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THE PRESENCE OF THE ATLANTIC OCEAN

Atlantic waves break against rocky outcroppings of rusty granite. The horizon
traces a clear line in the painfully bright light; a sandy breeze from the north-west
fills the air with the smell of the sea. It is high summer and despite the wind, the
heat of the sun is hard to bear. From the coastal road, little can be seen of the swim-
ming pool — gray concrete and a few shallow-pitched roofs covered with tarpaper,
punctuating a kilometer-long wall with parked cars in front of it. A few meters
below is a landscape of rocks and sand. The view from above encompasses the
Atlantic Ocean, two swimming pools, stairs, and concrete walls. To the left is a
large beach full of people, bounded in the distance by the harbor pier jutting far
out into the sea.

Along the retaining wall, a ramp sinks down into the earth. Below is a small
wooden shed, just large enough for the ticket office. The space widens and the con-
crete wall becomes an opening, hardly taller than a person. Its long concrete lintel
seems to float, suggesting a gentle touch, a sense of closeness, despite the coarse
material. In the dressing rooms it is cool and dark — at first almost too dark to
see. The booths are fashioned of dark brown wood affixed to crossbeams that vanish
into the black ceiling. All is pervaded by an air of simplicity, an almost Far Eastern
austerity. From the dressing rooms, the path leads into a long courtyard enclosed by
weathered concrete walls. The sun on the visitor’s skin, the smoothness of the con-
crete floor under his or her tentative footsteps has a soothing effect. Two attendants
take each visitor’s clothes. A tall gateway, twice as high as the building, points the
way. Above, the lamellae of a roof construction are discernable; below, near the floor,
the coarse gray walls become benches. The space widens; you step down, and a view
of the sea, the horizon, opens up to the right. Cliffs and sand appear through a narrow
aperture in the wall; another step up, and the concrete floor becomes rougher.
Slowly, hesitantly, you emerge as from a dream, entering another world.

Street and cars have disappeared; you have become part of a scene you viewed
from above only a short time earlier. No paths are visible in this miniature land-
scape of rock formations and sand plateaus, but small, geometric constructions
point the way through the craggy terrain. Everywhere are children, young people,
in the sand, in the water, between the rocks. A small bridge, open on one side with
a low railing on the other, suggests an entrance. Below it is a children’s pool with a
broadly curving edge. You take your first uncertain steps across the coarse-grained
sand toward the swimming pool, feeling lost in a strange landscape. Then a con-
crete platform appears between the rocks; from here, you overlook the pool. Steps
lead downward, a small landing turns toward the horizon, then three more steps.
The water in the white basin sparkles; it is almost as green as the sea. It is cold and
salty, but you feel a sense of lightness as you swim. The wind is colder now on your
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wet skin; later, you will find a sheltered place between the rocks, a small room with
a warm sand floor, and sleep in the sun.

Design Process

The swimming pool on the beach of Leca de Palmeira was planned and built in
small stages over a period of about 14 years." Since all the building phases
employed the same materials and formal language, the whole is marked by the
impression of self-evident coherence. Rough shell concrete was used for walls
and floors, dark wood for the roof construction and interior finishing, and tarpaper
for the roof covering, which was later replaced by patinated sheet copper. The
broad spectrum of the architectural vocabulary, however — expanded continually
over the course of the design and construction — produces a sense of uncertainty.
The complexity of the structure, as difficult to grasp on location as in the drawings,
becomes more easily comprehensible when the individual steps in its development
are examined one at a time.

The history of the project begins in November 1959, when the city of
Matosinhos — where Alvaro Siza was brought up and to which the district of
Leca de Palmeira belongs — commissioned the construction firm Ribeiro da Silva,
L% to produce a feasibility study and cost estimate for a swimming pool on the
beach of Leca. The original idea was a tide pool that would be supplied with fresh
seawater through the flow of the tide. Co-proprietor of the firm, engineer Bernardo
Ferrdo, chose a site somewhat to the north of a large sandy beach where the rocks
already formed a small pond, at that time used for breeding lobsters.” Here the
retaining wall of the coastal road was interrupted by a platform at street level
(“Meia-Laranja”). Ferrdo proposed replacing the pond with a rectangular
swimming pool measuring 20 x 33.33 meters, whose long sides would lie parallel
to the retaining wall of the platform.’

