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Alberto Campo Baeza 

VARIATIONS ON OÍZA 

In the commemoration of the centenary of the birth of Sáenz de Oíza, Miguel Angel 

Baldellou asked me for a text to celebrate it. It is an honor for me to do so because of 

the admiration, gratitude and affection I have always had for the master. 

INEFFABLE OÍZA 

As an architect, what Eduardo Galeano wrote is appropriate for Oíza: "We men are what 

we do. And the best of what we do is to change what we are". Change in permanence. 

Or permanence in change. So it is, changing with a certain Borgesian aroma, the 

architecture of Oíza. And it is not easy, it is impossible, to pigeonhole him with any 

architectural label. Although behind this diversity of forms there is always a very deep 

understanding of the problems that architecture poses.  

I wrote some time ago about Oíza's understanding of the architectural problem of the 

tower using the image of the crater to express how he solved the key moment of vertical 

architecture in its encounter with the horizontal plane of the earth. The crater solution 

repeated in his two most important buildings, which may seem as formally distant as 

Torres Blancas and the Bank of Bilbao, is evidence not only of change but also of 

permanence. I am interested in highlighting here precisely how even with such different 

forms, the central core of the question remains the same. And the answer to the central 

problem, over and above the forms, is the same. Just like the curving of its corners. The 

crater. The permanence. 

Oíza's three facets as a person, as a teacher and as an architect are inseparable. Oíza's 

deep-rooted honesty as a person cannot be separated from his proven mastery as a 

teacher or his irrepressible strength as an architect. Oíza's strong architecture. 

HEAR. THE PERSON: THE PERSON: THE DEEP HONESTY. 

I see Oíza sitting in his house in Pollensa where we went to visit him in the summer of 

1994. On the high terrace, dominating the landscape. Surrounded by friends. With the 

doors always wide open. With the pleasant flow of his conversation. With the large family 

in cordial reunion. He listens, like a wise man, with the wisdom that comes from a life of 

sobriety and strict honesty. He has never yielded. He has always resisted. Clean, as 

when he looks. And he tells you the usual as if it were new, and how new it sounds in 

our ears. The importance of the threshold. The Basque poem. The fat point. 

Trigonometry. The series. Etc... 

OTEACHING OÍZA: THE PROVEN EXPERTISE. 

I see Oíza, as I always saw him at the Madrid School of Architecture, surrounded by 

students. Like Mies, and like Corbu. And always questioning them, suggesting, provoking 

them. Convincing them, fascinating them, subjugating them. The very long and intense 

time that Oíza has dedicated to teaching is exemplary. Instead of the distant and 

disappeared professor who seeks ignorant admiration in the distance, Oíza has always 
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been and is always close to his students. Teaching as if by osmosis, mouth to mouth. 

Teaching with the most effective rules of mayeutics. Like a classic Socratic. Deceiving 

with his captivating gestures. Passing on his latest discovery, his latest novel read, his 

latest poem encountered. With the generosity of teachers who serve their students, far 

from serving them. I still remember that sometimes I crossed paths with Oíza, when I 

was already a teacher, walking home from school. Because sometimes he would walk 

home, or take the Metro, being coherent with his person. 

OÍZA ARCHITECT: THE UNSTOPPABLE FORCE. 

Oíza ineffable. Oíza unclassifiable. Oíza unclassifiable. Oíza is always starting. Like a 

long-distance runner. He wins the races, and instead of retiring to enjoy the triumph, he 

returns to the start of the track. To start the race all over again. He is not one of those 

who stand on the podium. Like others. He continues to participate. He continues to 

compete. Keep working tirelessly. 

His works can be read from his idiosyncrasy. Not from a style. Nor from a label. His 

expectant attitude, of eternal youth, always open, means that, formally, he is always 

changing. And surprising. And sometimes disconcerting: change in permanence or 

permanence in change. Like walking, without stopping, on a Moebius tape. 

But over and above his successes or disappointments, when we look at his work as a 

whole, we must recognize the overwhelming force of Oíza's architecture, which is that of 

a master of the times in which he has lived. Each of his buildings, Aránzazu, Torres 

Blancas, Banco de Bilbao, Santander, M-30, are the flagship of the many journeys that 

architecture makes over time. It could be said that more than buildings, he has built 

symbols of his time. 

OIZA. MAESTRO 

Zodiac, the prestigious Italian magazine, recently asked me to write an article about Oíza 

for an issue they dedicated to the great European masters. Jørn Utzon, Fernando 

Tavora, Aldo Van Eyck or Colin St John Wilson were among others. All of them with a 

solid work. With a long time confirming their undisputed quality. With an attitude, all of 

them, of deep humility of the truth (I always say to Oíza that he has to meet Utzon in 

Mallorca where they go for two long seasons to calm the soul). All of them, above the 

lightness of fame, have an enormous weight of their own, with the density of those who 

are already in History. This consideration by the Europeans of Oíza as a master is more 

than significant. 


