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1 INTRODUCTION

Latin American cities and buildings continue to figure

prominently in the history of architecture. Indeed, attention to

architectural production in that part of the world has increased

during the first decade of the 21st century. It can be argued that

contemporary architects from Latin America are receiving more

international recognition than ever before. Established European

and North American magazines such as Architectural Review,

Architectural Record, Oomus and, even, non-specialised popu ­

lar monthly publications such as Casabella and Wallpaper have

dedicated numerous pages and special editions to recently

finished buildings in Latin America. Similarly, there has been a

proliferation of monographs about the work of contemporary

Latin American architects; indeed, this book forms part of such

a body of literature. What is more, architects from Latin Ameri­

can countries have won virtually all major architectural awards

in the world in the past ten years.' The list of achievements

could continue if I were to mention conferences, lecture series

and visiting professorships at prestigious universities around

the world . However, I do not intend to highlight the achieve­

ments of architects from Latin America. Instead, I would like to

draw attention to the way in which such a degree of renewed

international attention disrupts the somewhat homogenous

image suggested by the banner 'Latin American architecture'.

That is because the focus of such renewed attention has been

diverted to new areas of architectural production. Rather than

concentrating only on buildings produced during the middle

years of the 20th century, by a reduced group of talented and

enthusiastic modernist architects, recent publications focus on

a younger generation of architects whose work differs greatly

from that of their modern ist predecessors. Not only is variation

found in the form of buildings but, more importantly, in the

themes and aspirations of contemporary young architects who

work in some of the largest cities in the world , in conditions

of poverty - and immense wealth - las well as in situations

of social and political instability. The buildings designed by

architects in Latin America during the past 20 years continue
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to display great formal creativity, but the above-mentioned

conditions of practice demand more political awareness. As a

result, schemes have become less ambitious in scale and more

specific in scope. However, the nature of their work and the

conditions of practice in contemporary Latin American countries

impede the construction of a homogenous continental ident ity;

even the existence of national identities is challenged by the

diversity of architectural practices that participate in the continu­

ous re-shaping of cities in Latin America.

In spite of a resurgent interest, the bulk of literature in

existence about architectures in Latin America, especially the

material published in the English language, focuses on modern

architecture. In fact, many recent books set a chronological limit

between 1929 and 1960 as the most representative period

of architectural production in the continent. Two of those

books are Valerie Fraser's Building the New World : Studies in

the Modern Architecture of Latin America 1930- 1960 and

the volume entitled Latin American Architecture 1929-1960:

Contemporary Reflections edited by Carlos Brillembourg. Other

volumes published around the same time are Malcolm
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Quantrill's Latin American Architecture: Six Voices , a book in

which six critics examine the work of six modernist architects

from six Latin American countries, and Elisabetta Andreoli's

and Adrian Forty 's Brazil's Modern Architecture, a book which

expresses, in the first sentence, how reliant Latin American

architectures are on the work of only a few modernist architects

- those I will refer to , in this book, as the modernist masters ."

Amongst the most influential modernist masters are Luis

Barragan, Paulo Mendes da Rocha, Oscar Niemeyer, Rogelio

Salmona and Carlos Raul Villanueva. There are, however,

numerous other figures who played an important role in the

dissemination of architectural modernism throughout the

continent, for example: Eladio Dieste (Uruguay), Crlstian de

Groote (Chile), Gorka Dorronsoro (Venezuela), Carlos Mijares

(Mexico) and Clor indo Testa (Argentina), to mention only a

few. Although the work of this latter group of architects has

not received the same amount of international exposure, their

buildings contributed greatly to the development of architectural

ideas in their countries and the construction, by international

scholars, of a homogenous continental identity based on

modern architecture.

8 I 1 Introduction

Undoubtedly, the period between 1929 and 1960 was one of

great change for most nations in the continent. It was a period

of transition when primarily agrarian economies transformed

irregularly into a state of industrialisation. By irregular transfor­

mation , I refer to the fact that industrialisation did not happen

simultaneously in all nations across the continent and that, even

at the interior of each country, it was not a smooth process.

Industrialisation brought along a new economic system which

resulted in greater socio-economic disparity and political insta­

bility. There was, for example, great tension between different

forms of nationalism: those who promulgated the recuperation

of past traditions - pre-Columbian or indigenous and, even,

colonial customs - and those which subscribed to modernist

principles of progress and universalisation . Socialist ideas

thrived. There were also dissident political groups and, at the

other end of the spectrum, many right-wing regimes in various

countries throughout the cont inent. Multiple factors influenced

the soclo-polltlcal instability which characterised this historical

period. Yet, they all were related, in one way or another, to the

enormous transformations caused by the decline of the prevail­

ing feudal-agrarian system and the emergence of a precarious
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industrialisation, what I refer to with the expression 'a state of

industrialisation '. This is because industrialisation did not result

in the consolidation of ' industrialised societies', or economies,

but in a broad range of 'versions of industrialisation' which

suited the interests of national elites. In other words, local elites

wanted to retain the privileges that the previous system granted

them, while taking advantage of the benefits brought about by

industrial development.

