First of all, thanks for your time and for having this discussion with me! I
was really intrigued by your background; you worked at so many different
levels and scales, it’s impressive! I’m also thinking about the size of the
firms you’ve worked with. How did your portfolio change during the
course of your career?
Well, I started in MONOLAB, a small office in Rotterdam, and the first time I put
together a portfolio was when I applied for my first job abroad. I initially tried
to make it as fancy as possible: I was of course looking for references in several
blogs, and ISSUU was quite a mainstream source of inspiration. However, it
is only when you start discussing it with other colleagues and peers that you
really take your portfolio to the next level.
I noticed that each time I was applying for a new job I would take my portfolio
a step further. So, even though my first portfolio was quite fancy, it was not
as complete and well organized as the one I built after discussing with other
colleagues, reading other portfolios and showing them one to another.

In this sense, the portfolio that I made for my application to OMA was a quite
successful one, as I got five interviews on twenty applications. That portfolio
was mostly about the kind of projects that I was showing rather than its layout
and design. You see, at a certain point I was in the fourth years of studies and
I had hardly any academic projects in the portfolio. Basically, I was already
showing some project from the first office combined with competitions.
Of course, I also gradually started simplifying my presentation style as well:
you always start putting a lot of things, with this anxiety of making it denser,
nicer, and then you begin introducing some degrees of abstraction to make it
simpler. But again, when you start working and talking with other colleagues,
then you understand certain thing, such as “simpler could mean clearer”, but
not necessarily, or that the presentation concept of the portfolio is pretty
important too.
Actually, what you just said makes me go to the next question. I noticed
that you didn’t sort your portfolio projects in a chronological order. I
already have a general idea of why you did that, but can you go through
it? Which idea are you following when you order the projects of your
portfolio?

Yeah, that’s always the question! Of course, the chronological order could
still be an option, but I don’t find it that useful after a certain point. I guess it’s
particularly appealing to students, when you are very quickly expanding your
skills, so you can see your progress from one project to the following one. I
actually find other types of order more useful. For example, you could sort your
projects either in a programmatic or typological order, or by scale: you start
from smaller projects and you follow with bigger projects. But in my opinion,
the most relevant order was the project category: academic, professional or
competitions, and research.
Have you ever tried placing some of your best works at the beginning,
then the weakest ones in the middle and the most effective ones again
at the end? That’s something I usually do in my portfolios: I put my
best project at the start, since I know they’re going to skim through the
middle pages. Then I put a really good project at the end to leave a lasting
impression. What do you think about that?
Yeah, that’s always also a question. I would put that in second priority. Once
I made the sorting, then probably I would think which category would go first
and which project in which category would go first. But it’s always nice to start

with the best of your projects, since it will be the first one that somebody would
see. The first impression is important and, of course, the last one is also crucial
too. I guess that the first project should catch the attention, and the last one
should leave you a taste.
Let’s talk about your academic background. In the last interview we had
Monty from Canada who told us that their portfolio culture begins quite
early, as they have mandatory internships from the second year on. In
Italy, you always tend to start building a portfolio quite late, especially in
the South. So how is it in Greece? If you think about your colleagues and
peers, at which point do they start building a portfolio?
I have never applied in Greece but, from what I’ve heard, most of the offices
there don’t require you to apply with a portfolio, only with your CV. That’s a
strange way to recruit architects, because it means that people are not really
interested in your work, but more in which kind of experience you possess.
Despite this, I think we have quite a strong culture of making portfolios. As I
told you earlier, the first time that I really built a portfolio structure was when I
was about to make my Erasmus Placement, my first internship, but even before
that, we used to make portfolios to apply for several workshop, even from the
second year.
So you had workshops with admission on the base of your portfolio.
Yeah, although they usually asked for a very rough, short one. So it was not
a big challenge, but it was the first time that we were asked to put our work
together. It was still interesting, because usually from the moment you start
your studies until you build your own portfolio, you never put together what
you’ve done so far. After doing that, you start having an overview of what you
have been doing, and you also see what’s missing. For instance, when you
sort the projects together, you want them to have a sort of similar language
of representation, and you see the gaps, the things you didn’t manage to
achieve, what you did more for a single project…and that’s important to really
understand what the project requires, what you’re good (or bad!) at, and how
later on you could build coherence in your portfolio.
Well, I understand…for my first portfolio, I wanted to redesign everything,
to give that coherence to my work. I had no nice visual material for my
projects. All I had was just really bland construction documents! I also had
almost no renderings, so I had to learn all the skills to make them from
scratch. This process helped me somehow to start developing a coherent
theme, which is something you develop in time.

