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1. In the text that first promoted the Conference that motivates this paper (the EAAE/ARCC 2008 
International Conference on Architectural Research) there was a reference to an article in Lotus 

International, where Bruno Zevi claims that the digital world represented the greatest change in 
conditions and the greatest potential revolution in architecture since the Renaissance.  

It is hard not to agree that we are living a great change in conditions for the practice of 
architecture, and today we can be sure that Zevi didn’t see the end of it. But I’m not so sure if we 

can say that we are living the greatest potential revolution since the Renaissance, although the idea 

is becoming very fashionable these days: it seems to be tempting to believe that “the digital world” 
is so important (and will have consequences of similar importance) as the invention of the 

perspective drawing and the systematization of today’s (or should I say yesterday’s?) traditional 
means of presenting a project (plan, section and elevation) in the Renascence; therefore, it is 

appealing to consider that new means of representation changed the role of the architect in the 
society then, and so, likewise, today’s revolution in architecture processes of conception, 

representation and communication will create a new architect, if it hasn’t been done already…  

I believe that this is an extremist point of view: History shows that it was during the fifteenth 
century that architecture came to be understood as a liberal art, and architectural ideas were 
thereby increasingly conceived as geometrical lineamenti, as bi-dimentional, orthogonal 
projections.1 Means of architectural conception and representation changed in the Renascence 

because the role of the architect changed, not the other way around; the idea of architecture as a 

liberal art is the genesis of the modern architect, that needed new ways of communication: to show 
his vision to the client, to teach other how to build it, and even to test his ideas by himself; in 

short, to control the process of conception-communication-construction.  
Today, the role of the architect is changing because of the recent evolution in his processes of work 

and research, not as a response to changes and needs of the present society. 
 

2. In A Passo di Gambero, Umberto Eco ironically states that in the digital revolution we are always 

looking forward but sometimes we are walking backwards: the early Internet took us back from 
color TV to black and white photo, the Ipod is the new radio (musicians don’t like it, because of the 

poor quality of sound) and, with Cable TV, we are walking backwards from wireless public 
television.2  

We can reinforce this Eco’s image of the Crab Walk with the belief that, in some of the discourses 

about the Digital Paradigm, we are repeating the manifestos of the early XX century:3 the period 
we are living is heroic; the rapid evolution, interlinking and merging of the Machines (television, 

computer and mobile phone) that altered all paradigms in the latter half of the 20th century is 
revolutionizing art and life; a great era has begun, there is a new spirit and we can feel the vertigo 

of the change. It’s been almost one hundred years, the machines are not the same, but the 

fascination for the velocity of change is the same: for today’s futurists, a new mobile phone surfing 
the net, rapidly skipping from site to site, is more beautiful than the Nike of Samothrace. 

Since Marconi made it possible to hear the sound of geography collapsing 4 for the first time, in the 
very beginning of the XX century, we could see a new geographic collapse every once in a while, 

with the generalization of the use of radio, telephone, automobile, television, satellite broadcasting, 
mobile phone and the Internet; therefore, every once in a while, theory of architecture presents us 

with a new version of the “Esprit Nouveau” type of discourse: this is a new era, there is a new 

spirit, our houses and cities must change, the architect must focus on the new reality. But looking 
back, it is clear that we all adapt to new conditions, but neither the role of the architect in society 

nor the way we live in our houses and cities changed so much as it was predicted. 
You should also remember that this kind of ideal vision of the future, with great confidence in the 

unquestionable benefits of progress and technology, was soon questioned with the disasters of the 

Titanic and the Hindenburg, and the atrocities in World War II (with the atomic bomb being the 
most paradigmatic). We all learned then that there is a black side in technology; and once again, 

seven years ago, the attack on the Twin Towers reminded us that changes don’t occur only for the 
better, and that globalization also means global violence… 

These are the main reasons I don’t understand why today, with the so called “digital revolution”, 
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this old discourse seems to acquire a brand new sparkle:5  by now, we should be accustomed to 

the fact that the most stable feature of the contemporary world is the permanent increase of the 

velocity of change, and beware of its consequences…  
 

3. So, if we all agree that, as it has been for the last hundred years, today’s society is rapidly 
changing, we should not focus on the evidence of change, but on the understanding of what the 

main changes are.  

