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THE WORK OF CARLOS MIJARES 
In the first of a series of profiles on Latin American architects, 

Carlos Morales examines the recent work of Carlos Mijares, whose use of arches, 
cloisters and vaults brings humanistic values into the discourse of contemporary architecture. 

s everal Latin American architects 
have been successful in combin
ing building tradition and regio
nal technologies with systems 

and approaches that are usually identified 
as contemporary and associated with 
professional practice. The buildings of 
Severiano Porto in Manaus, Brazil, are an 
excellent example of the use of local 
materials and labour, and the integration 
of traditional and advanced technologies 
in the midst of the Amazon Jungle. In a 
difficult climate, they provide living 
conditions which do not depend on 
sophisticated systems or expensive 
materials. Another example is found in 
the work of Edward Rojas, whose 
buildings, mainly in the Chiloe 
archipelago in the south of Chile, show 
clearly the influence of nature. Rojas has 
succeeded in preserving local aesthetic and 
structural customs, which are under threat 

from the introduction of materials and 
foreign design patterns, and from trans
cultural processes. Rojas' work, while 
avoiding the trap of provinciality, has also 
allowed other architects, and indeed the 
community itself, to comprehend and 
value the elements constituting their local 
identity, and to defend them as integral 
cultural components. 

Carlos Mijares of Mexico has become 
part of this very special group of 
architects. Born in Mexico City in 1930, 
he started professional practice in the mid-
1950s, during the time of the 'Mexican 
miracle' of great urban, economic and 
population growth. It was at this time that 
'nationalist' architecture began to be 
replaced by that of 'modernity ' , which 
was understood to be synonymous with 
industrialization and economic progress, 
and manifested itself as a functional type 
of architecture, following North 

American tendencies very closely. Mijares' 
early work falls within this category. 

However, his critical nature became 
apparent almost simultaneously. In 1955 
he became a university professor of the 
history of architecture. His courses, 
recognized by both his students and his 
colleagues as unorthodox in their way of 
perceiving and transmitting architecture, 
were not limited to classical and historical 
references, but placed side by side with 
literature, music and gastronomy. 

His visits to the United States and 

1. Computer Centre, Michoaccin, Mexico 
(1984). Interior view. The application oj 
similar spatial principles and constructive 
elements as those used in the Jungapeo 
Funeral chapel can be seen, but on a much 
larger scale. 

2. Interior view oj Computer Centre. 





20 

-r .;~ 
'7 

ul i 

1. ty .. 
e~ -r 

"~,.l ' 
1 : 

zt- 70 

z"1..s 1 

) 1 
~f ::z 
'21.S 

.,i.. I 

,,~ i 

~ 

Tiro. 

Al',Co s. srccl6A! Gu--.iEJV-.L, I;;! 
INTE'eI012.ES 

III ~ l! 'lC,~ ..... Of,}·_ '-, 

! 11 . 'rAUJ I:-) 'j B/:.I.JO, 

II "li;,. W.JD'" /1.\O",(.) 

I ., AIllQO C Ii:.sO 

? <> "'. \O..H<lll C"OJ u.;: nu.l.) 

• ott--'E'.'.x...> 1!J0 F-eETIL 

';'t"S1~ 'lar.c.h':":~~ .• ··<.l&.eoc. 

" ClJ.t:t:""u. :;: ru C;;;~",~~,_\_,;\;~.~ 
. I Z ,-, 20 

4 4':;;.e 0(,;110::.. ~_~"-_·'l.·.:::u<:: . 

