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Siza in China – China in Siza. Observations and Reflections 
on “The Building on the Water”
Miguel José Viana Rodrigues Borges de Araújo

Faculty of Architecture, Center for Studies in Architecture and Urbanism (CEAU), University of Porto, 
Porto, Portugal

ABSTRACT
The following article contributes to the inscription of Álvaro 
Siza and Carlos Castanheira’s Shihlien office building in China 
(2010–2014) within Siza’s body of work. The Shihlien, also 
known as the “The Building on the Water,” was an unusual 
commission for the Portuguese architects, located on 
a distant site and designed under essentially unknown con
ditions. The public and critical reception of the building has 
been shaped by its remote location and private use, as well as 
by its spectacular form and representation in the media. How, 
if at all, has China influenced the project and how, recipro
cally, has the project influenced China? In analysing Siza and 
Castanheira’s work, the present article re-employs Kenneth 
Frampton’s well-known essays from 1983 on Critical 
Regionalism and enacts two responses to them: 1) on-site 
observations of the building, together with a response to the 
experience of the site in terms of the human senses; 2) critical 
reflections, supported by photographs and notes, directed 
back at the Critical Regionalist analysis. In conclusion, I argue 
that the Shihlien both responds to the local context at the 
geographical, historical, environmental, cultural levels, and 
offers a statement of continuity in relation to the rest of Siza’s 
modernist body of works.

Introduction

The office building for the Shihlien Chemical Industrial Company in 
Huai’an, in the Jiangsu province (2010–2014), also known as “The 
Building on the Water,” is the first of a series of ongoing projects by 
Álvaro Siza (1933-) and Carlos Castanheira (1957-) being constructed in 
China. Though Siza and Castanheira have previously worked several times 
beyond their native Portugal, this commission from a distant land was 
somewhat unusual1: the administrative offices for a chemical plant located 
in China’s changing industrial hinterlands, on a site connected to major 
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highways and waterways as well as projected future railway lines. Siza joined 
efforts with Castanheira in order to be able to work on complex projects at 
distance. It is understood, nevertheless, that Siza’s career establishes the 
context for the project.2 In the case of China, the choice of this specific 
architect is unusual, too: despite his wide recognition, Siza has run 
a relatively quiet practice in Porto since 1958, with a reputation often 
associated with Critical Regionalism. As Siza has stated on more than one 
occasion, “often the client is more important than the architect.”3 Evidently, 
Por-Shih Lin, the Chairman of the Shihlien Company, has a strong interest 
in architecture: the invitation to Siza and Castanheira indicates the expecta
tion of increased quality but also bolstering the image and reputation of the 
project.4 Today global distances have collapsed: products and services, as 
well as people and information, rapidly cross borders. In many ways, the 
Shihlien is Porto. Together with the determination of the client, this may 
explain Siza and Castanheira’s interest in accepting the commission.

The Shihlien building, a sinuous structure suspended over artificial 
waters, has attracted a significant amount of global media attention.5 Yet 
its relative isolation and private use have limited the opportunities to 
experience the building in person. Hence, the building is mostly known 
through a selection of photos taken by Siza and Castanheira’s regular 
photographer, Fernando Guerra, together with the architects’ drawings 
and own project descriptions.6 How, if at all, has China influenced the 
project and how, reciprocally, has the project influenced China? In one of 
the few close reviews of the building, the Architectural Review’s China 
correspondent Austin Williams stated that Siza’s first work in China is 
a piece of “ahistorical, non-contextual sculpturism.”7 The suggestion of 
such an inconsistency in the architect’s body of work, previously lauded 
for its responsiveness to place and history, prompted me to take a closer 
look at the project, and so in July 2019 I visited the Shihlien building, 
ultimately arriving at a different conclusion than that of Williams.

