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Two Latinoamerican Cases:
Legorreta in Monterrey
and Miguel Angel Roca

in Cordoba

The call for submissions of this conference “‘contemplates
simultaneously both the historic center and the new city.” The call
also introduces the tension between two poles, the Mediterranean
and the Anglo-Saxon cities. This paper would lik€ to contribute to
this issue and reflect on the question of interventions as they occur
in Latin America. Here, issues such as cultural dependency are
inseparable from a framework of economic and social concerns. In
spite of these common themes, it is difficult to speak of a specific
“single” Latin American approach towards urban interventions and
designing within the urban context. The very definition and nature
of whatintervention is not only changes from country to country, but
also results from the particularities of each case, where issues such
as patronage, teams of designers, location and the ideological
agenda of the government heavily condition the work.

In most countries, art, design, and architecture were used as
instruments to forge a national identity. The notion of cultural
identityin Latin Americais conflicting. Because of differing degrees
of development and modernization, the national elite or various
military regimes often used the theme of identity when they needed
such notion to further their own agenda. On the other hand, identity
has been a concept used by intellectuals, particularly poets, writers,
and designers as a way of gaining a certain voice in their practices.
Their woks denounced injustice. The search to define a “certain
voice” offered an identity to their production and reflected their
social and aesthetic concerns. As aresult, adistinctive array of urban
interventions has arisen. This paper will focus on specitic examples
in Mexico and Argentina, within a conceptual framework which
reflects particular attitudes toward three points: 1) realizing the
continuous deterioration of the environment and, consequently, the
quality of life; 2) consciously understanding the fragility and ubig-
uitous nature of the traditional historical layers within each city and
the socio-political implications of taking them into consideration;
and 3) exploring a repertoire of typologies and archetypes which
clearly recognize the “historicity of all the city.”

In the case of the interventions selected for this presentation,
these points present an opportunity to rethink and discuss the links
between tradition, modernity and our plural time from the perspec-
tive of countries outside the centers. The difference of language and
the aura of exotic land and fantasy has always been a barrier for a
dialogue between South and North. The lack of translation of texts
from Latin American countries also has the pervasive effect of
removing legitimization, so the mutual interaction between ideas
and production, and debate about how to intervene, so rich among
Latin American historians and professionals, are not shared with the
rest of the world.'

European intellectuals always envisioned Latin America as an
exotic place, where nature and the physical dimensions of the
landscape were overwhelming. In the early nineteenth twenties, the
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French poet Blaise Cendrars wrote. There: “Nothings matters but
that furious greed..., that speculation, which have ten houses built per
hour in every style, ridiculous, grotesque, beautiful, big, small,
northern, southern, Egyptian.”? It was a continent up for grabs.
There, what was needed was a project. Modernity had one.

Modernity, as a historical stage, profoundly impacted both Mexico
and Argentina, and modernism, understood in this presentation as
the cultural project encompassing modernity, was diluted for many
years for the lack of democratization. Modernization was put for-
ward by a progressive oligarchy. They imported the solutions
without having yet acquired the conditions or the problems which
generated modernity.

A MEXICAN CASE: LEGORRETA’S WORK IN
CONTEXT

In Europe, avant-garde artistic movements arose as reactions to
ancient regimes and academic thinking, and were primarily the
search for new techniques of expression within the process of
modernity. In Mexico, artistic tendencies generally were generated
from elements outside the discipline, defined mostly by social
concerns and attitudes such as “‘indigenism.” Artistic ideas and
movements were brought from intellectuals who were educated in or
visited Europe and wanted to share their experience in their own
locale. Consequently, conceptual origin was from outside, but the
change of context and scale gave their production a new singularity.
The important gesture and contribution were in the particularities of
the adoption. For that reason, reference to location, either the
geography, the context, or socio-political circumstances is almost a
constant in Mexican design production. This embodies a complex
twofold attitude of rejection and appropriation of outside influences
and creates a mestizo culture or, more recently, a hybrid and
syncretic production. The search for a national style was the first
attempt to examine archeology, urban and architectural patrimony,
and systematically preserve local culture. Though often reduced to
formal aspects, it generated a significant body of theoretical work
which preserved a sense of identity in a culturally and historically
diverse country.

