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Critique: building appraisals

Álvaro Siza’s Bonjour Tristesse: a
symphony for a big city

Nelson Mota Architecture, Delft University of Technology,

Netherlands (Author’s e-mail address:

n.j.a.mota@tudelft.nl)

The directors of the Internationale Bauausstellung Berlin (IBA-Berlin) famously created a
Janus face for urban renewal through the 1980s, as an attempt to cope with Berlin’s struggle
for identity during the Cold War. IBA-Berlin’s intellectual framework was divided between
Kleihues’s critical reconstruction of the past (IBA-Neubau), and Hämer’s careful urban
renewal (IBA-Altbau). While the IBA-Neubau generated famous buildings designed by archi-
tects such as Aldo Rossi, Oswald Mathias Ungers, John Hejduk and Peter Eisenmann, the pro-
duction of the IBA-Altbau section was somewhat more discreet, yet with conspicuous
buildings designed by Hinrich and Inken Baller, and by Álvaro Siza.
In this article I will focus on Álvaro Siza’s Bonjour Tristesse, designed and built in the early

1980s under the auspices of the IBA-Altbau section. Situated in Berlin’s Kreuzberg district,
this building simultaneously incorporates and transgresses the urban renewal principles of
both Kleihues and Hämer. It challenges existing conventions and typologies, and caters
for the urban experience of the migrants arriving in the big city, activating the creative
potential of the ‘as found’ as a strategy to enhance collective memory and promote political
engagement through conflictive consensus. This article examines the design decision-
making process of the Bonjour Tristesse, and the coeval reception of the project. It demon-
strates the extent to which Siza’s critical account of a confrontation with reality contributed
to the development of a project in tune with the ambivalence of modernity, a building that is
at the same time strange and familiar, detached and situated, sterile and contaminated.

Introduction
From the 1970s onwards, the politics of urban

renewal across Europe brought forth a conspicuous

confrontation between the experience of modernity

and the collective memory embedded in the ruins of

the historic city. In many cases this process resonated

with a cultural clash between new groups of

migrants arriving in the city and the urban experi-

ence that prevailed hitherto. In this context, the per-

vasive confrontation between the familiarity of the

domus, and the transiency of the megalopolis, as

Jean-François Lyotard put it, produced new chal-

lenges for the architects, challenges that overrode

the toolbox used in the urban renewal politics cham-

pioned by the welfare state through the 1950s and

1960s.

This paper examines the case of the building

known as Bonjour Tristesse, commissioned by IBA-

Berlin, and designed by Álvaro Siza from 1980

until 1983. The leitmotiv of the IBA-Berlin, ‘The

inner city as a place to live’, expressed an attempt

to bring together architects and an extended
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network of stakeholders in the common effort to

make sense of Berlin’s struggle for identity during

the Cold War. The material and intellectual back-

ground for this paper is the Janus face of IBA-

Berlin, divided between the critical reconstruction

of the past supported by Josef Paul Kleihues (IBA-

Neubau), and the careful urban renewal cham-

pioned by Hardt-Waltherr Hämer (IBA-Altbau).

Supported by archival research, bibliographic

documentation and interviews with the author of

the building, the paper contends that Siza’s critical

interpretation of Berlin’s conventions and typologies

contributed to promote an architectural approach in

which he explored the creative potential of the ‘as

found’ as a strategy to activate collective memory

and foster political engagement. It further asserts

that the pervasive typological and morphological

contaminations in Siza’s Bonjour Tristesse reflect

one century of urban experience in Berlin, and incor-

porate the tropes of the migrants arriving in the big

city. Embodying himself the condition of the wan-

derer, the paper concludes, Siza accommodated in

his project the anxieties and exhilarations, the fears

and the expectations, the displacement and the

freedom that are part and parcel of the life in a

metropolis such as Berlin. In other words, notwith-

standing all its contaminations, the Bonjour Tristesse

testifies to the experience of modernity.

The migrant and urban experience
The conflictive negotiation of traits of modernity

with remnants of the past in Siza’s Bonjour Tristesse

resonates with the disorientation of the arrival into

the metropolis. In this sense, this building can be

compared with Walther Ruttmann’s Berlin: Symph-

ony of a Big City [‘Berlin. Die Sinfonie der Großstadt’,

1927], a film that delivers a compelling illustration of

the trope of the arrival in the big city (Fig. 1). This film

evokes the contradictions of the migrant’s urban

experience, as Anton Kaes had it, ‘feeling both

anxious and exhilarated about the liberating but iso-

lating anonymity; intrigued by the choices and

opportunities, but fearful of failure; fascinated by

the variety of lifestyles and scared by the challenges

to one’s already destabilized identity; excited by

Berlin’s seemingly boundless expanse but intimi-

dated by its hectic pace and physical danger.’1

Álvaro Siza himself symbolises the figure of the wan-

derer. His arrival in Berlin resonates with the migrant

experience of arrival in the metropolis, as portrayed

in Ruttmann’s film, an experience that would even-

tually permeate the projects designed by him for

the big city.

In an interview given to the German architectural

magazine Bauwelt in 1990, Siza claimed immodestly

that he considered his building on the Schelisches

Straße in the Kreuzberg district an interesting contri-

bution for Berlin, as ‘it grew up of a strong

impression caused on me by this city, which I knew

from movies’.2 In that interview Siza recognises the

influential role of visual representations of Berlin

for the construction of his image of the city.

‘When I arrived’, Siza declared, ‘I was reminded of

these movies, and the images of the wartime. The

dramatic atmosphere, with very strong yet very

smooth corners.’3 These representations contributed

to the definition of the backdrop against which Siza

would develop the Bonjour Tristesse building.