In view of the urbanistic implications of the plan, the city followed the suggestion
of the engineer and commissioned an architect as well, Alvaro Siza Vieira, whom
Ferrio knew from the architecture office of his brother Fernando Tévora.
Siza, at that time 26 years old, at first proposed a large lake amid the rocks instead
of a swimming pool.” When the city rejected this idea, he suggested opening Ferrio’s
rectangular basin so that the edge toward the sea would be defined by the existing
granite rock formations. In this way, the basin was skillfully integrated into the
topographical situation, making it easier and less expensive to construct. The
proposal was accepted.

The concept of a tide pool, however, proved unrealizable for both hygienic and
topographic reasons. The basin was positioned too high in relation to sea level, and
in order to comply with health regulations, the seawater had to be filtered before it
was introduced to the pool. Nonetheless, as early as March 15, 1960, Bernardo
Ferrdo submitted the final drawings for the swimming pool. After the construction
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work had been completed by the firm of Ribeiro da Silva L%, Siza’s proposal to raze
the “Meia-Laranja” and expose the rocks beneath was put into action. In this way,
additional space was created for the pool’s guests and the site prepared for the con-
struction of the dressing rooms.

The second phase of the project commenced in the summer of 1961, when Siza
was commissioned to plan the “facilities necessary for the full functioning of the
swimming pool.” The commission was awarded by the mayor of Siza’s hometown
Matosinhos, Fernando Pinto de Oliveira,’ who was to support the construction of
the pool for many years to come. Already at that time, the project was integrated
into the development plan for the entire coastal area from Leca to Boa Nova, where
Siza’s famous restaurant Casa de Cha was currently being built.

The preliminary design, presented by Siza in October 1962,” called for a building
consisting of an access ramp, 24 dressing rooms — 12 each for women and men — a
central check-room, sanitary facilities, and a room for the pumps and filters for pur-
ifying the seawater, as well as a partially roofed, wind-protected courtyard as an
entrance to the bathing zone. This complex was conceived as a modulation of
the kilometer-long retaining wall. In order not to disfigure the view of the horizon
from the coastal road, the buildings were inserted into the wall like internal organs.
A small restaurant with a fan-shaped plan in front of the wall adjoined the dressing
rooms at the northern end, while a children’s pool and a small bridge completed
the bathing zone.

In the final drawings for this phase of the design, the restaurant was replaced by a
complex rectangular building. This structure was shown only in outline, however,
and remained unrealized for lack of funds. The preliminary design was supplemen-
ted with steps leading through the rocks to the swimming pool. The construction
work was carried out from 1963 to late 1964. In addition, a snack bar and a free-
standing WC were incorporated as temporary measures. It proved difficult to
obtain clean seawater, as water drawn from between the rocks contained too high
a proportion of sand. Accordingly, a spring well was installed in the proximity of
the shore wall, drawing water from a subterranean canal extending a hundred
meters out into the sea.® By the summer of 1965, the complex was fully functional
for the first time and a regular swimming business commenced.

It soon became clear, however, that the facilities were insufficient for the
demand. Thus in September 1965, Siza submitted a preliminary design for the
“expansion of the swimming pool area, consisting of restaurant, storage spaces,
sanitary facilities, bar, and esplanade.” South of the dressing rooms, he planned
a second retaining wall four meters in front of the existing shore wall, ending as
aramp leading to the beach of Lega. The space between the two walls was set aside
for the sanitary facilities and storage areas. To the north, the provisional snack bar
was replaced by a permanent building with a triangular esplanade, protected from
the powerful north wind by a concrete wall at a 45-degree angle to the shore wall.
This protecting wall was precisely aligned with the north-east corner of the swim-
ming pool, finding its continuation in a part of the west edge of the basin. Further to
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the north, additional sanitary facilities were incorporated into the shore wall.
Continuing northward another hundred meters, a platform, tapering to produce a
perspectival effect, was planned in front of the shore wall to serve as a connection
to the future restaurant. The restaurant itself, a structure about 70 meters long, like-
wise stood at a 45-degree angle to the shore wall on the ridge of a rock and served as
wind protection for the northern part of the beach. From 1993 to 1995 Siza further
developed the project of this restaurant, but nothing more has yet been built.

This preliminary design was subdivided into a third phase — consisting of all the
expansions with the exception of the restaurant and the platform — and a fourth
one, which was set aside for the time being. The working plans for the third phase
were submitted in February 1966."° When difficulties with the building permit
arose, Siza and Ferrdo once again submitted a comprehensive project description
in July 1967, including a “Survey of Development Phases.”'! Construction itself
probably only began the following year.