In his PhD dissertation Álvaro Siza: Lugar y Crisis [Álvaro Siza: Place and 
Crisis], Ángel Illescas Marín suggests that the concept of place itself is 
suffering an identity crisis: “ . . . history, tradition and landscape have run 
out of any semantic capacity for design in a global, generic and monotonous 
context.”8 For Illescas Marín, Siza’s response to this crisis marks a new stage 
in his career, which in turn calls for new analyses of Siza’s work. He 
discusses Siza’s work chronologically and in dialogue with various theories 
of place. His own analysis of the Shihlien building is based on the architects’ 
design documents and stated concepts. Referring to Gaston Bachelard, he 
first evokes the symbology of still waters and death,9 but then suggests 
a different reading: “Siza subverts this unconscious reading . . . by designing 
a fluid building that transmits force and vitality,” adding that “Siza uses the 
organic form, based on the gestures of the body and hand drawing . . . to 
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break the isotropy of the generic space” [italics in the original], and 
“Converted into a fold” [italics in the original],10 the building alters the 
“perception of its anodyne and monotonous environment, thus opening the 
possibility of poetic reinterpretation.”11

Whereas Illescas Marín delves into what he interprets as the deeper 
meanings of the Building on the Water, the present article, which is part 
of a broader ongoing study on Siza’s activities in Asia, aims to inscribe it 
within Siza’s body of work through a complementary method, focusing on it 
as a case study, interweaving on-site observations and critical reflections. In 
support of each of these actions, moreover, the article re-employs Kenneth 
Frampton’s two well-known essays from 1983, “Towards a Critical 
Regionalism” and “Prospects for a Critical Regionalism,” the latter of 
which contains an analysis of Siza’s work up to that time.12

Materials and Methods

The primary source of this article are my own on-site observations of the 
Shihlien, while the theoretical input comes from the above-mentioned two 
articles by Frampton. The former article is a theoretical entry into Critical 
Regionalism, Frampton arguing for a “practice of resistance” in regard to 
both the Enlightenment’s “myth of progress” and a “reactionary impulse” to 
return to the past, and which as such is “as much a bearer of world culture as 
it is a vehicle of universal civilization” [italics in original].13 The latter article 
explores these ideas through examples drawn from contemporary practice, 
giving particular prominence to Siza. Since their strong initial impact, 
Frampton’s essays have been discussed and critiqued by others at length.14 

Within the scope of the present article, their qualities and shortcomings are 
addressed only indirectly. The primary reason for referring to them is in 
recognising at least the latter’s contribution in establishing Siza’s reputation 
as a practice directed, in Frampton’s terms, towards “cross-fertilization” and 
a “hypersensitivity toward the fluid and yet specific nature of reality.”15 

Now, as Siza extends his practice to Asia, and with the meaning of these 
activities still up for debate, Frampton’s analysis seems as pertinent as ever. 
The unusual characteristics of the Shihlien project indeed provide us with an 
additional reason to put this relationship at test.

In fact, the relationship between Siza and Critical Regionalism has been in 
question for some time. It is not easy, for instance, to reconcile the idea that 
Critical Regionalism operates from the peripheries and “within the cultural 
fissures” with the actual development of Siza’s career. For Jean-Louis Cohen, 
Critical Regionalism has become too narrow a concept to explain Siza’s 
“geographic and thematic reach.”16 Still, and adding further to the hypoth
esis put forward in the introduction – if Siza’s practice has not changed 
fundamentally, then an attentive observation of the Shihlien building should 
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be able to show its context-responsive and relevant aspects. The study of 
Siza’s recent project could even lead to a reassessment of the Critical 
Regionalist analysis in regard to his work.

Frampton’s essays were chosen also because they provide support for the 
method of observations and reflections put forward here. Wary of the limits 
of images, Frampton makes a strong case for the direct experience of 
buildings, encompassing visual, tactile and kinetic perceptions.17 This idea 
has notably been extended by Juhani Pallasmaa in The Eyes of the Skin, in 
which he describes the complex interactions between architecture and the 
body, and between the senses and memory.18 These texts leave no doubt 
about the active status of the act of experiencing architecture. They proved 
useful both in guiding my on-site observations and in editing my recorded 
observations. The four sections in this article can thus be read as the 
sequences in a site visit, evoking the various senses, and encompassing the 
various scales of the object, from the landscape to the detail.

Finally, Frampton’s Critical Regionalist essays provided, through the 
framework of “topography,” “urban fabric,” “local materials and craftwork,” 
and “light”19 – which I have adapted to the more neutral categories of site, 
plan, structure, and openings – a structure for collecting and organising 
data: photographs, drawings and notes taken from observation of the 
building in use and from informal conversations with my host (one of the 
everyday users of the building, a director of the company).

