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Editorial

Landing Time

It doesn’t seem so long ago that cultural
anthropologists, media theorists, and post-
modern philosophers alike eagerly zeroed in
on spatial constructs across the planet in their
efforts to address the cultural particularities
of the end of twentieth century. Globalization
insisted upon a proliferation of ostensibly
generic and standard (though, in fact, often
emphatically Western) infrastructures, public
spaces, urban programs, and indeed no small
number of buildings, which were so homoge-
nous and lacking in local and cultural speci-
ficity as to be practically interchangeable. The
intensity with which these tendencies shaped
urban landscapes mushroomed by the end
of the century, whether in the Global South or
in the Global North, compressing the psycho-
logical map between cultures and traditions
that were historically distant, even antagonis-
tic. Those spaces and programs—airports,
shopping centers, urban strips, cultural and
governmental institutions, etc.—served to
lubricate the circulation of capital, releasing
the cultural anchors of an increasingly abstract
postmodern subject. Late capitalism necessi-
tated a universal, recognizable architectural
continuum: a standard of programs, functions,
and spatial protocols ready to accommodate
the rapid expansion of international corpora-
tions. While many attempted to visually artic-
ulate this emerging historical condition—and
many continue to do so today—perhaps none
were so rhetorically effective as the homog-
enous, endless landscape of Superstudio’s
anticipatory “Continuous Monument” in 1969.
Junk space, no-places, etc., only theorize a
colossal, still ongoing reorganization of the
planet’s geographies and economies, a pro-
cess in which pre-twenty-first century forms of
abstraction and alienation deeply influenced
the practices of architecture and urban plan-
ning, and vice versa. The building frenzy of

end-of-the-century “supermodernity” cast a
somber shadow over the last five decades of
architecture production.

This emphasis on spatial practices, how-
ever, has been challenged by a cultural climate
in which the ghosts of the past hover to con-
front the questions of the present. First and
foremost, we must consider our contemporary
environmental preoccupations, in which geo-
logical time resurfaces time and again, only
to quickly vanish into the air of our everyday
practices. Yet, this seems to be changing.
Increasingly, unavoidably, the current climate
crisis confronts us with the fundamentally
extractive logic of our present culture—affect-
ing minerals and land riches as much as labor,
genders, cultures, and other nonhuman earth-
bound species, to name but a few—in which
organic and inorganic matter reinstate a differ-
ent temporality. The geological accumulation
of mineral strata has acquired critical impact in
the present. The industrious strength of com-
panies which mine, drill, refine, and distribute
the energy that capitalism desperately neces-
sitates to function, puts forward a cultural and
geological contract in which different forms
of accumulation and displacement become
increasingly visible. The act of burning fossil
fuels, for instance, reiterates that contract,
unleashing a set of chemical and physical
reactions slowly concocted in geological for-
mations across eons of time that nonetheless
have accelerated atmospheric and environ-
mental impacts. The past, in other words,
lands in the present with unexpected violence.
Together, the extraction, production, transpor-
tation, and consumption of these same fuels
constitute a critical activity, reconvening past
and contemporary forms of accumulation,
extraction, and dispossession. What once was
organic matter is outgassed to the atmosphere,
bridging distant geological times as a plane-
tary paleo-retaliation. Organic substances that
once populated the planet reemerge millions
of years later to alter atmospheric and spatial



relations on a planetary scale, setting into
motion biopolitical and spatial reconfigura-
tions. Natural catastrophes are no longer per-
ceived as a fateful, promethean, unique, and
inevitable discharge of atmospheric and/or
geological forces of breath-taking magnitudes,
but instead, as an aftereffect of an econom-
ic-turned-cultural model for the planet in which
human agency is indisputable.

