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One of the most remarkable Brazilian architects in the 20th
Century, Italian émigréLina BoBardi (Rome 1914–São Paulo
1992) has recently been “rediscovered” and her heterogeneous
and unusually diverse oeuvre been celebrated. Born in Italy
and arriving in Brazil in 1946, multi-talented Bo Bardi was, as
well as an architect, a furniture designer, urbanist, political
activist, editor and writer and a curator of exhibitions. This
chapter outlines the importance and benefits of Bo Bardi’s
adaptive reuse projects, which are part of her late work. Her
strong engagement in the adaptive reuse of existing buildings
(rather than only in new-built construction) marks a clear
paradigm shift in thinking about the historical context and
colonial structures in Brazil, as well as the commencement of
adaptive reuse as an eligible strategy for sustainable urban
renewal of the run-down Baroque city centres. In the 1970s,
this introduced an entirely new approach to Brazil, as the
previous period of heroic Modernism usually started with a
“clean slate,” involving the complete demolition of existing
old fabric to make space for the new.

First, the chapter explains the important link between re-
taining existing buildings and sustainability, its positive
environmental and social impacts. Adaptive reuse can fre-
quently reduce the negative impact of construction on the
environment and the depletion of non-renewable resources;
in addition, it maintains the place identity. The cases of
adaptive reuse projects in Salvador and São Paulo (realised
between 1977 and 1992) encapsulate the new focus on urban
rehabilitation of the run-down historical districts and their
Afro-Brazilian cross-connections. During this time, Bo Bar-
di’s aesthetic inspiration and search for meaning led to her
own personal interpretation of the vernacular and colonial.

Introduction

Preceding studies have sought to identify the architects and
theorists involved in the making of modern identity of Brazil,
and the mechanisms that created such identity, from Lucio
Costa and Roberto Burle Marx, to Oscar Niemeyer and
Vilanova Artigas (Mindlin 1956; Bullrich 1969, Joedicke
1979; Lehmann 2004). The history of architectural mod-
ernism in Brazil is one of exchanges, transfers and cultural
crossovers with the developed world and with the
Afro-Brazilian culture (especially with the culture of the
slaves’ origin countries in western Africa, such as Benin,
Mauretania and Angola). And one of the difference between
the various cities, especially between São Paulo, Rio de
Janeiro and Salvador (Bahia). In the 1940s, São Paulo
became the centre of Brazil’s economy and grew rapidly: by
mid-1950s it had already 2.5 million people and by 1970 São
Paulo counted 6 million inhabitants (today, São Paulo is the
most multicultural city in South America, producing over 11
% of Brazil’s entire GDP; São Paulo is a megalopolis of 19
million people, the world’s fifth most populous city, with an
ever expanding urban sprawl as it runs the engine of Brazil’s
economy; but São Paulo is also a divided city: between rich
and poor; and between gated condos and favelas).

After its arrival in the 1930s, Modernism quickly flour-
ished in Brazil and led to its climax in the construction of
Brasilia, the new capital that was—despite being so far away
from Europe—built at a monumental scale and strictly to the
urban zoning principles as advocated by the CIAM and the
1933 Charter of Athens (Evenson 1973; Deckker 2001;
Piccarolo 2013) (see Fig. 2.1).

In the 1950s, Brazilians watched the creation of their new
capital Brasilia—without doubt one of the most utopian
projects of the Modern Movement—and witnessed the rapid
transformation of Brazil’s fast growing cities, while large
parts of the population still lived in precarious accommoda-
tion and poverty. The development of architectural design at
that time was particularly bound to the private single-family
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house, belonging to the new, emerging middle-class that
began to flourish, following the economic boom in the late
1950s (Lara 2008). During this time not only Brazil, but all of
Latin America went through deep change. Barry Bergdoll
notes that “the period 1955 to 1980 was a period of intense
creativity across Latin America and the region that occurred
despite violent political and economic upheaval. It was a very
complicated period of dictatorships and political turmoil
coinciding with extraordinary architectural production”
(MoMA catalogue 2014).

Some of the architects’ modernist houses (including Bo
Bardi’s own Glass House, 1949–51) re-elaborated the tra-
ditional courtyard layout, incorporating carefully selected
local plants, while others elaborated solid–void relationships
in an almost sculptural manner (for instance, houses by
Artigas and Niemeyer). The Casa de Vidro (aka Glass
House) was still in a modernist style and influenced by
Italian rationalism, keeping up with the international trend.
This courtyard house sits on slender circular columns, which
allows the lush landscape to flow under the building. Other
houses built in this era in the United States included modern
buildings known to Bo Bardi from publications, such as: the
Farnsworth House by Mies van der Rohe, 1947; the Case
Study House No. 8 by Charles and Ray Eames, 1949; the
Glass House by Philip Johnson, 1948; and a couple of
courtyard houses built by Bernard Rudofsky that were fea-
tured in the Brazil Builds exhibition (1940–42). The plans of
these houses (all pre-dating Bo Bardi’s Glass House) were
published widely around the time when Lina Bo Bardi and
her husband, Pietro Maria Bardi (1901–1999) were planning
their own new house in São Paulo (see Figs. 2.2a and 2.2b).

In the 1940s and 50s, Brazil was eager to overcome the
“dark ages of colonialism” and instead build in a modern,
contemporary style, defining the idea of themodernBrazil that
expressed an optimistic forward-looking identity for the future
of the country—also supported by politics, such as Getulio
Vargas’ politics of theEstado Novo (the NewState)—creating
a climate of optimism that helped vanquish the colonial past,
the Portuguese baroque and the previously dominant French
style of the nineteenth century (Le Corbusier 1930; Goodwin
1942; Bullrich 1969; Acayaba and Ficher 1982; Kamita 2000;
Bruan 2002; Cavalcanti 2003; de Oliveira 2006; andMcGuirk
2014). During this period, architecture’s task was primarily to
support the formulation of a new national identity of the young
nation. In this climate there was little interest in maintaining
and celebrating the old colonial architecture; the historical city
centres fell in disuse.

Her long-time collaborator Marcelo Suzuki recalls that
Bo Bardi referred numerous times to the importance of
MOMA’s Brazil Builds: Architecture New and Old, 1642–
1942 exhibition (1942–43), as “an announcement of some-
thing unique in comparison with the known world, the cul-
tured West, and as a publication and exhibition that had
changed everything” (Suzuki 1994).

With regard to the Modern Movement, Brazil has been
particularly privileged in two important ways; firstly, the
influx of immigrants from Europe introduced a cultural
openness to and acceptance of the cubic, orthogonal com-
positions of European modernism; and there was little
resistance to the foreign, “the imported” (Lara 2008). One
may claim that Rio de Janeiro (always more French influ-
enced) and São Paulo (more Italian in immigrant population

Fig. 2.1 Brasília, the federal
capital of Brazil is located atop
the Brazilian highlands in the
country’s Centre-western region.
It was founded in 1960, to serve
as the new national capital,
planned by Lucio Costa in 1956
in order to move the capital from
Rio de Janeiro to a more central
location. The city’s design
divides it into numbered blocks
(superquadras) as well as sectors
for specified activities, such as the
Hotel Sector and the Banking
Sector (Photo Nelson Kon, 2006)
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and character) are both cities where, until today, a normative
modern international architecture has accounted for a large
part of the urban fabric. Beside Bo Bardi, a number of Italian
architects had emigrated from Italy to São Paulo, where they
enjoyed a productive career (for instance, Rino Levi, Gregori
Warchavchik, Daniele Calabi and Olavo Redig de Campos
all studied architecture at the Sapienza University in
Rome in the 1920s before leaving for Brazil).