The search for Mexicanidad, or an appropriate style of designing
and building, originated with the archeological uncovering of monu-
ments during the late nineteenth century. [t reached its peak during
the Mexican Revolution (1910-1921). José Vazconcelos, Minister
of Education during the first stage of the revolution, upheld regional
culture in his book The Cosmic Race.> This work challenged the
Eurocentric vision of humanity and culture. He also promoted the
muralist phenomena. As a result, the masses easily identified with
the murals of Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, Jose Orozco,
and Roberto Montenegro which idealized peasants, Indians, and pre-
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Hispanic myths. The muralist were ideologically single-minded,
presenting a vision of good and bad, and creating works which
became objects of veneration. The story of the mythical origen of
pre-hispanic races was portrayed in gigantic murals. And, as Robin
Evans lucidly stated, “Stories of origin are far more telling of their
time of telling, than of the time they claim to tell.” Their vision of the
revolution quickly became part of the official orthodoxy. Octavio
Paz clearly explained that Rivera reveals in his forms a rather
academic and European vision of the indigenous world.* However,
this simple vision of Mexican idyllic past oversimplified Mexico’s
complex situation which was reflected in the conflict and interaction
of several ethnic traditions and different temporal moments. Some
of the elements used in the murals, such as flowers, were later
domesticated and commercialized on pieces of little artistic quality
and detached of any revolutionary content.

When, in the 1940’s, Carlos Obregon Santacilia rejected a
historicist approach towards design and pointed out the values of
indigenous architecture, he was continuing a long tradition which
synthesized landscape, natural materials, the value of color, music,
and crafts.® This synthesis has been the defining characteristic of
Mexican design production, and yet, outside Mexico, most publica-
tions emphasize only formal aspects which have been detached from
their cultural context. The exuberant use of color has been related to
themes of fantasy and magic. This has generated interpretations that
narrowly confine most of design production in Mexico and other
Latin American countries to thematic ideas which were exotic,
fantastic, or magical. The term fantastic was originally used to
describe a genre of literature by the Cygban writer Alejo Carpentier.
By extension, this term later served to define much of the work of
Salmona, Barragan, and Legorreta.®

The Mexican example illustrates how particular interventions,
derived from climate, type and local materials, search to convey a
sense of “"Mexicanidad,” of “deliberate technological primitivism.”
This paper will discuss the work of Ricardo Legorreta, who has
become the champion of Mexican independence in architecture. In
doing so, he has established a vocabulary which is at the verge of
becoming a cliché: bold, strong colors, and the interplay of abstract
planes which refers both to a Modernist tradition, and the evocation
of ritualistic approaches towards life. The project in consideration
islocated in Monterey. Itisintended tobring vitality to the city center
and interrelates poetic elements such as magic, serenity, enchant-
ment, and mystery. In this intervention, type is the instrument which
selects, and generates new variations.

The Museum of Contemporary Art, in Monterey, was completed
in 1992. Itis located at the end of an area known as the macroplaza—
an open space completed during the presidential period of Jose
Lopez Portillo (1976-1982). The vast scale of the open space has
broken the traditional pattern of the Spanish grid, and radically
changed the scale of the cathedral. The architect has described the
museum design as “inspired by the traditional Mexican house plan:
central courtyard edged by an arcade™ 7 Diane Ghirardo, in her
provocative book Architecture after Modernism has criticized the
project in these terms:

The connection to the courtyard house frankly disappears
because of the enormous scale of the project, on the other
hand, highly traditional enfolds of white galleries form a
virginal backdrop for uninterrupted aesthetic contemplation
in the tradition of the exaltation of art and its separation from
the problems of daily life. Among the things the project is
designed to forget are the museum’s construction in a much
contested urban renewal zone, the devastation of the historic
core of Monterey with the backing of local corporate inter-
ests, and the domination of the institution by one wealthy
family set up as cultural arbiter. ®