This situation may not completely overrun
the spatial perspective, but it does insist upon
a temporality that is critical for contemporary
discussions on the role architecture might play
in the future—a field traditionally vigilant to
emerging spatial theories. The temporal axis
opens a different epistemological landscape
with long-term promising consequences that
span from the micro-scale of the constructive
detail to the macro-scale of the region. Deep
time circles back to redefine space, land, and
materials in a continuously expanding field that
is wrestling with its artificial and self-imposed
straitjacket. Interdisciplinary knowledge that not
so long ago seemed unassailable now permits
for a common understanding of the limits and
constraints in the practice of architecture, as
well as new opportunities to redefine a healthy
and ethical compromise for building industries.
Social theories and political action on climate
change might be prone to dilution of the very
same atmosphere they seek to remediate.
Increasingly, however, architects, landscape
architects, artists, designers, and engineers
are embracing a new material and geo-psycho-
logical dimension of time and space to present
contemporary narratives of resistance. The
renewal of architecture’s privileged sites for
research and exploration situates at the very
core the extra-long durée temporality that a
reconceived environmentalism requires. This
opens new opportunities for action-oriented
research and practice. New fields and possibil-
ities are emerging in and between once-stable
categories—material science, chemistry, land
management, etc.—challenging architecture,
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a field that has been historically mesmerized
by the visual impact of globally-circulating
commercial image, with the potency of new
forms of meaning, critical optimism, and
moral responsibility. s. Biomaterials, organic
and responsive building elements, etc.,
present us with an opportunity to renovate the
visual and material palettes of architects and
to revisit different traditions of construction,
promising to turn twentieth century certain-
ties upside-down, and discredit non-symbiotic
forms of construction.

The articles included in this issue are a
good example on how researchers and archi-
tects from across the globe are getting together
to understand how a new ecological paradigm
can reorganize architecture and landscaping
practices to depart from local and historical
knowledges. Crucial in this new understanding
is the continuity between geology, history, and
life (both human and non-human), an interde-
pendent triad pinpointing specific and more
robust attempts at addressing climate change
from the design’s point of view. Considering
traditional and modern forms of construction
from such a temporal perspective encourages
the introduction of new materials (including
bio-based materials), landscapes (peatlands,
marshlands, swamps, etc.), and practices
(such as regenerative agricultural methods)
into the field of design. Together, they offer
new lenses by which to assess the ways in
which colonial power structures continue to
disrupt local knowledge in resource manage-
ment and infrastructures. Expanding our tem-
poral frame of analysis also helps to unpack
symbiotic relations that have been lingering
in local economies for decades, centuries, or
even millennia. The hybridization of humans
and non-humans in landscape construction is
crucial for a post humanistic understanding of
the set of relations of this temporal paradigm.
We enthusiastically greet the efforts that new
generations of designers and researchers are
making in this respect.
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On July 1, 2018 during the most recent pres-
idential election in Mexico, Andrés Manuel
Lépez Obrador (AMLO) was elected pres-
ident with 53.8% of the vote.! In total, 629
positions for federal office were up for elec-
tion, the largest number in the country’s
history. AMLO’s party, MORENA (short
for Movimiento Regeneracién Nacional),
secured a majority in both chambers of the
legislature, a feat unachieved in Mexico
since 1988.2 The MORENA party recog-
nized and harnessed a popular appetite
for political change. Its members prom-
ised a radical set of policy shifts that
were on par, they professed, with oth-
er critical moments of Mexican history:
the Mexican War of Independence (1810-
1821), the Reform War (1858-1861), and
the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920).
AMLO’s administration positioned itself
as the Fourth Transformation that would
build upon this historic lineage of popular
social movements, and would alter the eco-
nomic and political trajectory of the coun-
try. Architecture and design would play
a pivotal role.

Today, five years later, the Fourth
Transformation promised by AMLO and
his administration has generated both ideo-
logical and material products. A massive
building campaign is currently underway
throughout the country, the likes of which
has not been seen since the mid-twenti-
eth century. Construction initiatives can
be broadly categorized into two groups.
The first group, called obras prioritarias
or priority works by the administration,
are geared towards national infrastruc-
ture. They include the AIFA International
Airport that serves the Mexico City met-
ropolitan area; the Olmeca oil refinery
in Dos Bocas, Tabasco; and the intercity
Maya Train under construction for the
Yucatdn Peninsula. All have garnered na-
tional headlines since their conception, and
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all have been deployed to generate popular
support for the president throughout the
nation-state.

