












introduce the Lamberts, a family of what we could call today lifestyle migrants 

(Benson & Osbaldiston 2014) that, interestingly, also took part in the making of 

early landscape catalogues. We will see how following migrant inhabitants that 

have come since the tourist boom have been part of the deep transformation 

of the Costa Blanca in other ways. The kind of catalogues that these inhabitants 

use for the making of their houses are not those that the landscape policies 

produce. Though, I will argue that the lists that appear in the field when people 

is making their place in the sun (like real estate listings, prefabricated pool 

catalogues, collections of second hand furnitures and items, lists of building 

prices or lists of plants in the nursery home), share with landscape and heritage 

catalogues a separation from the field that might be a place of opprotunity. 

2. THE 'LAMBERT EFFECT' 

Elsewhere, I have called the 'Lambert effect' the deep impression that a 

landscape can make in people so they start to imagine the possibility of a 

different life (Gisbert&Nieto 2014). The name comes from Andre Lambert, son 

and father, Swiss artist and architect respectively, who pioneered residential 

immigration in the Costa Blanca in the twenties, being the first residential 

tourists to establish themselves in Xabia after passing by the area in a romantic 

study trip to Andalusia. The Lamberts "invented" the Mediterranean typology 

of this area and they spread it all over Europe publishing their drawings and 

watercolors in acknowledged media. It was their aesthetic and expert gaze that, 

for example, turned the traditional riu rau, a porch used to dry grapes, into an 

element of architectural composition (Lambert 2014). The characterization that 

they did of the local architecture and landscape is akin to the work of experts in 

contemporary landscape catalogues. Cutting off the porch and turning it into 

an element that, once published in magazines, can be assessed and chosen by 

architects and informed clients (Figure 1). 

Fig. 1 I Three images of 
the Lamberts drawings 
related to arched riu-raus. 
Source: Lambert Exhibition 
Catalogue (2014) 
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Fig. 2 I Contemporary use 
of arches in 'villas' for sale 
in Calpe, Costa Blanca. 
Source: http://www. 
sembo.ie (2020) 
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But they came to this remote spot looking forward to make a new life, to 

build up their particular Arcadia, apart from European wars. They made 

the first operation of landscape reconstruction in the area, replanting the 

plot they bought by the sea with pine trees and rebuilding their 'Domus 

Lambertina' following local custom. In their experience, the porch was more 

than an element, it was lived, framing a particular charming view and making a 

comfortable space protected from the sun. Today, those arched porches that 

the Lamberts' affective and expert eye 're-invented' have populated the real 

estate listings, converted into the new typical arched balconies that we see in 

tourist houses all over the cliffs and hills of the Marina Alta region. One would 

say that the catalogue as a tool has been successful as the traditional forms of 

architecture have been maintained, but seeing the images of the urbanized 

hillsides, one knows something went wrong in the process (Figure 2). 

For the following I will reference what I learnt in fieldwork with contemporary Costa 

Blanca inhabitants back to the Lamberts, who will play the role in this text of a 

foundation myth: an imagined milestone of the transformation of the landscape 

for residential purposes. I do so, because this cutting off of things and experience 

from the field is what architecture theorist John Habraken (2007) takes as the 

foundation moment of humanist modern architecture. He explains it through the 

way the work of architect Palladio was published into a catalogue that circulated 

through an international community of knowledgeable people, detached from the 

places and societies where those buildings sat. But Lambert's story puts this idea 

into tension and embodies the problematization of the catalogue I want to explore, 

as they made a landscape of their own lives with their own hands but they also 

abstracted it into the catalogue in order to value and protect it, an operation that 

objectified their experience, detaching it from the landscape. Through these kind 

of abstractions the 'Lambert effect' itself was commoditized and made available for 

the many lifestyle migrants that came afterwards (Mazon et al. 2011). 



