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The purpose of this article¹ is to analyze 
the link between architectural aspects 
of Lina Bo Bardi’s (LBB) main work, 
focusing on the creation of the great living 
space, and heractivity as a researcher of 
Brazilian popular culture and, especially, of 
handicraft. Given its meaningfulness and 
complexity, to deepen in the understanding 
of the author’s intentions and the means 
employed by her to achieve them, it will 
be necessary to focus on buildings in their 
formal, functional and symbolic aspects. 
Further works, records or manifestations 
from LBB, as well as from other architects, 
will be called upon as references to define 
similarities or differences in relation to the 
positions observed in SESC Pompeia.

Six miles from the west of the city 
center, the land is in a neighborhood of 
São Paulo that was not reached by the 
units operating at that time. Its purchase 
occurred during a period of redirection of 
SESC, whose focus was changing from 
social assistance to leisure and culture 
(SARTORELLI, 2019, p. 58).

As the warehouses of the old factory 
were not protected by the historical 
preservation policies, inside SESC-SP 
there was divergence regarding their 
maintenance. The initial move was to 
provide the design for a brand new unity, 
which would occupy the entire site. To 
that, was hired the architect Júlio Neves. 
He also took over the coordination of 
complementary projects, including the 
city approval of demolition of the factory, 
effectively applied in 1975 (BECHARA, 
2017, p. 51 and p. 56).
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SeSC POMPeIA, ARChITeCTURe heRITAGe AND 
BRAzIlIAN POPUlAR CUlTURe 

At that time, an alternative vision for 
the project emerged within SESC-SP. 
Gained traction the concept of relevance 
of the old factory to the neighborhood’s 
urban history and the idea of preserving the 
warehouses, which could be progressively 
adapted. The hiring of LBB internally 
consolidated this alternative orientation 
that, carried out in the preparation of 
the new project, was the founding of the 
architectural guidelines of SESC Pompeia.

Located in the warehouses to the right 
of the main access, the multipurpose space 
and the area for temporary exhibitions 
contain the library and form the large living 
space of the center. Further down the main 
entrance, an area between two sheds 
was covered with glass tiles to house the 
theater foyer. The last two warehouses on 
the right were occupied by the theater and 
by the ceramics, painting, carpentry, etc. 
workshops. In the warehouses on the left, 
the bar and restaurant, the kitchen and 
then maintenance facilities were created. 

The initial idea of LBB for the main 
space of the center, that is, the one 
sheltered by the warehouses located to the 
right of the entrance, was an intervention 
on several levels, with mezzanines and 
ramps, which would occupy the space 
throughout its height.

Quickly, after completing the first 
surveys, it was found that such a solution 
would be discarded as impracticable 
as there was not enough height to 
accommodate the various levels. From 
then on, the project’s direction changed 
and a new space occupation strategy was 

studied. In this study, progressively, the 
section was being replaced by the plan.

In the final version, the creation of the 
library ś elevated volume in the central 
strip of this area covered by five shed roofs, 
spatially subdivides the space, creating 
two lateral areas, with two sheds each. 
Regarding the main access, one of the 
areas is anterior (to the right of the library 
volume) and the other is at rear (to the left 
of the library volume).

This construction destined to reading 
areas can be seen as a remnant of that 
initial idea of a vertical occupation of 
the warehouses. It basically consists of 
two areas, the firstone meter above the 
warehouse ślevel, simply defined by 
concrete walls and a second elevated area, 
with tables at the top and below, areas for 
various activities, usually aimed at children. 
All built in exposed concrete, the high 
volume of the library has the same material 
as the pillars. Its centralized position, its 
discreet lines, its regular shape and the 
rhythm established by the openings and 
access stairs, similar to the structure, in 
short, everything in it seeks integration 
with the existing one. This concise and 
mimetic formal definition reflects the loss 
of its protagonism, registered in the initial 
sketches, where it appeared as are qualifier 
of the existing spatial order, and which 
later was degraded into a divider of two 
spatial compartments. In Kevin Lynch’s 
terminology, it went from a landmark to 
anedge.

As the low reading areas and their 
stairs are positioned to the right of 
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a flame provokes images more 
quickly than the others. It 
compels us to imagine; when 
we dream in front of a flame, 
what we perceivedis nothing 
in comparison with what is 
imagined. The flame carries 
its metaphors and images in 
the most diverse spheres of 
meditation.... (BACHELARD 
apud PALLASMAA, 2013, p. 
49)

Regarding the water, Pallasma adds: 

Water images are also variable 
and poetically evocative. 
Simultaneously, water is an 
image of life and death. It 
is also a feminine, maternal 
element. However, in its most 
potent forms, it can acquire 
masculine characteristics. 
More important than that: 
together with the imagery of 
fire, water is a more potent 
image of the imagination 
(PALLASMAA, 2013, p. 50).