It is interesting to note that, among the extensive list of projects

discussed in her book, only Legorreta’s clients are incorporated as
part of the critique. I mention this fact because the question of
patronage and the links between power and architecture are issues
not always pursued by critics, or at best, pursued in a very selective
way. Most of the time they are used to reinforce a stereotype. The fact
is, that this family has invested both in suburban context and the
center of the city. Because of its location and presence, the museum
is reinvigorating the gutted historic area of Monterey. Certainly, the
project incorporates the patio type inits design, but itis utilized more
toreelaborate the concept than to illustrate the pure use of a specific
precedent. Although the plan of the building might suggest a
sequence of “virginal” and “highly traditional white galleries,” the
museum itself is more than the extrusion of the plan. Anyone who
actually visits the building can experience more than “an unterrupted
aesthetic contemplation.” The sequencing of space is carefully
articulated. The esplanade, which contains Juan Siriano’s gigantic
dove, pays tribute and makes reference to the sculpture by Barragan.
At the same time, this space plays a role in the urban fabric. With a
background of interlocking modernist planes and a sequence of
windows, it also echoes the atrium of the cathedral.

The visitor enters to a transitional space which is marked by a
lowered ceiling typical of religious buildings in Mexico. The first
stage of this path opens onto a “patio” which contains a gigantic pool
surrounded by massive pillars. Here it is clear that Legorreta assimi-
lates several influences and references. In this case, he carefully
brings to mind the seminal pre-Hispanic Patio at the palace in
Teotihuacan, or the impressive couryard of Uxmal. He also links
Mexican patterns of life to Spanish-Moorish precedents, particu-
larly, the fountain in garden at the Royal Alcédzar of Seville. The
echoes of Mathias Goeritz, and Villagran, the Mexican masters of
modernist design, are also present. But Legorreta adds the ingredient
of emotion and a “certain amount of improvisation” and “uncer-
tainty of memory.”

The facade is considered from the necessity of providing a face
to the urban context and for light and air for the interior. Here is the
connection with the patio type house. Historically, houses consisted
in a pure interior. Each space was defined not for the use but for its
grade of privacy. To enter into a Mexican house is to enter into a
sequence toward “interiority”; into a state of being. Understanding
the spaces is not fixed, or determined by principles or rules of
composition, but rather, by the people who move and participate in
the events that take place. Consequently, it is in the connecting
sequence, the corridors, and the in-between spaces, where the
potential of light and experience are explored. Walls offer select
partials views of a enormous landscape which surrounds the city, a
landscape being threatened by a deteriorating environment. By
creating these connections, the walls are seen as constructs by means
of which communication occur, they become instruments of media
as well as mediation.

Legorreta acknowledges Barragan’s influence upon in his work.
Most of Barragan's production is small and domestic, and rather
inaccessible to the public. He is recognized mostly by the poignant
photographs of Salas Portugal. These photographs were carefully
crafted and presented a particular aspect of Barragan’s work. In ab
issue of Design Book Review devoted to Latin American design,
John Loomis has pointed out “the photographs take on a life of their
own,” and Massimo Vignelli, in the book Photographs of the
Architecture of Luis Barragdn, says, “In visiting Barragan’s archi-
tecture, one tends to reconstruct Sala’s images in order to recapture
the icon of the sublime.” I'd like to argue that, in Legorreta case, the
very emotional touch which affects our senses verges on the point of
cliché.

Legorreta also has acknowledged the influence of the painter and
designer Jesus Reyes Ferreira, with his synthesis of furniture,
textiles, tapestry, leather, and craft. Reyes also restored many altars,
and knew the value of rituals and icons in society. Reyes knew that
the nucleus of Mexican society has been “collective piety and
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abundance of rituals and fiestas.”'® He also understood the role of
decorative elements both in places and in human sensibilities, thus
going beyond the visceral repudiation of decorative elements, so
common in Modernist orthodoxy. Legorreta combines these de-
vises, yet also relies more upon a rhetoric of the colors than upon
an argument of physical movement and its relationship to objects in
space. As for the construction quality of the building, the lack of
detail in a country renowned by its craft and fine detailing skills its
obvious.

