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F i g ~ m  I indoor pool at la Casa Gilardi. 

.'On Ekdnesdaj-night. as the!- did el-eq- Clednesda!: tlieparents 
n-ent to the mor-ies. The hoys. lords and nlasters of the house. 
closed the doors and n-inrlon-s ancl broke the glon-iiig hull, in 
one o f  the lir-iiig roonl lanlps. A jet o f  goldell light as cool as 
rc-ater began topour out o f  the hrolie11 hull]. and the!-let it run to 
a depth of  alnlost three feet. Tllen the>- turned off the electricity 
took out the ron-boat. and 11a1-ipted at will anlong the islands 
in the house. " 

-4s with the fantastic imagel? suggested b!- Gabriel Garcia hlarquez 
in "Light is like Eater." Luis Barragan fuses light into >later at the 

Figu~r -7 indoor pool at la Casa Gilardi. 

i~ldoor pool of La Casa Gilardi in Mesico City (Figures 1.2) Through 
this nielding of water and light. miter and architect reveal to us the 
liquid qualit>- of light that illight be perceived through child-like 
eyes of ~vonder. Like Marquez. Barragail uncannil!- isolates water 
from nature within the coilfiiles of clonlestic space to reveal its es- 
sential propert!- of fluidit!.. In Marquez's short story. light pours 
from an electric light bulb and ill a similar fashion. at La Casa 
Gilardi. a slot of light seemi~lglj- pours froin a tin!- skj-light forinitlg 
a pool of nater belov. To support this illus~on. Barragail reduces 
the saturatioil of color at the base of the vividly painted wall planes. 
The resulting spatial-temporal experience is surrealistic or Magi- 
callr Real. eluding Rester11 n~odern and post-modern categoriza- 
tion. 

A-hile architectural critics have recogilized the recurring theine of 
solitude in Barragan's work. its indebtedness to Mesicail vernacu- 
lar traditions, its "surrealistic" telldeilcies and its relationship to 
the metaphysical pailltiilgs of Georgio de Chirico. critics have failed 
to ackno~vledge the illore olltologically based Latin Aillerica~l tradi- 
tion of the 'fantastic' that has come to he kno~1-n as Magical Real- 
ism. Although critics have not collilected Barragan's work to that of 
the Latin A4i~~ericail Magical Realist genre. Barragail, in his 1975 



Figure 3 incloor pool at la Casa Gilardi. 

Pritzker Prize address. r e f e ~ ~ e d  to magic as an essential ingredient 
in his architecture: "-1 thil~li that the ideal space I I I U S ~  contaili ele- 
ments of n~agic. s e rea i t~  sorcerr- and nlysteq: " 

According to literary historians. the term Magic Realis111 was coined 
in the 1920's b? Gernlan artist and art critic. Franz Roh. to de- 
scribe post-e~pressionist paintings that revealed the " u n c a n l ~  in- 
herent 111 andhehind the object detectable onlv bl- ol?jectir e accen- 
tuation. isolation and n~icroscopic depictio~i." This pictorial espres- 
sion later calne to be largel!- associated with the de-familiarization 
of common place elements "that have heconie invisil~le because of  
their faniiliarit!; "The expression i k g i c  Realisni was used at vari- 
ous times to desclibe the fantastic nature of the work of artists ranging 
from the German writer Franz Kafka to Italian painter Georgio de 
Chirico. Literal? critics have traced the introduction of Magic Re- 
alism in Latin Anlerica to the publication of Revista de Occiclente in 
1927. By 1955. Angel Flores had appropriated the espressio~l 
 magical Realisnl" to desc~ibe that ~rhich. in the 1940's. Luis Borges 
had deemed the fal~tastico to describe the "outsizedrealitr-"of Latin 
.America. Gabriel Garcia hlarquez explains: "12lagical Realis111 es- 
pands the categories of  the real so as to enconipass mytli. aiagic ant1 
other estraorr1ilial~-phe~~o:iie~~a in nature or esper ie~~ce  rr-hich Euro- 
pean Realisni excluded. " 

Unlike the surrealist imager!- of odd justapositiolis derived from 
intlividual dream states and visions. Magical Realism. as appropri- 
ated b!- Latin -American writers. articulates a collective "expecta- 

