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Luis Barra gan

An engineer by training, Barragén is an autodidactic architect who learned the
profession by direct experience and through the works of artist friends and architectural
writers. An important local influence was Jesus “Chucho™ Reyes, a "naive’ primitive
painter whose philosophy toward life and art Barragan has shared, being bound by the
same loyalties to their native pueblo of Guadalajara. Barragan also generously acknowl-
edges the philosophical influence of Mathias Goeritz, the German-born sculptor who,
since the late 40s, has been working and teaching in Mexico. Barragin is also fond of
recalling as an influence the house and the personalities of Rosa and Miguel Covarru-
bias, photographer and scholar, respectively, who for decades acted as the unofhcial
curators of Mexican culture. But the most decisive influence in Barragin’s work has
been the popular architecture of Mexico's villages, ranches and convents.

His family owned ranches in the State of Jalisco, in whose small towns he spent
his youth, riding horses, attending fiestas, and visiting market places. He came to
Mexico City for the first time in his early twenties in transit to Europe. It was during
this trip that he discovered the writings of Ferdinand Bac, a French intellectual, painter
and landscape architect, whom he came to meet only later, in 1931, during another trip
to France. Bac's influence upon Barragin was more one of attitude than of form, but
his philosophic and poetic images conjured up for Barragin a vision that never left him:
the garden as a magic place for the enjoyment of meditation and companionship.

In 1924 he visited the beautiful gardens of La Alhambra in Spain. The enchanted
progression of its brilliantly composed spaces, fountains, and water channels have had
a lasting effect on his work. It is from the Islamic notion of compartmentalized and
successive garden spaces that Barragin developed his feeling for walled enclosures and
his love for the sound of running water. Another influence on his work has been the
Moorish architecture of North Africa, especially Morocco. Although he did not visit
North Africa until 1951, he had long cherished images of its houses and mosques in the
travel and architecture books he brought back from his first European sojourn. His
fascination with Moorish architecture was paid homage in several early houses he built
in Guadalajara (houses for Gonzilez Luna and Enrique Aguilar, page 112). Since then,
Barragin's mind has remained attuned to the intimate garden. Although he prefers the
Italian baroque to the courtly French, it is the sensual intimacy of the Islamic garden
which seduces him. Barragdn’s gardens, or rather his open-enclosures, are endowed
with erotic and metaphysical properties; they are places for the pleasures of the senses

and the mind, bewitched regions leading to fantastic dreams and fable making. In this
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regard, it must be noticed that Barragin has never created large public plazas in popu-
lated areas, with the exception of a kindergarten in Guadalajara (children’s playground,
page 113), which by its nature had to be enclosed. Only once did he attempt to design
a large public space, in the never realized project for Plaza de la Constitucién or El
Zbcalo, as Mexico City's main plaza is called. His proposal shows a secluded, below-
ground-level space containing an enclosed water fountain (La Plaza del Zécalo, page
119) leaving the large, raised plaza level barren of anything but the elegant traces of a
de Chirico-like grid.

Barragin has always endeavored to create an architectural language which
would express man’s eternal longings in the context of modern Mexico’s natural and

cultural conditions. Shunning the use of familiar Mexican forms, the character of his
architecture results from its continuity with Mexico’s splendid architectural traditions. !

Barragin acknowledges his love for and aesthetic debt to the popular architec- :
ture of Mexico’s ranches, villages and convents. But it should be noted that Mexico’s
climate and natural resources have always been strong factors in the formal develop-
ment of its architecture. The incandescent luminosity of its sun, the strong winds and
heavy rains, and the restrictions of poverty and unskilled labor have all contributed to
a discipline of structural simplicity and few materials. Mexico's popular and cosmopoli-
tan architectures have both responded to their physical milien with similarly intro-
spective attitudes, creating enclosed forms with interior worlds of patios and secluded
gardens. The formal properties of this architecture involve the interplay of positive and
negative volumes: masses and voids. In this tradition the void plays several roles; it is

the vessel for light and shadow, and it also serves as the compositional nexus binding
the different masses. Barragin’s architecture recognizes similar roles for the void, but -
assigns it stronger dynamic properties by dematerializing some of the surfaces defining