Each of the four sections has a similar structure; first a Critical Regionalist 
remark, followed by my own observations recorded in the first person, and 
concluding with critical reflections, supported by secondary sources, redir
ected towards Frampton’s analysis of Siza’s work.

Site: Artificial Waters

Frampton establishes an opposition between the positive notion of “signifi
cant urban form” and the more negative processes of modernisation as 
conditioned by “distribution,” “speculation,” and “production.”20 In the 
Shihlien, it is the latter that have a dominant role.

I travelled the 270 kilometres from Shanghai to Nanjing, and then 
another 170 kilometres north towards Huai’an City. This flat region, at 
the lower reaches of the Yangtze, Huai, and Yellow rivers, is historically 
vulnerable to flooding and is less developed than the cities in the south of the 
Jiangsu province. The location of the Shihlien plant was determined by the 
presence of salt deposits (salt extraction is an ancient practice here), which is 
used in the production of soda ash for glass manufacturing (Shihlien is 
a subsidiary of the Taiwan Glass Group). Glass is in strong demand because 
of its applications in smartphones, for example. The choice of site is also 
representative of the continued process of urbanisation and modernisation 
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in China: developments in transportation and industrial automation are 
pushing industry to the periphery, purportedly increasing productivity, 
while reducing congestion and pollution in the cities.

I enter the Shihlien industrial complex via a moat and bridge, a pair of 
gates and a second bridge (Fig. 1). Curving away from the access axis, and 
perpendicular to it, the Building on the Water is finally in view (Fig. 2). 
Before entering, I am taken on a tour around the industrial complex: seated 
in a latest generation electric minibus, I think about Siza and Castanheira’s 
interest in this remote site, which Williams described bleakly as a “complex 
of smokestack factories, storage units, power plants, pipes and 
warehouses.”21 When I reach the north edge of the precinct, I notice an 
industrial dock connected to the Subei Canal that runs through Huai’an. 
Across the waterway, the rice paddies are divided by rectangular irrigation 
ditches, and on this side of the flat area, the grounds are raised one metre for 
flood protection. 700,000 cubic metre of soil were excavated for the purpose 
of creating this flat embankment, leaving a 250 × 400 metres water reservoir 
on it (Fig. 3).

Williams explains that the water reservoir is “used for cooling purposes 
and to supply the manufacturing plant with non-potable supplies.”22 This 
technical clarification is useful, but still insufficient to explain the gesture of 
suspending the offices above the reservoir. As the visit starts to show, in this 
region there is more to the status of water (something I could later confirm 
when travelling to Nanjing and Suzhou, where water is simultaneously 
nature and man-made construction). For instance, my online maps show 

Figure 1. View outside the gate of the Shihlien Chemical Industrial site. Photo by the author 
(2019).
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that the Shihlien is 10 kilometres equidistant from the Hongze, one of 
China’s largest freshwater lakes, and the Subei-Grand Canal junction. As 
is well known, the history of China intertwines with the construction of the 
famous canals, which were begun already in the 5th century, and which have 
served the various purposes of navigation, defence, power generation, irri
gation, and flood control. Searching a little further, Wikipedia states that in 
parallel with the construction of the canals, since the 12th century, repeated 
floods blocked the downstream sections of the Huai River, making Lake 
Hongze quadruple in size. Finally, the construction of the Subei Canal in the 
1930s sought to revert this process by diverting the lake waters back to their 
natural course into the sea.23

In his study on Siza and the “crisis of place,” Illescas Marín gives special 
importance to the “Building on the Water,” as indicated by the image on the 
front cover of the thesis (a photo by Guerra): a farmer or worker paddles 
a barge with the floating offices in the background. Illescas Marín begins his 
analysis by asking: “How convincing would it be of Siza to attempt to reveal 
and manifest the surrounding industrial context?,” but then interestingly 
emphasises the role of memory and imagination in Siza’s works.24 