In the early 1970s, new health regulations necessitated improvements to the
snack bar as well as the installation of dressing and sanitary facilities for the person-
nel. These and other measures were presented in a design for the “connection of
the third and fourth phase,” submitted in April 1973."% In the corresponding ground
plan, the large platform south of the dressing rooms appears for the first time with a
stair cut into it at a 45-degree angle, as do the platform and ramp in front of the
children’s pool. According to the survey of development phases, however, the
ramp appears already to have been realized before 1965. According to the plan,
the exterior wall of the men’s dressing area was to be replaced by a diagonal wall,
which however was not built.

Apart from measures necessary for maintenance, the complex remained unal-
tered throughout the following years. In early 1993, Siza revised the design of
the restaurant from the fourth phase and by 1995 had produced a complete set
of execution drawings. For lack of funds or support, however, the project once
again remained unrealized. During the same period, the existing buildings were
renovated. Among other measures, the roofs were covered with patinated copper,
as already specified in the original plan.

The properties alongside the coastal avenue, which in 1990 were still open green
areas, have since been urbanized. Today, large apartment blocks, most of them
several stories high, face the avenue. In the first decade of the new millennium,
Siza had been commissioned to redesign the whole coastal avenue and public space
area, starting from Leca port’s North Mole, all the way up to the Boa Nova site. On
May 25, 2011, Siza’s Boa Nova restaurant and the swimming pool on the beach at
Leca da Palmeira were the two first modern projects in Portugal to be classified as
national monuments.'’ At the same time, the coastal area between the swimming
pool and the restaurant were declared a “specially protected zone,” in order to
“guarantee the continuity of the dialogue between the Casa de Cha da Boa Nova
and the Piscinas de Marés, the coastal avenue, the beach area and the sea.”** In spite
of this legal protection, in 2012 the local government tolerated the use of the big
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lawn area in front of the Casa de Cha to be used as an uncontrolled parking lot,
causing the devastation of almost all vegetation.'’

Nature and Geometry

One of the fundamental themes of the project is its relation to the natural environ-
ment: “In these first works, there ripened a definite, undeniable feeling that
architecture does not end at a specific point, but extends from object to space
and thus — through the relation to space — finds its completion in nature.”'® But
what does “nature” mean in this context? Here there is no occasion for Romantic
glorification or even the relaxed enjoyment of nature. The site is a wild, inhospi-
table one, exposed to the wind and the waves. It lacks the idyllic quality of the
Quinta da Conceicio park, also a part of Leca de Palmeira, where shortly before
Siza had realized a smaller swimming pool with white plastered walls and red-tiled
roofs in the shadow of old pines. Nor is it as dramatic and picturesque as the rocks
of Boa Nova, where Siza’s restaurant was built. Yet it draws its primal power from
the presence of the Atlantic Ocean, from the sound of the wind and the breaking
waves, from its closeness to the industrial harbor of Matosinhos and the view of a
horizon whose infinitely distant yet precise line is echoed in the retaining wall of
the coastal road.

The wall, about a kilometer and a half in length and up to ten meters in height,
constitutes a powerful, clear boundary separating the cultivated land from the
beach and the rugged, inaccessible rocky coast, an area visibly exposed to the
assault of the sea. The wall does not appear as an object, but rather forms a kind
of base for the land bounded by it. Into this wall is incorporated the architectural
complex of the dressing rooms. They represent a modulation of the work of engi-
neering that structures the entire coastal area and establishes a connection between
Leca and the restaurant of Boa Nova. Despite its modest scale, the architecture is
thus effectively incorporated into its landscape context. Seen from the bathing
zone, the wall functions as a background before which a dramatic scenery unfolds.

The ideal of a harmonious balance between architecture and the existing land-
scape, formulated at that time by Siza’s mentor Fernando Téavora,'” was certainly
one of the fundamental principles underlying the project. But how does the struc-
ture that was actually built relate to its context? While it may distantly evoke a
Japanese stone garden, it in fact represents its exact opposite — not the artful ide-
alization of nature in an architectural setting, but the exposure and restrained pres-
entation of a primal, wild, inhospitable situation. The design respects the natural
setting and the already existing structures, adapting them to the new functional
demands with sparing interventions.

Although the strict geometry of the architecture clearly distinguishes it from the
rugged, rocky landscape, this approach is not informed by the classical opposition
between nature and art. The change of material and the clearly defined forms
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permit the eye to distinguish between the built and the pre-existing; yet both are
intensified by the presence of the other. The effect is not that of an isolated object
contrasting with the landscape — as is still the case with the restaurant in Boa Nova —
but rather of a multiplicity of structures carefully incorporated into the topography
and integrally connected to the given situation. Walls find their continuation in
stairs and platforms of the same material, which in turn create transitions to areas
of rock and sand. Even the texture and color of the rough shell concrete is less of a
contrast than a harmonious complement to the existing granite rocks. The material
has even taken on something of a brownish patina, which also darkens the granite.
At times, the concrete even seems older, more weathered than the rocks — craggy
forms that, as if alive, seem to spring up everywhere.