Marc Augé defines the present as an era when time is no longer an element of intelligibility, where 
the plentifulness of information shows the multiplicity of events and increases the velocity of 

history, where the new paradigms are processes of excess and acceleration of time, space and ego.  
I believe that this acceleration and excess are related to a process of digitalization of our physical 

reality: more and more, the life of the common people takes place in “Non-Lieux”, spaces that can 
not be defined or related by identity and history,6 as “Generic cities” and “Junk-spaces”,7 and more 

and more they seem to choose “living” their dream life through Magazines, Television and Internet 

(where you can get a “Second Life” in more than one way). 
The way we communicate is also changing fast: we now spend more time talking in mobile phones 

and sending SMS or email messages than actually talking to people face to face (I know I do…). 
Neil Leach calls it a narcissistic condition that defines those that live locked into their interior 
worlds, lost in strange one-way conversations on the cellular phone and increasingly divorced from 
their immediate surroundings on the computer. But the opposite model that Leach presents, the 
Wallpaper* person, living in an enchanted dreamscape, an aestheticised and mythologised 
dreamscape,8 is still someone that lives by images, in a process of representation of reality. 
Baudrillard has the most radical vision of this phenomenon of fusion between reality and 

representation: he claims that we are living a simulation era and all of the actual forms of activity 
tend to a publicity shape (and most of them go no farther).9  

Architecture is a good field of research for this phenomenon: it has acquired a mass medium 

impact in the last twenty years because everyone is interested in images of architecture. Architects, 
of course, give representation more and more importance every passing year and there seems to 

be an increasing tendency to confuse good images with good building. This is a natural trend, 
because the actual “star system” of the architectural milieu is working like a globalized École des 
Beaux-Arts where the image of the “project rendu” in the various “concours d’émulation” (that now 

occur all over the world), published in books or magazines and accessible in web sites, is the key 
element for the possibility of increasing the public impact of the work of an office. The best 

example is the great publicity achieved by Koolhaas and OMA when S, M, L, XL was published: in 
the 1348 pages of the book we can find a lot of appealing images of competition projects and few 

realized works. 

So, like in the École des Beaux-Arts in the XIX century, most of the young architects of the present 
believe that they can use images to fulfill all their architectural ends. But the perfection of the 

render is many times hiding a lack of sense of construction and the deficient understanding of the 
site, the program or the client: it represents too many hours of work, and we all know that, in the 

architect’s activity, time does not grow on trees…  
I believe that, today, we need to understand how the Digital World can help us to focus once again 

on experiencing architecture,10 instead of simply using it for creating projections of the reality… 

 
4. Of course we all agree that computers, mobile phones and the internet are liberation realities, 

and instruments that change the way you live and work in many ways. So, the present revival of 
the “Esprit Nouveaux” discourse can make sense, in the disciplinary field of Architecture, if you 

believe that the role of the digital revolution can be so important today as the introduction of the 

concept of “space” in architecture11 was in the first half of the XX century: it is opening new paths, 
different ways of looking at things.  

But if you look at the heroic period of modern architecture, you see that this new concept is related 
to a very large number of phenomena that occur almost simultaneously: new geopolitical 

conditions, great changes in the means of production and transportation, a revolution in the liberal 



Eduardo Fernandes,  

Department of Architecture of the University of Minho, Guimarães, Portugal. 

 

To walk like an Egyptian: 
Five points on the subject of “Architectural Research and the Digital World”. Page 4 

arts, a fast modernization of society and new materials and construction techniques. I don’t believe 

that the extent of change in the conditions of our world is comparable, today.  

In the first half of the XX century the role of the architect changed, like in the Renascence, because 
society needed it to change. But it changed in a way that is the opposite of what is happening now: 

the architect became less concerned about producing great images of architecture in a Beaux-Arts 
sort of way and more interested in the problems of his society. And, of course, this was just the 

beginning of a process of trial and error: it was only in the last CIAM reunions that the modern 

architect was able to free himself from the pre-established models of the Athens Charter and 
become aware of the reality of his surroundings.  

