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House & Atelier for Luis Barragdn and San Cristobal (arch. Andrés Casillas, Collaborator)

by Emilio Ambasz
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This publication illustrates two private houses designed
by the Mexican architect Luis Barragin. Twenty years
separate the creation of one from the beginning of the
other. The first was built by Barragin for himself; the
second for friends who, to entice him into accepting the
commission, gave him carte blanche and suggested he
consider their house as if it were his.

Barragan’s own house, built in 1947 in the Tacubaya
neighborhood of Mexico City is at once garden and house,
inextricably bound together. The house sits in a neighbor-
hood of working people. By its purposeful modesty the
house joins rank with the surrounding houses. Its facade is
almost blank except for entrances and a large window,
placed high above the normal sightline so that only the sky
can be seen from the inside.

The house represents a subtle elaboration of that part
of Mexico’s architectural tradition Barragin loves most: its
ranches, villages, and convents. The house is pervaded by a
deep feeling of serenity. Barragidn has said of this house
that it is his refuge ‘“... an emotional piece of architecture,
not a cold piece of convenience.”
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Physically, the house is divided into two levels with a
vast double height living-room space, modulated and
articulated by low walls which do not reach the ceiling.
These partitions create carefully elaborated areas of
mellow shadows and zones of diffused light. The ceiling
plane, hovering high above the living area, is composed of
closely spaced beams which emphasize its horizontal
weight.

A very graceful stairway of cantilevered pine boards
leads to a door in the mezzanine, which is always kept
closed. Although of very robust construction this stairway
appears dainty to the observer. When the stairway is seen
leading to the mysterious mezzanine space which lays
behind the closed door one has the feelmg that only a
weightless being could ascend it.

Throughout the living-room there is a soothmg feeling
of willed silence, flowing majestically and cascading
rumourless over parapets and furniture. The space is
sensorially enriched by the high quality of the household
furnishings. Left in their near-natural state, roughly
plastered walls and volcanic rock tiles are juxtaposed to
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polished wooden floors, fabrics, and deep velvety carpets.
Carefully placed wood-carvings, ceramics, and textiles
austerely enhance and adorn the house.

At the other end of the living-room, facing the garden,
is the largest window. Its glass is set flush into the wall but
divided into four panes by cruciform mullions. This
window is like a diaphragm through which light is allowed
to permeate the inside. (Barragan has placed the dinner
table nearby. Before having his lunch he has the birds
served grain outside on the pink brick terrace, next to the
grand window. Then, a large, open-weave curtain hanging
outside is drawn over the window, and the meals start).

The garden is enclosed on all sides; high walls on three
sides while the fourth is defined by the house’s rear facade.
When Barragan first moved into the house he maintained
the garden in a very formal way. Slowly, he has let the
garden assume the guise of a controlled form of wilderness.
On one side of the garden is a small patio, fully paved in
brick and enclosed on all four sides by walls; the only
openings are a door and a passage way. Ingide the patio a
dozen tall ceramic vases stand like sentinels of a forgotten
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tradition. A low fountain runs along one wall, receiving the
water slowly dripping through a square wooden log driven
like a wedge into the wall. It is as if the wall bled its
substance through the wedge closing the scar.

But house and garden have, over the years, given place
in Barragén’s affection to the roof-terrace. Here Barragan’s
masterful control of planes is superbly evidenced in the
strong walls defining the terrace, enclosing it. The walls
follow the house’s outer perimeter, accepting this fact as'a
inexorable restriction. But, then, each wall is given
independent identity either through color treatment or by
the articulation of adjoining planes. When we perceive
these walls we may experience them defining and enclosing
a real, measurable space. However, in our memory, we will
always remember them as if they had all fused into the
idea of The Wall.