Taking into account that a large part of the rocky topography we perceive as
“natural” when we visit the pool area today had been covered by a large platform
(in Portuguese called Meja-Laranja) when Siza started the project, it becomes obvi-
ous that the “natural” is as much part of his architectural conception as is the “arti-
ficial” or “architectural.” The rocks had literally to be discovered by demolishing
the existing platform, which at the beginning of the project had even defined the
positioning and the alignment of the larger swimming pool. As in a traditional Chi-
nese garden, nature is understood as part of, not opposite of the artificial, even if
the contrast between the rocks and the geometry of the concrete structures seems
to suggest this opposition.

The strategy of interweaving the built and the existing is associated less with the
idea of a Gesamtkunstwerk than with the dissolution of architecture into a complex
topography. Even the reduction of the materials to concrete and black impregnated
wood gives the buildings a sense of the transient, like ruins. The pronounced
boundary of the shore wall confronts the boundlessness of the beach; as the years
pass, the buildings grow outward along the shore wall. The conceptual boundary
of this landscape is established to the south only by the harbor pier, to the north by
the rocks and the restaurant of Boa Nova. In this way, there originate perspectival
relations whose dimensions recall the scale of baroque landscape design. On the
esplanade, bounded by the diagonal wall, a perspectival space is created whose
opposite side is formed by the harbor pier — a triangle with kilometer-long sides.
Finally, a slit-like window in the bathrooms concealed in the shore wall offers a
view of the Atlantic horizon.

And what position is reserved for the visitor to the swimming pool? Carefully, in
a complicated ritual, you cross the boundary of the shore wall, the line that divides
a landscape cultivated by man from the rocky beach, at the mercy of the powers of
the sea. A zigzag parcours along the wall compensates for the narrowness of the site,
establishing distance to the mundane world. The access ramp leading northward,
the darkness of the dressing rooms, and the longitudinal, southerly courtyard are
all stations in a path leading to the narrow, almost hidden aperture in the wall that
opens out onto the beach. Only shortly before you viewed the complex from a
distance; now, having performed the gestures of “submersion,” “undressing,”
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and “surfacing,” you feel part of a natural landscape into which you have been sub-
tly and sensitively introduced. The decisive moment — as you emerge from a court-
yard protected by concrete walls into the open landscape — now calls for initiative
and active involvement as you begin the exploration of the complex topography.

Architectural References

A number of modern architects have been named as possible influences on the
design of the swimming pool in Lega. Alvaro Siza himself repeatedly emphasizes
the importance of Frank Lloyd Wright, an influence that probably goes back to
travel reports by Fernando Tavora, who visited Taliesin West in 1960. “When
I began the project, I bought a publication on Wright's work, and particular aspects
such as the Desert House had a positive influence on my work ... I remember that
at the time, Wright was a kind of liberation for me.” 18 William Curtis describes this
influence as follows: “There is a reminiscence of Wright’s Taliesin West of 1937, in
which parallel galleries and through-ways also precede a diagonal expansion across
water towards a distant view.”” The stair cut into the southern platform at a 45-
degree angle may likewise be interpreted as the negative form of a terrace from
Taliesin West. The fan-shaped ground plan of an early version of the restaurant
from the second phase, however, also recalls the work of Alvar Aalto. Others have
seen references to the longitudinal volumes of Aalto’s university cafeteria in
Jyviskyld, to neo-plasticism, and to the architecture of Mies van der Rohe.”’ Finally,
Curtis sees the form of the children’s pool as an “reinterpretation of Le Corbusier’s
free plan curves,” one that also reminds him of cubist paintings.”' On the other
hand, Le Corbusier’s conception of the promenade architecturale” has obviously
been more important for the project than any artwork.

The question arises as to whether these associations truly suffice to explain the
motivation for this design. According to Siza, “learning in architecture actually
means an expansion of references ... I think it is possible to isolate individual influ-
ences in a work, but in a mature work this would be very difficult, for there the
references are not one, but many.”*> The identification of models may perhaps
serve to build bridges, enabling us to understand an architecture that is “unique”
in the best sense of the word and thus also somewhat alienating. Yet while such
references help make the work more accessible, they by no means suffice to explain
its specific qualities; rather, these are manifested in the very aspects that most
clearly differ from their alleged models.