However, whilst the image of Berlin projected by

its representation in the media was significant,
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Figure 1. Still images

from the film Berlin, die

Sinfonie der Großstadt

(Germany 1927),

directed and written by

Walther Ruttmann

(source, Internet

Archive; public domain).
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Siza’s confrontation with the real city was also

meaningful. He himself suggests his experience of

the city became somehow embedded in the build-

ing’s architectural language. ‘I was very happy’,

Siza claimed, ‘when, after finishing the building on

the Schelisches Straße, I walked through the

streets of Berlin, looked around and said: This

looks like my building.’4

This observation underlines Siza’s keen interest in

reading and reinterpreting the codes and conven-

tions of the circumstance in which he operates. To

be sure, from the 1970s through the 1990s, Siza

developed projects for Porto, Évora and The Hague

in which he combined familiar tropes and figures

imported from the vernacular tradition with notice-

able references from the avant-garde.5 The typologi-

cal approach and the architectural language used in

those projects were strikingly ambiguous, chiefly

determined by an archaeology of the ordinary as a

vital component of Siza’s design process.

In Siza’s projects for Berlin this ambiguity was also

pervasive and it went even further than in most of

the cases mentioned above. In Siza’s Bonjour Tris-

tesse, one can read the superimpositions of one

century of urban life in Berlin including the experi-

ences that were masterfully illustrated in Ruttmann’s

Symphony of a Big City: the familiar and the

uncanny, anxiety and exhilaration, freedom and

fear, anonymity and collectivity. However, Siza’s

design process precludes a critical account of his pro-

jects merely based on established disciplinary codes,

either typological or morphological. Otherwise, as I

will further demonstrate in this essay, the Bonjour

Tristesse epitomises an architectural operation in

which an archaeology of the real triggered the crea-

tive potential of the ‘as found’ as a disciplinary

instrument to activate collective memory and foster

civic participation.

Ruins in reverse
To build up the background against which Siza’s

project for the Schlesisches Straße came about, it is

useful returning to the moment when he arrived in

Berlin, in the autumn of 1976, to participate in the

Symposium Stadtstruktur-Stadtgestalt (‘Urban Struc-

ture—The form of the City’), organised by Berlin’s

Internationales Design Zentrum (IDZ).6

Siza and the other architects invited to the 1976

IDZ Symposium received an assignment to develop

an urban plan for the area of Der Landwehrkanal,

in the southern part of Berlin’s Tiergarten district.7

For Siza, as well as for most of the other participants,

this challenge was a timely opportunity to make

sense of the debates held some weeks before at

the 1976 Venice Biennale and at the International

Architecture Seminar held in Santiago de Compos-

tela, which were chiefly focused on architectural

approaches to dealing with the confrontation

between fragments of the historic city.8

In one of the first sketches drawn by Siza at the

Symposium, he scribbled: ‘the architect is nothing

else than a detective (or a fan of puzzles)’.9 In

another drawing in the same series, Siza jotted

down the note: ‘Demolish nothing: Transform’,

and referring to some buildings that were remnants

of a demolished block, he wrote: ‘One should feel

that they shouldn’t be there. Fragments of a gratui-

tous transformation. History, too’.10 Although

apparently vague, this sequence of notes testifies

to an architectural approach that embodies the
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fundamental tenets of Siza’s methodological

approach in his projects for Berlin, designed from

the late 1970s through to the mid-1980s: a deliber-

ate exhibition of the fragmentary nature of the city

as part and parcel of its material and ontological

renewal.

In any event, post-war Berlin was arguably one of

the best places in which to exhibit fragments. The

ubiquitous presence of voids created in the city’s

nineteenth-century urban fabric, produced either

by the Second World War bombardments or by

speculative demolitions, shaped the perfect scenario

for a fan of puzzles. In a sketch depicting a scheme

to tackle the typical problem of filling a gap on

the block’s perimeter, Siza explored a solution

where the new building was designed as if it were

a ruin (Fig. 2). The plan of the façade towards the

Derfflingerstraße connects the neighbouring build-

ings on both sides, and it is abruptly interrupted at

the centre of the building plot. The sketch shows

Siza’s relentless attempt to bring about the fragmen-

tary character of the new façade. He does so either

by breaking its continuous plan or by emphasising

further the interruption with a new building inserted

with its plan rotated in relation to the street, stres-

sing the discontinuity further. The façade’s fenestra-

tion, however, conspicuously uses the same

morphology as the neighbouring buildings. This
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Figure 2. Álvaro Siza:

sketch of the design

process for the 1976

IDZ-Berlin Symposium;

façade for a building in

the Derfflingerstraße

(source, Álvaro Siza

Archive).
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strategy contributes to emphasising the anonymity

of the new construction, as if it were a ruin of some-

thing that had always been there. In effect, Siza

himself confirms this deliberate pursuit of an

approach that challenges the conventional notion

of time. In another sketch he jotted down: ‘as frag-

ments (...) of other interventions (ruins). We aim to

invert the usual schemes; Render as ruins the new

constructions.’11

In 1979, three years after his participation in the

IDZ Symposium, Siza was invited by IBA-Berlin to

submit an entry for a competition to develop a

plan for two blocks in Kreuzberg’s Luisenstadt

area, in the northern part of the Landwehrkanal

along the Fraenkelufer.12 The successive transform-

ation of the morphology of those two blocks

offered a good illustration of the evolution of

Berlin’s urban fabric in the period stretching from

the late nineteenth century through to the 1970s.