Historically, the issue of identity has referred to a population.
Popular Mexican architecture was defined by the vernacular charac-
teristic of each locale. The refined Baroque produced in the Valley
of Mexico is different from those of other areas. The work produced
by Legorreta, whether in San Antonio, Texas, Los Angeles or San
Luis Potosi, in Mexico, hardly show any adaptation to the cultural
context of those cities. Rather, itisa very effective use of an accepted
vocabulary.

Western culture had used magic, myth, and fantasy, as an added
element. For the Mexican culture, these are intrinsic; they are basic
components. As Charles Merewether has indicated, “‘the marvelous
is not outside the real, but part of it, it allows for a transformation of
the real. It is not an irrational element, but part of a rational project
charged with connotations of liberation.”"" In this regard, the aes-
thetic pleasure that Legorreta proposes is pure entertainment, with-
out challenge. The magical implications have been converted to a
commodity and the critical component has became a trademark, a
“for export product.” This intervention shows that, the myth of a
unified national architecture based_on memory, a particularized
language and standardized regional traditions is well alive and can
be commercially successful. Legorreta’s work is traditional not
because of its formal vocabulary, but because its effectiveness. It is
measured for its compliance with or its deviation from what a
cannon of Mexican architecture should be. The identification of a
correct attitude towards tradition in order to create a auntenthic
national architecture has oversimplified and reduced a complex
cultural issue. Thus, has created an almost uniform repertoire of
commonplaces. This is notjust the case of Legorreta’s architecture,
but rather, it is an unresolved question posed to all interested in
regional design.

THE CASE OF CORDOBA, ARGENTINA

Argentina presents a different relationship with the past and
tradition. In Argentina, with a population resulting vastly from
immigration, origindoes not reside in pre-Hispanic races, butin the
city port itself. One element which characterizes architecture and
design in Argentina is its discontinuity, principally in the urban
fabric. The prosperity of the upper classes resulted from trade, and
Paris was the highest standard of elegance. Clemenceau’s comment
“Buenos Airesis a beautiful European city” encapsulates the Argen-
tine perception of a lack of roots, and contributed to the myth of a
country on the wrong continent. If Mexican malaise was always
expressed by its immediacy with its giant neighbor, the United
States, Argentina’s problems were resolved by looking to Europe.

From the Beaux Art perspective, which dominated most of the
end of the nineteenth century and the early decades of the twentieth
century Argentina, each building, each object is a singular, unique
piece of art. Sothe context was reduced to a reference which can only
gain prestige by the presence of the monument, as being a part of
axial views, leaving the rest as a disjointed collage.

In its first stage, modernism was generated by intellectuals
returning from Europe, trying to make their experiences in Europe
relevant for their own country. The impact of the arrival of immi-
grants, and urbanization were the most important phenomena of the
time. The process of modernization in Argentina was expressed
through publications such as SUR, edited by Victoria Ocampo. She
also brought to Argentina many of the most intluential intellectuals

of the time, from Igor Stravinsky to Le Corbusier. During his visit to
Buenos Airesin 1929, Le Corbusier furiously attached the academic
tradition. He envisioned to conquer the country with his ideas.
Impressed by the landscape, he expressed, “Nothing exists in Buenos
Aires, but what a strong and majestic line.”'> He proposed a city of
affairs on the river. The project was never built. His proposal was
engulfed by the complexity of political, economical and administra-
tive pressures of the time. Ironically, the area of Le Corbusier’s
proposal, Madero docks, and the warehouses he proposed toremove,
has been renovated into shops, restaurants, apartments and offices,
in one of the most successful urban interventions in the nineties in
Argentina. His only project in Argentina, the Curutchet house, after
decades of abandonment and neglect, was restored in the late
nineteen eighties. This indicates how modernism and his proposals
has become part of the historical heritage of Argentina, a heritage
that has been challenged and needs to be protected.