Felipe Angeles International Airport (AIFA), 2022.

The second group, which serves as the fo-
cus of this text, includes smaller-scale re-
gional projects, implemented with the aim
of developing public works in underserved
municipalities and neighborhoods through-
out the country. Led by the Secretariat
of Agrarian, Territorial, and Urban
Development (SEDATU), these projects fall
under the administrative umbrella of the
Urban Improvement Program (PMU). The
stated goal of the PMU is the construction
of social infrastructure projects that allow
for local communities to gather, facilitate ex-
change, and appropriate space based on their
individual needs. To date, the federal gov-
ernment, through the PMU, has carried out
approximately 1000 works in 153 municipal-
ities over 27 states, with a total investment
of over two billion US dollars.? Programs
include municipal markets, schools, health
centers, libraries, auditoriums, exhibition
spaces, parks, sports complexes, fire sta-
tions, and community centers. The amount
of public construction that has been initiated
since 2018 in Mexico cannot be overstated.
While the PMU projects are made pos-
sible through a unified federal campaign,
one may argue that they are also part of a na-
tional project of decentralization—both geo-
graphic and disciplinary. Projects are spread
across the country and are located primarily

outside of the larger and more heavily pop-
ulated urban centers that have, historically,
served as the geographic focus for federal
investment and development. From a dis-
ciplinary perspective, the large number of
projects simultaneously underway, coupled
with a heavily constricted timeline (one only
made plausible by the federal mobilization of
resources and labor), was achieved through a
tactical shift in how federal building projects
are typically managed. Rather than attempt-
ing to both design and construct the entire-
ty of the PMU initiative internally through
government-employed architects and pub-
lic servants, SEDATU reached out directly
to private practices to commission projects,
working first with faculty from the National
Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM)
School of Architecture.* The government
engaged directly with academic and design
professionals, commissioning both estab-
lished practitioners and lesser-known offices
with smaller portfolios of built work. A wide
array of architecture offices and adjacent
practitioners—including the fields of urban-
ism, landscape architecture, graphic design,
and structural engineering—were employed,
several from emerging practices.’ This un-
derstanding comes, in part, through first-
hand experience working with SEDATU
on five public projects funded through the
PMU: for the El stage of the program, our of-
fice Departamento del Distrito, established
in 2017, collaborated on a cultural strategy
for the municipality of Tultitlan in the State
of Mexico.¢

What is the role of such a decentralized
design approach in building and promoting
a contemporary image of the nation-state,
particularly in Mexico? And, for a political
party that makes direct reference to popu-
lar social moments of Mexico’s past, what
relevance does history hold in a building
campaign of this kind for MORENA and
its members? As AMLQO’s presidential term

enters its final year, a collective conversa-
tion on the wide spectrum of architectural
work being produced is critical to the future
of the Urban Improvement Program, as well
as to how the local architecture communi-
ty in Mexico reflects on its role within the
broader cultural and political context of our
contemporary moment.