At the time of the competition, the courtyard was

almost completely cleared out, and on the block’s

perimeter the street façade was full of gaps.13

The historical transformation of Berlin’s urban

block deeply influenced the design decision-

making process in Siza’s proposal for the Fraenkelu-

fer (Fig. 3). His project highlighted the fragmentary

nature of the urban fabric created by consecutive

layers of historical events, aiming to uncover and

to render visible the scars of the past. In his entry

for the competition, Siza noticeably challenged the

block’s morphological continuity, locating three

buildings in the interior of the courtyard and a

fourth one at the corner with the Admiralstraße.14

This interplay between past and present was not

only detectable in the buildings, though; it was

also visible in the project for the ground. In effect,

in the courtyard of the block at the eastern side of

the Fraenkelufer, Siza kept on the plot’s surface

the memory of the recent past, through lines that

partially replicated the footprint of the destroyed

or demolished buildings. The conspicuous conflict

of geometries between these lines and the new

buildings, utterly expressed Siza’s drive to create

anew with a deep consciousness of the past

(Fig. 4). In any event, as Pierluigi Nicolin notes, in

the Fraenkelufer project, ‘the terrain becomes a

sort of archaeological plane where one walks on

tip-toe, partially enlightened by that geometry

imprinted on it like a watermark’.15

Siza’s archaeological endeavour, as it were, is pol-

itically framed by a deliberate attempt to acknowl-

edge and render visible the immanent tensions

detectable in Berlin’s urban morphology. Both in

the IDZ Symposium and in the Fraenkelufer project

there comes to the surface an urban renewal

approach whose formal operations were chiefly

determined by a dialectical relationship between

the new and the ‘as found’ as a strategy to activate

collective memory.16 On the one hand, Siza rejects

the simple tabula rasa attitude, which obliterates

the marks of the past. On the other hand, he

resists following a mere morphological continuity

with the existing built landscape. His approach is,

rather, one that dialectically negotiates the present

with the past. Siza invents a counter-geometry to

revalidate the city’s historical urban structure,

which he recuperates and exhibits as archaeological

findings.

In these projects, Siza’s design rationale empha-

sises the creative potential of contingency, the
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confrontation between fragments of the city ‘as

found’, celebrating the importance of the past for

the transformation of the present. Although see-

mingly ironical, nostalgic or romantic, a mere gratu-

itous and whimsical formal operation, I would

suggest otherwise: these projects were, first and

foremost, political. The emphasis on the exhibition

of the façade’s fragmentary character becomes

instrumental in opening the block’s courtyard to

the street. A strategy to counter the charged charac-

ter of Berlin’s infamous mietskaserne, or tenements,

which for many decades were kept hidden from

the public realm, with their inhabitants being in a

kind of voluntary imprisonment.17 Siza’s approach

sought to recuperate and integrate the collective

nature of the courtyard into the public realm. The

voids left out by the destruction of buildings at the

block’s perimeter and in its interior (either with

bombs or wrecking balls), became an opportunity

to open it, building ruins in reverse, as it were, con-

sciously using disciplinary techniques to foster par-

ticipation in the civic life, nurture social intercourse
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Figure 3. Álvaro Siza,

IBA-Altbau Fraenkelufer

competition, 1979:

A. site before World

War II; B. site before the

competition; C. site

with Siza’s proposal

(source, Author’s

drawing).
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Figure 4. Álvaro Siza,

sketch for IBA-Altbau

Fraenkelufer

competition, 1979:

aerial view with lines of

the footprint of the

demolished buildings

(source, Álvaro Siza

Archive).
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and raise collective consciousness of the presence of

the past.

Continuity and fragmentation
At the final stage of the Fraenkelufer competition

process, the jury decided to declare as winner the

proposal presented by the studio of Hinrich and

Inken Baller. Then, in the summer of 1980, the

IBA-Altbau section launched the competition for

block 121, located in the SO 36 area next to the

Schelisches Tor. In 1977, the SO 36 area had

already been the object of the Strategien für Kreuz-

berg, a citizens’ initiative for urban renewal organ-

ised by the pastor Klaus Duntze and other

members of Kreuzberg’s evangelical community.18

The characteristics of block 121 created an opportu-

nity to develop a project that mingled renovation of

existing structures and new constructions for

housing and amenities.

Similarly to what happened in the Fraenkelufer

competition, the IBA-Berlin and the representatives

of the district council selected the architects invited

to develop a preliminary proposal for Block 121.

The architects indicated by IBA were Álvaro Siza

and Ulli Böhme, a former student of the director of

IBA-Altbau, Hardt-Waltherr Hämer.19 The architects

indicated by the local council were Volker Theissen

from Berlin and the PSA Group/Gottfried Böhm

from Aachen. Theissen had been engaged in the

Strategien and was active in developing projects

and studies for the Kreuzberg district. The four

teams were asked to focus on the northern part of

the block, along the Schlesisches Straße, and to

comply with the concepts of Mischzone (‘Mixed

Zone’) and Blockkonzepte (‘Block Concept’). These

concepts were part and parcel of Hämer’s twelve

principles of careful urban renewal, which resonated

essentially with avoiding ghettoisation, fostering

social cohesion and pursuing an holistic renovation

of the whole block, accommodating an interplay of

housing with other functions (eg, day-care centre,

club for senior residents, neighbourhood meeting

place, library or open collective spaces).20

The outcome of the first stage of the competition

revealed that all teams concurred in similar

approaches at the bigger scale of the block, with

some different solutions for particular parts of the

ensemble (Fig. 5). There was a common tendency

to emphasise the capacity of the interior of the

block to become the core of the local community,

fostering the inhabitants’ cohesion, one of the

central principles of Hämer’s model for underscoring

the social benefits of urban renewal. In any event,

the proposals of the PSA Group and Volker Theissen

clearly defined the boundaries of the core of the

block, either through buildings (Theissen), or a

spatial device (a pergola/arcade, in the case of the

PSA Group). Ulli Böhme articulated the interior of

the block with an intricate system of spaces and

paths that took advantage of the gates at the per-

imeter of the block to connect the surrounding

streets through its interior. Siza’s proposal was

more contained, using the open spaces as an exten-

sion of the existing buildings, with the exception of a

wide central space connected with the gap at

Falckensteinstraße 6.

