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In contemporary architecture, on many occasions, memory has ceased to be a tool and has become, all too often, an alibi. It is invoked, cited, stated – but it rarely operates. Between formal nostalgia and uprooted abstraction, the past is reduced to an image: a reassuring surface that legitimises present decisions without subjecting them to genuine disciplinary scrutiny. Memory thus oscillates between historicist simulacrum and modern amnesia, unable to constitute itself as active knowledge. As Aldo Rossi warned, “the city is the locus of collective memory”,1 yet that memory cannot be reduced to a mere figurative persistence without losing its operative capacity.
Memory, however, is not a repertoire of available forms, nor an archive to be consulted selectively. Its power lies in another condition: that of being a latent structure, a system of relationships, an accumulated depth of technical, spatial and cultural decisions. To remember, in architecture, should not mean to reproduce, but to reprogramme (Fig. 1).
[image: Aerial view of a hospital complex of brick pavilions with red tiled roofs, linked by galleries around landscaped courtyards; in the centre stand two new elongated, pale sand-coloured volumes with pitched roofs. Around them are car parks, vegetable plots and, in the background, high-rise housing blocks.]Figure 1. Aerial view of the San Francisco Javier Psychogeriatric Centre, Phases I and II, Navarre (Spain). © Vaillo + Architects, 2018.The former Basque-Navarrese Asylum (Manicomio Vasco-Navarro), designed by Máximo Goizueta, is a precise example of that structural memory. Its organisation in pavilions – dispersed, articulated by galleries, inscribed within an open geometry – does not respond solely to functional criteria, but to a therapeutic conception of space. In that system, architecture does not represent care: it organises it. In terms close to the ideas of Michel Foucault, the modern hospital can be understood as a “healing machine”,2 in which spatial arrangement is inseparable from the medical practices it contains.
The question, therefore, is not how to preserve that memory, but whether it is still capable of producing a project. In a context dominated by what Zygmunt Bauman described as “liquid modernity”, stable structures tend to dissolve into weak references.3 Architectural memory then becomes superficial evocation: local materials turned into texture, typologies invoked without understanding, gestures that feign rootedness without embracing their internal logic. We remember without understanding (Fig. 2).
[image: Landscaped courtyard with lawn and trees under a cloudy sky. On the left, a new sand-coloured concrete building with reddish-framed windows and a dark glazed ground floor joins an old stone pavilion with an arcaded gallery; in the background, another historic pavilion.]Figure 2. San Francisco Javier Psychogeriatric Centre, Phases I and II, Navarre (Spain). © Vaillo + Architects, 2018.So too is an excess of memory. Jorge Luis Borges formulated it precisely:
To think is to forget differences, to generalise, to abstract.4

When memory retains everything, it prevents us from operating on what is essential. In architecture, that saturation leads to repetition or to paralysis.
Faced with this double trap – amnesia and saturation – the intervention at the San Francisco Javier Psychogeriatric Centre attempts a third way. It is not a matter of rehabilitating in the literal sense, nor of blending in through formal resemblance, nor of imposing an abstract rupture. The operation consists in reprogramming the typological and material memory of the complex so as to make it operative once again (Fig. 3).
[image: Elongated sand-coloured concrete building with a pitched roof and a dark glass ground floor that makes it appear to float above the ground. Outlines of arches are embossed on the façade, pierced by windows with reddish frames. An old brick building appears on the left; in front, lawn and bare trees.]Figure 3. San Francisco Javier Psychogeriatric Centre, Phases I and II, Navarre (Spain). © Vaillo + Architects, 2018.In this context, the notion of a prosthetic strategy takes on central importance. The prosthesis neither replaces nor imitates: it extends. It acts where the original system no longer responds, reconfiguring its capacities without denying its previous condition. Architecture ceases to be understood as a closed object and begins to operate as an evolving system. What exists is not preserved: it is activated.
The new built volumes do not reconstruct a historical image, but intensify the inherited spatial relationships. The pavilion typology is maintained not as a form but as an operative principle. Continuity is produced not by repetition but by transformation.
On the material level, too, simulacrum is avoided. The tinted concrete does not reproduce the historic masonry, but inscribes itself within its chromatic field from a contemporary logic. There is no imitation, but transfer. The geometries of the arch are not reproduced, but remain recorded as traces: not as form, but as transformed memory.
But the most radical gesture is temporal. The intervention is conceived not as a final state but as an open process. Time does not degrade the architecture: it completes it. Patina is not an effect but a condition. The building does not fix memory: it continues it.
Memory thus ceases to be an archive and becomes a tool. It is no longer that which is preserved, but that which makes it possible to design. In the face of historicist simulacrum and modern amnesia, architecture finds in memory not a limit, but a field of operation (Fig. 4).
[image: Frontal, symmetrical façade of a sand-coloured concrete volume with two gables of different heights, like the silhouette of two joined houses, resting on a recessed black glass ground floor. It has a single arched window and embossed outlines of blind arches. White cloudy sky and lawn in front.]Figure 4. San Francisco Javier Psychogeriatric Centre, Phases I and II, Navarre (Spain). © Vaillo + Architects, 2018.
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