Nation Building, 1929-1969

The years following the Mexican Revolution
initiated a slow but fruitful process of na-
tional reflection and self-revision. Power
structures that had been imposed over the
past three centuries were questioned—
from Spanish colonial rule to the tenure of
Porfirio Diaz—and a new generation of ar-
chitects, together with an emerging class of
artists, engineers, lawyers, and economists,
set out to establish a modern national iden-
tity. Functionalist and international mod-
ernist theories were largely embraced by
Mexican architects of the time as a way to
promote a progressive and democratic fu-
ture, which was also influenced by an in-
flux of European immigrants to Mexico and
increased communication with the United
States. Modernism served as a welcome ve-
hicle for federal development plans while
providing a new aesthetic paradigm for
national identity that could be deployed
to both span and unify several decades of
diverse political leadership. This critical
process, together with Mexico’s rapid eco-
nomic and industrial growth during the
mid-twentieth century (popularly referred
to as the Milagro Mexicano or “Mexican
Miracle”), transformed the country and, in
particular, its capital. Infrastructure and
public-works projects retooled the Federal
District, attracting millions of laborers
from around the country who, in turn, ex-
tended the city limits through the creation
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of new settlements and neighborhoods.
Mexico City experienced immense devel-
opment and population growth as a new
global face was literally built through the
construction of institutions, infrastructure
projects, and public buildings.
Historiographically, the modern archi-
tecture movement in Mexico is common-
ly framed over a period of four decades,
running from the end the 1920s after the
Mexican Revolution (one of the MORENA
party’s historical touchstones) to the ar-
chitectural and urban projects associated
with the 1968 Olympic Games.” Emblematic
works of architecture were produced in a
variety of modernist idioms. Notable con-
structions in the Federal District alone
include the Sanatorio para Tuberculosos
de Huipulco hospital (1929-36), by José
Villagran; Secretary of Communications
Centro SCOP (1954), by architect and
government administrator Carlos Lazo;
Mercado de la Merced (1957), by Enrique
del Moral; and the Nonoalco Tlatelolco so-
cial housing complex (1949-64), by Mario
Pani. Major cultural institutions were estab-
lished, such as the National Anthropology
Museum and Modern Art Museum, both
designed by Pedro Ramirez Vazquez and
opened in 1964 within Chapultepec Park.
New roadway and metro infrastructures
redefined the city limits, largely in antic-
ipation of the 1968 Summer Olympics, in-
tegrating art and architecture. The artist
Mathias Goeritz, for example, curated the
expansive Ruta de la Amistad public sculp-
ture program, while Félix Candela designed
four stations to serve the city’s first metro
line, which opened in 1969. The most im-
portant project of this period—in terms
of scale, program, and national symbol-
ism—is widely considered to be the Ciudad
Universitaria, the new campus of the
National Autonomous University of Mexico
(UNAM). Inaugurated on November 20,
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1952, the project comprised more than twen-
ty academic departments, libraries, adminis-
trative buildings, cultural spaces, and sports
facilities (including a stadium for 70,000
spectators), with more than one hundred
architects contributing designs to a master
plan developed by Pani and Del Moral.

Agustin Melgar Olympic Velodrom under
construction, 1968. Architect: Herbert Schurman.
While the projects listed above have been
leveraged as the global face of Mexican
modernism, a more anonymous architec-
ture, based on systems of modularity and
replicability, was also deployed at consid-
erable scale. One example, of relevance to
the social infrastructure projects current-
ly under construction through the AMLO
administration and PMU, is the modular
system of elementary schools devised by
Juan O’Gorman in 1932. Mexico City ex-
perienced significant population growth
following the Mexican Revolution, climb-
ing to over 1.2 million inhabitants by the
1930 census. This growth, largely attribut-
ed to the internal migration of laborers
and their families from rural communi-
ties, created an unprecedented demand for
schools for the children of the new working
class.? Narciso Bassols, National Minister
of Public Education, appointed O’Gorman
as head of the ministry’s architectural office
after recognizing the potential of his early
work, which explored architecture through
an economy of means, functionality, stan-
dardization, and efficiency, allowing for the

possibility of mass production.” O’Gorman
would later call this approach to architec-
tural design “Building Engineering” or
“Technical Architecture.” With this meth-
odology, O’Gorman designed and built
twenty-five public schools around the pe-
riphery of the Distrito Federal (now Mexico
City) in only six months.!