its edges. In a process of further abstraction, Barragin’s masses are condensed into

planes. Thus a part comes to stand for the whole; the wall becomes the surrogate for the
rooms which once surrounded the patio, and the life these rooms once housed—a child
playing on the floor, a woman pedaling on her sewing machine, the smoke of darkened

i q kitchens—seem now to dwell as unseen presences behind these walls.
Barragin is the outstanding exponent of an architectural tradition which the l
modern movement has neglected: stage architecture. His compositions possess back-
ground, middleground and foreground; monumental in quality, they are deliberately
static in feeling. The element of tension is always introduced by the user, whether man
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or horse, or more subtly, by his absence. An influence having direct bearing on this as-
pect of Barragdn’s architecture are the 17th and 18th century a#r/os of Mexico’s unique
“open-air churches,” designed to receive the thousands of new native converts attend-
ing mass. The church’s facade assumed, from the atrium, the quality of a miraculous
shield, behind which the divine powers dwelled. It was an image of God’s house the
natives could easily associate with their previous religious experience.

The extraordinary emotional effect of Barragin’s compositions and the strong
sensual qualities of his materials and colors cannot be guessed from his drawings or
plans. The architectural richness of Barragin’s dramatically sober architecture is based
on a few constructive elements bound together by a mystical feeling, an austerity ex-
alted by the glory of his brilliant colors. They pervade all the interstices of space, at once
binding and separating artifact and nature. Paint is for him like a garment the wall puts
on to relate to its surroundings. Under the bright Mexican light the splendor of the
color lasts but an instant; the sun ravages it as the seasons change, and, soon, when the
leaves return, a new coat is needed. Intimately bound to Barragin’s sensitivity for color
is his animistic feeling for matter. He seems to endow matter with a soul of its own. In
his work, the wall is assumed to possess a skin and a core; it breathes and palpitates,
like an animal. If a wall is punctured, the wedge turns into a spigot through which the
wall slowly drips. Whenever a wall is split open, it reveals its liquid core (page 101).
As in Surrealist painting, Barragdn’s walls have two sides. One, open and direct, which
the viewer faces. The other, shrouded in shadows, suggests past presences. As for the
users of these fabulous landscapes, their roles are carefully formalized. Only horses can
walk through wall openings. Man may only filter in between wall planes (pages 94-95).
The exceptions are children and riders.

Barragin’s creative instincts lead him to action rather than to polemics. Leaving
aside theoretical scaffoldings, Barragdn works within the constraints of a frugal formal
vocabulary. His architecture results from an almost redemptive commitment to beauty.
Since he does not follow theoretical rules or generalized systems, each project is an en-
tity in itself, whose inner principles must be revealed. This procedure demands emo-
tional sensibility and selective intuition. Like Mies van der Rohe, Barragin deals only
with the inner tensions of each element. This has led him to concise and profound cre-
ations, hard to surpass.

It is a lonely road but, as he confesses, it is only among architects that he feels
himself to be the stranger. Not for any anti-intellectual bias, but because he believes

107




their education has estranged them from their own emotional and intuitive capacities.
Barragin'’s aesthetic preferences, and the monumental sense of his compositions have,
occasionally, been perceived as scenographic and socially uncommitted. But Barragan's
concerns, while paying their dues to function, go beyond the requirements of a pro-
gram of utilitarian needs to satisfy the necessities of what may be called @ program of
metaphysical imperatives. In a culture exhausted and irreparably fragmented, the walls
surrounding Barragin's gardens are, perhaps, one of the last defenses to preserve cen-
turies of thought and emotion. If after the Revolution there will be Serenity, Barragan’s
architecture will surely provide one of its models.

All of Barragan’s projects are autobiographical; or so they became, as in the
case of the gardens of El Pedregal. His sympathy for Surrealism stems from perceiving
it as an existential attitude with a romantic undertone he relates to longing (in one of
Barragin’s favorite books The Unguiet Grave by Cyril Connolly, one can find underlined
the following passage: “'Art is memoty's mise-en-scine.”). He believes, with Connolly,
that “art is made by the alone for the alone.”