The roof-terrace, like the garden, has also undergone
changes. When the terrace had just been finished there was
a wooden low parapet on the side where the terrace faced
the garden. In later years, Barragin had the parapet’s
height raised to that of the surrounding walls. A few years



—EBEBALE » B —EARB A6 o 1A > BRFEERLEA
F9— IF b bk A — B D T % T B ik R (R e 7K R 4 v oK+
FR o HHEH > BRZFIGEER B A + T4 foMsE & @RI E o
R > RE—NR » JE+FROEB » £/FL BRI E -
AR K T o

4 BRI TEIEER BB A L 4580 E & e R £
TRET o Th RSB A LU AL TEry & LB — 22—k 4
fffi O BE BRI o EEBEYRIR ~ PURFUEHE o B A th REEIBE S —
Rty » (HIBK % o

1967 4 > BRERIBLEEREK » E£BREH T REHE
BE—REE~ B~ Wikt & maas o 308 s ke Kk
EERFNEEPREMES > YIRMMRBEE o

EBREOHRRNEE  RERELEBENBRE » A —HER

later he had the wooden wall replaced by a brick one. Also
the color scheme changed; while at the beginning all walls
were white in later years Barragan had one of the walls
painted red, and another an earthy brown. Also, on one of
the larger walls Barragan had jmbedded a large cross, made
of bricks and covered with rough plaster, like the rest of
the wall. Many years later he covered up the cross and had
the wall plastered flush. However, whenever it rains it is
still possible to recognize the cross’ traces by the damp
figure on the slowly drying wall.

It is no longer possible to see the sprawling city
surrounding the house from the terrace. It has now
become a sacred precinct, adorned with the finest of urban
luxuries: space. Once open onto the garden and ‘the flow
of seasons the terrace has now retreated into itself, to
commune with the sky.

In 1967 Barragan designed and built “San Cristobal,” a
stable, horse pool, swimming pool, and house for the
Egerstrom family on the outskirts of Mexico Gity. The
Egerstroms breed in this unique stable thoroughbreds,
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training them as race horses.

Uppermost in Barragidn’s mind was the desire to create
a stage for the promenade of the stable’s horses: a grand
space where they would assume the role of Olympian
demigods. The walls of the stable are, therefore, designed
to the horses’ scale. Before running in an adjoining field
the horses are exercised in a set defined by pink and
red-rust colored walls. Under the sun, and reflected in the
large water mirror the architectural setting acquires a
legendary significance. The long pink stucco wall assumes
here the role of an abstract frieze against which the horses’
profiles turn into dynamic bas-reliefs. The horses enter and
exit through two masterful openings cut into a long pink
wall. The riders approach the stable from the house, in a
simple manner, while the grooms enter and leave the stage
through two parallel purple walls.

The pavement facing the box stalls ramps down gently
to create the pool’s basin. The pavement’s cobblestones
lend their color to the water, and there is a moment of the
day when it seems as if the sun, combined with the rythm
of the horses’ hoofbeats, could have melted the cobble-
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stones into the pool’s water.

A gush of water feeds the pool sprouting through an
edge of the red-rust colored wall shielding visually the
stable wing from one of the entrances. This wall, at first
sight, suggests that there exists a space beyond. Looking
from closer we discover that it contains a space within
itself. In reality, the seemingly solid wall is made up of two
planes with water running in-between. Parallel to this wall
on the other side of the pool stands a tall, pink wall,
modulated by cuts enhancing its planar characteristics.
These slots are the ventilation holes for the haystacks
standing behind.

The Egerstrom’s house itself is given a simpler treat-
ment. Barragan utilizes here a compositional method dear
to the neoplasticists of the De Stijl movement, conceiving
the house as a multi-layered series of planes of different
height defining a volume. The house’s most accomplished
feature is, perhaps, the double wall shielding a long open
corridor leading toward one of the entrances.

The house has a swimming pool with steps descending
into the water, partly covered by a baldacchino-like
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structure. The steps entering into the pool’s water echo a
similar set of short steps above the water. By this device of
inversed symmetry it would seem as if the higher set of
steps were also descending into a gaseous mass, denser than
air. When perceived from the entrance to the pool’s area,
standing underneath the canopy, one has the sensation of
having intruded upon a secret ceremony between water
and air.

The Egerstrom’s house is Barragin’s most accom-
plished creation. With extraordinary restraint and very few
architectural elements he has achieved an extraordinarily
rich architectural ensemble. As in a Greek play, after all
human heroes have departed, the Horse remains the last
testimony of a perfect state where human presence is but a
temporary disturbance.