As regards the definition of the block’s boundary,

there was also an overall tendency to preserve the

existing discontinuities, though designing them in

different ways. This strategy worked twofold: on
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the one hand, it emphasised the connection between

the street and the interior of the block, and on the

other hand it preserved the gaps as instances of the

fragmentary nature of Berlin’s recent past. Both in

Siza’s and Theissen’s proposals, existing gaps (at

Falckensteinstraße 6 and Schlesisches Straße 3)

were simply preserved as voids on the street’s

façade leaving the building plot empty. In the propo-

sal presented by the PSA Group, an attempt was

made to articulate new buildings on the block’s per-

imeter with those already existing. In this case, the

transition between the street and the interior of the

block was always filtered through the use of gates

and arcades. In Ulli Böhme’s scheme, the boundary

of the block was thought of as a continuous mem-

brane, although porous. An arcade closed the gap

in Falckensteinstraße 6, and created a continuous per-

meable surface, which, together with the gates in the

existing buildings, virtually articulated the whole

interior of the block through a network of pedestrian

paths. At the intersection of the Falckensteinstraße

with the Schlesisches Straße, in the last stage of the

competition process, all participants proposed a

corner building with commercial spaces on the
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Figure 5. IBA-Altbau

Schelesisches Straße

competition, 1980,

proposals, first phase:

A. Ulli Böhme; B. the

PSA Group/Gottfried

Böhm; C. Volker

Theissen; D. Álvaro Siza

(source, Author’s

drawing).
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ground floor and housing on the floors above

(Fig. 6).21

Siza’s project for the block (and the projects pre-

sented by all the other competitors, for that mater)

resonated with Hämer’s careful urban renewal prin-

ciples, particularly his keen interest in rehabilitating

the courtyards as devices to nurture collective

appropriation and strengthen communitarian

bonds, as well as the preservation and further

development of the block’s functional mixture.

Hämer’s principles were, in effect, supported by a

great many of the other stakeholders involved in

the process, such as groups of local residents, and

the local squatters’ movement, part of Berlin’s

alternative scene that gained momentum through

the 1970s and constituted yet another instance of

the impact of the migrants on the city’s urban

experience. In order to foster dialogue and civic

participation amongst the stakeholders, Hämer

and his team organised several meetings to

discuss the projects and the renovation plans for

each block (Fig. 7). These meetings, which

brought together policy makers, experts, commu-

nity activists and local inhabitants, would be
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Figure 6. IBA-Altbau

Schelesisches Straße

competition, 1980,

proposals, second

phase: A. Ulli Böhme;

B. the PSA Group/

Gottfried Böhm;

C. Volker Theissen;

D. Álvaro Siza (source:

Author’s drawing).
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instrumental in emphasising the political nature of

Hämer’s urban renewal principles.

After the jury meeting in November, 1980, Siza’s

project would eventually be declared the winner of

the competition. Siza’s design approach was far

from being consensual, though. At any rate, the

decision to award Siza with the first place in the

Block 121 competition did not hinder some

members of the Jury from highlighting some of the

project’s critical aspects, first and foremost its

detachment from the district’s typical architectural

features. In the Obergutachtersitzung (‘Experts

Meeting’) of 4th November, 1980, a member of

the Jury, Herr Recknagel, contended that ‘Siza’s

form does not fit the form of Kreuzberg’. Hämer,

who apart from being the director of IBA-Altbau

was also a member of the Jury, countered this obser-

vation, emphasising the expressive quality of Siza’s

interpretation of local features. Siza’s proposal, he

contended, was a highly qualified answer to the

Kreuzberg’s Eckfragen (‘corner issue’), and asserted

that one could not go back to an ausdruckslose

(‘expressionless’) approach.22 Yet, the verdict of

the Jury, which also included members of SO 36’s
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Figure 7. ‘Die Bürgerin

und die Punkerin. A

Discussion on home

squatting at the St

Thomas Church’

(Kreuzberg)

(photograph: # Hans-

Peter Siffert/hpsiffert.ch).
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dwellers’ associations, considered nevertheless that

some aspects of Siza’s proposal should be revised,

stressing especially the need to create a less

exposed connection to the block’s interior, protect-

ing it, and preserving its quietness.

Siza’s project for Kreuzberg’s block 121 contained

several buildings, each one catering for a specific

functional requirement, either defined by IBA-Berlin

or suggested by Siza himself. His winning scheme

was based on a strategy to accentuate the porosity

of the block, taking advantage of the fragmentation

of its perimeter (Fig. 8). He brought about a conspic-

uous dialectic between continuity and fragmentation

in the layout of the new constructions, and in the

emphasis on opening the courtyard as support for

the development of social interaction between the

dwellers and the community at large. This strategy

was fully expressed in the project for the housing
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Figure 8. IBA-Altbau

Schelesisches Straße

competition, 1980,

proposals, Álvaro Siza:

A. site before the

competition; B. first

revised scheme (1980);

C. final scheme (source,

Author’s drawing).
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block at the corner of the Schlesisches Straßewith the

Falckensteinstraße, which would, eventually, became

known as the Bonjour Tristesse building.23

Compromise and conflict
The three building plots at the corner of the Schle-

sisches Straße with the Falckensteinstraße were

owned by a private developer, Schulz KG, which

had previously commissioned the office of Ewald-

Graf-Neumann with the project for a housing build-

ing with thirty-five flats on that location. After a first

decision to approve the project in 1979, the district’s

council eventually rejected it for undisclosed

reasons.24 As the outcome of the IBA-Berlin
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Figure 9. Álvaro Siza,

housing block in

Schelesisches Straße,

1980–84: A. elevation

Falckenstein straße;

B. ground floor plan;

C. typical floor plan

(source, Author’s

drawing).
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competition, discussed above, that project was

replaced by Siza’s.