In Mexico the past is always present, and its architecture is charged with ances-
tral presences. Death is its central tragedy and its ever present memory. Catholic resig-
nation is the silent chorus, the core of its passion and humbleness. A stoical acceptance
of solitude as man’s fate permeates Barragin’s work. In the settings of his magnificent
plazas, man can take communion with his solitude. And also take pleasure in it, Bar-
ragdn would add, for, as a devout Catholic, he believes that man’s condition is God’s
will, and must, therefore, be accepted with dignity and love.

Barragin's solitude is cosmic; Mexico is the temporal abode he lovingly ac-
cepts. It is for the greater glory of this House that he has created gardens where Man can
make peace with himself, and a chapel where his passions and desires may be forgiven
and his faith proclaimed. One complements the other. The garden is the myth of the
Beginning and the chapel that of the End. For Barragin, House is the form Man gives

to his life berween both extremes. Emilio Ambasz
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List of Works

Period 1927 to 1936

The houses Barragén designed in this period, before leaving
his native Guadalajara for Mexico City, reflect his fascina-
tion with Moslem architecture, especially that of Morocco;
these patios and gardens are Barragdn's romantic evocation
of Mediterranean terraces.

House restoration for Mr. Robles Le6n, Guadalajara,
State of Jalisco, 1927.

Rental houses for Mr. Robles Ledn, Guadalajara,
State of Jalisco, 1928.

House for Mrs. Harper de Garibi, Guadalajara,
State of Jalisco, 1928.
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House for Mr. E. Gonzilez Luna, Guadalajara,
State of Jalisco, 1928.

House for Mr. Enrique Aguilar, Guadalajara,
State of Jalisco, 1928.

House for Mr. G. Cristo, Guadalajara,
State of Jalisco, 1929.
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Children's playground in the Parque de la Revolucién,
Guadalajara, State of Jalisco, 1929.

Two rental houses, property of Mr. E. Gonzilez Luna,
Guadalajara, State of Jalisco, 1929.

House restoration for the Barragdn family, Chapala,
State of Jalisco, 1931.

House restoration, Guadalajara, State of Jalisco, 1932,
in collaboration with engineer Juan Palomar.
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Period 1936 to 1940

The projects of this period, designed for Mexico City, evi-
dence the influence of the International Style in architecture,
especially Le Corbusier’s work. Carefully composed and
meticulously detailed, they already contain the germs of
Barragin's later conceptions, as revealed, for example, by
his treatment of the buildings’ fagades. Remarkable among
these projects is the apartment building on Plaza Melchor
Ocampo for the manner in which Barragin bends the fagade
to emphasize its planar quality, and the delicacy with which
the balconies are cut out to suggest transparency.

House for two families in Avenida Parque Mexico,
Mexico, D.F., 1936.

Two rental houses, in Avenida Mazatldn,
Mexico, D.F., 1936.

House for Mr. I. Pizarro Sudrez, Las Lomas de Chapultepec,
Mexico, D.F,, 1937.
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Apartment building on the corner of Calles Lerma
y Guadiana, Mexico, D.F., 1936-40.

Rental house on Calle Guadiana, Mexico, D.F., 1936-40.

Apartment building on Avenida Mississippi,
Mexico, D.F., 1936-40.

Apartment building on Plaza Melchor Ocampo,
Mexico, D.F., 193640, in collaboration with
architect José Creixell.

Apartment building with adjoining single house on
Avenida Mississipp1, Mexico, D.F., 1936-40.

Building composed of four painters’ studios on Plaza
Melchor Ocampo, Mexico, D.F., 1936-40.

Three low-cost apartment buildings on Calle de Elba,
Mexico, D.F., 1936-40.




Period 1940 to 1945

Four private gardens on Avenida Constituyentes y Calle
General Francisco Ramirez, Mexico, D.F.

During this period Barragin created four contiguous pri-
vate gardens on a property he owned in the Tacubaya sec-
tion of Mexico City. One of those gardens formed part of
a house he reconstructed and lived in until it was later sold
(illustrated, right). The other two were also sold for residen-
tial use. The fourth garden became part of the house he
built for himself and where he presently lives (pages 33-43).

