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There’s
Something
About 
     Mérida

Lured by majestic old haciendas and a 
vibrant artistic energy, creative visionaries 

are flocking to the Mexican city—and 
staying for good. 

by Mary Holland  Photographs by Alexandra Farias 

From far left:  
A hammock by 
Angela Damman 
at the artist’s 
residence; artist 
Laura Kirar’s 
Hacienda Subin; 
perfumer  
Coqui Coqui’s 
L’Epicerie guest 
residence.
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  W E N T Y  Y E A R S  AG O ,  the capital of the 
Yucatán was a beautiful time capsule. Ornate pastel French-
style mansions lined Mérida’s grand boulevard, Paseo de Mon-
tejo, their elaborate walls and colorful façades hardly changed 
in the hundreds of years since they were built, save for climbing 
vines and cracked paint that only enhanced their appeal. Imper-
fectly preserved—that’s how Cuban American artist Jorge Pardo 
remembers it being when he first arrived in 2000. “It was amaz-
ing to walk through the city, past ruin after ruin,” he recalls. “It’s 
not a place that represents typical Mexico. It’s different—it’s 
Yucatecan, it’s Mayan.”

Pardo soon bought a 19th-century hacienda—which, at the 
time, was little more than a dilapidated shell—and set about 
bringing it back to life, reconstructing inner gardens and land-
scaped courtyards and sourcing local ceramic tiles and native 
plants. It was around the time he completed his new home that 
he realized he was no longer one of just a few expats in town: 
An influx of other newcomers had begun to put down their own 
roots after being drawn by Mérida’s historic architecture, art 
scene, and raw beauty. “When I began visiting, there were only a 
handful of people who were coming and going,” he says. “Then 
six or seven years ago it just amplified.”

What Mérida has experienced since is not so much a transfor-
mation as an evolution. When I arrived in the city’s downtown, 
the Centro, last August, it had been six years since my last visit, 
and evidence of the boom was everywhere—if I looked hard 
enough. The colonial buildings I remembered weren’t much dif-
ferent, but fresh coats of paint hinted that something new was 
hidden behind their walls. In Santa Ana, tucked away behind a 
lavender exterior, I found La Cúpula, a cultural center opened by 
contemporary art collector Leila Voight that features regularly 
rotating exhibits, including a recent Roger Ballen retrospective. 
An old bus depot was in the process of being rehabbed into a 
new art space by Steve Hanson, the founder of L.A.’s China Art 

Objects Galleries, and his wife, Tuesday Yates. A gleaming white 
19th-century mansion on Paseo de Montejo bore the sign for 
Casa T’ho, a shop selling pieces by Mexican designers, such as 
caftans from Carla Fernández and vintage-coin necklaces from 
Daniela Bustos Maya. Across from Parque Santa Ana, behind a 
chipped and signless pilastered exterior, I dined at Mérida-born 
chef Roberto Solís’s Huniik, which was designed by Pardo and 
serves modern Yucatecan cuisine. 

One of the most significant additions to Mérida is Salón 
Gallos. Located on a sleepy street in the Centro, behind a set of 
large rusty doors, the multiuse complex is invisible from outside. 
But inside, the contemporary space—comprising an exhibition 
gallery, a restaurant and bar, a stark cement courtyard, and a 
cinema—reminded me of Mexico City. Perhaps that’s because 
Salón Gallos was created by someone from the capital: The 
salon’s owner, José García, moved to Mérida in 2016 for a change 
of scenery—and a change of pace.

“Mérida is a provincial city, but it’s also very connected and 
international,” García told me as we sat at a table in his Lebanese-

Mexican restaurant while listening to an afternoon thunderstorm 
pummel the roof overhead. The gallerist left behind his flagship 
location in Mexico City to open two establishments in Mérida, 
with the goal of bringing an artistic enclave of locals and expats 
together. “We wanted to create a place where you could spend 
the whole afternoon—see a show, grab lunch, watch a movie. It 
was really about creating a community,” he said. “There were a lot 
of creative people and artists here, but not a community.” 

Whether García intended it or not, the opening of Salón 
Gallos helped put Mérida on the art-world map. “When I heard 
José García was opening a second place in Mérida, I thought, 
Okay, this is interesting,” says L.A.-based art consultant and 
curator Sylvia Chivaratanond, who has a home in Mérida and 
is currently developing a multidisciplinary residency in an old 
schoolhouse in the Centro (she previously worked with the Pom-
pidou in Paris). A collaboration between Chivaratanond, creative 
director Monica Calderon, and architect Ezekial Farca, Casa 
Escuela will offer monthlong residencies in a renovated building 
that will also be home to retail and gallery space. 

Above: Jorge 
Pardo at his 
restored hacienda.  
Right: Laura Kirar’s 
studio at Hacienda 
Subin. Below: The 
dining patio at Te 
Extraño, Extraño.