3. THE COMMODIFICATION OF THE LANDSCAPE 

Part of my fieldwork has been done in a 'Consultorio de Arquitectura', where we 

have helped some lifestyle migrants to resettle in the Costa Blanca. I will dwell in 

the works of landscape design done for Peter and Jolanda (P&J), a Dutch couple 

who bought a second hand house to retire 10km apart from the coast. This house 

is in Monnegre, an under-urbanized area of land that, thirty years after it was legally 

but dubiously plotted and sold, still has no access to municipal sewage, lighting 

or asphalt; nevertheless it is coded as urbanized land. Where Lambert opted for a 

remote place to take refugee from war, for P&J remoteness is a way to get the best 

deal and enjoy the 'microclimate' while they are still close to Alicante's international 

airport. They organized their 'discovery trip', as they are called in the real estate 

business, through internet at home. They found several agent's listings, and made 

appointments. They saw properties that Peter didn't like because they were so 

packed 'you could see three kitchens away'. In Monnegre, they have a view of the 

sea and a seemingly wild plot with a house that compared to local traditional ways 

of building, though being all brick and mortar, seems to have been transported 

complete from somewhere else into this environment. They wanted us to design 

the landscape around the house and add a pool and a garage. 

Whereas three generations of Lamberts have lived in Xabia and become a 

reference in the town, even giving name to places, P&J think of their relation to 

this land in a much more detached way. They calculate all the time the money and 

time they are going to spend in making improvements to the house and they think 

twice of spending in something they do not think will have a return when they sell. 

Jolanda talks about how they were thinking of buying a car and ended up buying a 

house. It is difficult for an architect to let pass that metaphor. One century after Le 

Corbusier set the canon for the 'machine a habiter' picturing his house designs with 

a Voisin car in front, it seems that inhabitants/investors as P&J have taken on that 

canon quite naturally. 

In fact, building by the catalogue, is akin to the process of buying a car, first, one 

chooses a model, decides on the specifications and adds the extras that one 

can afford. Then, the assembly line is set in motion and the finished product 

comes out of it. For every intervention they plan, the catalogue seems to be more 

attractive to them than other proposals they take that are made to measure. This 

is common in our work at the Consultorio, roughly every eight out of ten clients, 

local or foreigners, ask first about the possibility of a prefabricated option, even 

in home extensions or refurbishments. We have perceived there is a fascination 

with the descriptions of these specifications of the performance of elements, i.e. 

the pool cover that recovers condensation water. Thoroughly explained in the 

catalogue and by salesmen, this performance data gives consumers a way in to the 

making of things. Where the Lambert had their technical and aesthetic drawings, 

their young hands to take part into the world of making, the money and the time, 

contemporary inhabitants have youtube videos that show the making off and 

installation of the prefab elements. 
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4. LAND ESCAPISM OR SHARPENING THE EDGE 

In the extreme of the imagination of making landscape by the catalogue 

prefabricated elements I have also researched the experience of the Vivood 

hotel in Guadalest, Marina Baixa (see also Huete&Mantec6n 2017). In an 

interview with the owner and manager of the hotel, architect Daniel Mayo, 

he explained how the whole enterprise started from the idea of making 

prefabricated small units for people to camp comfortably in the middle of 

nature. I came to talk with him because I was very interested in how the prefab 

modules where set in place and how their surroundings evolved with time in 

what seems a different paradigm for land urbanization. Doing research with 

potential clients of prefabricated units during the time of the incubation, Daniel 

told me, he realized that people was fascinated by his models not because of 

the unit itself but because of the possibility to experience nature in a radical 

way. This made him to move from the idea of prefabrication to the opening of 

a 'landscape hotel' which is how they advertise the experience:"we offer you 

mountains, the real thing is what you perceive outside". 

Moving from the object to the experience of the landscape is an interesting 

move for an architect that, as he says, is now managing a hotel as if he were an 

architect and designing and building as if he were a hotel manager. Each cabin 

has one full glazed wall that is placed in the landscape with a lot of care about 

the orientation so the views are those of nature only and privacy is ensured 

from one cabin to another. Those big windows to look to the landscape are 

typically modernist and changed the classic idea of a building. According 

to Habraken, in Palladio's Villa Rotonda, the canon of humanist architecture, 

everything has been designed looking at the building from outside: its location 

in the landscape, the paths of arrival, the heights of stairs, etc. This changed 

with the study of the traditional Mediterranean house by modernists that, as 

the Lambert, were fascinated by its way of sitting in the landscape and its lack 

of fac;ade (Lejeune&Sabatino, 2009). In Vivood hotel the fac;ade has finally been 

turned inside out. Cabins are as hidden as possible and all the pathways are 

meant for people to feel as if they were in wildlife, up to the moment when they 

arrive into their cabin and they are embedded in a bubble of domestic comfort, 

more than that, a bubble of hotel comfort. The fac;ade is the view of nature from 

globalized interiors. 