According to him, Siza uses organic forms “to break the isotropy of the 
generic space.” To corroborate this idea, Illescas Marín quotes a famous 
remark by Siza. Siza has said that the most difficult situation would be to 
build in the desert. Yet, in Siza’s words, “there are no deserts on this Earth” 
and even in the Sahara “on laying the foundations, something would 
appear.”25 It is as if Siza and Castanheira found in this territory, seemingly 

Figure 2. The first view of the Shihlien building. Photo by the author (2019).
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devoid of specific features, a positive quality in the water and in the human 
efforts to control it. Finally, Illescas Marín quotes also the imaginative 
conclusion of Siza’s thought on building in the desert: “I should feel the 
displeasure of being called a contextualist, even in the Sahara Desert or at 

Figure 3. Site plan. The access to the site and the water reservoir are in the southwest corner 
(lower left). Permission Álvaro Siza and Carlos Castanheira.
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the bottom of the sea.”26 Illescas Marín’s perhaps rather extreme conclusion 
is that Siza’s recent work “no longer reveals, manifests or discovers the 
essence of the place. Instead, it produces place” [italics in original].27

We can now return to Frampton’s opposition between modern processes 
and “significant urban form”: he equates the “terracing” of a site with an 
“engagement in the act of ‘cultivating’ the site,” and the “bulldozing of an 
irregular topography into a flat site” with an aspiration for “absolute place
lessness” [italics in the original].28 In the Shihlien, Siza and Castanheira 
recognise the necessity of the modernisation and contribute to the creation 
of the industrial site. Considering the extent of the changes, it is difficult to 
evoke the notion of place. However, it can hardly be said, either, that the 
project exacerbates a condition of “placelessness.” Instead, it could be 
argued that the choice of the reservoir and the suspension of the building 
above the artificial waters reinforce the wider material and cultural role of 
the water in this region. Despite the severity of the modern processes, 
different sites continue to present specific features, and topography con
tinues to be of primary importance for building the site. Perhaps, if 
Frampton’s formulation is taken more broadly, we could agree that in the 
Shihlien, the “culture of the region . . . becomes inscribed in the form and 
realization of the work.”29

Plan: Flowing Courtyard

Frampton stresses the importance of the “bounded place-form” that articu
lates public and private: “perhaps the most generic example of such an 
urban form is the perimeter block, although other related, introspective 
types may be evoked such as the galleria, the atrium, the forecourt and the 
labyrinth.”30 However, can these public forms be established in an office 
building in an industrial area, which for necessity is removed from the city 
and dedicated to specialised activities?

The bus reapproaches the Shihlien Building from the east, with its 
sinuous contours standing out in contrast to the rectangular reservoir. 
Compared to the photos by Guerra, the water level is low, revealing the stilt- 
pillar foundations. I wonder, will this fluid datum become the norm in 
a future of climate change? From the main bridge, a second miniature 
bridge diverts into a floating garden. At close view, the surface of the 
water changes from reflective to transparent. Under the entrance cantilever, 
I am greeted by a piece of sculpture by Siza himself. In the lobby, the pillars – 
in various forms and arranged in no particular order – filter the view of the 
inner courtyard. The effect of shadow changes the water’s appearance, 
giving it a deeper tone. Two curved wings extend out from each side of 
the lobby, creating an external space about 40 metres in diameter, which 
extends into the distance; the two wings are reconnected across the water by 
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a bridge and a diagonal ramp that links the second floor to the lobby, closing 
a continuous movement that Williams referred to as a “Möbius strip 
effect.”31

Siza and Castanheira’s reading of the site becomes clearer through the 
decision to arrange the offices on two storeys around a central space: far 
from the city – i.e. from the urban logic of density and anonymity – this 
presents an alternative to open plan offices (Fig. 4). As I stroll along the 
curve of the building, the rooms follow each other in a practical sequence, 
creating and breaking relations with the surrounding industrial area, and 
supporting the descriptions and explanations of my host. Courtyards are 
one of the typical urban elements used for articulating the division between 
public and private, in Frampton’s sense. However, I hesitate in calling this 
a courtyard, as the interior spaces do not necessarily overlook the central 
space, and there is no solid ground. Still, this “void space” distends the 
dimensions of the plan, introducing a vertical connection to nature, which is 
activated through the insertion of both a bridge and a ramp. Moving 
through the offices becomes a pleasurable experience that to some extent 
explains their isolation (Fig. 5).