The project for the corner building changed many

times through the period from the first design deliv-

ered at the time of the competition until the final

version of the project, as can be seen in the evolution

of the ground floor and the typical plan’s layout, as

well as in the correlated changes in the building’s

street façade (Fig. 9). The first version of the build-

ing’s typical floor, presented at the competition

stage, showed Siza’s attempt to make sense of the

important role played by migrants in shaping

Berlin’s urban experience. In this particular case, it

demonstrates Siza’s keen interest in catering for

the community of Turkish immigrants, an important

community of the so-called gastarbeiten (‘guest

workers’).

In effect, as opposed to the cramped areas of the

mietskaserne, in Siza’s project each floor had only

four dwelling units, each one provided with a gener-

ous area—reaching 260 m2 in the corner unit—and

designed to accommodate large families. Circulation

was secured by two cores, each one with two lifts

and a common stairwell. Furthermore, the political

implications suggested by Siza’s layout went

beyond a mere act of generosity: they deliberately

challenged the so-called ten percent rule, a norm

passed by Berlin’s Senate according to which only

one tenth of the residential units could be rented

to foreigners. As Esra Akcan suggests, although
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Figure 9. Continued.
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this law was justified as an attempt to trigger the

‘integration’ of foreign workers, it could be seen

instead as a conspicuous form of social control of

the immigrant community.25 Unsurprisingly, the

generosity of Siza’s preliminary plan was heavily cri-

ticised by the owner of the plot, Schulz KG, arguing

that the twenty dwelling units thus created were

clearly insufficient to meet the constraints defined

by Berlin’s social housing standards. This was

further confirmed by a cost analysis made by the

Wohnungsbaukreditanstalt (WBK: the public insti-

tution for social housing credit), which concluded

that the construction of the project implied an exces-

sive cost that would render it unsuitable to receive

public funding.26

Hence, in the light of this report and the com-

ments made by the members of the competition

Jury, Siza developed a first revised proposal. In this

revised version of the project, the layout of the build-

ing’s typical floor showed three large flats (still an

attempt to accommodate the larger Turkish families)

and three smaller ones. There were three vertical cir-

culation cores, each serving two dwellings per floor.

At this moment, the building still preserved the func-

tional mixture proposed at the competition stage,

including the integration of the elderly people’s

club within two floors, next to the shops facing the

Falckensteinstraße. Furthermore, Siza suggested

also the preservation of the corner shops ‘as

found’ in the site. This decision resonated both

with increasing the functional mixture of the build-

ing but also with preserving a relevant part of the

district’s collective memory.

At any rate, as discussed above, a critical account

of the situation ‘as found’ was a fundamental trope

of Siza’s design process, and naturally also in his pro-

posal for the corner building. At the time the compe-

tition was launched, the corner was fully occupied

with shops, mostly rented by members of the

Turkish community (Fig. 10). Preserving the shops

became thus an important goal for Siza; he kept

the existing shops on the ground floor and built

five floors of housing on top of them. Furthermore,

this design decision further resonated with the

urban renewal principles advocated by Hämer,

which included avoiding demolitions and preserving

the block’s functional mixture.27

The decision to preserve the existing shops implied

a complex structural solution to allow the construc-

tion of the new building above them. This aspect

met with several criticisms and was eventually dis-

missed due to the technical problems it implied.

Hence, the existing shops had to be demolished

and a third version of the project was developed,

with a thorough revision of the ground-floor plan,

in which new spaces were provided to accommo-

date the existing shops. Moreover, to meet the

demand to reduce the average price per dwelling,

the layout of the typical floor plan was redesigned

and the number of dwellings per floor increased to

seven. These were smaller units, still served by

three circulation cores, including a special layout at

the corner of the building to serve three dwellings.

In terms of the plan layout, the third version of the

project kept basically the same characteristics as

the previous version, with only minor changes in

the shape of the flats and circulation cores. As

opposed to the typological clarity of the first

version, now the layout of the floor plan revealed

unconventional articulations, resulting from the
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very many compromises and attempts to articulate

and negotiate the contingencies of the design

process.

However, the changes introduced by Siza in the

third revision of the plan were not enough to meet

the demands of the client. Schulz KG requested an

increase in the number of dwelling units, allegedly

in order to cope with the building costs of Siza’s

project and to comply with Berlin’s standards for

social housing. With the assistance of his local

contact architect, Peter Brinkert, Siza produced yet

another version of the typical floor plan’s layout,

aiming at accommodating the demands of the

client whilst preserving the fundamental aspects of

his architectural operation.28

The fourth version of the project produced impor-

tant morphological and typological changes. The

ceiling heights of the floors was reduced and one

additional floor was introduced. Four additional

dwellings were also created on the ground floor, in

the space left vacant by the elderly people’s club,

which in the meantime moved to a dedicated build-

ing at the Falckensteinstraße 6. The total number of

dwellings in this version was now forty-six, an
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Figure 10. Shops at the

intersection of the

Falckensteinstrasse with

the Schelesisches

Straße, 1980

(photograph: # Hen’s

March).
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amount much higher than the twenty dwelling units

of Siza’s preliminary proposal, but also significantly

higher than the thirty-five units of Schultz KG’s

initial project designed by Ewald-Graf-Neumann in

1979. The average size of the flats was noticeably

reduced and the combination of the units showed

the prevalence of small units: three one-bedroom

flats, three two-bedroom flats and only one three-

bedroom flat.