Actually, this is something that I never did; I never created new material for a
project of my portfolio. They are complete, and I never create new material
for projects already done. I would rather try to fit the existing material of each
project.
Perhaps that’s why your portfolio is really mixed when it comes to
representation styles. Most of the portfolios I see around are quite
coherent, and they use the same style for all of the drawings contained...
you can see it’s just from one guy. On the other hand, your projects
are really colorful and they blend many different visual languages: you
don’t use a personal language but, instead, you employ a mix of devices,
whereas most people just go for one representation style. Why did you do
that?
I am in favor of a kind of coherence, but not when it comes to the projects. I
think the portfolio should be coherent and have a continuous flow, but that
does not necessarily have to affect the projects. I would not change my material
in order for the portfolio to be coherent; I would rather find a format for the

portfolio that could allow the project to express themselves a bit differently.
Well, generally speaking, my way of working is quite diverse, so I don’t have
something specific that I like. The presentation is always project-specific and
always with some sort of spontaneous production. Of course, you have certain
things that you will make, you’ll make probably renders, drawings, models, but
for each project they would be different. Many times there is a moment in a
project in which we are discussing kind of what different representation we can
introduce.
I guess that having in your arsenal such a wide range of styles and devices
requires a lot of research. How do you get inspired for your work and
what’s the most successful way to present a project?
I really like teamwork and research-based project making. Especially in
competitions, we always produce a booklet, a single-project mini portfolio,
even if it is not needed to send it. In this booklet we put all the material
that we produced: the process, all the production, and also the early, not
presentable images, so that when we review the material we can see the whole
methodology and the process. I also used to carry these booklets with me in
job interviews. In the application I sent the portfolio and at the interview stage
I would carry the booklets of the projects that were in the portfolio. In this
way, the portfolio becomes the summary of an extended work, which is all
documented, and the interviewer can go through a specific project…because
the portfolio is never enough! You can make an overview of the projects in
your portfolio but if you also care about the process, then you need a correct
documentation.
True. Applicants usually show just the final result, but one of the secrets
to a good portfolio is describing the design process. Well, it also depends
on your final goal. For instance, if you’re applying for a school program
you really need to describe your process. I think it’s a bit less mandatory
if you’re applying for a job, but it could be still interesting to a potential
employer.
And this is the interesting part of the discussion! A very common point of
debate with friends and colleagues is “what do you show in your portfolio”?
You show correct narratives or you show your skills? I believe it depends
on what kind of job you are looking for and probably where you’re applying
and when. I imagine one could organize a portfolio in two ways. If you show
correct narrative and tell a story really correctly, you can throw material that
is nice but not really relevant in the storytelling. Or, you can make another
kind of portfolio that shows the skills that you have. So then, probably your

organization will be a bit random, or it will be less important than showing the
products.
Maybe a portfolio that shows this kind of narratives is somehow rougher,
because you’re going to throw in raw material like massing models made
with foam or sketches. But in terms of showing the process it is much
more effective. In theory, we should always strive for balance and show
our process with nice material, but that’s one of the difficulties of building
a portfolio.
Because at a certain point you have to choose what to put in and what to take
out, no? And when you make the choice, the portfolio changes.
You also said that you’re very into research; you show some interesting
publishing work in your portfolio. What can you tell me about that?
Actually, I got quite affected by my time in OMA and by their in-house research
department (AMO) by their books, their publications, and especially by their
innovative way to represent the research, which is usually very difficult.

You always try to go beyond the text and the images; you use collages and
diagrams to find interesting combinations of the research data and to present
them. Of course, AMO has a huge experience in editing, researching and in
representing the outcomes of their studies. Anyway, in Greece we are asked to
make a research project before the final project, and the two things are almost
equally important. In my own research project I analyzed global cities and how
the innovation in information technology is bringing them together. Cities are
booming in parts of the world such as South America or Asia, and urbanity is
conquering the world not only in the physical but also in the digital terrain.
All these analyses produced research and data that had to be compressed in
form of charts and integrated with images and text. The process of putting all
these things into a book is not much different from building a portfolio, and I
think there is a common work methodology: you are challenged to put a lot of
information, to represent it and to compress it into one book or booklet, which
somebody will read and try to understand.
Ok. And to finish, tell me one thing that you would like to keep in your
portfolio and one thing that you would change as soon as possible.
The one thing that I would keep in my portfolio is something that many of us
tend to skip, but that I really enjoy developing: the first part. What I’ve been
doing with my portfolios is making an overview before putting any projects.
Between the table of contents and the first projects you could add several
sorts of pages…so, for example, one could put an image per each project, or
even a map with the location of the projects pinpointed! Say, a map of Italy, if
you are studying in Italy, or a map of Europe, if you’ve done competitions in
Europe. Another kind of overview page I used to do was a scale comparison of
the projects in the portfolio. They can be quite smart representations that can
make an impression on the viewer before he even starts looking at the projects.
Sounds a lot like infographics! And the thing you would like to change as
soon as possible, if there’s one?
I don’t know what could be changed, because I made it so simple that there is
nothing more to change! What would you change, for example?
Maybe I would just go through the editorial design part a bit, create a
consistent grid of images and use the same grid for all the projects to
build a coherent layout. I would try to make it as clean as possible by
using margins and white space, instead of trying to compress things. But
that’s just my personal way of working. I try to be really minimal and
there is a lot of white space in my documents.

I half agree on that: I would not always use a grid. But I like it when things are
organized and put in zonings, and I would like to further develop the whole
structure of my portfolio, how it manages to tell the story in a continuous and
comprehensible way for the viewer. That’s always a big challenge, how to fit
a diverse group of projects into the same layout and the same scheme, for
example, and how to make it have integrity and coherence.
Yeah, it’s rather difficult when you have different materials from different
projects. Not just because of the different representation styles, but even
because of the different format of the documents. Sometimes you get a
very long axonometry, sometimes you have tall renders, and it’s really
difficult to find the right crop for all this material.
But the grid and the kind of style that you choose definitely help to clear the
presentation.

See Irgen full portfolio on Issuu.com: http://issuu.com/irgen/docs/irgen_salianji_portfolio