Immigrants also supplied the building boom with cheap
construction labour. With the wide-spread availability of
reinforced concrete, the growing demands of booming cities
for large new infrastructure and public buildings could be met
in a short time. Concrete became the typical, characteristic
material in all Brazilian regions and was widely used for the
new modern architecture (Lehmann 2014). Secondly, Brazil
is blessed with a warm climate for most of the year, and this,
together with the varied topography of its cities, has had a
mediating influence on modern abstraction (Bergdoll/MoMA
2015). But in contrast to her earlier striking buildings that Bo
Bardi designed in São Paulo (such as the Casa de Vidro and
MASP), her late work in Salvador, Bahia is based on careful
adaptive reuse of existing buildings and integrated into the
historical context of the historical Baroque city (Ferraz 1993,
11). This chapter argues that the renovation works by Bo
Bardi mark the beginning of a particular version of “sus-
tainability” in modern Brazil, in the late 1970s.

In the 1980s, Lina Bo Bardi made adaptive reuse of
existing brownfield sites and regeneration of derelict urban
quarters fashionable in Brazil. From the rejuvenation of a

disused barrel factory into a public leisure centre (SESC
Pompéia in São Paulo) to the renewal of the historical
Pelourinho district (the city centre of Salvador, Bahia),
under-utilized, abandoned or disused buildings and sites
have been rediscovered as a precious resource that can be
transformed towards new usages, and as a result deliver
significant social benefits. Casa do Benin and Casa do
Olodum (both in Salvador) are good examples of the various
specific restoration and reuse projects carried out by Bo
Bardi for the rehabilitation of the historical centre. Here, she
used adaptive reuse as a design strategy to deliver
resourceful projects that maintained the identity of place.

Bo Bardi’s Path from Modern Avant-Garde
to Vernacular Regionalism

Mid-twentieth century Italy gave birth to some of the
world’s most radically architecture (just think of Giuseppe
Terragni, Gio Ponti or Carlo Scarpa), but different from
Carlo Scarpa’s subtle approach to the adaptive reuse of
existing buildings, Bo Bardi broke away from the European
tradition. While both, Bo Bardi and Scarpa took inspiration
from Japan (both travelled several times to the Asian
country, studying its architecture), both left a compact yet
unusual and powerful body of works behind, and both
worked in different unusual locations: Scarpa worked in
Venice (and not in Milan) and Bo Bardi in Salvador (and not
in Rio de Janeiro)—the resulting architecture could not be

Figs. 2.2 Soon after arriving in Brazil, Lina Bo Bardi commenced designing the couple’s own house in São Paulo’s suburb Morumbi: an elegant
courtyard house called Casa de Vidro with volumes arranged around the exterior space, 1949–51 (Photos Federico Calabrese, 2015)
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more different. Where Scarpa’s focus was on honouring
history and transcending it through an elegant obsession
with the detail, Bo Bardi was not too much interested in the
use of precious materials or refined details; she accepted
rough insertion and contrast as design strategies while
maintaining the structures’ original integrity.

In Brazil, Bo Bardi was never part of the main group of
architects in São Paulo. She was not accepted into the
male-dominated “elite club” of the University of São Paulo.
When I met with Lucio Costa, Roberto Burle Marx and
Paulo Mendes da Rocha in the late 1980s, she was hardly
mentioned in our conversations. Bo Bardi was an outsider,
interested in doing “her own thing”, and often described as
prolific and non-conformist (Zeuler Lima 2013; and AV
2015). She had a fascination with Brazilian folk art and
popular culture particularly that of the country’s heavily
Africanized northeast, Bahia—at a time when her Paulista
colleagues were still under the Corbusian influence. This
influence was strong and prevailing since Le Corbusier’s
two visits to Brazil (in 1929 and 1936; Le Corbusier had
published his Precisions manifesto in 1930, following his
Grand Tour to Latin America and his participation at the
Southern American conferences in 1929).

In unravelling the link in Bo Bardi’s unusual work
between regional cultures, colonial heritage, what became
apparent was her adaptive reuse potential of existing build-
ings. These emerging principles of ecological architecture
that emerged in the early 1970s and 80s is what we call
today “sustainable architecture”.

The globalising forces of international modernism are
believed to have eliminated differences, obliterated individ-
ual identities and led to more homogeneous architectural
forms worldwide. Of course, we have to keep in mind that
architects, as creators of “constructed identities”, have in
reality only limited powers to shape society or change cities.
Peter Herrle has written extensively about the loss of
regional identity and its association with the built environ-
ment, noting: “The loss of local coherence and identity is
something that cannot be counterbalanced by just one pro-
fessional group (the architect). Identities in architecture have
always been a blend of different streams amalgamating in a
given culture at a given point in time” (2008, xi). Chris Abel
points out that identities in architecture are being “con-
structed”, and do not only depend on cohesiveness or a
system of shared values; diversity is part of the pattern of
local architecture, and plays an important role in the making
of this identity (Abel 1997).

In the case of North-eastern Brazil, much of the identity
has been influenced by African culture; and these cultural
influences originated from the African slaves who were
brought to Brazil by force, and imported their various cul-
tures to their new homeland (Freyre 1986). The importation
of slaves to Brazil began midway through the 16th century

and continued well into the 17th and 18th centuries. The first
Portuguese settlement in Brazil was established in 1532 and
the colonists were heavily dependent on indigenous slave
labour during the initial phases of establishing the settle-
ments. In the end, Brazil imported more African slaves than
any other country: an estimated 4.9 million slaves from
Africa came to Brazil during the period from 1501 to 1866
(Freyre 1986). Slave labour was also the driving force
behind the growth of the Brazilian sugar industry, which
was the primary export of the colony to Europe from 1600–
1650; from 1690 on, the mining of gold and diamonds was
added, further increasing the importation of African slaves to
power this newly profitable market. The rise of the coffee
industry in the 1830s further enticed expansion of the slave
trade. Alone in the 18th century, over 1.7 million slaves
were imported to Brazil from Africa (Freyre 1986).

Brazil was the last country in the Western World to
abolish slavery and the slave trade, in 1888. By then, an
estimated four million slaves had been imported from Africa
to Brazil (Bergad 2007). Today, the cultural influence is still
visible in Bahia, such as Carnival and the drumming band
Olodum in Salvador, which goes back to musical protest as a
product of slavery and black consciousness that has slowly
grown into a more powerful force and awareness of its
cultural roots. For Bo Bardi it was interesting for her to
explore how the cultural dynamics of this rich
Afro-Brazilian history are reflected in the urban landscapes
of Brazil.

After arriving in São Paulo and adopting Brazil as her
new home country in 1946, Bo Bardi soon embraced the
traditional cultures of her adopted country. She fell in love
with the regional culture of North-eastern Bahia and learned
to appreciate the colonial architecture (“discovering the true
Brazil as authentic regional expression”, as Bo Bardi used to
say (quoted by Marcelo Ferraz 1993, 12). From 1959 to
1968, she moved to Bahia and spent most of her time in
Salvador, renovating and adaptively reusing several baroque
buildings, which has been described as the beginnings of the
Brazilian sustainability movement and heritage conservation
(SPHAN, the Brazilian equivalent of the National Trust, was
founded in 1936 by Lucio Costa and others and grew sig-
nificantly in the 1950s; Lucio Costa was also head of the
country’s Heritage Trust, IPHAN—Institudo do Patrimônio
Histórico e Artístico Nacional) (Costa 1995; Lehmann
1998).