In modern architecture, the idea of a courtyard with no ground, and 
crossed by a promenade architectural, has a precedent in Le Corbusier’s 
Convent of La Tourette (1956). Instead of the convent’s spiritual theme and 

Figure 4. First floor, plan at design stage. The rooms for specific purposes are in the north wing 
(top). In the south wing there is mostly office space. Permission Álvaro Siza and Carlos 
Castanheira.
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sloping site, Siza and Castanheira are dealing with office routines and liquid, 
and instead of béton brute, smooth white concrete and glass: the presence of 
a power station, the roof of a warehouse, various kinds of pipes, the sky 
reflected on the water – the industrial location makes the machine analogy 
evoked by the promenade all the more amusing!

The complexity of the public dimensions in the Shihlien project is 
suggested by the reception the building has received in the media (where, 
to Frampton’s consternation, architecture also performs a role as an image 
or branding that responds to the representational needs of a global glass 
producer). Nevertheless – as is seen in the way the two-storey courtyard 
helps organise the realms of the company and its staff as well as visitors and 
the overall circulation – the traditional dimensions of articulation between 
the public and private realms remain crucial.

The Shihlien also should be examined within the context of Siza’s typo
logical approach,32 and continuous experimentation with courtyard plans. 
Peter Testa noted that, on the one hand, this involves a practical interest in – 
that is, a distancing from – specific forms. Different cultures in different 
times have produced courtyards, and Siza is aware of a range of examples, 
and yet, as Testa explains, he is less interested in the “reappropriation of 
forms” than in the “ideas which lie behind the forms, and which if valid to 
the task, provide support for new proposals.”33 On the other hand, it 
involves an understanding of how the specific forms relate on a general 
level, constituting an “enduring and transposable” conceptual structure. 
Again, as Testa explains, Siza is less interested in the way this could lead 

Figure 5. View of the flowing courtyard. Photo by the author (2019).
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to theory than in using it in design practice to avoid “the purely subjective or 
individualized gesture.”34

Siza’s experimentations have placed a focus on the open courtyard. It 
offers many compositional possibilities and relates well to the expectations 
of modern life. Wilfried Wang speaks in this respect of the influence of 
Alvar Aalto: the open “U-shaped plan” offers both protection and extrover
sion: “it opens towards the outside, towards a view beyond.”35 The flexibility 
of the open courtyard makes it possible to connect with and inflect archi
tectures across cultures.36

In Portugal, a monastery might suddenly appear in a rural landscape, 
standing proud, containing a geometric cloister around which the rhythms 
of religious life are organised.37 In the Chinese tradition, houses, palaces, 
and temples form multi-courtyard complexes delimited by various kinds of 
low, closed, partly closed, and open buildings.38 Classical Chinese gardens 
present a separate line of evolution, less connected to the outside world than 
to the imagination and poetry.39 As is well known, their artificial-natural 
forms – organic lines, contrasts, movement, reflection, borrowed scenery – 
have exerted a strong influence in the modern Western world.

Structure: Stilt-pillars and Cantilevered Slabs

Frampton writes that “the primary principle of architectural autonomy 
resides in the tectonic.” As he elaborates, this autonomy is “embodied in 
the revealed ligaments of the construction,” and in the way that the “form 
of the structure explicitly resists the action of gravity.”40 With this in 
mind, I directed my attention to two main structural features: the stilt- 
pillars and the cantilevered floor and roof slabs. If, as Vincenzo Riso noted, 
Siza’s preferred building method – reinforced-concrete wall construction – 
is “based on the spatial and formal qualities inherent in masonry struc
tures” of Southern Europe,41 where did Siza and Castanheira base this 
solution?

The clues emerge not from the guided observations but as I actually walk 
through the building: the summers in Huai’an are hot and humid, and yet 
on this particular day, though many workers are on holiday, the windows 
are wide open and the lighting and air-conditioned are turned off.42 The 
sensuous floor plan – shallow, suspended above water and exposed to 
breezes – creates an alternance of sun-exposed and shaded areas. The floor- 
to-ceiling windows have operable elements to allow for cross-ventilation: 
I step out onto the south-facing veranda, protected from the rays of the sun 
by deep overhangs.