In their new 'villas' and a spa center, clients and owners love to take phone 

snapshots that use the darker hue of the decked or painted black modules to 

capture the reflecting surfaces as a mirror for the landscape, even the pool is 

called a 'panoramic pool'. Following modernist architectural tradition, these 

mirror windows and water surfaces seem to be the most drastic expression 

of the cut between wildlife and hotel comfort. This cut is further exaggerated 

with a drop that makes it even more sharp. In the places without vertical cuts, 

like the open air jacuzzis of premium en-suite rooms, the contrast is built with 

other technologies that you cannot see in the picture but only feel in the body, 



like bubbling hot water, salted water to float in a black room full of mirrors and 

luxury cotton or silk bed linen: soft and delicate materials that put the body 

into suspension in the verge of nature. The contrast with landscape makes this 

luxurious comfort more felt. They are trying hard to turn this into a new grade 

for hotels, 'landscape hotel', with a new experience of what they call "escape 

luxury". 

The image of the cabin modules floating in the air, carried by a crane to their 

place during the hotel construction, might be the most coherent picture of 

how this landscape is built by hideout and by radical contrasts (Figure 3). 

What is valued here is very different from what the Lambert appreciated in the 

Mediterranean landscapes they catalogued and built in Portixol. In both cases, 

the choice is to build within the landscape, but where Lamberts' intervention 

grew from the land, everything in Vivood teeters in its stilts, not only the 

modules of prefabricated cabins, the pools and clients picturing themselves in 

yoga postures, but also the mechanical devices that comfort them. Basing your 

offer of experiences for the body and its picturing in the sharp contrast between 

wild and comfortable is tough, as the landscape is always in movement. I can 

see that in Daniel, as he is talking to me, his eyes move quickly around, busy in 

attending through the glass to all the actions that his peripheral vision reaches. 

Sharing just a couple of hours with him, I can see how stressful it is to hold 

together a place that bases the experience of the landscape in keeping always 

sharp the cut between felt comfort and photogenic landscape. A place that is 

not made for its temporary inhabitants to take part, but only to consume it in a 

highly controlled environment: a land-escape hotel. 

Fig. 3 I Prefabricated 
modules arriving to site 
in Vivood hotel. Source: 
http://vivood.com (2020) 
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5. MISALIGNMENTS AS A WAY BACK TO THE FIELD 

As with Daniel, for every person who is "house-bound" in the Costa Blanca 

(Huete 2005), there is always a tension in the encounter between the aspirations 

to experience an open air life in the landscape and the need to control comfort 

and expenses. Prefabrication is preferred for the second, but clients think it 

twice when fully prefabricated options are not yet a commoditized good and 

go back to traditional deals with builders or second hand homes, combined 

with some prefabricated elements, like P&J did with a pool and car shade. You 

always find yourself in between the made to measure works and the catalogue. 

In trades related to building and landscape, when you buy something that will 

be fixed in a place, there is always a gap that needs to be filled in between the 

abstracted item from the catalogue and the world that it will surround it. With 

the gap, there comes the misalignment. I will just name some of the several 

misalignments in which P&J have found themselves lost and have shared with us 

with great sense of despair: the prefabricated garage needs a foundation and 

the pool needs paved surroundings that can be cheaper if done by a builder 

and not the garage or pool company. But 'while we are at it', they add other 

works to be also quoted by the company and the prices surpass "the kind of 

money that they want to spend". 

At some point they find an informal alternative: a 'bricky', a handyman that 

has worked for every one of their foreign neighbours in several jobs. The new 

kitchen they commissioned in a kitchen business needs a plumbing connection 

and it is made by this German neighbour, but needs redoing because it does 

not fit the new sink measures. "A Spanish plumber", the kitchen company says 

to them, "would have known that the sink is always lower". "In Germany", they 

explain, "it would have all been marked by the company according to each 

product's specifications in the catalogue, not only the sink but the extractor, 

fridge and all the rest". I will let pass the references that attach to different 

national identities specific ways of making, but it is interesting to note how 

in P&J's imagined optimal way of making things the know-how is embedded 

on the catalogue, while in the other way it is located in people's social and 

embodied knowledge. Once P&J told me that they would not buy a house 

close to the town center as they wanted all those treats of the environment "but 

not the Spanish people in it". They also explain their inability to get the best 

deal is related to not knowing people yet. As with the handyman, the things 

they decide to purchase from the catalogue or the people they hire have always 

been tried before and recommended to them by someone they trust, who is 

normally a fellow lifestyle migrant. This is also common in the experience of 

online buying: recommendations, questions and comments are very important 

in our choice making. Where the material direct contact with things is missing, 

we trust, learn and make our decisions through the experience of other people 

who already have had a direct experience of the thing, of putting it in place and 

using it. These testimonials focus on the assessment of the experience. 



