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Cartagena: Transparency as a Strategy
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Memory and Regeneration

Column Editor: Alberto Bologna, Michele Bonino,
Pierre-Alain Croset

The urban regeneration of Cartagena, presented
in the following pages through photographs and text
by Irene Ruiz Bazdn, represents the recent result of an
approach that had its most significant roots precisely
in Spain, at least three decades ago. Think for example
of the famous case of Barcelona, in the 1980s: under
the guidance of Oriol Bohigas, at that time when the
City Councilor for Urban Planning, the revival of the
city occurred not through a large urban plan, rather
by designing a series of architectural interventions

that brought vitality and value in the areas of the
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city considered more strategic. There was talk then
of "urban acupuncture”. In such kind of operation,
"memory" takes on the fundamental role of addressing
the choice: while inserting architecture into existing
urban fabrics (historical or more recent) to define
new meanings, you cannot ignore a strong awareness
of their past in order to understand which places to
privilege.

In Cartagena, in this sense, the Museum of the
Roman Theatre by Rafael Moneo is paradigmatic.
The unexpected reappearance of archaeological
ruins at the time of demolishing some houses in the
historic centre, has generated a project that exploits

this punctual opportunity to regenerate a large part
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of the city, where the Town Hall, the new museum
building, the old cathedral and the theatre are all
in one path. Furthermore, the case of Cartagena
demonstrates how the approach to urban regeneration
through architecture, has matured over the decades.
If originally the "injections"” of architectural quality
always required a strong and recognisable presence,
an explicit character of newness, the theme of
"transparency" highlighted by Ruiz Bazdn shows how
the same result can be reached in a more moderate
way, taking a step back: the Arqva Museum of Vasquez
Consuegra, largely built below the level of the quay,
and the delicate elevation of the "Tivoli" by Lejarraga

are significant examples. (Michele Bonino)
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Cartagena is a Spanish city, located on the
coast of the Mediterranean Sea. It has a complex
orography developed over five hills, with a
population out of 215,000 inhabitants. Its origins
are Carthaginians, it was the capital of the province
during Roman age and after the disappearance
of the Roman Empire, Cartagena, was part of the
Byzantine domains in the Iberian Peninsula, of
which it was one of its most important cities and
perhaps its capital, being destroyed after its capture
by the Visigoths.

During the first decades of the 2000s the city
has been transformed through different actions that
have been based on the recovery and enhancement
of its historical past through interventions of
different nature: important public buildings, such
as the National Underwater Archaeology Museum
(Véazquez Consuegra 2008), the Museum of the
Roman Theatre of Cartagena (Moneo 2008) or the
Batel auditorium (Selgas-Cano 2011), projects on
historical heritage as the deck over the roman ruins
site of el Molinete (Amann-Canovas-Maruri 2012)
that seem to have given rise to private initiatives
in the field of collective housing that see in the
reuse of historical architectures, with projects like

the Building Muralla del Mar (Martin Lejarraga
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2010), that literally engulfs a 19th century building,
or the more respectful project of the Building
Tivoli (Martin Lejarraga 2018) an opportunity of
development of the historical city. This year the
museum of the Roman forum will be inaugurated in
the archaeological site of the Molinete.

A tour of the streets of Cartagena shows how
the city is still making great efforts to improve the
quality of the residential architecture of the city,
whose main architectural challenge is to reconcile
its very different architectures, from the roman
times, passing through baroque to contemporary
architectures, in a context of active urban
regeneration, in which most of the performances
in the historic centre of the city are falling into the
dreaded "facadism".

The projects we are analysing have tried to
give an answer to this challenge that goes beyond
the mere formal conservation. The vision of all
of them together allows to delineate how the
transparency, both literal and phenomenological
(we found transparent and translucid elements,
but also mirrors and different plays with full and
empty planes, used between these buildings and
the urban structure) allows to use the historical

memory of Cartagena's past to propose new ways of
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understanding its complexity.

Two Buildings for Re-Use the Waterfront

The waterfront of the city is the quay of Alfonso
XII, a terrain gained to the sea built in 1872 in front
of the walls of Carlos III where the city decided to
create new public spaces that have been modelled
by two projects dedicated to cultural uses: the Aqva
Museum and the Batel Auditorium.

Both projects, in order to respect the limitation
of the maximum height on the slope of the plot,
and to maintain the views from the city, develop its
extensive programmes in a hypogeal way, emerging
to the surface through different volumes. Those
emerging buildings do not try to evoke the memory
of the city through its form, its relationship with the
memory is to analyse and responds to the specific
conditions of the place, and feeds on the heritage
-the continuity- of a site's treatment.

