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MY FAVORITE BUILDING 

Alejandro de la Sota's Maravillas Gymnasium 

I am asked to choose a historic building in Spain, and talk about it. 

As an architect of the third millennium, I can only choose a building of contemporary 

architecture: the Maravillas School Gymnasium by architect Alejandro de la Sota. It is 

one of the five buildings for which I have applied to the Community of Madrid, the 

declaration of BIC, Bien de Interés Cultural. I hope that the ship arrives to a good port.  

The Colegio Maravillas Gymnasium, on Joaquín Costa Street, almost on the corner of 

Castellana Street, is "one of the best examples of modern Spanish architecture". So 

wrote Kenneth Frampton, the prestigious architect and historian of Columbia University. 

And also, the English historian William Curtis, who goes so far as to say that it is "the 

most significant work of contemporary Spanish architecture". The architect Fernando 

Casqueiro goes so far as to say that "the extension of the Colegio Maravillas with a 

gymnasium has turned out to be one of the milestones of Spanish architecture” and adds 

with great precision "Sota's answer is the section". 

I think the project is so good that I wrote a text about it, some time ago, and I invented a 

visit to that space by Mies Van der Rohe himself, in which the German architect was full 

of praise. Some people didn't like that and were quick to say that it was all my invention. 

As if Don Quixote were not all an invention of Cervantes. 

The building, very beautiful, is of an impressive laconism, of an absolute simplicity. So 

much so that for a layman in architecture, it goes unnoticed, and it will be difficult to 

understand the beauty contained therein. For the same reasons why it is difficult to 

understand the paintings of Mark Rothko. This simplicity of the most logical architecture 

made Sota say: "I think that not doing architecture is a way to do it". And when asked 

about the Colegio Maravillas Gymnasium, he would simply answer with a terse: "a 

problem was solved". 

The building is the result of putting a large gymnasium, outdoor courts, classrooms, and 

a swimming pool all at the same time, taking advantage of the great difference in level 

between the ground of the school and the much lower Joaquín Costa Street. Sota, with 

overwhelming logic, covers the gymnasium with large funicular trusses. Above them, the 

tracks. Between them, the classrooms. And below the gymnasium, the swimming pool. 

The most recognizable space, very beautiful, is the gymnasium where the southern light 

coming from above through large high windows gives this space an impressive beauty. 

There is a beautiful image of Alejandro de la Sota with his hands in his pockets, 

illuminated by the light coming from above. 

Alejandro de la Sota, the architect, was the most wonderful guy in the world. I was lucky 

to have him as my first professor in Projects at the School of Architecture in Madrid for 

the short time he taught there. He gave me the best grade. I still have the slip of paper. 

There was mutual adoration. Now everyone says they were Sota's students. 
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As if it were the "quiet music" of the Spiritual Canticle of St. John of the Cross, so is the 

architecture of Alejandro de la Sota. An architecture even more stripped down than that 

of Mies Van der Rohe's "less is more". He did very few works, but he has influenced 

more than any of the masters of modern Spanish architecture. He has become a myth. 

Every morning, as soon as he got up, he played several Bach sonatas on the piano, 

which was not a bad way to start the day. Nor is it a bad way to generate the best 

architecture. 

If one had to put an adjective to the stupendous architecture of Alejandro de la Sota, it 

would fit very well to speak of an essential architecture, stripped, laconic, sober, quiet. 

Because that is what he and his architecture were like, like quiet music.  

A precious little book on the master has just appeared in Italy. It is called Lacónico Sota, 

and it gathers all the texts I have written about Sota in the last years. And I have 

dedicated it to his wife, Sara Ríus, who is very beautiful and very young, and happy with 

the book, and with the dedication. Sota would like it. 