/ 

In contrast, for the lived experience of the Lamberts the ideas of choice and 

assessment would not have made sense. Once in Portixol, they lived and 

worked in Xabia as a given, complete with the ways things were done there and 

the people who did it. Daniel's busy attention is somewhere in the middle, as 

once the prefabricated modules have arrived in site and need to be adjusted 

and maintaned, he manages a legion of hired handymans and handmaidens 

and tries to build not only a physical landscape but also a landscape of 

corporate knowledges that would make the hotel work smoothly. 

Maybe because the time spent with them grows affect, and even if I have 

had to hear certain comments with neocolonial implications that another 

anthropologist would have add up into an interesting book or if the things 

that get finally built by them are so aesthetically terrifying for even the most 

open minded architect, I feel that P&J's tensions with the field are more likely 

to be helpful in rethinking real participation in the making of the landscape 

than Vivood's offer to inhabitants of an experience of separation from it 

through sharpened edges and managed control (Figure 4). The things used in 

both cases to remake a landscape have been cut out from the field, in P&J's 

experience the inevitable social life of the things in the catalogue (Appadurai, 

1986) that starts in the misalignment between the catalogue and the landscape 

can be taken as an opportunity to take people, together with the things they try 

to fix, back to the field to enjoy the making of landscape. 

Fig. 4 I Peter and Jolanda's 
making the landscape 
around the house they 
bought. Source: Author 
(2020) 
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6. CONCLUSION: REOPENING THE CATALOGUE TO THE SOCIAL 
LIFE OF THINGS 

I started with European policies and ended up in a centimeter wide gap 

between prefabricated elements. It has been a long trip from the early the 

making of catalogues to the use of the catalogues of elements that we see 

forming contemporary coastal tourist landscapes. The aim was to open up pre­

given definitions of how a landscape is characterized through the study of how 

a landscape is changed and to think ways to implement the ELC's "democratic 

empowerment of the ordinary people who shape the landscapes". Nowadays, 

the landscape has been commoditized and our experience of it is very different 

the Lamberts' myth, who has served to represent both the first landscape 

experts and active new-coming inhabitants. We do not enter and take part in a 

landscape through landscape units and list of features as presented in official 

landscape catalogues, but through lists of real estate listings and catalogues of 

comfort prefab units. Differently from the Lamberts' sharing of catalogues in an 

expert realm, today policy landscape catalogues try to be made and shared 

with communities for their assessment. 

Though both lists are not so different: the second type of lists just delve into the 

detachment the first type started. In both, once the elements are cut out from 

the field, they are ready to circulate and travel through the landscape. When 

inhabitants wish everything was done and contained by the catalogue, as if it 

were a model of the world with all the information in it, they imagine that once 

you bought something, you could easily plug&play it into the world. I have 

studied a case of a landscape built by this paradigm, the Vivood hotel, where 

the cut between the factory and the world is enjoyed as a luxury, sharpened 

everyday through active management. 

One can see this imagination of landscape building act in plant nurseries, in 

materials warehouses and even in the 'rastros' where second hand furniture is 

resold. The elements of the 'life by the catalogue' are cut off from the place 

they fitted in beforehand and brought to these gathering spaces, placed in 

strategic zones of the Costa Blanca territories. There they are transformed, 

refit for sale to new owners and to propagate across a new landscape in the 

residential tourism suburbs, resorts and charming towns. Though, once they 

arrive to a new land, they never fit. Great part of the work of building and 

landscape trades is today related to the adjustment of one element of the 

catalogue with another, to the work of making the catalogue fit with life. I have 

studied the misalignments that arise there from the inside, learning with and 

from the inhabitants in a mode of participant observation that anthropologist 

Tim Ingold defines as active, future oriented and with potential to transform 

established disciplines (2013&2017). What I have learnt has made me argue that 

there is an opportunity to open landscape catalogues to participation and, with 

them, to implement ELC's democratic approach precisely in the misalignments 

that appear when elements of the catalogue are placed back into the field. 
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