Despite the exuberance of the plan, the building has seemingly been 
conceived on the basis of the comparatively simple transverse cross section. 
Siza famously records the design process in notebooks of sketches. One of 
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the few published pages of sketches of the Shihlien shows the diagram of 
a 16-metre-wide transverse section divided into three aisles, the central one 
of which is a double storey space (the built version is four to five aisles) 
(Fig. 6).43 It is possible to conceive of the building on the basis of this 
diagram, by adapting it like a module to specific uses and orientations along 
the length of sensuous curving plan (Fig. 7). In a separate group of sketches, 
Siza plays with the three-dimensional appearance of the walls, floor slabs, 
under- and overhangs, and roof details, through which the design acquires 
its sculptural quality.

In the main office section of the building, the motif of the transverse 
section evolves into a narrow double-height shaft lit by a clerestory. The 
open-plan office on the lower floor is connected to the directors’ offices on 
the above floor by means of light and sound. In addition to possible thermal 
advantages of a stack effect, this variation in ceiling-height increases the 
legibility of the interior. Traditional Chinese timber-framed construction is 
similarly based on the use of the building’s transverse section as the design 
module. The ridge is parallel to the main façade and the sloping underside of 
the eaves is often in view. The dimensions, number, rank and joining style of 
the timber elements in a section define the bay. Buildings increase in size by 
through the addition of the number of bays, linearly. The method translates 
into permeable interiors, raised up off the ground onto platforms, and 
covered by distinct multi-eaved roofs. Whether by direct observation or 
through the study of books, Siza and Castanheira seem aware of this 
tradition.44 In the passage from structure to form, Siza and Castanheira 
make a distinction between negative and positive aspects of tradition. For 

Figure 6. Design sketches. The first diagram of the transverse section or module is in the centre 
of the page. Permission Álvaro Siza and Carlos Castanheira.
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instance, they discard the use of wood and local crafts, and use cast-in-place 
reinforced concrete, which they find possibly best suited to the conditions of 
contemporary production.45 On the other hand, they maintain and recreate 
aspects of the frame tradition. An example of the latter is the use of the 
service systems to swell the thickness of the slabs: on the exterior, this 
additional space for machine rooms contributes to the layered roof motifs 
(together with the green roof, this thickness also shields the interior from 
the sun); on the interior, the service spaces for ducts contribute to the ceiling 
height variations. Together with the projecting slabs, this results in 
a permeable, subtly lit space, like that typical of East Asian frame structures, 
but based on a modern, hybrid environmental management system.

In The Architecture of the Well-tempered Environment, Rayner Banham 
famously distinguished between “structural” and “power-operated” methods 
of environmental control.46 Focusing on the Cité de Refuge in Paris (1929– 
1933, 1952),47 Banham described Le Corbusier’s brise-soleil as a case in point. 
With this structural, “external egg-crate of vertical and horizontal shades,” as 
Banham described it, Le Corbusier corrected the shortcomings of his initial, 
power-operated design.48 The wall was recreated as a selective, rather than 
a conservative element, keeping with Banham’s terminology.49 The brise- 
soleil suggests a paradigm shift: it not only improved comfort by modulating 
energy transmission, but also, equally importantly – and in my view, some
thing particularly insightful in Siza and Castanheira’s approach – promoted 
the rediscovery of the formal value of the wall, thus supporting a stronger 
idea of universality towards cultural adequation and sensual pleasure.50

Figure 7. Transverse section (module), showing how the four to five aisles structure adapts to 
various configurations. Drawings by the author.
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Openings: Light and Images

According to Frampton, a Critical Regionalist practice is sensitive to the 
“modulation and incorporation” of climate and local light; in opposition to 
the optimum use of universal technique evident in the generic window, he 
argues that fenestration has “an innate capacity to inscribe architecture with 
the character of a region and hence to express the place in which the work is 
situated.”51