One of the most striking aspects of the new

layout was the circulation system, where a hybrid

combination of portico and gallery flats was used

to reduce the circulation cores from three to two

(Fig. 11). Another noticeable aspect, specially

taking into consideration the nature of the commis-

sion, was the complete absence of a standard dwell-

ing unit. All the seven flats had a distinct layout and

the floor plan showed no systematisation whatso-

ever. Instead, the layout was chiefly determined as

a contingent solution for the constraints determined

by the shape of the building. Further, it was subser-

vient to the composition of the façade’s fenestration

and to the unconventional routing system.

Despite the reduction of the average dwelling size

and the complex articulation of the partitions in order

to cope with the conditions mentioned above, Siza

included a winter garden in all the flats. This feature

was intended to compensate for the absence of bal-

conies, which was a demand always overruled by Siza

through the building’s design process. The winter

garden performed also an important role in enhan-

cing individual expression. In effect, the specific pos-

ition of the winter garden in the dwelling unit and

its functional ambiguity introduced a layer of flexibility

that catered for the residents’ customisation of the

layout. This aspect can be seen as yet another

outcome of Siza’s engagement with citizens’ partici-

pation in the design decision-making process.29 In

effect, as Esra Akcan highlights, the winter garden

stands as a non-identifiable space that can be con-

verted into very many different uses, such as an

additional kitchen, an additional bedroom or a

space for religious practice.

The position of the winter garden varies accord-

ing to its location in the building. Whereas the

flats facing the Falckensteinstraße are located at

the street side, in those facing the Schlesisches

Straße the winter garden is at the courtyard side.

In any case, though, the winter garden shows an

inconspicuous presence on the façade, as is the

case of the distribution gallery, for that matter.

This aspect thus reveals the importance given by

Siza to the façade of this building as the regulatory

element to the whole composition. Moreover, while

the typological consistency of the building was

becoming muddled, Siza’s interest in increasing

the uniformity of the façade’s fenestration testifies

to a smooth revision of the building’s relationship

to vernacular references. As the project went on,

the morphological characteristics of the flat, indis-

tinct and monotonous façades of the mietskaserne

gained momentum in Siza’s project, somewhat

downplaying the references to the hierarchical

and decorated surfaces of the bourgeois façades

of Berlin’s tenement blocks. At any rate, in Siza’s

Bonjour Tristesse, the façade plays a vital role as a

membrane that concentrates a great deal of

Siza’s confrontation with reality, fully expressing in

its composition essential traits of Berlin’s urban

experience.
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Figure 11. Axonometric

representation of the

final version of the

Bonjour Tristesse: the

collective circulation is

highlighted in grey

(source, original

drawing by

M. Meschiari and

J. Rustad Torklep;

redrawn by the Author).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

R
ye

rs
on

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 2

1:
46

 0
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

5 



The creative potential of contingency
The development of the project for the corner

building successively demanded compromises and

a complex negotiation of the requests claimed

by all stakeholders involved in the design decision-

making process. As intrusive as these changes

were, however, the design of the façade paradoxi-

cally evolved morphologically from a more intricate

collage of elements, in the first version, into a repeti-

tive sequence of solids and voids, in the final version.

This outcome was greatly influenced by managerial

(ie, financial) aspects. However, political and aes-

thetic factors also contributed for the changes that

came about over time. In the first three versions of

the façade, Siza assiduously kept the eave height

of the new construction aligned with the neighbour-

ing building. He consciously created, however, a

confrontation with the latter through the use of

fenêtres en longueur next to it, morphed progress-

ively from top to bottom into a more standard type

of opening. In the final version, the additional new

floor interrupted the continuity between the eave

height of the new building and the neighbouring

construction. This important element in Siza’s dialec-

tical relationship between fragmentation and conti-

nuity was now seemingly jeopardised. However,

against the backdrop of the uniform façade with

its repetitive fenestration, Siza included several

elements conspicuous in creating tangible continu-

ities with the neighbouring buildings and in bringing

about a kind of archaeology of the design process

(Fig. 12).

On the Falckensteinstraße, the façade thus

included elements such as fragments of a cornice

aligned with the eave of the neighbouring building

and a section of the façade built in brick.30 On the

Schlesisches Straße, the cantilevered porch at the

corner, together with a detached gateway in front

of the access to the circulation core and a portico

bridging the gap to the adjacent building, all empha-

sised the aim to articulate the new building with the

street façade. Moreover, the undulated eave, which

was present since the first version, became more

expressive and asymmetrical in the last version,

emphasising the curved corner and hiding the instal-

lations on the roof for the lift shaft. These elements,

though seemingly being contaminations to the pure

grey undulating membrane, become instead parox-

ysms of reality, a radicalisation of the contingencies

of the project: expressing the contradictions of

Siza’s urban experience as a wanderer, I would

suggest. To be sure, according to Brigitte Fleck, the

radicalism of Siza’s design decisions should be seen

as a consequence of his troublesome relationship

with the project’s stakeholders. ‘The more that

Siza, as a foreign architect, was kept out of the tech-

nocratic procedure of the project’s realization, the

more the overall project was denied him’, she con-

tends, ‘the more radical became his built position,

for he did not want to paper over the conflicting

influences that had left their mark on the design.’31

Siza himself described the contribution of the

many incidents in the design decision-making

process in a very bold fashion that deserves to be

quoted at length:

The project reflects the hard discipline of econ-

omics. There are no balconies (which is criticized),

there is no marble (which in Portugal is not

expensive), there is not even the brick with

which this building was originally to be built;
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Figure 12. Álvaro Siza,

sketch from October,

1981, showing a detail

of the elevation facing

the Falckensteinstraße

(source, Álvaro Siza

Archive).
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many things are missing. This, in my eyes, is not a

deficiency, to the contrary. Anyone who comes to

terms with the hard laws of economy will be com-

pelled to create authentic architecture and not

just some isolated piece of extravagant work.