Miracles, Now

Despite the momentum and global recog-
nition that Mexico’s building campaign
achieved by the end of the 1960s, the po-
litical project behind it collapsed after the
Tlatelolco massacre on October 2,1968, just
ten days before the Olympic Games were
set to open. Government forces violent-
ly suppressed protesters gathered in the
Nonoalco Tlatelolco social housing com-
plex, killing what is now estimated to be
hundreds of students and arresting more
than a thousand individuals." The state’s
political legitimacy was largely destroyed,
along with the progressive and democrat-
ic national image that had been so care-
fully constructed. Historians Fernando
Carmona, Guillermo Montafio, Jorge
Carridn, and Alonso Aguilar have worked
to expose the social tensions that led to the
Tlatelolco student massacre, and to chal-
lenge the national rhetoric of progress and
development that was disseminated through
era-defining terms like the Mexican
Miracle. Their collection of essays, first
published in 1970 under the title £/ Milagro
Mexicano, offers a counter narrative to state
talking points that were heavily influenced
by the authoritarian, one-party rule of the
PRI and the federal economic policies of
Secretary of the Treasury Antonio Ortiz
Mena, who served during the presidencies
of Adolfo Lépez Mateos and Gustavo Diaz
Ordaz (spanning 1958-1970).2 In the essay

“Retablo de la Politica ‘A la Mexicana’”
(Altarpiece to Politics the Mexican Way),
Jorge Carridn criticizes the “systemic
preaching of the miracle through the adver-
tising and propaganda apparatus monopo-
lized by the government,” calling this offi-
cial dissemination “cynical, fallacious, and
hypocritical” in the face of events like the
Tlatelolco student massacre by the military.

Student demonstrations in Plaza de las

Tres Culturas, Mexico City, 1968.
Mexico’s public institutions and infrastruc-
tures were further compromised over the
following decades, impacted in particu-
lar by the economic crisis of 1982 and the
presidential administration of Miguel de la
Madrid (1982-1988), during which a neolib-
eral model was implemented. The Mexican
economy was opened to international mar-
kets, which slowly eroded the institutions
and enterprises it had taken the country de-
cades to build; foreign investment, privat-
ization, and deregulation ultimately worked
to transform the nation-state.

Today, as the federal administration
of Lopez Obrador signals a shift in domes-
tic policy and publicly rejects the tenets of
neoliberalism, several iconic architectur-
al works from the mid-twentieth centu-
ry stand at a turning point. Carlos Lazo’s
SCOP building (1952) is undergoing partial
demolition due to structural damage in-
curred during the 2017 earthquake. Enrique
del Moral’s Reaseguros Alianza (1952)
stands vacant, Felix Candela’s Restaurante
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Los Manantiales (1957) is up for sale, and
innumerable other projects from the twen-
tieth century—structures designed by
known figures as well as generic swaths of
city fabric—hover in a state of precarity.
Weak preservation legislation has left them
unprotected and susceptible to erasure by
capital interests that have come to domi-
nate Mexico City under market deregula-
tion. Reuse projects, largely driven by pri-
vate developers when total demolition of a
structure has been denied due to landmark
status, has commonly resulted in facade
preservation while interiors are gutted and
reconfigured for commercial programming.
Unprotected by law, abandoned by govern-
ment and preservation institutions, valued
and considered primarily in closed academ-
ic circles, and disconnected from the pop-
ular consciousness, the fates of such struc-
tures urgently demand public reckoning.

Super Servicio Lomas, 1948. Architect:

Vladimir Kaspé.
To better understand the inherent ten-
sions between modernist-era preservation
and private development in Mexico, one
may turn to the recent history of Siper
Servicio Lomas. This building, designed by
Manchuria-born émigré Vladimir Kaspé in
1948, was one of the first multi-use proj-
ects to be constructed in Mexico City. In
contrast to the residential context in which
it was built, Super Servicio Lomas em-
ployed a rationalist structure that echoed
the modernist principles of Le Corbusier,
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complete with pilotis, a free plan, a roof
garden, and horizontal strip windows. The
most radical element of the project, how-
ever, was the unprecedented mix of pro-
grams integrated into the building’s inte-
rior: a gas station, an auto repair shop, a
car dealership, retail space, a dance hall and
party venue, offices, and executive apart-
ments. In 2007, then mayor of Mexico City
Marcelo Ebrard, together with a series of
real-estate developers, began a redevel-
opment campaign for the site of Super
Servicio Lomas. The first proposal, the
300-meter-tall Torre Bicentenario designed
by OMA in Rotterdam, was shelved after
receiving harsh public criticism and gov-
ernment opposition. The tower’s immense
height, promoted as the tallest building in
Latin America at the time, was a dramat-
ic break from the surrounding context of
residential homes and modest office build-
ings. The design proposal also included an
underground parking structure that would
impact the adjacent Chapultepec Park, one
of Mexico City’s most active and import-
ant public spaces. The proposal that fol-
lowed soon after, the 121-meter-tall Torre
Virreyes designed by Teodoro Gonzélez de
Ledn, was ultimately approved. Completed
in 2015, the construction required a sec-
tion of Super Servicio Lomas to be demol-
ished, with the remaining structure remod-
eled for commercial lease.”® The section of
Chapultepec Park adjacent to the tower
has since taken on the dynamic of a pri-
vately owned public space. Activities on
the ground are surveilled and controlled
by the building’s security staff. Today, the
site serves as a symbol of the city govern-
ment’s preference for private interests over
the preservation of public space and the na-
tional heritage of the twentieth century.

How is it possible that a site designated
national heritage was partially demolished
and then adapted in such a way?

Demolition of Super Servicio Lomas, 2011.

The answer, in part, lies in how buildings
deemed “cultural patrimony” are classi-
fied in Mexico. There are two national in-
stitutes that deal with preservation: INAH
and INBAL. INAH (Instituto Nacional de
Antropologia e Historia, or the National
Institute of Anthropology and History) is
entrusted with “archaeological” and “his-
torical” structures, zones, and remnants.
This remit primarily includes pre-Hispan-
ic sites and Spanish-colonial, post-conquest
architecture from the sixteenth to nine-
teenth centuries. Structures that fall under
these categories are automatically protected
by law. INBAL (Instituto Nacional de Bellas
Artes y Literatura, or National Institute
of Fine Arts and Literature), on the other
hand, is entrusted with “artistic” buildings
and monuments—sites that are of “signifi-
cant aesthetic value.”* Structures under this
category—which includes all architecture
from the twentieth century—are not auto-
matically protected. Their aesthetic value
must be assigned and established through
argumentation. The outcome of this institu-
tional cleavage is that pre-Hispanic and co-
lonial-era architecture is given preference—
particularly in terms of preservation—while
twentieth-century architecture is often left
at the mercy of private political and eco-
nomic interests.

Dr. Ramén Vargas, professor of archi-
tectural history and philosophy at UNAM
and the former head of the Direction of
Architecture and Conservation of Artistic

Heritage (DACPAI), was part of the legal
defense team that fought for the protection
of Stuper Servicio Lomas. In a 2017 inter-
view, Dr. Vargas described the difficulty of
advocating for the project in front of the of-
fice of the Mexican Attorney General:

When the public prosecutor called on
us to defend Super Servicio Lomas, we be-
gan to discuss an area of knowledge that was
foreign to the context. We went there think-
ing as architects—speaking about the distri-
bution of space, about how the building is
well-oriented, about its circulation, about it
being multi-use—but we were speaking with
a public prosecutor, and few people are more
disconnected from such concepts. He listened
to us and commented, “That’s interesting. Is
Super Servicio Lomas the only building in
Mexico with these characteristics?” To which
we replied, “No, there are others.” And, of
course, he responded, “Why do we need to
preserve this specific building, and not the
others? Why do you argue that this building
has a very important aesthetic value? What
does that mean?” That’s when you realize
that as architects we’ve created our own, in-
sular narrative. In a fight of this kind, such
arguments do not interest anyone but us."’