Describing her work as “anchoring modernism in the
region”, Bo Bardi organised numerous exhibitions of Bahian,
Afro-Brazilian cultural artefacts. In her own home, the Glass
House, she lived in the midst of an eclectic collection of
locally produced objects and artefacts, surrounded by lush
nature and the intense Brazilian light that created a unique
atmosphere. During this time, she arguably became “more
Brazilian” than the Brazilian people themselves. Bo Bardi’s
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multidisciplinary activities went across architecture, pub-
lishing, curating and scenography; for instance, she organised
a number of exhibitions of Brazilian-produced objects,
including indigenous utensils, to display the immense cre-
ative potential that existed in Brazil.

The beginning of sustainable architectural and urban
design within Brazilian modern architecture is an important
point as it also represents a turning point in the appreciation
of the African-influenced cultures in Brazil’s Northeast. The
adaptive reuse projects by Bo Bardi in Salvador identify the
beginning of this new approach towards cultural heritage
and urban renewal, including the re-appreciation of “the
everyday of Afro-Brazilian culture” and the recognition of
the high value of ordinary vernacular architecture within
Brazil’s regional culture.

The city of Salvador de Bahia was founded in the 16th
century (1549) as the seat of the Portuguese government in
the Americas and served as Brazil’s first capital for more
than two centuries. However, in the 1950s Bahia was seen as
traditional and backward. Bo Bardi frequently emphasized
vernacular buildings and artefacts from Bahia, because they
often responded well to the environment and climatic con-
ditions of the region, and thereby provide valuable ideas and
clues for a modern architecture that is connected to its cli-
mate and geography; for example, she observed that they
tend to have low ceilings in cold climates and high ceilings
in hot climates, a concern widely ignored by modernism.

Around this time, Bo Bardi also discussed her interest in
African cultures, religions and the Condomble’ traditions
with French-born anthropologists Roger Bastide and Pierre
Verger, who regularly visited Salvador between 1940 and the
late 1950s (Araujo 2013). After the completion of the MASP
in 1968 she had moved for a couple of years to Salvador
(leaving São Paulo during the harsh years of the military
dictatorship), where she was close to important cultural
thought leaders, which influenced her own thinking and
further inspired her interest in cultural traditions. Olivia de
Oliveira describes Bo Bardi’s interest in the spiritual and the
symbolic as a “form of resistance” (2014, 162); and there are
also the ethical aspects to Bo Bardi’s work, what Angela
Starita describes as “the ethical use of the vernacular” (2016).

“Vernacular buildings are usually made of locally
sourced construction materials, employ local, mainly
renewable sources of energy, and adopt construction prac-
tices that favour recycling and respect for nature. (…) The
reuse of construction materials is a feature of vernacular
architecture” (Edwards, 2014, 22). Regions are always
defined through their local materials, tectonics and particular
typologies, and the architectural character defining regional
spaces, in turn, shapes, retains and enhances social identity
(Semper 1860; Frampton 1983/1995). Regional architecture
becomes a dynamic manifestation of new and developing
ideas through hybridisation and integration (a phenomenon

also described by Bernard Rudofksky in 1964 in Architec-
ture without Architects).

Regional forms are sometimes seen as conservative
manifestations of static cultural traditions that are rigid and
maintained from one generation to the next, lacking inno-
vation (Lefaivre and Tzonis 2003). However, in the case of
Bo Bardi’s working method, regional architecture is
respected as the result of a set of dynamic forces, the out-
come of a process of integration of diverse cultural, envi-
ronmental, social and technological influences. Just as a
simplistic binary that opposes modernism and regionalism
would be wrong, it would also be incorrect to say that Bo
Bardi was first a modernist and then became a regionalist. As
we know from her own writings, she has clearly been
thinking about these different concepts for many years,
already before putting them into her practice, and, even then,
there is a mix of modernist and vernacular approaches (as
well illustrated in the SESC Pompeia project).

Thus, it is fair to say that regional architecture is the result
of dynamic forces, the outcome of a process of integration of
diverse existing cultural, technological and environmental
influences, where outside influences and innovation have
their impact diluted by local conditions. Botz-Bornstein has
noted the existence of “different Critical Regionalisms”
(2015). Brazil’s dynamic regionalism distanced itself from
the naïve utopianism of the early heroic Modern Movement,
while the buildings responded much more pragmatically to
the specific conditions of the tropical climate, the harsh light
and the particularly availability of materials (Lehmann 2008).

Defining the Link Between Adaptive Reuse
and Sustainability

Modernity and sustainability are closely intertwined in the
challenge of creating better places to live and work. The
existing built fabric represents a high value that offers a
resource in terms of social, economic and environmental
sustainability. There is an opportunity and duty to preserve
the existing fabric and reuse buildings which have lost their
original function, which are physically obsolete, or which no
longer meet today’s ever-more demanding standards. It is
part of the contemporary agenda of urban renewal to reuse
material and space, realise spatial and functional transfor-
mations and update regulations concerning fire, user safety,
energy efficiency and environmental comfort.

Linking adaptive reuse of old buildings with sustain-
ability, there can be significant positive environmental and
social impacts from conversions of existing buildings,
beyond the sheer heritage value. The case studies in Sal-
vador and São Paulo reduced the negative impact on the
environment and the depletion of non-renewable resources.
However, until today, the urban dimension of Bo Bardi’s
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work in Salvador and São Paulo has not been sufficiently
discussed or appreciated. Besides her social approach, there
is also a strong environmental position that laid the foun-
dation of sustainable urban renewal in Latin America; and
Bo Bardi’s sustainable and socially-conscious design
method is directly informed by regionalism. In addition, it’s
a strategy that retains the embodied energy of the existing
urban fabric and exemplifies the cultural significance of
these structures: keeping the existing buildings maintains the
cultural identity and exemplifies the tectonic evolution of the
vernacular architecture.

In 1973–74, the challenge of the ecological crisis
emerged as a new issue, following the first Oil Crisis, and
the publication of the pivotal book The Limits to Growth
(Meadows et al. 1972). Both, the event and the text had
many short-term and long-term effects on global politics and
the economy, and generated a fervent debate (also between
Brazil’s intellectual circles). The Limits to Growth revealed
that unlimited growth was impossible, given finite resource
supplies and population growth, marking a time when the
ecological architecture movement emerged.

Bo Bardi’s adaptive reuse of existing buildings therefore
marks a paradigm shift in thinking about historical structures
in Brazil and the commencement of renovation as eligible
strategy for entre urban precincts. This was an entirely new
paradigm, as the previous period ofModernism usually started
with a “clean slate”, after the complete demolition of the
existing old fabric to make space for the new (Giedion 1941).

Following her early modernistic and structuralistic works,
such as the Glass House or MASP Museum in São Paulo
(both still inspired by the International Style and Struc-
turalism), the late thoughtful work of Bo Bardi is of an
entirely different quality: recycling, up-cycling and adaptive
reuse is applied as an urban design strategy where the New
sits comfortable side-by-side with the Old, without ever
imitating the existing. Thus, Bo Bardi created her own
continuation between dynamic vernacular and the modern
avant-garde (Lehmann 2014, 142).