Comprehensibly, liberal governments in many Latin Ameri­

can nation-states embraced modern architecture during this

unstable period because it suited the rhetoric of progress that

they promulgated. At a time when cities were growing rapidly

due to the increasing migration of people from the countryside

to the main cities, modern architecture seemed capable of pro­

viding the necessary solutions to guarantee good standards of

life for everyone, while also stimulating economic development.

Since the technology to produce modern architecture was

not entirely available in every country, its very implementation

motivated industrial development by instigating the creation of

factories to produce cement, steel and glass, materials that are

necessary for the construction of modern buildings. It was the

image of modernity - cultural dynamism, industrialisation and

economic expansion - which persuaded politicians to endorse

modern architecture enthusiastically.

NATION-BUILDING AND UNIVERSALISATION:
THE ERA OF LARGE-SCALE BUILDING

The post-war period (1945-1960) was a time when most Latin

American economies flourished . Economic buoyancy allowed

governments to build on a large scale that was unconceivable in

other parts of the world; especially in Europe, where most coun­

tries endured a period of austerity. Moreover, architects in Latin

America were given carte blanche to pursue their aesthetic,

technical, functional and urban aspirations in order to material­

ise their idealistic plans for buildings and cities. Suddenly, Latin

America became an attractive destination for European and

North American architects who saw an opportunity to material­

ise their own projects there - the figure of Le Corbusier stands

out unrivalled amongst the architects who came to find work in

Latin America at the time. Grand and optimistic programmes

designed to instigate development gave an opportunity to local

Nation-Building and Universalisation: The Era of Large-Scale BUilding I 9
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and European architects alike to undertake the construction of

governmental buildings, university campuses, mass housing,

airports, museums, stadia and even entire cities.

One of the most remarkable examples of large-scale

modern architecture in this period is the Universidad Nacional

Aut6noma de Mexico (UNAM), built between 1947 and 1952.

The master plan corresponds with the principles of ClAM

urbanism, although it also incorporates pre-Columbian strate­

gies of land occupation, such as terracing and the construction

of pedestals to magnify the image of significant buildings - a

strategy that resembles the organisation of Aztec settlements.

Similarly, most buildings of the plan subscribe to the five points

of architecture formulated by Le Corbusier in 1926, although

some incorporate contrasting elements, i. e. decorative motifs

taken from the local indigenous tradition. A building which

juxtaposes different elements is the Central Library designed

by Juan O'Gorman in collaboration with Gustavo Saavedra

and Juan Martinez de Velasco. Generally speaking , the library

is a conventional concrete slab construction which rests on

a plinth . Large expanses of glass around the plinth reveal the

floating planes and the free-standing concrete columns in the

interior. Above the plinth rests the tower, a large rectangular

volume whose exterior is decorated with colourful images of

mestizo workers and soldiers, Aztec symbols and other pagan

motifs. Such a juxtaposition exposes contrasting interpretations

of the nation's cultural identity, an inherent ambivalence in the

construction of Mexico by the popular imagination. On the one

hand, the planners of the university campus and the architects

of the library identified themselves with modern architecture,

10 I 1 Introduction
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as seen in the use of a particular formal repertoire, certain

construction techniques and, even, the methods of design used

(plans, sections, elevations and perspective views). On the other

hand, there is a distinct reluctance to abandon their pre-Colum­

bian past where they continue to find many traits of their identity.

In other words, this shows that Mexican architects were split

between ideas of progress, industrialisation and technological

advancement while, simultaneously, holding a desire for the

recuperation of an indigenous past they felt proud of. Far from

negative, these inherent contradictions reflect the particulari­

ties of Mexican politics and culture at the time . It is precisely

these contradictions which assign great architectural merit to

the campus and its buildings: instead of offering a deceiving

sense of homogeneity, the university campus emerges as a true

representation of the Mexican identity - heterogeneous, unequal

and ambivalent.

Another example of the large-scale projects built during

this period is the Ciudad Universitaria de Caracas, designed by

Carlos Raul Villanueva between 1944 and 1970. Without doubt,

this was Villanueva's most significant project, not only because

of the vast scale and the time he invested in its design and

construction but , also, because it shows multiple aspects of his

expression as an architect. The master plan, for example, sub­

scribes to the principles of modern urbanism while the buildings

show a progression of various styles. From the symmetrical and

heavy Hospital Clfnico on the east, to the lighter and more fluid

forms of the recreational zone on the west (which comprises the

Olympic stadium, the swimming pool and the baseball stadium)

passing through the cultural and administrative zone at the