Argentina also manifested some of the earliest critiques of
modernist stylization. The Austral Group, in its manifesto Will and
Action, of 1939, the group declared : “present architecture is in a
critical moment and lacking the spirit of the initiators.” The archi-
tect—using only the epidermal issues of modern architecture—is
again a “new academicist.” This is the refuge for the mediocre, and
is given place to a “modern style.” The group’s manifesto expresses
the need of intellectuals to define contemporary themes in local
terms. In philosophy, Ortega y Gasset, in his El Tema de Nuestro
Tiempo (1923) "“The theme of our time,” proposes to deduce the
universal from the circumstantial, to start any speculation from
individual human situations giving emphasis to the personal.'

This search to particularize universal situations is manifested in
the reversal of the map of the American continent by Torres-Garcia,
an artist educated in Europe. The theme: “*Our North is the South,”
expressed the tension and relationships between tradition and mo-
dernity in Argentina. Collage and assemblage are inherent media in
this country. Marina Waisman has pointed out the importance given
to the context and * the creation of urban places, the use of
intermediate technology, and the emphasis on a tactile rather than
visual” as elements which characterize the situation in Argentina.'
The Argentinean case will be presented through a project intended
torevitalize select areas within the city of Cérdoba. Implemented by
Miguel Angel Rocain 1978-1980, it is ongoing through subsequent
administrations. Cérdoba was founded in 1573, and its university,
one of the oldest of the Western hemisphere, was founded inthe early
1600’s. The city was shaped by a series of interventions throughout
its long history. In 1978, when Roca received his appointment as
Secretary of Public Works, Cordoba’s urban identity was the reflec-
tion of a history of misuse of the city’s cultural and urban heritage.
Theplaninvolves atwofold operation. First, torehabilitate typologies
which are the evidence of the historical evolution of the city,
combined with the recuperation of the Suquia River as the green area
which links several areas of the urban fabric. Second, to promote a
policy which established the city center as a symbolic multi-func-
tional core while maintaining a complementary relationship with the
urban periphery. Instead of a single, unified intervention, the result
emphasizes the clash of different languages and ever-changing uses
and functions in time. Roca and his team intended to generate
“defined urban spaces which are localised and individualized.” This
is an exercise on syncretism, a not always very successful, yet a
strong search for a dialogue among the different components of the
city.'s

The intervention in the center of the city was done with the goal
of reinforcing the character that the main square and the foundational
area had at the turn of the century: the patio for all the city, the green
interior, the gathering place. The proposal has simple elements: trees
with characteristic color and structure, a paving floor creating the
reflection of relevant buildings, and suggesting gates as a threshold
for each individual room. The initial scheme of the foundation was
made up of the orthogonal grid and the landmarks in the city
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(cathedral, cabildo, important colonial monasteries, and houses).
With time, these urban elements became a disjointed set of buildings
and squares—disarticulated in a mix by the rapid growth and the
over-importance given to the car.

The specific proposal for the area linked these landmarks. The
old plaza was reestablished as the foundational place, with all its
social and political implications. By giving a new use to an old
alleyway between the cabildo, previously closed to the public, the
intervention recovers the lateral facades of both buildings, but also
recuperates a passage unique in the city forits colonial character, and
the pedestrian has the view of the tower, and magnificent railing of
Saint Catherine Church. This area is defined as a room by using a
covered gate, with trees and stone seats. The other limit is an arch.
This block opens to a second room, with a neoclassical building of
the House of Representatives. Here the device consists of the use of
the lines of the building in the street. A colonnade is the next
threshold, a commercial area with eclectic buildings. Here, a metal-
lic pergola is the unifying device which identifies the intervention.
There, climbing plants shade the visitors from the sun.