Both fireplace and reflecting pool 
have autonomous characteristics, 
visually independent from the other 
architectural elements. The fireplace 
is formed by massive stone blocks, 
grouped and simply laid on the floor. It 
has no foundation or support that visually 
connects it to the floor. Reflecting pool 
has no expressive borders. Its edges 
appear to fit together after a surgical cut 
of the floor stones. Having removed the 
factory’s existing stone floor, the new 
floor was designed without its layout 
creating axes, directions or frames. Its 
layout does not show any intention of 
connecting neither the fireplace nor the 
reflecting pool.

The concept of collage seems 
appropriate to the procedure adopted to 
insert these two elements. According to 

the elevated volume, the initialspatial 
symmetry (two sheds on each side) is 
functionally altered, and the right side is 
partially occupied by the reading areas, 
library collection and support areas. As 
a result of this arrangement, if the space 
to the right of the library volume can 
be understood as an antechamber, we 
now come to the rear space, which is 
characterized as the main room of SESC 
Pompeia, with the fireplace and the 
water. Its predominant uses are exhibition 
and living spaces.

Because of the absence of built 
volumes, at first glance one can have the 
impression that this space was the result 
of a perfunctory gesture by the architects 
since, at first glance, little was created 
in the adapted factory, and it seems 
remained very similar to any factory. The 
records of the design and construction 
stages show how wrong and distant from 
reality that first impression is. In these 
warehouses, a lot has been removed, 
made and redone to reach the current 
configuration. The main interventions 
here were the removal of the plaster 
from the walls, leaving the masonry in 
exposed brick, the complete replacement 
of the stone floor, the replacement of 
ceramic roof tiles with glass tiles and 
the replacement of glazing with spaced 
brickwork.

Having already discarded the original 
idea based on heavily constructed 
intervention, LBB call upon fire and water 
to interfere in the old factory space and 
establish a new order.

Juhani Pallasmaa wrote about the 
evocative power of these two elements 
and recalls that, according to Bachelard, 
they have the greatest potential to 
stimulate the imagination: 

Among all the objects in the 
world that evoke daydreams, 

Pallasmaa:

Layers of different uses 
and changes over time in a 
building or context suggest 
a condensed and dense time, 
as well as the deliberate 
technique of collage. The 
renovation of a building 
inevitably results in the 
juxtaposition of structures, 
shapes, technologies, 
materials and details 
contrasting in the manner 
of a collage. The deliberate 
juxtaposition of the old and 
the new reveals the diverse 
lives and cultural periods of 
the structure. The original 
architectural expression and 
symbolism may well come into 
dramatic conflict with adapted 
usage (PALLASMAA, 2013, p. 
50).

In its constructive elements, fireplace 
is made of a stone base and a metal 
chimney hanging from the roof structure. 
Its shape and the punctual focus of the 
fire create an intimate environment, 
related to the domestic environment. 
Starting from this point, the flame 
generates a gradient of concentric circles 
of light and heat.It is a singularity that, 
in its essence, is conflictive to the old 
factory, since it is alien to the linear and 
homogenizing guidelines of that space.

As the fireplace, the reflecting 
pool has in its origin an issue related 
to thermal comfort. The initial idea of 
LBB was to promote the replacement 
of ceramic roof tiles with glass tiles in 
the entire living area and exhibitions, a 
solution that was later adopted in the 
theater foyer. After some studies and 
simulations, a consultant warned about 
of the excessive thermal load it would 
cause. He suggested that exchange 
should be reduced and carried out only 
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in one strip of each roof and, even so, 
some measures should be taken to 
mitigate the excessive heat: increase of 
natural ventilation, which was obtained 
with the replacement of glazing by space 
brick walls and creation of area with 
vegetation (vetoed by the architect), or 
with water. (BECHARA, 2017, p. 119) 

The concept of a striking intervention 
in the main space, with an organic, fluid, 
engaging characteristic, that overlaps 
existing structure and establishes a 
new situation - which was the original 
intention - is reborn incarnated in the 
reflecting pool design solution. While in 
the initial idea the intervention would 
be vertical, on several levels, probably 
built in exposed concrete, with stairs 
and ramps, now it has been reflected in 
the horizontal plane, it is constructively 
disconnected from the floor and 
dematerialized.

Almost invisible when looking at 
distance, the edge unfolds in curves and 
backwaters, as we approach, winding 
curvy between the pillars. Like fire, 
the silent fluidity of the reflecting pool 
invades the homogeneity of the factory 
space and spreads across the wide hall 
to create a new situation: where the 
factory is straight, it is curved; where 
the factory is static, it is flow. On its 
surface, we see reflected the image of a 
transformed reality. Where the factory is 
dull, it is reflection; where the factory is 
floor, it is roof. Unlike the library volumes 
that occupy the space, water widens the 
empty, giving it a new sense.