Figure 1 Inoccent Erendira .lfe.\icai~ e l - I  oto illu~t~.atijlp the superr~atul.al 
r isitation of ;I patrorl .cdirlt. 

tioli of the n~iracrzlous in er-eq-da? life. " This collectire sensibilit?. 
is horn from the unique historical. cultural and physical landscape 
of Latin America. In hlesico. as in all Latin A~nerican countries. 
the restnicturiug of feudal systems of land ownership did not take 
place over the course of several ce~lturies as in it dicl in Europe. nor 
was there an i~ltlustrial revolution. Instead the relatively recent 
and rapid development of Latin America has led to rather sudden 
shifts in a myth-based tratlitional society. Adding to this abrupt 
societal transfonaation. these sudden transforn~ations in social struc- 
ture. land olvnership and technology were overlaid atop a 
-'mestizaje" society that included Indian. Spanish and African eth- 
nic groups. Cuban author Alejo Carpentier describes the resulting 
fantastic landscape as the '.Man-elous Anierican Realit!" and tells 

"The fantastic is not to Be discovered by subr.erting or transcend- 
ingrealitr- rc-ith abstract fornis andnianufactured con~hinatio~~s 
of  images. Rather the fantastic inheres in the natural and hu- 
ma11 real ties of tirile and place. rt-here iniprobal,le,iu.\-tapositions 
slid n~arvelous n~ixtures exist I)!- virtue of Latin An~erica 's his- 
tor!- geograpfi!: demography and politics. not h.r n~anifesto. " 

Mexican painter. Frida Kahlo makes a silnilar distinction betlree11 
the rationall!- derived "irrational art" of the surrealist movement 
and the "fantastic" nature of her xork. In the 1930's -Andre Breton, 
founder of the Surrealist movement. described blexico as the "sur- 
realist place par excellence" and claimed Mexican painter Frida 
Kahlo as one of their own. But Kahlo. Barragan's artistic co~ltempo- 
ral?; exerted that the fantastic tendencies in her paintings was not 
the stuff of surrealist drealns. hut born from her Mexicall reality: " I  
neverpai~iter nir- dreaais. Ipainted ~ I J -  or1-n realit!-. . . ..I:ier-er knerc- I 
n-as a surrealist uli ti1 .Andre Breton told me I n-as." 

In Kahlo's Self-Portra~t nit11 Thor:~ .Yecklace,iFigure3) she freel? 
mixes images alluding to 110th Aztec and Catholic beliefs. Accord- 
ing to art critic, Sarah Lowe. the black monke! perched on Kahlo's 
left shouldel is s! ~nbolic of the -4ztec belief that gods could trans- 
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for111 themselves into their ani~nal  altar egos. A backdrop of dense 
foliage suggests that Kahlo. like the fictional Magical Realist char- 
acter Eva Luna. caliie " i l l  to the n orld rvitll the jungle on m! Ijreatl~. " 

Kahlo's references to Aztec m!-thology and its' ancient past are 
intenvoven with sl-mbols of her Catholic faith. The necklace of 
thorns aroulid Kahlo's neck alludes to the deatli of Christ. T\-hile its 
attached bird amulet suggests flight and transcendence. A black 
cat staring at the obsen~er is symbolic of the ever present reality of 
deatli. but butterflies. in various states of metamorphosis. hover 
above Kahlo's heat1 alluding to the resurrection. One of the most 
potent readings that emerges fro111 this painting eludes the tradi- 
tional western separation of mind and 1)ody. self and ~vorld. Kahlo's 
self-portrait gives us an identity and subjective reality that cannot 
be separated from collective meaiories and belief systems. Kalilo's 
tells us that her "orn~ rea1itF"is infornied 11~- a complex ~\ -eb  of past 
and present, of the collective and the individual of the ph!-sical 
landscape and tlie interior landscape of her own psyche. 