For me the reduction of this project’s quality is

not, in a certain sense, a reduction. What makes

a design distinctive is its capacity to take into

account all these difficult conditions and to trans-

form them into the basis of realization. This

process of basing the design on the special

conditions was not entirely successful in this

project, as I see it. For one reason: because the

rules of the game were not clearly defined at

the beginning of the process. There is a total

disjunction between the competitions of the

Bauausstellung GmbH and the hard reality of

implementation. Had I known these rules of the

game from the start, I would have been able to

do many things much better, and the rejection

of many elements of the façade would have had

a better effect on the definition of the form.

And the form could have been a different one.32

Siza’s testimony emphasises the extent to which the

project resulted from a critical account of

the contingencies that came about through

the design and building processes (Fig. 13). The

outcome of such processes was, inevitably, contami-

nated and ambiguous. One the one hand, there are

obvious references to Berlin’s vernacular, especially

to the architecture of the mietskasernen, and the

influence of the aesthetics of the avant-garde

expressionism that permeated the project. On the

other hand, however, Siza discards a canonical typo-

logical affiliation with Berlin’s tenement block, delib-

erately distorting its facets to accommodate the

contingencies of the design process and the con-

frontation of the project with the circumstances

that inform the situation. Then, consciously challen-

ging and rearticulating norms, codes and conven-

tions, it comes as no surprise that this design

approach triggered an ambivalent reception of the

project.

Bonjour Tristesse
In June, 1983, as Siza’s corner building was coming

close to completion, criticism of the project bour-

geoned once more. There were three main aspects

of the building which were systematically targeted:

the so-called schlitz (‘slit’), a gap between the

corner building and the neighbouring construction;

the façade; and the floating pillar hanging from a

cantilevered portico at the corner of the building’s

ground floor (Fig. 14).

One reviewer deemed the schlitz an epitome of

Siza’s decadence of details, and deplored it for disre-

garding norms and conventions, namely violating the

planning norm DIN 18005 on urban noise reduction.

‘This way’, the reviewer argued, ‘the quietness in the

courtyard, it’s over.’33 His fiercest critique was,

however, directed to another ‘decadent detail’, the

floating pillar, which led him derogatorily to suggest

that, immediately after completion, Siza’s building

‘should be listed as a monument for its perverse sym-

bolism: the hanging column’. Siza’s reaction to this

review is noteworthy. In an interview given in

October, 1983, Siza showed his surprise at the vehe-

ment criticism of that particular aspect of the design,

which he himself deemed as secondary. He denied

seeing it as a provocation, but rather as a contingent
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Figure 13. Álvaro Siza,

sketch from April, 1982,

showing Berlin’s

existing typological

elements (source,

Álvaro Siza Archive).
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outcome. The reasons for the floating pillar were both

aesthetic and functional, he argued. On the one hand

he felt the need to create a porch at the corner of the

building as an extension of the adjacent bar and

shop. On the other hand, the angled shape of the

porch would act as a counter-form for the building’s

curvilinear profile. Then, when excavations for the

porch pillar’s foundations began, pipes were discov-

ered underneath it, which eventually hindered its con-

struction. Siza considered, however, this element

important for defining the angle and thus, he

argued, ‘instead of a make-shift solution, the pillar

was suspended in a striking manner’.34

The composition of the façade was also severely

criticised, using as the main argument a perception

that the façade was dull and monotonous, failing

to relate with the ‘delicate details’ typical of Kreuz-

berg’s buildings. This view seemingly gained
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Figure 14. View of the

corner building facing

the Schelesisches

Straße: the schlitz (‘slit’)

separates Siza’s building

and the adjacent

construction

(photograph,

# Author).
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currency in the local reception of the project. In

effect, when the scaffolding used to paint the build-

ing was removed, it revealed a graffito painted on

the curved parapet at the corner of the building,

which read ‘Bonjour Tristesse’ (Fig. 15).35

Through the design process Siza strived to cater

for a functional and social mixture as a strategy to

overcome ghettoisation and exclusion.36 However,

I would suggest, Siza’s building was chiefly tailored

for the migrant workers and for the elderly living in

the neighbourhood, overlooking the life styles of

alternative groups such as the urban squatters

that were also an important community in

Kreuzberg. The building thus failed to meet the

expectations of such groups, which may

explain the reference to its estrangement,

implied in the graffito. Now, to be sure, the

nature of this critique was in fact widespread

in popular media. In effect, even in the national

news magazine, Der Spiegel, the building was

discussed negatively. Karl-Heinz von Krüger,

the editor of the magazine, wrote an article

asserting that the simplification of Siza’s Kreuz-

berg façade contributed to making the building

‘downright stigmatised’— by painted slogans

such as ‘Bonjour tristesse’, Hochsicherheitstrakt

für Rentner (‘high security area for the elderly’)

and Grau wohnen, ekelhaft sterben (‘Grey

living, disgusting death’).37

Interestingly enough, these disapproving

accounts of Siza’s building were countered by

the praise it received in international trade

journals, such as Lotus International, AMC—

Architecture-Movement-Continuité, or The

Architectural Review, to name but a few influen-

tial titles.