In regard to the resourcefulness and reuse, Zeuler Lima
notes that “Bo Bardi’s social and ethical awareness, and her
talent for making do with scant resources—honed during her

native Italy’s World War II devastation—speaks to our
anxious, solution-seeking era” (2013, 82).

From the rejuvenation of a disused, neglected barrel fac-
tory into a highly popular public cultural and leisure centre
(SESC Pompeia in São Paulo, 1977–86), to the renewal of
the historic Pelourinho district (the old Baroque centre of
Salvador, 1986–92), such underutilized, abandoned or dis-
used buildings and quarters are seen as precious resources.
These can be transformed towards new usages and offer
significant environmental and social benefits. Two cultural
centres, Casa do Benin and Casa do Olodum (1987–89, both
in Salvador) are good examples of the various specific
restoration and reuse projects carried out as part of the
rehabilitation of the historical centre, where new circulation
systems and programs were carefully inserted into existing
structures (de Almeida Lima 2013). The insertions of new
structures respect rather than mimic its historic setting.

Adaptive reuse refers to the process of reusing an old
existing building or site for a purpose other than which it was
built or designed for. Design for reuse and durability includes
the ability to satisfy changing user needs over time, emerging
economic factors and complexity, and the “loose-fit” ability
to integrate new technologies (see Table 1).

Reuse, recycling, recovering and remanufacturing have
all entered our vocabulary. To reuse (for example a build-
ing) is to use an item again after it has been used. This
includes conventional reuse where the building is used again
for the same function, and adaptive reuse, where it is used
for a different function. In contrast, recycling is the breaking
down of the used item into raw materials, which are then
used to make new items. Thus, the most sustainable building
is the one that already exists.

Adaptive reuse, also known as “up-cycling” of build-
ings (or repurposing), is the process of taking disused
buildings that are now unwanted for their original function
and transforming them again into a useful building (this is
different from recycling, where the building materials are
broken down to their component parts and re-manufactured
into new parts, such as walls or floors). Adaptive reuse is
also different from conventional reuse, where the product is
used in its original purpose again.

Table 1 The typical
life-expectancy of different
elements in the built environment
(after: McDonough and
Braungart, 2003)

Typical life-expectancy of different elements

Commercial interiors 2–3 years

Building interior finishes 5–10 years

Building services 15–20 years

Building’s usage 30 years

Building’s structure 50+ years

Urban infrastructure (roads, railways) 100+ years

Cities 500+ years
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Bo Bardi’s concept is quite simple: retaining as much of
the existing building fabric as possible, working within the
original envelope, providing new insertions such as stair-
cases, to improve the circulation. Similar to today’s Burra
Charter, which recommends to do “as much as necessary,
and as little as possible”: all new work is made to read
differently from the existing fabric so that the important
qualities of the building’s past have been retained (such as
the rich texture of the stonework and brick walls).

Through adaptive reuse of derelict, unoccupied buildings,
these can become again suitable sites for many different
types of use. Along with brownfield sites’ reclamation,
adaptive reuse is seen by many as a key factor in the
reduction of urban sprawl and construction waste. The
increasing waste generation from construction and demoli-
tion is a growing worldwide concern. Instead of demolition,
extending the lifecycle of buildings through their up-cycling
and reuse is right at the core of any sustainability concept.
By reusing an existing structure the energy required to build
these spaces is lessened, while the embodied energy in the
building is maintained and the amount of new materials
required for construction reduced; at the same time, the
material waste that would come from destroying old build-
ings is also reduced (Lehmann 2016).

Much of our existing building stock predates modern
energy standards and it is estimated that 80 percent of
buildings in existence today will still be there in twenty
years’ time. It is therefore the physical improvements to our
existing buildings and neighbourhoods that will really deli-
ver the emission reductions needed. Upgrading the existing
building stock is always a simple way to address ineffi-
ciencies and a secure way to reduce carbon emissions.

Industrial buildings and warehouses are frequently best
suited to adaptive reuse, as they offer the maximum flexi-
bility and high ceilings. Adaptive reuse can also be contro-
versial if there is a blurred line between façadism (for
example, only keeping a small token part of the existing
building, such as its façade wall), or a compromise with
historic preservation to serve heritage policies; in addition,
the cost of conversion can be prohibitive high, making it
impossible to keep the existing structure. Bo Bardi’s project
have always avoided this trap and are strong evidence for the
potential of true adaptive reuse. It was always very important
for Bo Bardi to know exactly how the local community
would benefit from the reuse of once abandoned sites or
buildings (Whyte 1980; Abel 1997). She recognised the
importance of the factory space and instead of demolition,
she proposed to maintain it—a novelty in Brazil at this time.

Repurposing of old buildings can also be a response to
financial limitations. Today, local governments often pro-
vide financial incentives for adaptive reuse, as there are
many criteria that can affect the economic return of adaptive

reuse (for example, the increased risk of hidden costs in
reusing older buildings and the danger of unknown con-
tamination) when compared with new-built. Factors such as
the reuse of materials and resources as well as a lesser need
to involve energy, both in terms of labour and machine
powered, can effectively decrease the funds needed for
adaptive reuse. Determining the balance of how the several
effects of adaptive reuse interact is often best accomplished
by a formal lifecycle assessment (Ward 2012).

Implementing emission-reducing retrofits and gaining a
better understanding of the actual performance benefits is the
next step. Retrofitting and modifying existing buildings and
systems to greatly improve energy efficiency through rela-
tively simple measures (through insulation, high perfor-
mance glazing and so on) represent the lowest cost route to
reducing energy demand and carbon emissions. It is there-
fore beneficial to monitor and track the improved energy
performance of upcycled buildings, so that the financial
basis for retrofit could be incentivised by rewarding mea-
sured success (Lehmann 2010).

Upcycling Buildings and Repurposing
Abandoned Sites: Case Studies
in Salvador and São Paulo

The regeneration of former industrially used sites and the
careful redevelopment of disused, derelict brownfield sites
and buildings are a basic part of sustainable urban devel-
opment. The presented projects exemplify well the applica-
tion of Bo Bardi’s adaptive reuse principles. The projects
that are of particular relevance to her sensitive adaptive reuse
work are:

• SESC Pompéia in São Paulo, 1977–78 and 1982–86
(Stage 1 was completed in 1978)

The SESC Fábrica da Pompéia cultural and leisure centre is
one of Bo Bardi’s most important projects and her largest
one. Over several stages, a disused steel barrel and refrig-
erator factory was transformed into a public cultural and
sports centre. Instead of demolition, the formerly industrial
precinct is transformed into a modern public facility. The
existing ensemble of older industrial buildings had a specific
authentic period character through its brickworks, detailing
of the roofs and other features of the constructed eras that
newer or reconstructed developments would have lacked. Bo
Bardi carefully extended the reused ensemble with new
buildings, such as a concrete tower of vertically stacked
volley-ball fields, heightening the awareness of the “new”.
The cloud windows are evidence of her inventive playful-
ness (see Figs. 2.3 and 2.4).
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The determining criteria for the reuse of the old factory
ensemble included:

• The societal value of the site and its importance to the
community of workers that used to spend their lifetime
on this site.

• The historical importance of the site, in this case espe-
cially the role of the former factory in the community’s
understanding of the past.

• The potential for the reuse of the particular site. The
physical damage was small and the site was ideal to
support its future use as centre for culture and sports.