This early garden already reveals Barragin's emphasis
on the use of planes, not vertical, as those he utilized in
later work, but horizontal, defining three terraces connected
by stone retaining walls. Without using high walls, Barra-
gin achieves a feeling of enclosed garden space by means of
an open composition of multilevered planes which suggest
an ever more intimate feeling the further the visitor descends
toward the pool.

Three private gardens on the Avenida San Jerénimo in
San Angel, D.F., on land contiguous to El Pedregal
de San Angel, D.F.

In 1944 Barragin bought a piece of land, called El Cabrio,
on the outer edges of what was later to become the subdi-
vision of El Pedregal. His intention in acquiring El Cabrio
was to create a series of enclosed garden spaces where he
could retire from time to time to meditate and enjoy nature.
In designing these gardens Barragin took advantage of the
marvelous terrain and big evergreen oaks, using the water
of the bordering river to feed pools and artificial waterfalls.
Nowhere in his other work has Barragdn’s imagery resem-
bled so closely that of the Surrealist painters and film mak-
ers than in these gardens.

House for Mr. Eduardo Villasefior, San Angel, D.F., 1940.
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Period 1945 to 1950

El Pedregal (The Rocky Place), formally known as
Parque Residencial Jardines del Pedregal de San Angel,
periphery of Mexico, D.F., 1945-50 (pages 11-27).

Barragdn subdivided this volcanic area into suburban plots,
also designing the road system, the water supply layour,

and all works of public landscaping and ornamentation.
His designs for El Pedregal consisted among others of
three demonstration gardens, one of which features the
Fuente de los Patos (Fountain of the Ducks, page 20), a
pond among the lava rocks (page 21), and several walkways

among the rocks (pages 16-19). He also designed the Plaza
de las Fuentes (Plaza of the Fountains) which functions as
one of the entrances to El Pedregal, featuring a water jet
fountain (page 13), a sculpture by Mathias Goeritz, rail-
ings and tree groupings. A second entrance to El Pedregal
designed by Barragin comprised an iron gate painted in

phosphorescent colors and a red metal road-circle to
organize vehicular circulation (pages 22-23). Another
entrance, mainly used for service vehicles, consisted of

two combs of vertical iron bars, which open by rotating
on their middle points (pages 24-25).

fa N i 3 . -
House for Luis Barragin, Tacubaya, Mexico, D.F., A AT MG A Tt RS TR
i { oy B
1947 (pages 33-43). N ) d
i oA S ) 3 P 4
¥y . DA g
‘?"tfu\ ,.Un'g s

workshop

bt

waltingroomll secretary privame




Plaza del Cigarro (Cigar Plaza), Parque Residencial
Jardines del Pedregal de San Angel, San Angel, D.F.

Designed to function as a water tank; the central element of
this plaza was not built as per Barragdn's recommendations.
The platform on which the cylindrical water tank rests has
become occupied in later years by unrelated constructions.

House for Mr. Eduardo Prieto Lopez, Parque Residencial
Jardines del Pedregal de San Angel, San Angel, D.F.
(pages 28-31).

Two houses, Avenida de las Fuentes 10 and 12,
Parque Residencial Jardines del Pedregal de San Angel,
San Angel, D.F., 1948. Max Cetto, architect, with the
collaboration of Luis Barragdn.
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Period 1950 to the present

Chapel for the Capuchinas Sacramentarias del Purisimo
Corazon de Maria, and restoration of their existing
convent, Tlalpan, D.F., 1952-55 (pages 45-53).

La Plaza del Zdécalo, study for fountain and mall for
Plaza de la Constitucion, also known as El Zdcalo,
Mexico, D.E., 1953.

Gatdens for the Hotel Pierre Marquez, Acapulco,
State of Guerrero, 1955.

Barragdn designed only the gardens of this hotel, planning
the location of the entrance, parking lot, swimming pool,
stables, lake, and tennis court.




House for Mr. Antonio Galvez, Calle Pimentel 10,
San Angel, D.F., 1955.

Jardines del Bosque, master plan for subdivision,
Guadalajara, State of Jalisco, 1955.