Kahlo also alludes to the intert~viiii~ig of self and world in her paint- 
ing "The Accident. "~vhicli describes her miraculous recoven fro111 
a near]>- fatal street-car crash  rhea she was a teenager. In this paint- 
ing. Kahlo draws upon the fomiat of the ex-voto. tlie Alexican ver- 
nacular iniages painted on tin. canvas. and wood that depict two 
siniulta~leous realities - the earthly. portra\-ecl T\-it11 a journalistic 
clarit!; and the divine presented in the for111 of a patron saint. 
Intert~vining fact and faith. the ex-voto depicts an iniage of divine 
intelvention to commemorate one's liiiraculous recovery fmm a sick- 

Figirlr 6 "Our Lady of Anguish" E~aclitio~~al l Ie .~ira~i  r\--I-oto ilIir+tl-ati~ig tile 
su~~ei-~iat i~rdl  I-isitatio~i of a pntln~l .sai~~t. 

ness or an accident. as in all ill!-th based cultures. the purpose of 
the art i~iiage is not to give voice to individual erpressioiis or to 
realistically depict a subject. hut exists instead to allo~t- its maker 
and its viewer to participate in natural or cosmic processes. Mural- 
ist Diego Rivera. Kahlo's liusba~id. comments on the significance of 
the ex-voto: .'. . . belier-ii~g o111!- ill 1niracles a d  the realit!- o f  hei~lps 
and thi~lgs. he  paints 120th of  these ill the retahlo (ex-r-oto) . . . he 
~nakes nliraculous er-ents ordi~~ar? and turns er-er~-cla!. thi17gs illto 
~l~iracles. " Kahlo uses this unique relatio~iship hetween image. 
maker. and viewer to articulate a unique Latin ilarerican identit>-. 

As the ex-voto reveals. the melding of the ordinan and the evei2-- 
day with the mysterious and esoteric is the nature of the Mexican 
landscape. I11 his book The .4rcliitecturr of Mexico: \'esterda!- and 
m; published in 1969. Hans Beacham wrote: 

"'~yearl!- trr-entj-!-ears ago, d u r i ~ ~ g  a ra i~~s tor r~~  ill the Ist11111us of 
Tehuantepec. I,-e were iilr-ited to take shelter and refreshn~e~lts 
n-ith all old shepherd am1 his TI-ife. His thatched hut n-as n-ar~n. 
~117- a~ltl inlpecca1~1~- clean. 011 the wall hung a s111all plaster 
statue of the Tlrgi11. paintedpink and blue. Illun~illaterl I?- a 
canclle. she n-as stallding on a half-IIIOOII. To her left hung a 
bright chron1iu111-plated hubcap fro111 a 1935 P1!11louth. The 
con~hi~lat io~~.  though startling. [lid not see111 illcorrect. " 

Barragan. like Kahlo. was also vel? nluch ~nformecl h! this faith- 
oriented societ>- in ~\-hich the invisible plane of existence merges 
and co-mingles ~vitli dail>- life. Barragan stated in his Pritzker Prize 
acceptance lecture. "The irrational logic harbored ill the nl!-ths ancl 
ill all true religious esperiences has bee11 the fou~~taii~heacl of  the 
artistic process at all times a i ~ d  ill allplaces. "In Barragan's private 
residence. Calle Francisco Raniirez 14, the Catholic cross. as an 
expression of Barragan's prix-ate faith. eiiierges in a variet!- of forliis 
and is integrated with its domestic surrounclings. A viev of tlie 
courtyard is framed b!- a large glass picture ~vindo~v from ~vhich 
subtlet!- emerges a cruciform. As is typical of niost hlexican homes. 



Figure 7 La Casa Barragan 

sculptures of saints and other religious icons are placed throughout 
Bai~agan's house and garden. On the roof terrace the cross takes 
the form of a relief. This unespectetl justapositioil of spiritual im- 
ages with e \ e q  da! life articulates the intercom~ectedness of faith 
and life in Mexico and throughout Latin America. In the follo~ving 
passage. l le jo  Carpentier recalls a series of histoiic events of mj-thic 
proportioils that re\ eal ho1r faith infor~i~s the Latin American per- 
ception of reality. 