We are faced with two new complexes of
contemporary style that nevertheless try to evoke
the memory of a seaside city, with a port, fervour
for the exchange of cultures, in which the sea and
the port are present through its transparencies, its
reflections and the perspective cuts.

El Molinete

This project develops basically a deck over the
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Roman remains in the archaeological site of the
Molinete Park. The cover generates a new urban
facade with the partition wall of an existing building
that limits the area and constitutes an urban
landmark. This intervention unifies all the remains
in a single space, allowing a continuous perception
of the whole site.

The cover structure is made of a steel structure
whose inner layer is built with a modular system
of corrugated multiwall translucent polycarbonate
sheets and the outer layer is made of perforated
steel plates that qualifies the incidence of light and
gives a uniform exterior appearance. The project
proposes also an elevated walkway parallel to the
street. It is a very light structure hanging from the
steel beams. The whole is conceived as a glass box,
with a faceted, partially visible geometry, it builds
the street facade and allows a view of the ruins from
three metres height. The intervention unifies all the
remains in a single space that allows a continuous
perception of whole, and fragmented outside, to
respond with a perceptual scale appropriate to the
urban environment, both the city and the Molinete
archaeological park.

Roman Theatre Museum

This project is an interpretation of the
architectonic promenade developed through different
buildings, allowing an unexpected connection from
the lower part of the city, at the sea level, to the
theatre, located at a rather higher level. This walk runs
through exhibition spaces illuminated by a complex
system of skylights that connects the museum with
the views of the city and vice versa, providing a
framework for the presentation of the pieces found in
the excavations of the theatre.

The museum designed by Moneo is developed
into two different buildings, linked by a corridor
arranged under the street: the first, which
incorporates the facade of the historical Riquelme
building, is organised around a courtyard as an
impluvium. The second building, nestled between
the medians of the General Ordofiez Street
residential house, holds the exhibition halls and
the lifts to the archaeological crypt beneath the Old
Cathedral of Santa Maria la Vieja, which lead visitors
to the theatre.

To this end the project considers the adaptation
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and development of all external spaces behind the
perimetre wall of the theatre, allowing the city to see
the theatre from different perspectives and, on the
other hand, using the city itself like a scenae for the
monument. Also, the realisation of the Cornice Park
with its landscaped terraces is the natural extension
to the west of the hill of Cerro de la Concepcién to
the eighteenth century chapels of the Santa Maria
la Vieja, establishing a link between the medieval
remains of the ruins of the former Castle of la
Concepcidn, the Cathedral and the theatre.

Panoramic Lift

This is a connecting project between the hill
and the city, saving 45 metres of height difference
that tries to give a contemporary response to
the disappearance in the XIX century of an old
route that connected those parts of Cartagena. Its
purpose is to establish a link that actives the hill
and the Civil War Shelters that are inside it to make
them visible to the public and give a complete urban
image. This connection is possible by a panoramic
lift of a geometric structure that has a connection
gateway where the same principle of transparency-
reflection with the city of the Molinete glass
structure is applied, allowing to contemplate the
remains of the bullring built on the ancient Roman
amphitheatre while moving towards the hill. The
Project is an answer to the movement requirements
and an exploration of how to act to consolidate this
piece of city

Residential Architecture

The commitment of the municipality of
Cartagena for contemporary architecture as
a way of revitalising the city has also had its
development in residential architecture with
proposals that surround, increase or disguise
it with a contemporary language over the pre-
existing buildings, sometimes reducing it to a
simple pattern. However, in these cases, the game of
transparency and permeability that we have talked
about, is mostly lost, which shows us the difficulty
of combining the contemporary with historical
memory without imposing ourselves on it

Directing our attention to the projects carried
out in Cartagena during the last years allows us
to reflect about how contemporary architecture

could deal with the historical memory of the
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city. Many of these projects have been used as
opportunities to open connecting routes between
different neighbourhoods, using the project over
the pre-existence, over the city's memory, as a
development tool. They work on different urban
permeability strategies that try to overcome the
mere creation of landmarks that reuse the memory
of the city as a decorative or formal element.
Their core intention is the proposal of "sewing".
We face inventive connection strategies of urban
recovery performing the co-presence of its image,
recovering and enhancing several city districts and
the most emblematic of its archaeological heritage

monuments and places.[’]
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