In the north wing of the Shihlien, I walk through a sequence of halls 
intended for different purposes: each is characterised by its openings. The 
irregular-shaped auditorium, the curving walls and stepped floor of which 
are a visual evocation of acoustics, is lit by a single window. In the ceremo
nial hall, which is screened from the corridor by a three-sided partition, 
a fully glazed external wall towards the industrial yard grants this space both 
vision and visibility. The restroom and service area next to it are introverted 
and top-lit. The wing terminates in a large refectory: on the courtyard side 
(facing south), the hall is lined with cabinets, connected through sliding 
doors, and equipped with round tables for Chinese-style banquets. On the 
opposite side, facing north, the hall is enclosed by a wall with a horizontal 
slit opened at sitting level and displaying a panorama view of the plant. As 
I think of Le Corbusier’s ribbon windows, my host suggests a more inter
esting association with the Asian scroll painting tradition.

From the refectory area I cross the bridge, which is fully glazed towards the 
west: the steel tube columns, attached to the inner face of the window frames, 
form a row of slender round verticals, countering the effect of extension by 
resembling familiar rhythms (Fig. 8). In a play with the panopticon plan, 
deemed the model of efficiency for industrial offices, Siza and Castanheira 
marked the centre(s) of the courtyard with an oculus on the solid east wall of 
the bridge. Above this bridge there is a second bridge-ramp. Later, when 
I ascend this ramp from the lobby towards the directors’ offices on the second 
floor, I notice an additional pair of eye-shaped windows. Two precise sunrays 
penetrate the otherwise dark route. According to my host, this sequence – 
constructed in accelerated perspective – relates to the sense of venture and 
responsibility required by the administration.

Dean Hawkes included Siza among an architectural tradition based on 
what he terms the “environmental imagination,” that is, one concerned with 
both objective or quantitative and subjective or qualitative aspects – technics 
and poetics – of, for instance, heat, humidity, light and sound.52 Examining 
Siza’s windows,53 Hawkes noted how they concentrate many roles: they 
regulate the climate,54 let in appropriate light, contribute to the character of 
each space, frame views bi-directionally, and establish “complex relation
ships” with the surrounding landscape and wider architectural and cultural 
traditions. All these aspects are evident in the openings in the Shihlien as well.

14 M. J. VIANA RODRIGUES BORGES DE ARAÚJO



At the point where the bridge intersects the southern wing, a pavilion juts 
out from the sinuous plan. This separate meeting room, protected by vertical 
shades and a projecting veranda, has a large table in the centre. I am told this 
was made by cabinetmakers in Portugal and shipped here. The atmosphere is 
unique and at once Siza, with the various stone, wood and plaster elements 
unified through a white finish (Fig. 9). Siza’s language is laconic and demand
ing, but also generous and evocative. The simple details give the impression 
of being inside a large-scale model. Siza has indeed referred to the impor
tance of such large-scale models55 when working at a distance from the site – 
the various design, construction, and reception aspects touched upon here 
have possibly mutually influenced each other. This adds a layer to 
Frampton’s remark, quoted above, that fenestration has “an innate capacity” 
to inscribe architecture with the character of a region or specific place.

Siza in China – China in Siza

In his review of the Shihlien, Williams concludes that Siza’s first work in 
China lacks the consistency of his previous work and that it “disdains 
context through surreal abstraction.”56 I have suggested the opposite: the 
Shihlien is a complete architectural artefact, the experience of which makes 
it possible to get a glimpse of the unique place where it is built.57

The experience of architectural sites is in many ways irreplaceable. For 
Illescas Marín, who examined the Shihlien based on theories of place and 
design documents, its “sculptural” dimension is a response to the unknown 

Figure 8. View of the bridge (northwards and towards the refectory). Photo by the author 
(2019).
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site and conditions: Siza “produces place.” I have shown that the spectacular 
forms of the building are often more simply supported by the purpose and 
the practical conditions of the project.

