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'92+ Climatic Architecture

The history of architecture resembles Zemrude, one of 
the invisible cities imagined by Italo Calvino, in that its 
form depends on the perspective of the observer. Ciudad y 
naturaleza: Aproximaciones desde la Historia medioambiental 
invites readers to adopt such a perspective, as its eloquent 
subtitle makes clear, a transparent declaration of intent.

However, readers should note that not everything in this 
book is as it appears. The true nature of this volume is 
revealed only when the mask of its cover is lifted, revealing 
the inner title page, which discloses its true identity: the 
proceedings of the IV Congreso internacional de la Asociación 
de historiadores de la Arquitectura y el Urbanismo, edited by 
Eduardo Prieto and Guiomar Martín, who also oversaw the 
compilation of this text.

This is thus a book of proceedings disguised as a stand-
alone publication, not out of any desire for concealment 
but as a matter of principle—principles that guided the 
conference’s conception and ultimately shaped its public 
imprint in this printed form. The delayed acknowledgment 
of the book’s origin is not an act of deceit but of 
representation. The truth of this polite fi ction will be evident 
to readers as they delve into its pages. Unlike the usual 
anthology of juxtaposed communications determined by 
the submissions received, City and Nature aspires to be a 
cohesive work.

It is often forgotten that there was a time when harmony 
was the principal goal of architects. The ancients, to simplify 
somewhat, relied on two frameworks to justify their pursuit 
of an order that guaranteed beauty: the Pythagorean-
musical analogy, grounded in simple mathematical 
relationships, and the organic analogy, which saw the 
well-proportioned body as the model for harmonious 
relationships between parts and the whole.

The editors of this book have not organized it as a fi nite 
sequence of musical solos but have taken on the role 
of orchestral conductors. Alternatively, adopting an 
organic metaphor, the editors have acted like intrepid 
Dr. Frankensteins, assembling fragments with the clear 
intention of creating, through the sparks of the printing 
press, a well-formed body. And they have succeeded: the 
resulting creature, fortunately, emerges from the presses this 
time without apparent torment.

To achieve this, with a recurring Pythagorean sensibility 
already evident in their previous works and mindful of the 
powerful resonances of numbers, the editors have arranged 
the texts within a conceptual matrix. This framework 
supports a composition in fi ve movements—each titled 
with a pair of guiding concepts—further divided into six 
articles apiece. Five times six equals thirty pieces, thirty 
tesserae framed by an overture that introduces the works 
and capped by a fi nale in the form of a highly useful 
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annotated bibliography. This bibliography not only maps 
the intellectual landscape of a tradition upon which both 
the text and the conference are founded but also makes it 
visible—reiterating the “mood” of perspective introduced at 
the beginning: an environmental approach to the history of 
architecture.

The book is therefore a choral work, with its diverse 
voices guided by the subtle baton of its editors, who 
orchestrate a richly varied vocal panorama. Baritones 
and sopranos, tenors and contraltos—all the contributors 
express themselves according to their distinctive tones. The 
harmonic matrix that structures the book is not a restrictive 
framework but rather the foundation of a truly polyphonic 
text. Each part develops its melodic passions freely, while 
the vertical relationships between the notes, defi ned by the 
conceptual pairs, ensure that the whole resonates like a well-
composed chord.

The editors’ guidance can be discerned in the book’s 
spine, where subtle lines, reminiscent of a musical staff , 
mark the gray pages that open each conceptual pair—
hygiene and climate, ecology and territory, landscape and 
infrastructure, America and Europe, theory and pedagogy. 
In these sections, the editors briefl y contextualize the 
articles that follow, grouping them and explaining their 
proximity without confl ating them, thereby justifying 
their arrangement. The diligent graphic design—skillfully 
executed by Asimétricas editions—ensures typographic 
refi nement, careful image selection, and high material 
quality, all of which reinforce the book’s unity.

This unity, however, does not imply homogeneity. The 
environmental approach that weaves the pieces together 
encourages a variety of interpretations. The compiled texts 
off er perspectives from diff erent scales, from buildings 
to territories; diverse approaches, including descriptive 
observations, historical studies, theoretical insights, and 
critical analyses; and authors of varied geographical origins 
and career stages, from established academics to emerging 
researchers.

This diversity refl ects the proceedings of the conference, 
held on October 24 and 25, 2024, at the Real Centro 
Universitario María Cristina in El Escorial. This site—
formerly La Compaña, locus of barns, mills, and forges, 
once populated by pigs and hens—was no arbitrary choice. 
Its symbolic atmosphere subtly infl uenced the conversations 
that took place, an ambiance as eloquent as the conference’s 
subtitle.

One of the notable achievements of the conference 
organizers was securing the participation of esteemed 
fi gures such as Antoine Picon and Luis Fernández-Galiano 
for the opening and closing lectures. The list of renowned 
experts also extended to the roundtable participants, who 

represented a wide range of disciplines and intellectual 
backgrounds: architects, historians, botanists, heritage 
managers, engineers, and philosophers, among others. 
These expert voices, aligned with the conceptual pairs that 
structure the book, generated valuable debates and, together 
with the contributions of speakers and participants, shaped 
an intellectually rich dialogue framed by the proposed 
environmental approach.

Ciudad y naturaleza is the latest installment of the 
international conferences organized by the Asociación de 
historiadores de la Arquitectura y el Urbanismo (AhAU), 
which has been hosting these events since 2017 under 
the rigorous leadership of Professor Juan Calatrava. The 
association, which sponsors both the conference and 
the book, integrates these initiatives with other activities 
aimed at fostering debate and disseminating architectural 
history, such as the Juan de Villanueva Lectures at the 
Prado Museum—delivered by fi gures like Rafael Moneo, 
Simón Marchán Fiz, and María Teresa Muñoz—and the 
publication of the journal Varia.

Like the conference, the book raises many questions without 
off ering defi nitive answers. More laboratory than dogmatic 
manifesto, it serves as an eff ective lens and proposes its 
framework as a means to uncover overlooked or forgotten 
subterranean threads in history. It off ers a complementary 
perspective that contributes to a deeper understanding of 
the past and a clearer orientation for the future.

This approach avoids the pitfalls of riding the wave 
of the current climate crisis, donning the trinkets of 
fl eeting trends, or subscribing to the latest functionalist 
ideologies. Instead, it embraces a profound, complex, and 
panoramic reading—an ambitious and broad perspective 
that seeks to understand, as the preface states, “how 
architecture manipulates form, matter, and energy to 
shape environments with a certain cultural imprint.” This 
endeavor is guided by the Historia medioambiental de la 
arquitectura, a monumental and pioneering work by one of 
the editors, Eduardo Prieto.

Zemrude is constructed with two opposing gazes: from 
above downward and from below upward. Accustomed 
as we are to historiographic concepts of style, author, or 
society, the text invites us to view architectural history 
from below upward, through the less-explored notions of 
environment, comfort, experience, or energy, and their 
material, symbolic, technical, and aesthetic dimensions. 
If we accept this proposal, we may fi nd ourselves, like 
Calvino’s imagined inhabitants, “wandering through 
Zemrude’s streets, digging with our eyes beneath the cellars, 
the foundations, and the wells,” seeking to identify the 
cultural imprint that form, matter, and energy leave on what 
we call, for lack of a better term, architecture. 
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