o ~T.LLO~ c; ""l ".\'';i:u . 

~~~~, .;I I'" Jl4 :, I.,' 0)'; , esC. 

~ \.O~ c..ln)f o':' ;'.~~I : u.VJ..~ .. ''''t,KI,,::. 

~i(~~\~~("~d~:h~I'GJi_~~-'2~;:;;''. r.';' 
I C<;:rf"I!ll i<'-I,to': 
d~ .. U' 'jCI,_ 

rOf'.Tico. oECclCV'--l Tiro. • 

" ":') (, , 
b,12 r ;l..,J.JQl.lE .:\J:"::cu.:. 
CUCTI!' H/,j IM'P.:J..!.Y"'\. 

t=J r::=J C~r-l 0 
CD Q ®v 0lIJLLJ? ®V 

CELOs~ 'f 
V.I>('lOS I\lJOS 

I : J- I 

~ ti!r ~~i I 
~ r ; ~if is.-i'4TI .. 
g '~ -1: R l' E:,j ~-D- ~ 
t ' .,IF! ;\}'"~ g 

·fi: ~'f~ ~ 
'Ifu.~~ ~ 

i~<~~: 
(0"'; 5·.(J~ 
<'1 8 ~'H~ 
<\1h ~'~~'''~~ 
A~ @:,~b 

-iI ~ ~'j~n 

I 

CA;O S CELOSlA::. 
C6l\kJUNT O· 

Examples of drawings by Carlos Mijares for masons. 
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Europe in the 1960s brought him into 
direct contact with contemporary work 
and with the historical examples of 
Medieval Europe, Ancient Greece and 
with the Arabic architecture he so greatly 
admires. These journeys and experiences 
enriched his ideas both professionally and 
academically. It was at this time that he 
became familiar with the work of Kahn, 
Aalto, Utzon, Neutra and many others. 
In the presence of these structures, and of 
these great masters, he always maintained 
a pre-Hispanic image and succeeded in 
establishing a permanent contrapuntal 
relationship between these two great 
visions of the world. Many years later, he 
would continue to admire Utzon's 
appreciation and understanding, 
according to his own ideals of pre
Hispanic architecture and urban way of 
life. He would also continue to admire 
Utzon's use of space and scale. Carlos 
Mijares has become an almost Renaissance 
figure, through this open-mindedness and 
capacity to understand different 
architectural languages, to respect widely 
divergent points of view and professional 
approaches and to make the effort to 
interlace cultures, disciplines, epochs and 
people. 

The economic and social history of 
Mexico during the 1970s and 1980s is a 
mixture of illusion and frustration . A 
great economic expansion was manifested 
in gigantic investments and huge 
buildings, and the appearance of an 
architecture which was not, in reality, the 
most appropriate for the country, but 
which was according to one of the most 
distinguished critics , characterized by "a 
tendency to extravagance, using high cost 
technologies, monumentalism ... ".1 It 
ended towards 1985 with the fading of 
the dream of being an oil-rich country. 
Inflation, external debt, public investment 
limitations, the private sector 's fear of 
undertaking new projects, all led to a 
paralysis of building activities, only halted 
by the earthquake disaster of 1985, which 
made large housing and reconstruction 
projects necessary. It was during these 
decades of crisis that Carlos Mijares' 
professional career developed . 

A study of Mijares' work shows that 
its most outstanding feature is his use of 
materials, whether bricks, stone or 
concrete; the way in which he carries 
these materials to unimagined extremes, 
and his constant exploration of new 
applications and expressions for the 
materials themselves . Other outstanding 
features of his work are his capacity for 
invention, which is clearly based on a 
profound understanding of building 
methods, his interest in composition and 
a spectacular use of light in many of his 
projects . The appearance, or rather the 
reappearance, of resources which had 
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apparently been lost to architecture long 
ago, takes us by surprise, as in the case 
of such elements as splayed vaults, lattice 
work and clerestories or crossed vaults. 

A deeper study of Mijares' work reveals 
that much of it was the result of a search, 
not only technical, but for local traditions 
and collective experience. Although ex
amples of his early work, such as houses, 
factories and cultural centres, come within 
accepted traditional architectural practice, 
his later projects of churches, chapels and 
parish community centres reflect his 
progression away from that kind of 
architecture, and bring him closer to 
collective architectural designs . 

The architecture of Carlos Mijares is 
romantic in the best sense of the word. 
It seeks contact with nature through 
materials, techniques, workers and 
organic morphologies. It is clearly 
intended to evoke the past, in an effort to 
remind us that we still possess part of that 
past and that it would be a tragedy to lose 
it. But his is an eminently contemporary 
romanticism, which, by emphasizing the 