The project that most clearly exemplifies Bo Bardi’s break
with modernism is the cultural centre SESC Pompeia: this
adaptive re-use and extension of a former factory was envi-
ronmentally sensitive and poetic at the same time, creating an
assemblage and topography of old and new (SESC is the

Figs. 2.3 and 2.4 The cultural and leisure centre SESC Pompéia,
São Paulo (1977–86), making use of a former factory and extending it
with a beton brut tower. Lina Bo Bardi also designed the simple

timber furniture; a sensitive adaptive reuse of the former steel barrel
factory into a highly popular community place (Photos supplied by the
author)

Figs. 2.5 and 2.6 Lina Bo Bardi with André Vainer (left) and
Marcelo Ferraz (right) at SESC Pompeia, São Paulo, 1986. Bo Bardi’s
addition to the site were two imposing towers made of off-form

concrete (Photo Eduardo Simões). Right The new water tower, SESC
Pompéia, São Paulo, 1984 (Photo Marcelo Ferraz)
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Serviço Social do Comércio, a union-led chain of leisure
centres for Brazil’s working class). There are various scales
of intervention but the “new” is always respectful of the
existing buildings and structures, designed with great preci-
sion and without imitation. The SESC Pompeia cultural,
sports and leisure/recreational centre expresses Bo Bardi’s
core belief in an architecture that serves the masses without
condescending to them. Inspired by San Francisco’s reno-
vated Ghirardelli Square (which was the first major adaptive
re-use project in the United States, opened in 1964), the
multi-use compound is like a village assembly of spaces and
includes a swimming pool, a theatre, and exhibition galleries.

The creation of such a diversity of interesting public
spaces for the working people also contributes to the health
of urban dwellers, which improves with the level of access to
public open spaces.

The SESC Fábrica da Pompéia is considered as amilestone
in Bo Bardi’s work: the conversion of the 1920s steel barrel
and refrigerator factory into a very successful, much-loved
leisure centre: it preserved the character, intrinsic substance
and memory of the past through the reuse of the factory
buildings. Initially, the original factory was due to be
demolished and the new SESC Pompéia would have replaced
it. Bo Bardi, however, suggested that the factory be kept and
not demolished as had been planned, but instead redeveloped,
on the grounds that it was already informally colonised by
some of the uses which the new centre was intended to serve.
Firstly, many of the former workers still lived in the
neighbourhood. Secondly, at her first site visit, Bo Bardi had
realised that the derelict factory was already informally
occupied by people from the neighbourhood in a way it
intended to be used for by SESC: there were active football
teams, an lively amateur theatrical group, dance groups and
improvised barbecue places. It was always important for Bo
Bardi to first observe what was happening in the space natu-
rally, before proceeding with her own design decisions.
Always driven by an urge to design and build what people
want, Bo Bardi noted: What we want is precisely to maintain
and amplify what we’ve found here, nothing more (Ferraz
2012, at “Lina Bo Bardi: Together” exhibition web site, 2).

Bo Bardi proposed to strip back the existing building to
its essence, exposing the beautiful but rough reinforced
concrete structure and brick walls. The decision to keep the
existing structure significantly enhanced the sense of place
from a social point of view. There is a strong relationship
between the existing factory and the local community, a
working class district of São Paulo. The decision to keep the
original factory paid respect to the history of human labour
that took place there; in the words of Marcelo Ferraz, who
worked as one of the architects on the SESC Pompéia:

The rehabilitation of a former factory—a place of hard work; of
suffering, for many; a testament to human labour—and its

transformation into a place of leisure, without erasing its history,
make SESC Pompéia a special space. The care taken to ensure
that so many details of the old factory remained visible—whe-
ther on walls, floors, roofs and other structures, or in the new
facilities—meant the space would begin its new life full of
warmth and animation.
(Ferraz 2012, at “Lina Bo Bardi: Together” exhibition web

site, 3)

Here, Bo Bardi’s experiments with reinforced concrete,
beton brut, continued, in combination with the reuse of the
post-industrial brick shell of the abandoned factory. She later
added three towers: a water tower and two towers housing
the sports courts and changing rooms. The whole project has
a certain roughness and aims for a clear contrast between the
new and the authentic old. Y-shaped bridges connect the
towers, turning the journey from locker to court an event of
circulation and urban drama. Being deeply committed to the
social and cultural potential of architecture, SESC Pompéia
illustrates the power of architecture as “an agent of social
change”, supporting residents of a poor working-class
neighbourhood with cultural and sports facilities, maintain-
ing the identity, memory and history of place through careful
adaptive reuse and extension.

SESC Pompéia has a generosity in plan that allows its
multiple activities to co-exist in a relaxed way: high and low
culture, old and young, ambitious architecture and the
everyday, football and ballet. Rowan Moore commented on
the multi-functionality of the precinct:

It houses football, swimming, theatre, dance and art. Old men
play chess there, and children play with building blocks. You
can eat in a popular canteen, and you can sunbathe on a
boardwalk called “The Beach”. Or you can simply sit and watch
the passing scene, as you might in a park.
(Moore 2012)

Besides Bo Bardi, the main architects for the project were
Andre Vainer and Marcelo Ferraz; the development of the
project included input of many others. The project also
included artists, technicians and workers in all aspects of the
proposal, and Ferraz recounts the working process and
participation of others:

André Vainer and I, first as students and then as recent
graduates, were privileged to take part in this adventure. For
nine years (1977–86) we developed the project with Lina,
working every day in the midst of the building site: monitoring
the ongoing projects, the in situ experiments, the involvement
of technicians, artists, and especially workers…We had an office
inside the building itself; the project and the programme were
formulated as an amalgam, joined and inseparable. The barrier
that would normally separate the virtual and the real did not
exist; it was architecture made real, experienced in every detail.
(Ferraz 2012, at “Lina Bo Bardi: Together” exhibition web

site, 4)

In the importance of collaboration in the design and
construction process, Bo Bardi’s goal was to place people at
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the forefront of all design decisions, not just the direct
end-users, but the wider community. According to her for-
mer collaborators (Vainer and Ferraz), she had very clear
ideas how she wanted the spaces to function, making sure
that everything was aimed to create a sense of leisure within
the project. The purpose of design is to facilitate the build-
ing’s ability to invite the user to participate in certain social
situations and activities, and SESC Pompeia is doing this
very well (see Figs. 2.5 and 2.6).

The Rehabilitation of the Historic Pelourinho
District, the Old Baroque Centre of Salvador,
Bahia, 1986–92

Salvador has a long colonial history and it was not only the
historical and cultural epicentre of Bahia (named a World
Heritage Site by UNESCO in 1985), but also the first capital
of Brazil. For many decades, the Baroque centre was left in
decline and became unsafe to visit as old buildings crumbled
and roofs collapsed. It required the political support from
Mario Kertesz (then mayor of Salvador) and Gilberto Gil
(the influential musician was then Minister for Culture) to
overcome scepticism that renovation of the old quarter (in-
stead its complete demolition) would be a viable option for
the historic site. The existing building stock provides a
valuable resource for urban regeneration and, once restored,
can improve the liveability of urban areas.

For some sites that have been left alone for decades to
decay by neglect, the physical damage of the site can render

the site unusable both in terms of the cost to repair the
damage as well as unsafe by government standards. Reha-
bilitation programs first focussed on the historic centre, the
colonial Centro Historico, and later expanded to include the
Ladeira da Misericordia. These colonial buildings are robust
in form and construction, adaptable for different use and
have an attractive character; their significant potential for
reuse and adaptability to new usage makes adaptive reuse
preferable to demolition. Demolition would only add to
future resource stress, pollution and waste.