Capilla del Calvario, design of chapel for subdivision
Jardines del Bosque (not built), Guadalajara,
State of Jalisco, 1955.
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Towers of Satellite City, Queretaro Highway,
Mexico, D.F., 1957, in collaboration with
Mathias Goeritz (pages 55-61).
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Las Arboledas, master plan and building code for
residential subdivision, suburbs of Mexico City,
1958-61 (pages 63-71).

In addition to the master plan, Barragin designed for this
subdivision El Muro Rojo (The Red Wall), 1958 (pages 70-
71) the Plaza del Campanario (Plaza of the Bell),
1959 (plan top right, illustrated page 65), and the Plaza y
Fuente del Bebedero (Plaza and Fountain of the Trough),
1959 (plan botrom right, illustrated pages 66-69).

Los Clubes, master plan, public landscaping, and
building code for residential subdivision, suburbs of
Mexico City, 1963-64 (pages 73-89).

Barragin designed for this subdivision the Fuente de Los
Clubes, also known as Fuente de los Amantes (Lovers'
Fountain), utilizing two derelict troughs placed on their
ends in the foreground. Later, in 1968, Barragdn designed a
service entrance (pages 86-89).

Lomas Verdes, master plan for residential subdivision,
composed of twenty thousand dwelling units, draft of
building code and design of “‘symbol” building, 196467,
in partnetship with architect Juan Sordo Madaleno.
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Design of open Chapel for Lomas Verdes, 1964-67.

San Cristobal, stable, horse pool, swimming pool and
house for Mr. and Mrs. Folke Egerstrom, subdivision
Los Clubes, suburb of Mexico, D.F., 1967-68, with the

collaboration of architect Andrés Casillas (pages 91-103).
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Cano, master plan and entrance to subdivision,
near Tepotzotlan, 1969.




Preliminary design for a club and race track,
subdivision, Guadalajara, State of Jalisco, 1971.

Monumental fountain for Lomas Verdes (not yet built),
1972, in collaboration with architect Ricardo Legorreta.

The water of this fountain cascades from a 75-foot horizon-
tal cantilever onto an inclined plane, draining into a canal
which carries the water to be recycled.

Preliminary design of a 165-foot symbolic tower to house
pigeons in the residential subdivision, El Palomar,

a suburb of Guadalajara, State of Jalisco, 1973,

with the collaboration of architect Raul Ferrera.

House for Mr. Gilardi, Tacubaya section of Mexico City,
construction to start spring, 1976.

Designed as a residence for a small family on a plot of land
30 feet wide and 100 feet deep, surrounded by buildings on
three sides. Great attention has been given to the design of
a covered pool which, in addition to serving as a swimming
pool, will have alongside it an area for lounging which can
also be used for dining.
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p
Barragin’s creative instincts lead him to action rather ;han

to polemics. Leaving aside theoretical scaffoldings, B‘lrragan
works within the constraints of a frugal formal vocabulary.
His architecture results from an almost redemptive commit-
ment to beauty. Since he does not follow theoretical ruses
or generalized systems, each. projcet"/is an entity in itself,
whose inner principles must be révealed. This procedure de-
mands emotional senmbllﬂ'y and selective intuition. Like
Mies van der Rohe, Barragin deals only with the inner ten-
sions of each element. This has led him to concise and pro-
found creations hard to surpass. . . .

In Mexico the past is always present, and its architecture is
charged with ancestral presences. Death is its central tragedy
and its ever-present memory. Catholic resignation is the si-
lent chorus, the core of its passion and humbleness. A stoical
acceptance of solitude as man’s fate permeates Barragin’s
work. In the settings of his magnificent plazas, man can take
communion with his solitude. And also take pleasure in it,
Barragin would add, for, as a devout Catholic, he believes
that man’s condition is God's will, and must, therefore, be
accepted with dignity and love.

Barragan's solitude is cosmic; Mexico is the temporal abode
he lovingly accepts. It is for the greater glory of this House
that he has created gardens where'Man can make peace with
himself, and a chapel where his pas‘siqns and desires may be
forgiven and his faith proclaimed. C)ng: complements the
other. The garden is the myth of the nginning and the
chapel that of the End. For Barragin, House is the form

Man gives to his life between both extremes.
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