The powerful effect of Barragin’s architectural com-
positions and the emotional properties of his materials and
colors would never have been guessed from his drawings or
plans. Only photographs and, perhaps, an evokative text
can render it vividly. A discussion confined to the mere
constructivistic aspects of his compositional method would
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result in an empty academic exercise. Barragin believes in
an ‘“emotional architecture,”
from an almost redemptive committment to beauty. The
richness of Barragan’s dramatically sober architecture is
dazzling if we consider the few elements utilized who seem
held together by a mystical feeling. His is an austerity of
exalted colors and deep perceptual impressions. Color
pervades all of Barragin’s creations, uniting its component
elements at the same time that it also defines each one as a
distinct entity. Intimately bound to Barragin’s sensitivity
for color is his animistic feeling for matter. It would seem
as if he endowed matter with a soul of its own. In his work
the wall is assumed to have a skin and a core, the former is
hard, the latter is liquid. If a wall is punctured, like in the
case of the above described patio of his own house, the
wedge turns into a spigot through which the wall exhales
its liquid core. Whenever matter is split open, as in the case
of the red-rust colored wall of the Egerstrom’s stable, its
inner core is shown to be liquid. These are not the only
Surrealistic aspects of Barragin’s work. As in Surrealist
painting, Barragin creates two-sided walls, one impinging

and his architecture resultsl
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on the other; while the wall’s thickness stands as the only
element preventing the clashing encounter of both sur-
faces. One side of his walls, facing the viewer frontally,
reveals the sun’s colors; the other side is always shrouded
in shadows, suggesting absent presences who seem to await
their call to enter the stage.

Barragan’s aesthetic preferences and the monumental
sense of his. compositions have justly been perceived as
scenographic. And so they should be, for Barragén is the
outstanding exponent of an important architectural tradi-
tion the puritanism of the Modern Movement has wanted
forgotten: stage architecture. Barragin’s compositions
possess background, middleground, and foreground; monu-
mental in quality they are deliberately hieratic in feeling.

This aspect of Barragin’s architectural preference is
subtly reconciled with another aspect which runs deep in
his work: his love and aesthetic debt to the popular
architecture of Mexico. But, rather than slavishly re-
utilizing the most accessible and easily recognizable aspects
of Mexico’s architecture, the character of Barragan’s
architecture results from his seeking to establish a contem-
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porary continuity with Mexico’s splendid architectural
heritage.

Mexico’s architecture has responded to its physical
milieu of strong winds, sun, and heavy rains with an
introspective attitude, creating enclosed forms with
interior worlds of patios and secluded gardens. The formal
properties of this architecture involve the interplay of void
and solids: the patio and the rooms surrounding it. In this
tradition the void plays several roles: it is a funnel for light
and at the same time it is the compositional nexus binding
the different solids. Barragin recognizes similar roles for
the void but forces it to assume a stronger and more
dynamic character by removing some of the solids once
defining the patio’s four sides. Going still further, the
solids once defining the void are turned into planes, and
the wall assumes thusly the role of surrogate of the rooms
once surrounding the patio and the life once therein
dwelling.

Barragin does - not follow theoretical systems or
academic rules, each project is an entity onto itself, whose
inner principles must be revealed. This mode of creation
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requires great sensibility and selective intuition. Barragan
deals only with the inner tensions of each element
composing his frugal vocabulary. Such procedure has lead
him to concise and profound creations, hard to improve
upon. At the same, it should be recognized that while his
design approach is classical and atemporal, it is through the
haunting beauty of his creations that we have come to
conceive of the passions of Mexico’s cultural and archi-
tectural traditions.

Barragin’s architecture is autobiographical. He is the
author of one archetypal image inexhaustibly reformu-
lated. Through it Barragin has endeavoured to create an
architectural language of lyrical content with which he
expresses man’s eternal longings in the context of con-
temporary Mexico. If the story is a private ong its meaning
belongs to our common heritage of great architectural
poetry.
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