"The mar~~elous real is found at ever!- stage in the lit-es of  ale11 
who inscri1)ed dates ill histon- of the continent . . . . [There is 
Mexico's] Benito Juarezk little I~lack carriage. in which he trans- 
ports the rc-hole nation of-blexico oil four rt-heels over the countn-> 
roacls, without ail office or a place to write or a palace to rest. 
alld fron~ that little carriage he irlazlages to defeat the three 
~ ~ ~ o s t ~ o r t - e d u l  enlpires of the era. Juana de -4zurduj; the prodi- 
gious Bolir-ian guerrilla. precursor. of our wars ofindepenclence. 
takes a ?itr- in orrler to rescue the head of  the n1a11 she lor-ed. 
n-hich rc-as (lispla!-ed 011 a pike in the Maill Plaza. Haiti> 
Zlackandal makes thousands ofslar-es in Haiti belier-e that he 
has lr-cantl~roj~ic pon-em. tliat he rail change into a 11ird or a 
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horse. a hutterfl~: an Insect. r c  hater er his heart desires. and fo- 
ments one of the first authentic rer olutions of  the Korld. " 

Carpentier's passage reveals the commoal\- held Latin hlllericail 
belief svstems that intert~l-ine the simultaileous realities of the earthl! 
and the divine and accounts. at least in part. for recogiiized affini- 
ties bet~veeii the work of Kahlo. Barragail and the Italian meta- 
ph!-sical (or Magic Realistic) painter de Chirico. De Chirico. like 
Kahlo and Barragan. sought to reveal the invisible plane of esist- 
eilce behind the visible plane of da!- to day life. Utilizing the Rus- 
sian Formalist strateg!. of tle-fainiliarization to emphasize comnlon 
elements that have 11ecome "invisible" because of their familiarit!; 
de Cliiiico sought to create a momentai~- "lapse in conditioned think- 
ing" that allo~\,s one to see things ordinaril!- be!-ond one's percep- 
tion. De Chirico esplains "under the shadon- of surprise. one loses 
the thread of hunlan logic - the logic to n-hich n-e have been geared 
since childhood. . ... faculties forget. lose their nlelllon: " Esaggerat- 
ing the ilorllial conditions of light and shadow. de Chirico placed 
commonplace fruits and vegetables in vast. othenvise empt!; mel- 
ancholic spaces to create a disturbing and unsettling seasation. 
Barragan's architecture of stark. empty courtpards ~vitli strong con- 
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trastiiig shado~vs resonate ~r i th  the empty, melancholic piazzas of 
de Chirico's paintings. This strange and u~lsettliiig quality also ap- 
pears at Barragan's private garden. -4veilida Sail Jeronimo. where 
headless torsos, removed fro111 their ~loriiial contest and arranged 
in and arouild a rraterfall. appear as alienated from their surround- 
ings as do the eerily inute mannequins in de Chirico's Disquieted 
,Iiluses. 

The Gilardi house, one of Barragan's last projects. was desigiied for 
an art collector. Francisco Gilardi, between 1975 ailcl 1977. The 
house occupies a slllall lot - 9.6 s 30 meters - and iilcluded tvo 
other sillall buildings. The general layout of the house was forilled 
around a central courtyard to maintain an existing tree. Ulilike mail!- 
of Barragank residential plans. the focal point is not the interior 
courtyard. but an indoor pool located off of a diiling roo111 and con- 
nected to the main house b!- a light-filled corridor (Figures 1.4). 
One approaches the pool through a corridor of glo~vil~g yellolr light 
where one esperieuces. as at Barragan's Thalpai~. the alliiost tan- 
gihle thickiless of light and color. 

At the end of this corridor. Barragail reveals a pool of water uncan- 
nil>- isolated from nature ~vithill the coilfines of domesticity. At a 
precise moiilelit during the da!-. a shaft of light enters the dark inte- 
rior from above and seemingl>- pours from the ceiling formiiig a 
pool of water helo~t-. Barragank reduction of color saturatioii at tlze 
base of the pool's sculptural red co lu~n i~  and its surrouildiilg walls 
reinforces the illusioi~ of light meldiilg illto water (Figuresl. 2). Crit- 
ics have alluded to Barragan's Catholic faith and his use of filtered 
light. as at Thalpan. to allude to the presence of the Divine, hut like 
the work of Kahlo. Barragan's imager!- reflects a complex. inter- 
TV-eaviiig of hoth latin Ailiericail and Catholic visual imagen. belief 
systeilis and world views. The luil~il~ous red ~valVcolumi~. surrounded 
b3- light-fillet1 water. takes on an other-T\-orldl!; seemii~gly magical 
aura that resonates rritll what Latin-American cultural critic Lois 
Parkisoli Zamora calls the Mj-thic-Phj-sicalitr- of traditional meso- 
American imagery. I11 her essay. .'Quetzalcoatl> .Mirror, " Zamora 
proposes that Mythic-Ph!-sicality is Magical Realism's visual coun- 
terpart. She writes. K?sterli culture. hoth fonnulatio~~s are con- 
traclictiolls ill terms: ~n?-th is ordiilaril~. c~o~isirlered the oh,-erse of 
phr-sicalit?: as ~nagic is of realisni. " In her discussion Zamora ref- 



ereiices the xvriti~lgs of Serge Grunziiiski. scholar of pre-hispanic 
visual imagery: 