Departing from the rails of Saint Catherine, in the opposite
direction from the arch, are the Jesuit area and the University. This
block also houses several institutions of the city. Here Roca used a
Spanish device, the Alameda. In this block the line of poplar trees
and its bed allow students to convert the street into perfect room the
exchange of news and books.

Cultural centers, pedestrian malls and the ambitious project of
recuperating the river had been expanded since Roca’s departure and
continues up to this day. This interveption emphasizes the impor-
tance and historicity of all the city and generated awareness in the
population about the importance of their own participation and the
richness of their own patrimony.

It is interesting to notice that the project began and took place
during the last years of a military regime. The project develops
Henry Lefevre’s notion of “every day” life. Here the understanding
of space is not as fixed by its architecture, dividing component in
outside or inside, or in professional, predetermined boundaries:
planning, orlandscape. Here, the concept is spacing, activated by the
people who move and participate in the events that take place there.
Michel de Certeau’s notion of “everyday life”'” as the place for
choice and the search for individual freedom, can also help to
understand the consequences of this intervention. Following Certeau,
we canread in the fragmentary nature of this intervention an attempt
tocritically give new meaning to old institutions and narratives. This
isnota picturesque vision of life, but rather one that consciously tries
to address problems such as repression, lack of development, con-
sumption, and issues such power and intermediate technology. And
yet, this project advances a change towards a more communal life
where the public can feel at home.

Designing in this manner, is not so directly concerned with the
rules of a discipline, but rather, with the possibilities of public
discourse, social action and democratic participation. Through the
invention of the quotidian, the transitory and localized is explored.
Manfredo Tafuri has noted that “the search for asynthesis is enriched
by uncertainty of memory, by equivocal tension not constrained by
dogma or ideology.™"® Design becomes an active part of the ideas
presentinsociety, makingits own contribution The role of the design
team does not come from their form-making capacities, but rather,
from their ability to facilitate possibilities.

INTERVENTION IN SPECIFIC CONTEXTS.

In the search for national identity, principally in the *40s until the
and ‘70s, Latin American discourse was dominated by ideology, and
heavily influenced by social views and political agendas. In the ‘80s,
with the transitional process toward democratization in most of Latin
American countries, there has been a shift from "resistance™ to articulation
of seemingly contradictory points of view and hybridization."

For many years the debate about identity, and consequently, how
to intervene, has been defined by ethnic and class identity or
hermetic rules of form. Today, the debate has incorporated the all-
encompassing term “hybrid,” a phenomena that blurs the boundaries
between cultured and popular design. This syncretism of Latin
American urban culture refuses to comply with the expectations and
assumptions of just being “marvelous, fantastic, or exotic.” On the
other hand, the phenomena of diversity has become a commercial-
ized form of rhetoric that maintains a status-quo without reaching
those in need of a better quality of life.

The important components are situation and specificity, that is to
say, the intervention should become localized, reflective, and con-
crete. ™

Cultural cannibalism was the concept used by Brazilian philoso-
pher Oswald de Andrade in the 1920s when defining the continent
south of Rio Grande. This was not eclectic, not “postmodern,” but a
genuine search for synthesis.

Although the context is different, there is still a sort of cannibal-
ism in Latin American design production. This is evident in the
dynamism and pastiche of current popular culture. This phenomena
is also present in these cities in the US, where Hispanic population
is also quite significant. This issue will become even more important
if we consider that the United States, for its population, constitutes
the fifth largest Spanish speaking country, after Mexico, Spain,
Colombia, and Argentina, and soon will become the third.

Latin America has been the place of every hope and witness of
many failure. In his seminal work of 1950, The Labyrinth of Solitude,
Octavio Paz wrote : “There are no longer either old or new intellec-
tual systems capable of providing us refuge from our anxiety...before
us there is nothing.” Paradoxically, these interventions have placed
these designers and their work in the position ot being able tobecome
an important component in the definition of what those societies are
and want to become.
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