all-embracing presence of an ancient time 
which dignifies our present, associates 
itself with the best of idealistic thought, 
which is so vital for man's intellectual 
welfare. 

Many concepts support his work. 
Firstly, his close relationship with local 
artisans and masons is a result of his 
perceived distinction between studying to 
become an architect and learning in order 
to acquire a skill. As Mijares explains, it 
is his professional studies which make it 
possible for the architect finally to practise 
his profession, while the apprentice works 
in order to learn. Until the mason 
becomes fully conversant with his work 
and techniques, his basic need is to perfect 
a repetition of learned actions. It is only 
when he comes to · an understanding of 
techniques and learns to trust them, that 
his imagination and interest in other 
problems may appear. Only then will he 
seek a way to improve his methods, will 
he dare to launch out, and, occasion
ally, succeed in reaching levels of 
creativity. 

This is not the case with the architect, 
whose training often starts with the basic 
premise that he must acquire knowledge 
in order to work and, therefore, it is not 
until he begins to practise that we 
discover whether he has, in fact, acquired 
the necessary knowledge. On the other 
hand, his education tends towards the 
generalization of criteria and solutions, 
while ignoring local variants, and a 
concentration on technology which owes 
little or nothing to traditional materials 
and systems. 

In his recent work, Mijares emphasizes 
the need to recognize differences in 
regional scale and conditions. He seeks 

3. Computer Centre - interior view of the 
roof 
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4. Computer Centre - the combination oj 
crossed arches and splayed vaults can be 
clearly seen. 

3 
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5. Church Jor Cuidad Hidalgo, Mexico 
(1968-1983) . General view. 

6. Interior view oj Jungapeo Cemetery. 
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5 knowledge of other designs and 
construction systems in order to give back 
to them the prestige which they deserve. 
He then experiments, together with local 
inhabitants, with the potential of these 
techniques, restoring what has been lost, 
and thus succeeding in opening up new 
and unsuspected areas of architectural 
wealth . The process is a clear example of 
the reinterpretation of techniques and 
spaces. 

Other ideas Mijares holds about 
architecture are summed up in the 
following experts from an interview: 

"We have been too permissive - because oj 
ideas oj progress, oj technological prestige, oj the 
dominance oj tendencies to uniformity, oj 
economic and commercial pressures, etc. - in 
accepting the loss oj a sensitivity, a practice and 
of knowledge which may perhaps be modest, but 

6 is no less transcendental, which belong 
unequivocally to the architecture both oj today 
and always ... ". 

Space may be said to be the material oj 
architecture, just as sound is that oj music. But 
today the idea that architectural activity consists 
in creating, Jorming and composing according 
to criteria oj spaces is not the most widespread 
concept of our work. Space tends to be conceived 
not as what it is, a vital aspect oj our work and 
oj architectural composition, but as a residue, 
like an empty area between physical limits, 
between the instruments that produce it. 

No one conJuses a Mozart symphony with 
its score or with orchestral instruments, although 
we all accept that the symphony could not exist 
without them. Many may admire the Jormal 
exuberance oj the elements oj baroque 
architecture, but Jew appreciate the dynamics 
and the vibration oj its spaces. It seems that 
contemporary man has lost his spatial sensitivity 
and, sadly, many architects, too." 

The majority of Mijares' recent work 
is in brick, a versatile material which, as 
he points out, permits the use of a variety 
of scales . With it, he succeeds in 
progressing from the small scale, the 
placing of one brick in combination with 
others, achieving continuous or broken 
rhythms, to great or small planes, which 
generate mouldings and textures through 
changes of position, until he achieves the 
great forms, prisms, arches and vaults. 
Even in these great forms, the small details 
are not lost to us, but remain identifiable. 

This brings us to the geometric and 
volumetric exploration which characterize 
his work. In his project for the Ciudad 
Hidalgo church, for example, he designed 
