-
lems that nowadays surround the practice of construction, 
of architecture. The speech we have just been listening to 
offers alternatives.

As a scholar and a close observer of developments in 
architecture, Luis Fernández-Galiano is keen on present-
ing the keys to a new built world, which on one hand must 
strive to maintain ecological balance, and on the other hand 
be an accurate expression of a way of understanding how a 
growing human population should occupy the planet. For 
Luis Fernández-Galiano, the architecture to come – or bet-
ter, the architecture to promote if we are at all aware of the 
critical situation we are in – is invested with an atmospher-
ic character where “air and water are as important as stone, 
glass or steel”. This new atmospheric condition of architec-
ture does not ignore the attributes of what we have called 
architecture. But to use resources at a time when we are 
aware that they must be handled with extreme rationality, 
it may do us architects good to hear that aesthetics can be 
thermodynamic and ethics ecosystemic. “The renunciation 
of superfluity in architecture and in life can be a source of 
beauty and pleasure”, says the new Academician. Implicit 
in his lecture is a message of optimism where ecology and 
hedonism coincide at the cost of the rhetoric to which all 
the fuss of recent architecture has accustomed us. We may 
have awakened from the ‘semantic nightmare’ that Rem 
Koolhaas paradoxically alludes to, as the speech reminds 
us. “Whether we like it or not, a period of mutation brings 
social fractures and individual suffering, but it can give 
rise to a better city, more refined architecture and more 
relevant arts. To do less but better…” Hearing the words 



of Luis Fernández-Galiano at a time like this is a stimulus 
for architects and all those in the disciplines we call Fine 
Arts. The Academy feels honored by the presence of the 
new Academician and welcomes him with open arms, in 
full confidence that his intellectual caliber, his sharp mind 
and the elevated stance of his proposals will contribute to 
its ever ongoing dialog with the same solidity that char-
acterizes his principles and convictions. I am sure that for 
all of us, now his co-Academicians, his presence in the 
Academy will be stimulating and instructive. It makes me 
indeed very happy, as a friend and colleague, to be the one 
welcoming him on behalf of the Academy and wishing 
him and us happy moments to come.