Together with the “Cooperativa Lordelo” built at almost the same time, the
design of the swimming pool on the beach of Leca marks a new phase in the devel-
opment of Siza’s architecture: “Itis the first building that no longer makes reference
to traditional Portuguese architecture, in terms of either formal language or mate-
rials.”** Its language is characterized by a high degree of abstraction and the dom-
inance of horizontals; its longitudinal, rectangular volumes of coarse exposed
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concrete are staggered in a number of levels, with no visible openings, doors, or
windows in the traditional sense. Siza employed this formal vocabulary only during
those years and in only a few of his designs; the street facade of the Alves Santos
house is related to it, as is the house of Manuel Magalhdes, realized a few
years later.

Siza describes the basic idea of the project as a further development of the
approach used in his design for the restaurant Boa Nova, created a few years earlier:
“I considered that this solution was too direct a translation of the accidents of the
landscape. The profile of the restaurant is almost a direct parallel to the profile of
the rocks. After I finished, I found it too much dependent on the landscape.”** “[For
the swimming pool] I said to myself, this time it has to be two elements, as in many
compositions, completely separated, each with its own language, but they have to
stand in relation to each other.”**

A comparison of the Le¢a swimming pool with the pool in the park of Quinta da
Conceigdo, built by Siza from 1958 to 1965, shows the completely different, even
antithetical character of the two projects. The pool in the park represents an almost
Mediterranean idyll in the shadow of the pines, its white plastered walls contrasting
with the red-tiled roofs and grassy lawns; the pool on the coast, on the other hand,
appears gray against gray with no vegetation, more industrial than idyllic. Siza
knew not only how to react to the peculiarities of these radically different locations,
but also how to transform their qualities into the theme of the architecture. The
background for this approach is not least of all a culture of architectural landscape
design that has shaped northern Portugal for centuries and whose remnants leave a
striking impression even today.

Tender Indifference

My first exposure to this project was through a series of photographs by Giovanni
Chiaramonte, published in Quaderni di Lotus in 1986.”” They showed gray-blue sky
and weathered concrete walls with deep black shadows, empty spaces with no
apparent meaning, no visible trace of human life. What were they? An abandoned
industrial complex? The remains of a military fortification? The name “swimming
pool” usually evokes a different image. Looking back at these photographs today,
we can see the influence of existentialist Italian cinema from the 1950s, in the way
Chiaramonte perceives the maze of concrete walls as much as in their austere pres-
ence, denying any opening or other way to escape.

My first visits to the site were likewise discomfiting, though in a different way —
an experience of confrontation with the elemental forces of nature, the primal
power of the Atlantic coast of northern Portugal. The logic of this only seemingly
labyrinthine architectural landscape was perceptible from the first visit, although
comprehension of at least some of the mechanisms of its fascination was long in
coming. It is an architecture that, despite its geometric precision, seems to dissolve
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into the landscape, one whose very radicality enables it to sensitively respond to the
needs of the visitors. It is the result of an approach that accepts challenges without
acquiescing to aesthetic or ideological formulas. In this way, it is able to react in a
very direct, as it were unprejudiced way, with a pragmatism that is not reducible to
technical or economical demands, but which acknowledges the totality of human
existence as its parameter.

The philosophy of existentialism, with its focus on the human individual and his
actions and feelings in the face of an apparently meaningless world, was highly influ-
ential in southern Europe when this project was conceived. Yet it would be specu-
lation to consider it a main reference. Rather, we may see the way this architecture
creates meaning by precisely shaping and positioning its elements in the concrete
world as a means to escape the existentialist notion of the absurd. The influence
of traditional Chinese and Japanese architecture and gardening seems more evident,
primarily in the subtle and austere aesthetics, and the prominent role of context and
nature in the project, at the time unobserved in European design practice.

On the beach of Leca de Palmeira, we encounter an essential architecture
reduced to only a few elements, one whose harshness is necessary to assert its pres-
ence in this place. It is an architecture whose very simplicity — the unaffected
wooden construction, the coarsely executed, weathered, and in many places
patched concrete walls — evokes the aesthetic of paupertas, of dignified poverty.
For precisely this reason, it is capable of providing a foothold for the groundless
emotions of Albert Camus’ L’Etranger; it speaks of the “tender indifference of
the world. To find it so similar to me, so brotherly in the end, made me feel that
I have been happy, and I still am.”**
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* Image credit: Christian Géanshirt.
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