Today, the Pelourinho area demonstrates an important
part of the history and culture of Brazil. The smallness of
scale and fine urban grain of the rehabilitated Baroque
quarter serves as a model of urban renewal and decentralised
democracy (see Figs. 2.7 and 2.8).

• Adaptive reuse of existing buildings as cultural cen-
tres Casa do Benin and Casa do Olodum in Salvador,
1987–89

Two 19th-century buildings on the corner of Praca do
Pelourinho, the main square of Salvador, were converted
into Afro-Brazilian cultural centres. One of the advantage of
these two four-storey buildings is their prominent location in
the historical Baroque centre of the city. Bo Bardi retained
the historical facades and inserted a new circulation, stair-
case, exhibition spaces (a long distinctive main space) and a
library and restaurant that promotes the culture of the Afri-
can country Benin (the origin of a majority of slaves) (see
Figs. 2.7 and 2.8).

Figs. 2.7 and 2.8 Left Projeto Barroquinha, Salvador de Bahia (built
1986–90), the careful urban renewal and renovation project of the
run-down but historically significant Baroque city center, by Lina Bo
Bardi in collaboration with the musician Gilberto Gil. It includes the

adaptive reuse of Casa do Benin and Casa do Olodum, both
Bahian-African cultural centers. Right Casa do Benin (Courtesy
Instituto Lina Bo e Pietro Maria Bardi)
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• Ladeira da Misericordia in Salvador (in collaboration
with architect-engineer João Lele Filgueiras Lima),
1987–88

The Ladeira de Misericordia (meaning “Mercy Slope”) is a
historically important staircase link, connecting Salvador’s
lower (port area) with the upper areas (the historic centre

Pelourinho). It is one of the few remaining historic pedes-
trian connections between these two sections of the city,
with examples of 17th century colonial houses along the
staircase.

Bo Bardi restored three of the derelict buildings along the
Ladeira and converted them into social housing, and inserted a
new restaurant building, the Restaurante do Coaty. Today the

Figs. 2.9 and 2.10a Left Staircase insertion in the Centro Cultural Casa do Benin, the Bahian-African cultural center (Salvador, 1987). Right The
large timber spiral staircase Escada de Madeira, in the Solar do Unhão (the former Museu de Arte Moderna), Salvador

Fig. 2.10b Plan and section of Casa do Benin (Courtesy Instituto Lina Bo e Pietro Maria Bardi)
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link is mostly abandoned and the success of the restaurant was
short-lived, due to the general economic decline of the
neighbourhood, population decline in the 1970s and 80s,
crime and deterioration of the social fabric. The terraced site
for the restaurant is located at the upper end of the historical
street: it’s a small ensemble of buildings as a series of com-
mercial buildings for bars, shops and the open-air restaurant.
In addition to the renovation of three Baroque buildings. Only
a part of the proposal, however, was realised due to the lack of
financial viability of the project. Bo Bardi collaborated here
with the architect-engineer Lélé Filgueiras Lima, who devel-
oped the prefabricated modular ribbed concrete panel system
used for construction; the project has a certain roughness and
she agreed with Lélé that beauty was of less importance.
Today, as part of the renovation program funded through the
2016 Olympics regeneration funds, there are plans to reacti-
vate the Ladeira project and transform it into a revitalised
public space (see Figs. 2.9 and 2.10a, 2.10b, 2.11 and 2.12).

The Multiplicity of Regional Identity in Bo
Bardi’s Late Works

In Bo Bardi’s works we find acceptance of regional con-
struction methods as one mode of expression to handle the
varied topography, introducing ground floor walls with
expressive, irregular stonework and the total exposure of
structural elements above (for example, the exaggerated
concrete super-frame of the MASP in São Paulo, where the
structural frame defines the entire brutalist aesthetics of the

building). Her work reveals a range of architectural lan-
guages, and here, such diversity can be seen as a pattern of
local influences carried over from one project to another and
transformed in the process; while her architectural language
continually evolved, and this evolutionary aspect is extre-
mely important (Zeuler Lima in AV Monografia 2015).

Constructional form and material character, for instance,
were integral to an evolving expression in her architectural
work. She was adept at the use of off-form, exposed concrete
and the bold simplification of large-span structural ideas.
Large concrete structures were common in Brazil from as
early as the 1930s building boom, as there were no steel mills
at that time (Artigas 1997). The way in which the architectural
elements—such as concrete walls, columns and beams—
were articulated, from one work to the next, provides a basis
upon which to evaluate her work as a whole. She was con-
cerned with the specific appearance of the structural elements,
and thus she re-interpreted in concrete the regional tradition of
simple articulation of the wall surface (just as in the Maisons
Jaoul by Le Corbusier, 1954–56).

The new capital city Brasilia was seen by some as an
example of the failures of top-down planning of
mega-projects and pedestrian inconvenience. The sprawling
new capital city carved out of the Brazilian savannah became
an emblem of both, Latin America’s leap into modernity
and, later, of the limits of Modernism’s utopian aspirations
and failure to deliver on its promises. Attending Brasilia’s
inauguration in 1960, the French writer Simone de Beauvoir
complained about its monumental civic scale and that all
of its superquadras exuded “the same air of elegant

Figs. 2.11 and 2.12 Left Restaurante do Coaty, at the Ladeira da
Misericórdia, built in curvilinear shape around a mango tree, recog-
nizably different from the existing buildings (Salvador, 1987–88), by

Lina Bo Bardi and João (Lélé) Filgueiras Lima (Courtesy: Insti-
tuto Lina Bo e Pietro Maria Bardi; S. Lehmann 2000)
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monotony”. She commented: “What possible interest could
there be in wandering about? The street, that meeting ground
of … passers-by, of stores and houses, of vehicles and
pedestrians… does not exist in Brasilia and never will” (12).

Critiques of the Brazilian approach, mainly directed
against Niemeyer, were beginning to appear in the Archi-
tectural Review, which wrote in 1950 that “Brazil’s archi-
tects have a quest for novelty, while desperately needed
low-cost housing and social improvements are neglected”.
Even before completion of this gigantic project, the city of
Brasilia, criticism against Brazil’s “superficial architectural
style” increased. After visiting the 1953 São Paulo Biennial
opening, skeptical comments came from Bruno Zevi, Walter
Gropius and Max Bill. In the Architectural Review, Swiss
architect Max Bill sharply criticised Brazilian Modernism,
commenting that it has become “empty formalism, a waste
of materials, lacking any structural logic” (Bill 1954, 62).
This criticism had significant impact in Brazil and people

started to question the way architecture had evolved in the
country.

At the height of her professional career, Bo Bardi became
increasingly disillusioned with functionalism and the way
Brazilian architecture was developing, especially after vis-
iting the much anticipated completion of the new capital
Brasilia in 1960 (Ferraz 1993; Bardi 2012). Questioning
such mega-projects, the possibility of building a new city
from scratch and what she called the “superficial aestheti-
cism”, she refused to follow the trend of an over-articulated
application of technology and formalism as means of per-
petuating an inherently wasteful consumer society.