In Portugal, where I come from, the first awakening to the theory of modern architecture was very 
late, for political and social reasons: the so-called first generation of the Portuguese modern 
architecture,12 in the late twenties, was only trying to use new materials, techniques and aesthetics 
in an eclectic way, and soon changed their language to the nationalist style that the fascist regime 

of Salazar imposed in the late thirties; it was only in 1948, in the first Congress of Portuguese 

Architects, that the ideas of the modern architecture and urbanism were defended by a new 
generation, more aware of the principles of the Athens Charter than of the reality of their poor and 

under-developed country, where the majority of the population still lived in a rural context. The 
confrontation between the international ideas of the young generation and the will to preserve a 

national identity by the old one seemed to be an impossible dilemma; but Fernando Távora, in his 

1945 text “O Problema da casa Portuguesa”, had already pointed the solution: you had to study 
both the international processes and the local conditions, to achieve an architecture that is both 

modern and Portuguese.  
It was only ten years later that this “third way” had conditions to be achieved, with the Inquiry on 
the Portuguese Popular Architecture, that took place between 1955 and 1961; it was the first great 
moment of Architectural Research in the history of the twentieth century in Portugal, and the final 

report, published in 1961,13 was one of the most influential documents of the century for 

Portuguese architects, mainly because of the impact of the images it contained, in which all the 
representation techniques available at the time were used: photographs, drawings, maps, typology 

tables, etc. This book proposed a return to the roots of popular architecture, presenting a rural 
society that was already in the process of disappearing: it soon became a virtual reality. But, for the 

ones that were involved in the process, it was a real and unforgettable experience with practical 

results in architectural design: it showed that traditional architecture was rational and functional, 
and aimed to answer the needs of their promoters in an economic way, just like modern 

architecture. If you see the work of Fernando Távora, before 1955 and after, you can clearly 
understand the influence of the Inquiry.14  

The second great moment of Architectural Research in the history of Portuguese architecture was 

catalyzed by the revolution of 1974, which ended the 48 years of dictatorial government. Then, in 
the 25th of April, everything changed: the society became more open and the population lost their 

fear. Everybody went to the streets to manifest its needs and concerns, and it became clear that 
the need for housing was one of the most serious problems, for the lower classes. Nuno Portas, 

Secretary of State of Housing and Urbanism, created the S.A.A.L. program (Mobile Service of Local 
Support) that mobilized architects throughout the country, projecting houses for the poor in a 

process of direct dialogue with the final client, trying to learn from popular culture, once again.15 

The SAAL Process was, like the Inquiry, a paradigmatic moment of identity in the School of Oporto. 
Everybody was involved in the process, and the School was transformed in a place of production 

and practical research. It was a real and unique experience: to confront the scale of the city and 
the scale of the needs with the will to approach every project as a unique solution for a specific 

client.  

It didn’t last, and in 1977 the politics of economic housing were back to more traditional programs; 
like the Inquiry, it was an unforgettable experience for the few that lived it, and an Iconic moment 

for the others, this time with outstanding international impact. But if this was the first moment 
when the European milieu noticed the Oporto School and the name of Álvaro Siza Vieira, the image 

of the very few projects that were published then proposed a misleading conception of what was 
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the SAAL, the Oporto School, and Siza’s work…16  

I’m referring to these two paradigmatic references in the history of Portuguese Architecture since 

they were very important as an attempt to define it as a product of the mixture between global 
society and local individuality; but also because they can both be seen as a response to society 

needs, resulting simultaneously in a real experience, that defined the identity of our architecture in 
an epistemological way and as a creation of a virtual reality, that produced “styles”, and originated 

trends that Portuguese architects explored to their limits. 

This simple fact of the creation of internal references is relevant to our culture: all through the long 
history of our nation, Portuguese Architecture has always been the result of a combination of 

imported cultural values; our Architectural Research has never been a vanguard exercise or a 
completely original approach, but its endemic inertia favors changes in the way it applies imported 

models or systems, in the way it adapts them to the Portuguese reality: this is the main feature of 
our specificity.17 

But in today’s globalized world, this condition has changed: not only all of the western countries 

live in a combination of foreign cultural values (and so this mixture can no longer be considered a 
unique feature of Portuguese specificity), but also our reality is now no longer much different from 

the other European Countries: Portugal has evolved from a rural society to an urban and modern 
culture. Facing the Digital World, Portuguese Architecture finally has the conditions to surpass our 

endemic inertia in the modernization of the processes of Research, Conception, Representation and 

Construction, but is lacking the response to what has been, since the beginning of the XX century, 
a permanent obsession in our Architectural Research: the knowledge of a Portuguese specificity.  