In his argument for Critical Regionalism, Frampton advocates that it 
“involves a more dialectical relation with nature,” as opposed to the tabula 
rasa tendency of modernisation” [italics in original]. He equates the gesture 
of “bulldozing of an irregular topography into a flat site” with the aspiration 
to a “condition of absolute placelessness.”58 On first impressions, this would 
also seem to be the case in the construction of an office building on an 
optimised embankment for industrial production in a rural territory. And 
Siza and Castanheira have contributed to such a transformation. Yet, it 
cannot be said that their design exacerbates a condition of “placelessness,” 
nor that it is a metaphor of the generic. As Siza put it: “there are no deserts 
on this Earth.” As my observations confirmed, the site remains of primary 
importance for Siza’s practice. The siting of the offices, suspended over 
a water reservoir, does not hide the difficulties of the site. But perhaps 
more importantly, it constitutes a response to the status of water in this 
region, to the decentralised organisation of industrial production today, and 
to specific functional and environmental aspects. The sinuous form of the 
office building, forming a courtyard over water, coherently connects these 
various logics – thus suggesting that if at many levels the process of 
modernisation tends to homogenise differences, specific features will con
tinue to emerge.

According to Frampton, an architecture of resistance is one that cultivates 
“bounded domains.”59 This private and remote office building raises the 

Figure 9. View of the meeting room-pavilion. Photo by the author.
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question of the possibility of creating public domains in such extreme condi
tions. Siza and Castanheira organised the office building using a typical urban 
form. I have argued that the Shihlien represents an extension of Siza’s contin
uous experimentation with open courtyards. On a more general level, the two- 
storey courtyard distinguishes between visitors and the company, and between 
staff and the directorship. The specific features of the plan point to the 
challenging and contradictory aspects of the commission: the interior spaces 
do not necessarily give anything to the central space, which furthermore has no 
solid ground. Instead, this void space is activated by a ramp and a bridge, 
closing a promenade that itself articulates the public and private domains. Siza 
and Castanheira’s serious yet playful consideration of the role of the promenade 
architecturale is attested in the detail of the oculus that marks the multiple 
centres of the plan, indicating a deconstruction of the industrial panopticon.

The touchstone of Frampton’s Critical Regionalism is tectonics, i.e. the 
“play between material, craftwork and gravity” that elevates a structure from 
technics to poetics.60 Frampton refers to Jørn Utzon’s Bagsvaerd Church as 
an example of the role of “cross-fertilization” in the creation of built form. 
Working in China presented Siza and Castanheira with the opportunity to 
study local traditions. The attempt to combine their usual reinforced con
crete wall construction with Chinese timber frame methods indicates 
a similar process of cross-fertilisation. However, I have also noted that the 
relationship with tradition involves both positive and negative actions. The 
use of concrete suggests the possible limitations or a wish to refrain from 
using wood crafts. Conversely, the modular conception of the structure – 
with a shallow plan, stilt-pillars, projected eaves, ceiling height variations – 
was retained from the wood tradition and provided the basis for the original 
and environmentally sound design of the Shihlien.

As mentioned earlier, Critical Regionalism ascribes a crucial role to 
fenestration.61 The openings of the Shihlien are, as is usual in Siza’s archi
tecture, abstract and carefully conceived. Even if partly liberated from their 
thermal and ventilation functions, they nevertheless preserve the multiple 
roles of controlling light, characterising space, framing views, and partici
pating in the composition. Furthermore, they present in a concentrated 
form the double aspect of this relationship: Siza in China – China in Siza. 
Perhaps this is most palpable in the meeting room-pavilion: the space is 
flooded by water-reflected light, extending outwards through projected 
slabs: it is at the same time from here, yet unmistakably Siza.

Notes

1. Castanheira had been Siza’s office collaborator in 1985–1993, and an external colla
borator on numerous projects since then. Siza and Castanheira’s first project in Asia 
was the Anyang Art Pavilion in South Korea (2005–2006). Their projects in Mainland 
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China include the China Academy of Arts China Design Museum, Hangzhou (2012– 
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company at the 2019 China International Furniture Fair in Shanghai.
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it received the ArchDaily website’s 2015 Building of the Year prize. Romullo Baratto, 
“Álvaro Siza Says ArchDaily’s Building of the Year Award Provides ‘Strong Incentive’ 
for Profession”, ArchDaily, 26 February 2015, https://www.archdaily.com/603212/ 
alvaro-siza-says-archdaily-s-building-of-the-year-award-provides-strong-incentive- 
for-profession.
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today/chemical-plant-offices-in-huaian-city-china-by-alvaro-siza.
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Politècnica de Catalunya, 2017, 333. Translation by author.
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