"Me.xicail iinages rt-ere de s ig~~ed  to render certaiil aspects of the 
dir-iile n-orlcl ph~sical1~-present a i~dpal~al~le:  the!- r.aultecl a bar- 
rier that Europeail seilses are i~orillall?- uilahle to cross." 

Zalnora suggests that traditioilal Meso-almerican ililages ditl not 
serve to rel.7reseilt its subject. as  i n  the rvestern conception of the 
word. as much as  to re-l~rrsei~t  it. that is to give it a tangil~le pres- 
ence in tlle physical ~vorlcl. Pre-coilquest Latin-american imager!; 
Zamora writes. existetl rather "to a11011 its creator ancl rierl-er to 
participate in ilatural and cos i~~ ic  processes. " mlth ilarrolv concrete 
steps inr-iting the viewer into the pool of w t e r .  the intloor pool at la 
casa gilardi transcends the suggestion of a private baptismal. to 
echo tlie ritualistic imagei?- of pre-conquest Latin Aiilrrica that 
coiijoiiis creater. vierver and the divine. 

The intangible. elusive presence of the divine that Barragan evokes 
at Thalpan is at la casa Gilardi rendered concrete and tangible in 
the "bocl!-" of water below. This ill!-tlzic-p11yscialit~- eludes the west- 
e m  conception of image/olIject separation and ljrings us  once again. 
i11 the words of Zamora. "to the question of magic." that echoes the 
surrealist qualities of europeaii ai-t. Like Kahlo. Barragan depicts 
ail uniquely Latiii-American perception of tlle rvorld. 

Barraganas poetic coanectioa bet~veen light and water is also re- 
vealed b! Marquez ill Light is Like Eater: 

-A jet o f  golcleil light as cool as water hegall to pour out of the 
hrokel~ bulb, aiid they let it mil to a depth o f  ahnost three feet. 
Then the!- turiled of f  the electricit!; took out the rorvlIoat. arid 
rlau.igated at nil1 among the islailds iil the house. 

hlarquez. in Light is like Eater. ailchors the miraculous event of 
light meldillg into water ~vitllin the confines of domestic space to 
give the fantastic the quick believability of the ever!-da~- occur- 
rence. David Darrolv explains: '.LVagical Realisill locks the failtah- 
tic i i~ to  the fainilidr i t  it11 such subtlet? that the seilse ofreality is not 
lost hut heightened. " 

The follon-iilg Kedilescla,v while their parents re-ere at the alor-ie 
thq' filled the apart~aeilt to a depth of ttn-o fathoms. dore like 
tame sharks ullder the fur~~iture.  iilcludii~g the beds. a i d  sal- 
r~ageeclfroi~l the hottoin oflight tl~iilgs that hadheen lost ill dark- 
iless for years. The sofa and eas!- chairs cor-erecl iil leopard 
skill 11-ere floating at different levels iil the living room. anlong 
the bottles froill the har and the graild piailo re-ith its lVIailila 
shanl that fluttered half suh~~lerged like a soldei~ n~ailtra rar. 
Hoc~sehold ol~jects. i i~  the fullness oftheirpoetn. flert rr-lth their 
orell rlings through the kitcheil slq. 