2021 Chicago Architecture Biennial.

Dr. Vargas’s statement makes clear that
the preservation of twentieth-century ar-
chitecture in Mexico is not only a problem
of law but also—and perhaps more im-
portantly—a problem of communication.
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This gap between insular academic narra-
tives and broader public discourse around
cultural patrimony in Mexico City has
served as motivation for several projects
by Departamento del Distrito, including
the free publication series En-Medio, con-
temporary documentation of mid-twenti-
eth-century city landmarks in collabora-
tion with photographer Adriana Hamui,
and a related catalog of at-risk build-
ing sites produced for the 2021 Chicago
Architecture Biennial.

Tultitldn

The national project of decentralization
currently underway by the AMLO adminis-
tration has shifted the economic and polit-
ical focus of the country away from metro-
politan city centers and towards peripheral
rural communities. The government’s apt-
ly named obras emblemadticas—all of which
are located outside of large urban centers—
exemplify the popular ambitions of the ad-
ministration, which also include structural
alterations to how the government is man-
aged and from where it operates. Lopez
Obrador has long stated a desire to move
several government ministries from their
centralized position in Mexico City to dif-
ferent states across the country, a tactical
shift that is often presented alongside plans
to spread economic growth more equally
throughout Mexico. Within this context,
the projects of SEDATU and the PMU are
designed to operate at the local scale, pro-
viding much needed public infrastructure
and resources to communities that have his-
torically been underserved by federal fund-
ing and support programs.

The municipality of Tultitldn de
Mariano Escobedo, which is located approx-
imately fifteen miles north of Mexico City’s
historic center in the neighboring State of
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Mexico, was selected for the El stage of the
PMU program in 2020.'° Tultitlan—due to
its proximity to Mexico City and Querétaro
and its location on the main highway con-
necting Mexico’s capital with the U.S. bor-
der—developed as an important industrial
center beginning in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury. According to government projections,
the corridor that it forms together with
Cuautitlan Izcalli and Tepotzotldn will soon
concentrate the greatest demand for indus-
trial spaces in the country. The industries lo-
cated in Tultitldn are primarily dedicated to
the production of parts, accessories and elec-
tric accumulators for motor vehicles, a high
percentage of which are sold to the United
States.” In 2022 alone, Tultitldn’s industry
made 184 million US dollars in revenue from
international sales and received 83 million
US dollars in remittances from Mexican mi-
grants living in the US.® Despite this local
economy, resources remain unequally dis-
tributed. According to government statis-
tics published by INEGI, 42.3% of Tultitlan’s
population lives below the national pover-
ty line, with 34.5% in vulnerable conditions
that include suboptimal access to housing,
education, and health services.”” These social
inequities, coupled with the construction
of the nearby Felipe Angeles International
Airport, made Tutltitlan an optimal invest-
ment site for the PMU program.?°

The Tultitldn cultural strategy is com-
posed of five public projects: (1) a munici-
pal market in the historic center; (2) a cul-
tural center and library in San Pablo de las
Salinas; (3) a fire station in Solidaridad;
(4) a park and sports facility in Valle de
Tules; and (5) a cultural center in Sierra de
Guadalupe. While the sites, programs, and
square-meter requirements were defined by
SEDATU, the onus was placed on our de-
sign team to devise a strategy of unification
across various scales of intervention, build-
ing types, and ground conditions.