groups of elements (wall-arch-tower) , 
each of which could be developed 
separately and, because of the difference 
in their sizes, placed within the space 
without touching each other. He started 
by building the smallest, with the idea of 
experimenting with the system and 
training the artisans . It is here that he 
experimented with splayed vaults as a 
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7. Jungapeo Cemetery - juneral Chapel 
(1982) . Front view. 

8 

8. Jungapeo Cemetery - interior detail. 
The 45% rotation oj volumes can be seen. 
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decorative feature. Fifteen years later, they 
became a fundamental and dominant 
element of the Funeral Chapel in 
Jungapeo and, later, covered great spaces, 
filtering light and generating volumes in 
other projects. The arches, used initially 
as simple structural elements, now 
generate their own spaces. The 45 degree 
angles between the elements allow them 
to articulate among themselves, and they 
have created a geometric language which 
has become very characteristic of his 
projects. 

It would be very difficult to make that 
geometry a reality if the architect were to 

9. San Jose Church - detailing of brick 
work. 

10. Factory in Mexico City (1964). 
Interior view. Independent concrete 
paraboloids are used for the roof. 

limit himself to traditional plans and 
designs. This is particularly the case 
because Mijares works with local artisans 
who are often ignorant of the most 
elementary conventional techniques of the 
kind. His beautifully simplified schemes 
and working models allow him to 
transmit his ideas in a totally successful 
way. In time the experience and 
suggestions of the local masons and 
workers come to form an integral part of 
the process and collective exploration and 
discovery are achieved. 

In Carlos Mijares' architecture, a 
factory or house, office space or church 
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are all equally important. In his hands, all 
these constructions and others reach 
beyond simple, functional limits, and 
become more profound thoughts, better 
sifted ideas and less explicit purposes. This 
decanting of meanings into themes, 
endows all his work with a particular and 
magnificent lack of specific clarity. It 
would seem that his ultimate goal is that 
of demonstrating that the work of an 
architect should be capable of 
engendering a vibrant experience, 
independent of functional labels or the 
typification of one or another building in 
particular. 

10 
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The way in which Mijares feeds on the 
profound significance of tradition, makes 
his work distinctly Latin American . He 
gleans tradition from contemporary 
sources, such as the culture of peasant and 
provincial Mexico, and from ancient 
sources such as the pre-Hispanic cultures 
which developed in this continent, as well 
as the Spanish heritage with its themes 
and configurations. 

Tradition is expressed through a 
conscious recuperation of the labour, 
techniques and materials of the artisans 
and through the tone of the construction: 
a certain timelessness, but also the search 

11. San Jose Church, Jungapeo, Mexico 
(started in 1982 and still under 
construction). An adaptation of existing 
walls and foundations. Lattice-work allows 
for ever changing light and shadow effects. 

12. Jungapeo Church annexe (1987). A 
building design for parochial activities and 
eventually to house groups of peregrines. 

for a particular type of time, which is not 
necessarily the present, but which seeks 
to protect itself from the banality of the 
here and now, in a particular sphere of the 
'eternally unidentified' in structures . But 
Mijares' architecture is by no means 
escapist in the sense ofhis turning his back 
on reality. He re-states reality in his 
management, and modifies it, so that it 
serves several purposes in a direct 
dialogue between producer and user. 

The work of Carlos Mijares is a 
fundamental part of a social and 
architectural process, which, although 
sometimes stereotyped and generally 
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undervalued, identifies a continent. There 
are many Latin American architects 
whose work, like his, is as diverse as our 
differing geography and cultures, and 
which deserves widespread attention. 

1. Toea, Antonio, Arquitectura Moderna en Mexico: 
desde el racionalismo al actual des[oncierto, Plural, 
Mexico, 1988. 
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