Climatic conditions have often been explored as the
impetus underlying regional aspects of architecture (Hitch-
cock 1955; Banham 1962; Bullrich 1969). While still
adhering to functionalist principles in terms of the general
layout of the plan, she started to indulge in shallow-pitched
roofs and random walls made of local stone. Paying attention

Figs. 2.13 to 2.16 Cultural and leisure centre SESC Pompéia, São Paulo (1977–86), making use of a former factory and extending it with a
beton brut tower (Photos Federico Calabrese, 2015)
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to principles of natural cross-ventilation and thermal com-
fort; here, interiors are shielded from the excessive heat and
light of the tropics. At the same time, she remained
unequivocally committed to the revelation of twentieth-
century building technology: the reinforced concrete skeletal
frame and its infill screening or shutters, with a strong
interest in social aspects and low-cost housing.

Bo Bardi’s output, while small, is significant because of
her importance as an architect who respected regional cul-
tures, which became the main drivers of her later works in

Salvador; she nurtured a diversity of design approaches,
making every project unique and outstanding (even if simple
in its gesture), rather than producing a large number of
repetitive projects; her experimental approach ranged from
daring construction technology (such as the large-span
superstructure of MASP with its 8 m high and 70 m wide
public space), to small-scale experimentation with concrete
formwork (especially the adaptive re-use projects in Sal-
vador), to careful restoration of heritage buildings (taking the
heritage focus of Lucio Costa further into mainstream

Figs. 2.17 to 2.20 The Centro Cultural Casa do Benin, the Bahian-African cultural center (Salvador, 1987) (Photos Federico Calabrese, 2015)
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Brazilian architecture), thus opening up an alternative way
into modernism that makes Brazil such a unique case.

While Bo Bardi had initially participated in the explo-
rations of the modernist generation, subsequently she
became a central representative of the critical regionalism
approach. Like Luis Barragan at the same time in Mexico
City, she refused to simply surrender to the European
abstract modernism a la Bauhaus (Andreoli and Forty
2004); rather, she tried to develop it further by bringing in
the regional character. As a result, her work was not based
on sentimental or folkloristic elements. Comparable to
Barragan, Bo Bardi is an example of an architect working

with the specific characteristics of the particular place,
including the common, local, ordinary and “everyday”, thus
creating a language of sustainability. She immersed herself
in writing, both culturally and politically, and architectural
writing became highly significant to her development as an
architect; she wrote more than she built. For instance, in
1947 she began editing the journal of the São Paulo Museum
of Art, Habitat.

Bo Bardi argued that a country should build identity on
the foundation of its own roots, and explored Brazil in order
to assimilate and better understand its local and popular
cultures, whilst successfully integrating these with social

Figs. 2.21 and
2.22 Restaurante do Coaty, at
the Ladeira da Misericórdia
(Salvador, 1987–88), by Lina Bo
Bardi and João (Lélé) Filgueiras
Lima. (Photos Federico
Calabrese, 2015)
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values of the Modern movement (Araujo 2013). Her concept
of an “architecture of social responsibility” has still great
relevance today (Anelli 2012).

Her early works—like the Glass House or the MASP,
both in São Paulo—were still in a modernist style, keeping
up with the international trend. Thereafter, Bo Bardi’s work
became increasingly inflected towards the vernacular,
influenced by the African slave culture of the north-eastern
Brazilian people in Bahia, where she lived for five years.
Similar to Mario de Andrade, Bo Bardi developed a passion
for this locally rooted culture and for popular art; she wanted
to brasilianise architecture. For her, “the truth in the ver-
nacular lay forever beyond time because nobody could
determine its age” (Bo Bardi 1995, 36); it was timeless. In
her writings, she promoted the social and cultural potential
of architecture and design, and proposed new parameters for
design thinking on adaptive re-use, which included her
notions of “historical roughness” and “tolerance to imper-
fection”. She wrote

We cannot accept, however, that Brazilian architecture is
already on its way towards academism, as various foreign views
would have it, and nor will it be, for as long as its spirit is in the
human spirit and its goal is the improvement of living conditions
—for as long as it draws its inspiration from the intimate poetry
of the Brazilian land. These are the values that really define
contemporary Brazilian architecture.
(first published in the journal Habitat 2, January 1951, 32.

Quoted from Stones against Diamonds, an anthology of writings
by Lina Bo Bardi, published by Architectural Association Publi-
cations, London; 2012, 26; and ILPMB 2012)

What Has Luxury Got to Do
with Sustainability and the Work of Bo Bardi?

As the cross-cultural significance of adaptive reuse of
buildings increases, either due to destruction or gradual
deterioration, interest in the idea of sustainability is attract-
ing much attention among scholars in a range of disciplines,
specifically cultural history, urban design, and landscape
architecture and heritage studies.

Bo Bardi “invented” her own version of sustainability,
introduced this concept through her adaptive reuse designs
and through ideas about cross-cultures, linking recycled
buildings with durability, and ensuring a special user expe-
rience within her buildings. Based on the fact that sustain-
ability aims to create ethically correct and deeper value, what
has sustainability to do with luxury? There is now a global
trend towards a better understanding of sustainability and
luxury, and the creation of “luxury as sustainability”. In
future, there will be a new forms of luxury, which will be
environmentally acceptable, recycled/upcycled and

low-impact/low-carbon, placing an increasing importance on
durability and longevity (Condello 2014).

Upcycling means not only clever reuse of space, but also
minimising waste and turning the reused building into a
luxurious experience. While sustainable luxury seems an
oxymoron, however, exclusive goods and buildings with
sound environmental and social credentials does not have to
be a contradictory concept. If we define luxury as a desirable
good that is difficult to obtain, than luxury is something that
embodies the social and environmental credentials of a
building, product or service. As markets mature (including
the real estate market Latin America, where buyers have
increased expectations), their more affluent citizens
increasingly follow international trends. This includes
awareness and concern over social and environmental issues,
and a desire for the buildings to provide more meaningful
experiences.

Bendell and Kleanthous defined authentic luxury as
“those goods and products that provide the greatest positive
contribution to all affected by their creation and identify their
consumers as having the means and motivation to respect
both people and planet” (2007, 4). Their report on the luxury
goods industry notes “Consumers’ increasing concerns with
environmental and social problems are the greatest cultural
shift of the 21st century” (Bendell and Kleanthous 2007).

In this context, Bo Bardi can be credited with con-
structing a new way of thinking through recycling buildings
- to consider human interfaces with thoughtful public spaces
and their potential for adaptation more critically. Typical for
her use of architectural fragments and derelict buildings is
the salvaging and recycling of structures by unravelling the
cross-cultural spaces (each with their own narratives). In this
process it is essential to encourage both the community
(consumers/citizens) and companies (developers, architects
and designers) to be more aware of the social and environ-
mental aspects of their activities. This will allow for greater
public participation in decision making and to establish a
shared responsibility for better outcomes.

Another Type of Modernism

The most relevant work of Bo Bardi might as well be her late
work, which introduced urban renewal to Brazil’s derelict
historical centres. With the careful renovation of the colonial
district in Salvador, the Projeto Barroquinha (executed from
1986 to 1990), she inserted few new buildings (such as the
Coaty restaurant) and adaptively reused existing structures
in the run-down Baroque district. Here, Bo Bardi collabo-
rated with the musician Gilberto Gil and the French
philosopher Pierre Verger, and highlights are the Casa do
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Benin and Casa do Olodum, both Bahian-African cultural
centers with the insertion of spectacular new staircases.