Above: The 
muraled 
courtyard at  
La Cúpula.  
Left: Josefina 
Larraín Lagos 
at Hacienda  
Sac Chich.
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Chilean designer and restorer Josefina Larraín Lagos had 
a similarly civic goal in mind when she built Plaza Carmesí in 
2019. Centered around a small pebbled square and dotted with 
slender palm trees, the complex is home to stores selling artisan-
designed ceramics and handmade hammocks, as well as a cof-
fee shop. The space is intended to be a hub where locals can sip 
cold brews and read. “From a place that was abandoned, it has 
life again,” she says.

Larraín Lagos’s moving-to-Mérida story has become a familiar 
one. “I came here in 1990 with a backpack and left with a haci-
enda,” she says, laughing. The historic structure she snapped up 
30 years ago is the magnificently restored, now-rentable Haci-
enda Sac Chich. It’s one of the many grand estates that were 
built during the 18th century, when the henequen fabric indus-
try, which is deeply woven into the Yucatán’s history, was thriv-
ing. Derived from agave, the textile was the source of Mérida’s 
great wealth, but it eventually became the source of its decline: 
When nylon replaced it in the 1940s and ’50s, the Yucatán fell 
into an economic depression, leaving many without work and 
thousands of buildings abandoned—remnants of the city’s gilded 

STAY 
To stay in an authentic 
hacienda, book designer 
Josefina Larraín Lagos’s 
eight-bedroom Hacienda 
Sac Chich (rooms from 
$325; haciendasacchich 
.com) or one of the beautifully 
curated homes available 
through Urbano Rentals 
(urbanorentals.com). Just 
outside of town, perfumer 
Coqui Coqui’s L’Epicerie  
(from $250; coquicoqui.com) 
is an exquisite one-room 
residence with a private pool 
and gardens. 

EAT 
Chef Roberto Solís gives 
classic Yucatecan dishes  
like sopes a modern spin at 
Nectar (nectarmerida.com 
.mx) and Huniik (fb.com/
huniikmid). For a midday 
alfresco meal of chilaquiles 
or an afternoon slice of 
orange cake, the courtyard 
at Te Extraño, Extraño 
(teextranoextrano.mx) is an 
ideal spot. Head to Salón 
Gallos (salongallos.mx) for 
pumpkin flautas with a side 
of contemporary art. And 
no trip to Mérida would be 
complete without a cerveza at 
La Negrita Cantina (fb.com/
lanegritamerida), which first 
opened in 1917. 

SEE
Plaza Carmesí has a handful 
of stores selling local goods 
like tableware, ceramics, 
and baskets. At Casa T’ho 
(casatho.com), stock up on 
caftans, woven pillowcases, 
and jewelry. Visit Casa 
Escuela to see the artists in 
residence at work and peruse 
art books in the shop. Find a 
range of exhibitions featuring 
Mexican and international 
artists at China Art Objects 
Gallery (chinaartobjects 
.com). And stop by La Cúpula 
(lacupulamerida.org) to catch 
a live performance in the 
sprawling gardens.

Mérida 
Essentials

Clockwise from top 
right: José García 

at the entrance  
to Salón Gallos;  

Jorge Pardo’s 
living room, filled 

with artworks  
and handmade 
tiles; the bar at  

Salón Gallos.

until recently, you could put a house on your credit card.) When 
I arrived at her hacienda, an oasis outside the city, she greeted 
me in a flowing black dress, her pack of rescue dogs in tow. 

“This is the kind of project that I’d never be able to do in the 
U.S.,” she told me as she led me through Hacienda Subin, past 
rooms with crumbling walls sprouting plants, a glimmering pool, 
and a restored portico with billowing white curtains. “I see this 
as a blank canvas. There is such an opportunity to create.” We 
stopped in a room where I spied one of her latest artworks in the 
making: a chandelier made from the native fibers jipijapa (used 
for panama hats), sansevieria, and henequen—a clear indication 
of the area’s influence on her. “People who come here fall in love 
with it,” she said. “They’re seduced by the creative energy.”

The number of influential people who have restored hacien-
das and homes in and around Mérida in the past decade also 
includes interior designer Marjorie Skouras, architect Bruce 
Bananto, writer Laureen Vonnegut, and David Serrano and 
Robert Wilson, the former owners of the L.A. design show-
room Downtown. But tastemakers don’t just flock here for the 
real estate; they come for inspiration too, be it in the form of 
Baroque and Beaux Arts architecture, Mayan temples, or the 
works of the Yucatán’s many artisans. After moving into one of 
the city’s Art Nouveau mansions, Skouras established a design 
studio where she collaborates with local designers to produce 
home and fashion collections using native materials. Argen-
tina-born model Nicolas Malleville and Italian designer Franc-
esca Bonato were similarly inspired—this time by the Yucatán’s 
flora—when they first arrived in the early aughts. The duo 
established the cult perfumer Coqui 

past. “A hundred and twenty years ago it was the richest city in 
the world,” says Leila Voight, who purchased her house ten years 
ago. “So it still has a memory of what it was.” 

Laura Kirar, an artist and designer whose work has been dis-
played at the Maison Gerard gallery in New York, relocated 
three years ago from a loft in Brooklyn to a Mérida property 
that has 22,000 square feet of historic buildings enveloped by 
jungle. (Real estate is so affordable, one resident joked, that 

Above: 
Side-by-side 
vintage bathtubs 
at L’Epicerie.