Barragan's spatial arrangement of la casa Gilarcli is not unlike 
Rlarquez's fantastic imagen- of various household ol~jects suspeiided 
mid-air in a light-filled space n o ~ v  estranged from their normal sur- 
roundings. The "sereildipitous fit" of the illoderilist language. par- 
ticularly the free standing ~\rall plane. to tlie mexicaii vernacular 
allo~recl Barragan to subtle!- subvert a I\-estern vocablulan- to ar- 
ticulate a uniquel!. Latin-.lmerican Ira!- of 1)eiilg in  the world. Iso- 

lated from its familiar utilizatioii as  a s!-stem of eiiclosure. the free- 
standing columii's object-ness is intensified h!- its vivid red pig- 
meiltation. Barragail further esaggerates the isolatioil of the col- 
uillii b!- s~~rrouildiiig it wit11 a shal lo~r  pool  of'^\-ater. (Figure 2) This 
ih a stateg!. also used h!- Barragan at San Cristohal railcli ~ r h e r p  a 
~l-all. split illto t~i-o planes. acts a T\-ater fountain to fill a surrouiicl- 
ing man-made poiid. 

rldjacent to the pool of color aild light is placed a simple i rood en 
tliniilg table from ~ r h i c h  one has a view out to a stark exterior court- 
!-arc$ containing a single tree. A seiise alienation of the table from 
its context is heighteiietl b!- its reflection in the atljaceilt pool ~rhicl i  
creates the momentar!- iilipressioii of its floating like the islands of 
furnishings in  the narrative of Light is Like Eatei: (Figures) Like 
Rlarquez. Barragan isolates anel enlarges the evei?da!- ailel the or- 
tliiiary to articulate its ill!-thic or magical potential. Column. tree 
ancl table are isolatetl in  a n  uncailn!; supernatural space of light 
and water and emerge as do hlarquez's furnishings. ill the "fullilel-2 
of their poetrj;" the ever!-day experieiice of eating a meal ih traiis- 
foimed into an othe~~vorldly event. Like the ex-voto. Bal~agan makes 
"i~liraculous er-eilts orclillan- and turns er-en-(la>- tlliilgs illto nliracles." 
In the I\-ords of hlarquez - ''KI?- be so surprised? all o f  this is life. " 

But the real "magic" of the experience of the Gilardi house lies 
with the faith-based ahlit!- of tlie perceiver to ':ice." hlagical 
realism. is  not the result of an aesthetic or intellectual ~iiovement. 
hut commoiil!- held belief systems. rituals aiitl practices throughout 
Latin America. Utilizing a unique Latin Alllericaii relationship be- 
t~ \ -e rn  ph!-sical and psychological pheiloiileiia Barragan I~ridges the 
Lester11 chasm het~veeii perception and world. i2nthon!- \-idler. in 
the Architecture of the Uncannv writes: 

"the uilcani1.v is not a propert!- of the space itself - ilor can it be 
prormked h>- ail?-particular spatial coilforillatioil: it is ill its aes- 
thetic rliineilsioil. a represeiltatioil of a nleiltal state. of a projec- 
tion that precisel!- slicle the bouildaries o f  the real aild the ~111- 
real iii orcler to pror-oke a disturl2iilg ai11higuit.v. a slippage he- 
trc-eel1 rr-aking and dreamiilg (or betit-eei~ the earth]?- a id  the 
spiritual realnis). 

Architect and author. Einilio Amhaz wrote of Barragan, " i t  is onlj- 
allloilg architects that [Barragail] feels himself a strai~ger: A h t  for 
ail!- ailti-ii~tellectual hias. but because he  feels their eduratioi~ has 
estrailged the111 fi.oin their orvil ii~tuitirrr capacities. "To more fullJ- 
comprehend and critically access the work of Bai~agan.  nes ten1  
critics lllust develop what Latin -American cultural critic Zamora 
calls "second sight" - sensitivity to iliteractiilg cultural ailtl social 
structures. Barragail. ill his final stateineilt o f  the Pritzker Prize 
address attril~utes his masterr- o f  the 'difficult art o f  seeiilg." to 
"nai've" painter Cliuco Re!-es: ".It is esseiltial to ail architect to kilon 
hon- to see: I ilieail to see i n  such a n-a?- that the I-isioil i d  not 01-er- 
port-erecl 11j.ratio1lal ailalj-sis. A i d  iil this respect I will take arlr-ail- 
tage of this opportuilit!- to pa!- homage to a re?- dear frieilcl re-ho. 
through his iilfallilrle taste. taught us the difficult art o f  seeiilg rnitll 
ii~i~oceilce. "In "Light is l ike Eater."Marquez uses the narrative of 
the text to esplaiii ~vliat Magical Realism is - -'the difficult art of 
seeing with innocence." The fundamental revelation of 110th 
Rlarquez's fiction and Barragan's architecture is tlie ~roilcler of our 
everyday existence. 