While in her early work, before 1977, Bo Bardi was still
concerned with introducing established modernist ideas into
Brazil, in her later work we can find a strong expression of
an approach consistent with Carroll’s point about the
importance of local elements and a wider social and ethical
responsibility (Carroll 2004). Bo Bardi’s later work (starting
with the SESC Pompéia) reveals how she had absorbed and
was working with regional characteristics, and elements of
vernacular identity (Condello and Lehmann 2016). Her po-
etic and, at times, rigorous architectural language remained
open to the materiality of everyday life, while she never
aligned herself with postmodernism or mainstream Brazilian
modernism. Starita also comments on the shift of approach
in Bo Bardi’s work, when she notes: “……the arguments
about vernacular architecture Bo Bardi encountered, how
that affected what she built in the first half of her career, and
the different approach she took in the second half of her
career as an architect, that is, from 1977 until her death in
1992” (Starita 2016, 1).

Architects must focus on how buildings, places and cities
really work, how the user fits into the picture, how the
existing city can be maintained and up-cycled, and how
technical systems are integrated. Bo Bardi’s main contribu-
tion was to show architecture this alternative way; a pathway
towards the appreciation of vernacular cultures and the
potential of adaptive reuse, while always respecting the
diversity of possibilities. Clearly, if we recycle the building
stock we can go further than when we replace and demolish
the existing (Girardet 1999).

In “The metabolism of the city: optimizing urban material
flow through principles of zero waste and sustainable con-
sumption” (2012), I wrote that “reusing buildings, building
components and integrating existing structures in new
developments (instead of demolition) is a basic principle of
any sustainable project” (Lehmann 2012, 234). Material
flow and zero waste concepts are now impacting on urban
development concepts, and architects and planners examine
opportunities for re-use of modular prefabricated compo-
nents, design for disassembly, the minimization of cut-offs,
and higher material efficiencies, meaning reduction in
material thickness and embodied energy, enabling future
chains of reuse, and a preference for locally sourced mate-
rials. Keeping and upgrading the existing building stock is
an important strategy, as the most sustainable building is
likely to be the one that already exists (based on its
embodied energy, materials and life-cycle considerations).

Bo Bardi is one of the pioneers who introduced the
concepts of adaptive reuse and critical regeneration to Brazil,
rethinking architecture’s potential for social engagement

with the city. Wherever possible, she also reused the
authentic material reclaimed from demolished buildings and
saw her role as the one of an Urban Regenerator. Our first
priority ought to be to assure that we reuse older buildings,
as the greenest building is the one that’s already built −
renovating and retrofitting existing districts is, therefore,
essential. It becomes obvious that all future eco-cities will
have to integrate strategies for integrating existing structures
and the adaptive reuse of buildings into their urban planning
(Lehmann 2012).

Today, all architecture is global architecture. Sociologist
Anthony Giddens argues that “the flipside of globalisation is
a return to the local with a revival of long forgotten cultural
identities and the vernacular” (Giddens 1999, 86). Of course,
there is a certain paradox embedded in the fact that an
anti-globalist movement, like regionalism, is seeking to
extend itself worldwide. Therefore, a core question today is:
how can local character be expressed in an architect’s work
in times of globalisation? Hereby, the concept of regionality
“depends on it being possible to correlate cultural codes with
geographical regions”, as Colquhoun (1997, 22) pointed out.

With the impact of globalisation since the 1980s, archi-
tecture in all countries has become more similar and national
differences less recognisable (Zein 1998, 2004; and Frey
2010). Through globalisation, the traditional determinants—
local climate, geography, craft traditions and religions—are
rapidly losing their importance. One conclusion that can be
made is that regional identities, such as those belonging to
São Paulo or Salvador, have been strong, dynamic influences
on Bo Bardi’s architecture. Today such regional influences
are still evident and identifiable in some contemporary
architects’ works, resolutely withstanding the pressures of
globalisation, which erodes identity and regional character-
istics in the built environment.

However, regionalism’s success has sometimes been
ambiguous; its critical dimension is still a major influence,
while its tendency towards sentimental nostalgia attracts
conservatives. Regionalism as the source of authenticity,
grounded in place and user, and as introduced by Bo Bardi
has contributed to the maturing of architecture in Brazil and
the discovery of the culture of the Northeast, an almost
mythical region of Brazil; it has given it a sense of identity,
which is always “constructed”; it never evolves naturally.
The current revival of an interest in identity is obviously the
product of a sense of dislocation in a fast-changing glob-
alised world.

Both tendencies, international modernism and regional-
ism, had an impact on the further development of Brazil’s
architecture and identity. The idea of a “dynamic regional-
ism” (Lehmann, 2004) represents the idea of modernism
adapted to its locality. Today, it can be seen as an attempt by
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a few architects to escape from the low point of global cor-
porate banality and to re-introduce the idea of local building
tradition, materials and meaningful typology. Taking into
account locality and site, this regionally-inflected approach
distinguishes the work of Lucio Costa and Bo Bardi, as much
as a Swedish interpretation distinguishes architects such as
Sigurd Lewerentz and Gunnar Asplund from the works by
the early Bauhaus masters (e.g. Walter Gropius, Mies van der
Rohe, Ludwig Hilbersheimer). Their interpretation of mod-
ernism was readily seen as differing from Gropius’ Bauhaus
modernism.

It is therefore revealing to study how modernist ideals
were incorporated into a young, fast-growing and ambitious
country like Brazil, with a legacy of contrasts and contra-
dictions. The role of Bo Bardi within modernism’s evolution
is rightly been celebrated today, recognising her unique path
and contribution as one of Brazil’s most important, multi-
faceted architects.

Bo Bardi’s work has become increasingly popular among
the younger generation of architects in recent years,
embracing enthusiastically her work, mainly thanks to a
growing interest in projects with a social and cultural con-
science. Barry Bergdoll commented in a recent interview on
this growing posthumous appreciation of Bo Bardi’s work
and recommended caution:

There’s such a fad for her right now that we run the risk of
smoothing over the complexity and the contradictions of her
work. She’s being elevated to some kind of holistic saint of
everything contemporary society stands for now, at the expense
of revealing her historical accomplishments and shortcomings.
(…) Just because we love the fact that she was a socially
engaged, strong female architect, we’re now going to make her
into the Frida Kahlo of architecture? Hers was a very serious,
thought-provoking life, and she deserves to be engaged criti-
cally, not to become an object of politically correct reverence.
(Bergdoll 2015)

Essentially, I believe it is fair to suggest that there are
three different phases in Bo Bardi’s work: her pre-Brasilia
projects (before 1956), post-Brasilia projects (after 1956),
and regional works (after 1977) are all different in their
entire attitude and approach. Here is an architect who
constantly evolved and absorbed ideas from the culture of
the everyday lives of people around her. However, her
influence as a key figure cannot be underestimated in
shaping the movement and making significant contribu-
tions to the special place of Brazilian architecture in world
architecture today.

When the heroic white modernism of the Bauhaus, Le
Corbusier and Russian constructivists arrived in Brazil, it
was given a distinctively Brazilian interpretation. It was
“another modernism” that did not follow the style template
of Philip Johnson’s International Style (1935), but enriched

architectural production in the second half of the 20th cen-
tury. The white modernism from Europe was no longer
accepted as the only model, in a “one size fits all” fashion,
instead a diverse range of other modernisms without dogma
emerged, what William Curtis called “the process of
absorption” (1982, 491).
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