Agora and Library Elena Poniatowska under construction, Tultitlan, 2023.
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A heavily constricted timeline re-
quired a strategy for the conceptualiza-
tion, development, and construction of all
five projects to allow the core design team
to deliver documents on time and in due
form.? The projects were conceptualized
as pieces of infrastructure in which every-
thing from their structural module, ma-
terials, and details was standardized and
repeated. Designing them to be modular,
functional, and adaptable allowed for proj-
ects to be thought through systemically
and flexibly enough so that they could re-
spond adequately to the differences in lo-
cation and program of each site.?? Inspired
by the manufacturing history of Tultitlan
and the large presence of the steel industry
in the area, the buildings followed the log-
ics present in the local typology of the in-
dustrial shed. Their basic components were
the same: a spatial module of Sm x Sm re-
peated throughout the diverse conditions of
the sites, an I-beam and truss steel struc-
ture using the same profiles and sections,
and a facade system composed of concrete
masonry blocks on the interior and corru-
gated metal on the exterior. Steel structures
were painted in distinct colors to soften the
appearance of the buildings and give them
distinct characters. Finally, interior systems
and materials were left exposed, alluding to
industrial architecture’s bare nature while
revealing the system’s logic at large.

In addition to an architecture-as-in-
frastructure approach, the integration of
new, exterior public spaces into the largely
informal neighborhoods of Tultitlan was a
primary focus of the PMU cultural strate-
gy, and gave the design team license to push
for unconventional programmatic pairings.
The Felipe Angeles Fire Station, for exam-
ple, situates an essential public building
within an informal neighborhood at the
periphery of Tultitldan, and combines this
effort with the creation of a clearly defined
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and legible community space. A perime-
ter structure of steel I-beams and elevated
metal mesh panels frames the site plot and
its activities. The station includes a dou-
ble-height garage for the storage and main-
tenance of vehicles, dormitories and leisure
zones, administrative offices, and a small
medical center. These programs, consoli-
dated in an L-shaped volume, anchor a pub-
licly accessible plaza that is located within
the perimeter structure. This strategy pro-
vides a secure public zone that is directly
supported by the adjacent fire station. An
open-air basketball court located on the
second level of the structure has the poten-
tial to further extend this dynamic into the
building itself. Designed as a controlled site
for exercise, this space will be opened to
the surrounding community during specific
events throughout the year, and accessed by
means of the central training tower.
Projects designed for the PMU pro-
gram in Tultitldn are slowly opening to the
public. Typically, not all public infrastruc-
ture projects in Mexico survive more than
a few years of operation without modifica-
tion by local authorities. Sometimes they
are abandoned or demolished. O’Gorman’s
schools built in the periphery of Mexico
City provide a model for design as well as
for evaluating the success of the projects in
Tultitldn as they operate, grow, and adapt
post-occupancy. The system devised by
O’Gorman was clear and flexible enough
to be utilized in its original form, and also
to be communicated and appropriated by
the federal government. O’Gorman’s kit of
parts has been used to create what is still
today the most recognizable system for
public schools in the country. And so, al-
most a century after their construction, one
might ask: Can this specific case be con-
sidered successful in terms of preserva-
tion, even if many of the original structures
have disappeared or been altered beyond

recognition? What is more valuable: pre-
serving a physical building in perpetuity or,
instead, preserving the ideology embedded
in a building itself?

In the case of our projects for
Tultitldn, the degree of their success—mea-
sured in their capacity to be durable, effi-
cient, and flexible for the communities in
which they are situated—will be based on
the projects’ resiliency to future pressures
of many kinds: budgetary, political, climat-
ic, social, and cultural. Their capacity to
accommodate and withstand these forces,
whatever they may be, will be their most
critical test.
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21 The ministry allotted approximately six months for ar-

chitectural design and the production of construction
drawings for all the projects. One year was initially al-
located by the government for the construction of all
projects from start to finish. This ambitious timeline
was extended on multiple occasions, with projects tak-
ing on average two-years to complete. To date, all but
the Agora and Library Elena Poniatowska are open to
the public.

22 Like any architectural endeavor, developing this se-

ries of projects required the involvement of many ac-
tors throughout the design and construction process.
Apart from the group of architects, urbanists, and
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Above: Agora and Library Elena Poniatowska, Tultitlan, 2023. Below: Cultural Center Real del Bosque, Tultitlan, 2023.

85



86

Fire Station Felipe Angeles, Tultitlan, 2023.
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Agora and Library Elena Poniatowska, Tultitlan, 2023
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