Aware of this new condition, the most famous Portuguese architects have learned to place 
themselves in the globalised market, playing their role in the new École des Beaux-Arts, producing 

great images without losing the real qualities of their work, as architectonic facts.  
Álvaro Siza Vieira has made a career emphasizing the Portuguese character of his Architecture, 

mixing recognizable international references, adapting imported theories, models or systems to his 

critical view of the reality of the sites; the images of his work are often misleading, and sometimes 
tend to a publicity shape, but the real qualities of his work appear when you visit the building: most 

of his work has the quality without a name wich is the root criterion of life and spirit in a building.18  
Eduardo Souto Moura has developed a different path. The images of his work are very close to the 

reality of the buildings, so you are seldom surprised when you visit the actual site; the paradox in 

his work is that the construction itself that can be appealing as a architectonic fact and as a 
simulacrum of reality,19 a projection of an ideal world. Mainly in his houses, I see the 

materialization of a publicity shape, created to appeal to the Wallpaper* person...  
Searching for a Portuguese specificity in the work of their masters, the new generations try to 

follow their footsteps, with more or less understanding of the meaning of the images they create. 

But I believe we are lacking a new paradigmatic moment in architectural research, to offer young 
Portuguese architects a new confrontation with reality… 

 
5. “Walk like an Egyptian” is the title of a pop song, which I’m sure you all know…  
According to the Wikipedia, composer Liam Sternberg wrote it after seeing a group of people on a 
ferryboat, walking awkwardly to keep their balance, which reminded him of figures in Ancient 

Egyptian reliefs. The song was recorded in 1986, by a pop group named Bangles, whose success 

was mostly based on the appealing image of its female members; it was regarded as a joke by the 
band, but became a hit and was one of the reasons why the album Different Light was the most 

successful record of the group. “Walk like an Egyptian” is still a popular song today, and the video 
is often showed in VH1 and one of the most visited in the “YouTube”. 

Of course, everybody knows that ancient Egyptians didn’t walk like that, but this perception, which 

was already reflected in other items of popular culture, acquired an accepted meaning after 1986: 
walking like an Egyptian is to make a fool of yourself moving sideways, in a strange and funny 

manner that looks like you’re dancing on the sand. 
I used the name of this song in the title of my paper for two reasons:  

First, because it is a good example of the processes of information in the digital world: it starts with 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liam_Sternberg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Egypt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Egypt
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Relief
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a misleading popular notion, based on an ironic and erroneous interpretation of images, 

intentionally disregarding the specific context and representation techniques involved in the media 

of representation; then, someone writes a song about an everyday episode that has nothing to do 
with the original subject using that misleading notion with a different ironic approach; then, a pop 

group (whose success is mostly iconographic) decides to use it as a joke and explore the theme in 
the video, appearing in such a pose and showing normal people doing what they call “the sand 

dance”.20 

As a result of this process, the iconic popular notion was transformed into a second-hand reference 
and the original irony became a sarcasm disguised as a pantomime: most people like the song 

because it showed them a new way of looking silly when they went dancing in a disco club, while 
the Bangles laughed all the way to the bank. Today, if you say “Walk like an Egyptian”, the memory 

of ancient Egyptians only comes to mind after you think about this “sand dance”: the song and the 
video appropriated the notion and the new meaning was globalised in the media since 1986, and is 

still very strong today.  

In short, I’m using this example to say that the misleading of the media of representation started 
five thousand years ago but is much stronger today: with the processes of handling information of 

the digital world, you can very easily lose track of time, meaning and judgment.  
 

The second reason why I have chosen this title is the belief that today, in my country, it is very 

easy for those who are involved in Architectural Research to be either looking forward while 
walking backwards, or looking backwards while trying to walk forward.  

If you focus on the velocity of change, it is tempting to look at the digital world as a paradigm in 
itself: as an end, not as a means. You end up using all of your energy and knowledge in the 

process of finding new uses for all the brand new digital technology and to keep up with all the 
advances in the field; in this process of permanent learning, you abandon the one-year-old devices 

and software that you didn’t have time to explore to the limits of its potential and start exploring 

the brand new ones, again and again, disregarding all of the disciplinary knowledge in the 
architectural field that is not directly influenced by the evolution of digital technology.  

On the other hand, if you focus on the traditional instruments of Architectural Research you risk 
refusing to see how technology can help achieve a better understanding of the architecture of the 

past and the necessities of the present and immediate future. This is still a tempting path, in the 

School of Oporto, where our traditional endemic inertia is treasured as an identity attribute, the 
only thing that still distinguishes us from the rest of the world.  

So, I believe that Portuguese architects can, once again, search for a third way: we should try to 
walk like an Egyptian, looking around, dancing on the sand of digital technology without the fear of 

looking silly, moving sideways between global and local, technology and tradition, reality and 

simulacrum, images and architectonic facts.  
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