Regarding to the meanings, a 
key that seems important is that 
ones related with the relationships 
established between the industrial use, 

Facing these trends and repudiating 
the growing feeling that the man of 
the future would be, “nobody living 
nowhere”, amassed a group that 
later would become the main focus 
of resistance and activism in the 
fifties. According to Jencks, “the story 
between CIAM and Team X, between 
1953 and 1963, is a story of an attempt 
to re-establish the foundations of 
urban identity: ‘the feeling of being 
someone, living somewhere’, as Peter 
says Smithson ”. (JENCKS, 1983, p. 302, 
author’s translation)

LBB’s interest in handicrafts and 
popular Brazilian culture, therefore, is 
part of this context of restate human 
beings as the center of architecture and 
of opposing an impoverishing cultural 
homogenization. Constant throughout 
her career, this interest has progressively 
become deeper and more extensive 
thanks to her travels and experience 
in the countryside. Markedly after her 
intense activity in Salvador in the sixties 
(1958-1964), it started to occupy a central 
role in her aesthetic and architectural 
proposal.

According to Julieta González:

Bo Bardi’s material and 
technical approach to 
industrial and architectural 
design took radical directions 
towards what she would 
describe as ‘poor architecture’, 
an architecture reduced to 
the strictly essential, which 
avoided artifice, revealed 
structural features and 
highlighted the characteristics 
of the materials used 
(GONZÁLEZ, 2016, p. 147).

Another important aspect to 
contextualize the movement observed in 

the original destination of the sheds, 
built to house and give more efficiency 
to the production process, and the new 
uses as a center of neighborhood’s social 
life, a space for culture and leisure.

IDeNTITy, POPUlAR CUlTURe 
AND CITy

SESC Pompeia exposes the fruits and 
achievements of LBB within the critical 
area opened by Team X in the fifties, 
along with her maturity as architect and 
her approach to Brazilian architecture 
and culture, especially to popular culture.

In order to map her displacement, 
it is crucial to take into account the 
performance of this group and Aldo 
van Eyck, one of its most prominent 
representatives, whose performance 
marked the end of CIAM’s hegemony 
and led to the contesting explosion of 
the sixties.

Grouped around the idea of 
resistance to the negative developments 
of the Modern Movement, already 
observed in the post-war period, more 
specifically in its social and urban 
aspects, Team X crystallized itself as 
the critical bias and the conviction of 
the need for a change disseminated. 
According to Charles Jencks, at that 
time, the evidences pointed at two 
conclusions: “Urban man´s life was 
becoming more anonymous and mobile 
or, in architectural terms, there was an 
inexorable movement from symbolically 
rich systems to more impoverished ones, 
from cultural performances to functional 
performances or, simply, from place to 
space ”(JENCKS, 1983, p. 302, author’s 
translation).
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flaws as assets.
In the sheds formerly occupied 

by the third-world proletariat, Sesc 
Pompeia received immigrants, bahians, 
retirees,protestants, punks, pensioners 
and anyone else arrived, in a city to which 
three hundred thousand people arrived 
each year. In Pompeia neighborhood, in 
her architecture, Lina resists. Design to 
a different city. The rest is gentrification.

Notes

1 This work was carried out with support 
from Coordenação de Aperfeiçoamento 
de Pessoal de Nível Superior – Brasil 
(CAPES) – Código de Financiamento 001.
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LBB’s work is to identify its parallel with 
other Brazilian contemporary artists 
and intellectuals, who also distanced 
themselves from modernist orthodoxy 
and sought to get closer to the popular 
regional expression, vernacular, 
incorporating it from experimental way 
its artistic expression. In this way, the 
artists linked to the Centro Popular de 
Cultura and Teatro de Arena, filmmakers 
grouped in Cinema Novo movement, 
artists as Hélio Oiticica and Lygia Pape, 
poet Ferreira Gullar and art critic Mario 
Pedrosa can be cited as examples.

Thus, it is possible to place 
Lina Bo Bardi in the context of 
this wave of experimentation 
in Brazilian culture, which 
aimed to embrace and 
incorporate other forms of 
knowledge. In her defense 
of popular culture, it is clear 
that, although she acted with 
great independence from the 
artistic vanguards of Rio de 
Janeiro and São Paulo, she 
did not act in isolation, but as 
part of a significant movement 
that included the intellectuals 
mentioned above and many 
others (GONZÁLEZ, 2016, p. 
141).

In the morning image, with a filter 
called “São Paulo`s toxic haze”, the 
velvety sunlight meets, once again, 
the looming concrete figure. Its mass, 
the weight and the force of its lines 
materialized in new forms, old national 
issues. In the lasts days of Brazil´s 
dictatorship, it build up an affirmative 
fortress of social spaces, of the 
identity of the outskirts of the modern 
world, of craftsmanship and of crude 
inventiveness. Itstated the creativity 
of the illiterate and arose to flaunt their 