(CONTINUED ON P. 94)  
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Coqui in 2003 and 
have since gone on to create the Fun-
dación de Artistas, a nonprofit that hosts 
exhibitions and performances for Mexi-
can artists. They’ve also opened a stylish 
guest residence called L’Epicerie. “It’s not 
a new thing that Mérida has been attract-
ing people like this,” says García. “Histor-
ically, people in the Yucatán take culture 
seriously. The first operas would come to 
Mérida before Mexico City.” 

Learning the Mayans’ ancient tech-
niques has become a source of inspi-
ration too. “The Yucatán is still pretty 
raw,” says Angela Damman, an art-
ist who became fascinated with hen-
equen after she purchased a hacienda 
on a property covered with the plant in 
2011. Her curiosity drew her to collabo-
rate with regional artisans to create a fine 
henequen-based textile that resembles 
horsehair. One of her most magnificent 
pieces is a statement hammock made 
for the Fundación de Artistas that drips 
with thousands of wisps of thread. It’s a 
celebration of the simple sling—which 
can be traced back nearly 1,000 years to 
the Mayan civilization—as well as local 
plants and craft.

For his part, Pardo maintains he’s in 
good company with Mérida’s newcomers, 
even as he compares the evolving city to 
the grittier version he encountered when 
he first arrived two decades ago. While 
the influx continues, he insists, that old-
world charm is in no danger of being 
lost. “This is one of those places where 
people come, and if they really like it, they 
anchor themselves here,” he says. “For 
people who have artistic interests, this is a 
natural place to be. Mérida is ready for the 
opportunities they bring.” 
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former hotel—has 
been redesigned with French oak stair-
cases, rift-sawn oak cabinets, and curvy 
Poliform furniture. It pairs resort-style 
perks like a heated pool and an in-house 
bar with the comforts of home, including 
an office, a game room, and a kitchen ser-
viced by a private chef. 

A few blocks away, the Gant (rooms 
from $495; gant aspen.com) offers 120 
residential-style accommodations fea-
turing full kitchens and full service 
(including ski butlers). Though the prop-
erty is a short distance from the Silver 
Queen Gondola up Aspen Mountain, 
guests have access to something even 
better this season: 300,000 acres of for-
ested backcountry terrain accessible only 
by helicopter, courtesy of the hotel’s 
partnership with Nomad Inc. Excursions 
with the outfitter offer the chance to 
tackle up to 14,000 feet of vertical drops 
in the San Juan Mountains. 

Aspen’s après scene is delivering some-
thing new for the times too. At the Little 
Nell (  rooms from $1,232; thelittle nell 
.com), the always-packed Chair 9 has been 
turned into a wine bar where private 
lounge areas can accommodate single 
parties of up to eight—reservations 
required—and a DJ safely spins down-
tempo tracks from behind a plexiglass 
partition. At the Hotel Jerome (  rooms 
from $833; auberge resorts.com), poolside 
cabanas have been transformed into 
warming huts where guests can dig in to 
bowls of ramen and sip hot toddies. And if 
you can’t score a reservation for the hotel’s 
speakeasy, Bad Harriet, there’s a solution 
that might just top any social engagement 
in town: Made-to-order cocktails deliv-
ered straight to your room. — Jen Murphy

(CONTINUED FROM P. 65)(CONTINUED FROM P. 61) roosterfish, possibly 
the most prized fish you can find between 
Baja and Peru. It lived up to its reputation, 
taking 20 minutes to bring aboard. Sán-
chez marveled at the 23-pounder, with its 
extravagant blue dorsal fin splayed out like 
a pompadour—and then we set it free. 

On our final morning, we were treated 
to a guided meditation led by health and 
wellness ambassador Beto Oses. Oses 
arrived at our villa with a steamer trunk 
full of bells, xylophones, wind chimes, 
and Tibetan singing bowls. He instructed 
us to lay face up on our yoga mats, with 
our heads toward him, two feet away. 

After a few minutes of producing a 
steady, serene hum with the bowls, he 
moved on to the other instruments. Medi-
tation, for me, had always meant breathing 
and clearing my mind. It was something 
that came with effort. As Oses continued 
with the music, I began to wonder if this 
was merely a musical performance, having 
nothing to do with consciousness. 

Oses rose and walked in circles around 
us, coming nearer, then moving farther 
away, varying the volume and oscillations 
of his instruments. The more attuned my 
ear became to the vibrations he made, 
the more I began to notice the sounds 
around us: the ocean; the gentle waves of 
Prieta Bay laying themselves out against 
the black sand; the parakeets and parrots 
and mourning doves. 

Having left behind the notion that I 
was supposed to be doing anything at all, 
I began to ride through the air, as if on an 
imaginary magic carpet. I flashed back to 
the night before, touring the peninsula at 
sunset under a cluster of giant pink cumu-
lus clouds. Suddenly, I was among them, 
flying in the sky. 