In Lotus International, where a picture of a detail

of Bonjour Tristesse’s façade was featured on the

cover of the magazine, the piece read ‘Siza reveals

the will to measure up to the architecture of the

city. (...) The development of the design and its con-

struction recount (...) a personal and intriguing

interpretation of one of the multiple facets of

Berlin.’38 In AMC, Laurent Beaudouin and Christine

Rousselot contended that, in Berlin, there was still

a gap between reality and the projects developed

for the IBA. They argued, though, that ‘Siza is
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Figure 15. View of

Siza’s corner building

with the ‘Bonjour

Tristesse’ grafitto

(photograph, #

Author).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

R
ye

rs
on

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
] 

at
 2

1:
46

 0
2 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

5 



fundamentally on the side of reality’. They acknowl-

edged, nevertheless, Siza’s provocative approach

to tackling the problems of the city: ‘We want an

architectural performance, Siza designs a grey

wall, pierced with identical openings; we want to

consolidate the city, conceal the fire walls, close

the blocks, and he talks about the beauty of the

city as it is.’39

To the reviewer for The Architectural Review,

Doug Clelland, Siza’s project was ‘a careful

attempt to knit together the existing fabric and

make a contemporary formal gesture to the impor-

tance of a cross roads in the texture of the nine-

teenth century city.’ He also underlined, however,

the critical aspects of the building’s relationship

with its circumstances: ‘In knitting, the new work

succeeds well; in formality, it lacks the presence

and assurance of the decayed nineteenth century

block across the street.’ Clelland stresses the para-

doxical character of the project, arguing ‘this funda-

mental formal weakness is emphasized by the

scraped, thin appearance of the new building com-

pared to the old work. Only where it immediately

abuts adjacent buildings does it carry any traces of

recognition of the detailed complexity of compo-

sition of the nineteenth century facades.’40

Hence, both the derisive and the laudatory

reviews of Siza’s Bonjour Tristesse, in one way or

another, stressed the importance of the project’s

confrontation with its specific circumstance. At

any rate, I would argue the fact that Siza was a

foreigner in Berlin contributed noticeably to

framing the perspective in which the reviews were

produced. And rightly so, I would add, because

coming from a very different cultural background,

Siza was a stranger in Cold-War Berlin. Thus,

what was the extent to which this condition influ-

enced the design decision-making process? What

consequences did it bring about for the project’s

reception? Georg Simmel’s reflections on the

notion of ‘the stranger’ can contribute to shedding

some light on these questions.

The objectivity of the stranger
In his short essay ‘The Stranger’, published in 1908,

Simmel presented the sociological form of the stran-

ger as one that synthetises the state of detachment

from every given point and attachment to any point.

The position of the stranger within a specific spatial

boundary, Simmel contends, ‘is fundamentally

affected by the fact that he does not belong in it

initially and that he brings qualities into it that are

not, and cannot be, indigenous to it’.41 Although

this condition inevitably hinders familiarity with

local customs, rules and norms, it also fosters some-

thing that he called ‘the objectivity of the stranger’.

His rootlessness makes him independent of estab-

lished constituencies and partisanship. He is the

freer man, both near and remote. At any rate,

‘because he is not bound by roots to the particular

constituents and partisan dispositions of the

group’, Simmel argues, ‘he confronts all of these

with a distinctly “objective” attitude, an attitude

that does not signify mere detachment and nonpar-

ticipation, but is a distinct structure composed of

remoteness and nearness, indifference and involve-

ment’.42

Bringing this intellectual construct to the politics

of architectural design and theory, I would suggest

that this attitude resonates with the estranged and
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aloof, yet sensible, rigorous and poetic nature that

many observers recognised in Siza’s Bonjour Tris-

tesse. I would suggest, further, that it was Siza’s con-

dition as a stranger that triggered his transgressive

approach regarding rules, norms and conventions,

as well as its inherent acceptance of conflicts as

part and parcel of the design decision-making

process. In effect, in the interview mentioned

earlier, Siza reacts to the article published in Der

Architekt contending that, ‘the author of this cri-

tique considers norms as a static whole. I think, on

the contrary, one of the aspects of architectural

advancement is supported by a transgression of

norms.’ And he goes on by claiming that norms

‘are codified at a certain moment and justified by a

particular stage in the development of techniques,

comfort, durability, economy, and so on. Con-

fronted with this codification there is the need,

which nobody can deny, of architectural transform-

ation. This conflict should be embedded in the

project.’43 Moreover, as Brigitte Fleck asserts, the

radicalism of Siza’s design decisions should be seen

in relation to the contingencies of the project’s

design process.44

I thus argue that Siza’s keen engagement with the

conflictive nature embedded in the confrontation

with reality contributed to fostering the political

aspects of the design decision-making process, avoid-

ing the shortcomings of populist consensus, or an

exodus from participation in the public sphere. In

effect, as Chantal Mouffe argues in her book Agon-

istics, ‘too much emphasis on consensus, together

with aversion towards confrontations, leads to

apathy and to disaffection with political

participation’.45 Siza’s ‘objectivity of the stranger’

contributed to fostering a reading of reality that trans-

gresses disciplinary dogmas and conventional norms,

and epitomises an architectural operation that over-

comes the anxiety of contamination, as Andreas

Huyssen has it.46 Through the role played by affects

and passionate attachments, it emphasises the cre-

ation of a collective and political identity.

In Álvaro Siza’s Bonjour Tristesse both remoteness

and nearness contribute towards the creation of a

space of debate and dissent where tensions and

conflicts can be accommodated rather than pre-

cluded altogether. As in Walther Ruttmann’s film,

in Bonjour Tristesse the anxieties and exhilarations

of the modern metropolis are negotiated. The frag-

ments of the urban fabric become vital to delivering

a critical assessment of incompleteness as part of the

city’s collective memory. In Berlin, as Siza himself

argued, ‘we are forced to slip our projects

between the new fragments and the old fragments,

which are never complete, which can never be

reduced to a unity, but that exist as parallel reali-

ties’.47 Siza thus establishes a rapport with the ‘as

found’ that activates the creative potential of a com-

position of distinctive fragments, through diverse

agencies, playing with those parallel realities, as he

put it. The Bonjour Tristesse is thus Siza’s symphony

for the big city.
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