


En-Medio es una publicacion gratuita producida
por Departamento del Distrito con ilustraciones
de Arina Shabanova. A través de la historia en de-
sarrollo de seis obras maestras de la arquitectura
de mediados del siglo XX, este proyecto trae a la
luz el delicado estado del patrimonio arquitec-
ténico del Movimiento Moderno en la Ciudad de
México. Los numeros individuales estan dedica-
dos a la Casa Ortega, el Super Servicio Lomas,
el Museo Experimental El Eco, la Casa Cueva, el
Restaurante Los Manantiales y la Torre Insignia.
A través de conversaciones con quienes han
habitado y trabajado en alguna de las seis obras
seleccionadas, historiadores que las han estudia-
do, activistas que han peleado por su conserva-
cion e iconoclastas que las preferirian destruidas,
En-Medio se inserta entre las distintas narrativas
arquitectonicas de la ciudad para preguntar sobre
las posibilidades de su porvenir.

El cuarto numero presenta la Casa Cueva, la le-
gendaria casa disefiada y construida en 1958 por
el arquitecto Juan O’Gorman. Localizada en el
fraccionamiento Jardines del Pedregal, esta casa
estudio constituyo la representacion mas clara de
las teorias de O’Gorman durante la segunda mi-
tad de su carrera, y es el sitio donde este pasara
algunos de sus afios mas productivos como inte-
lectual y artista. Fueron dos las ideas fundamen-
tales que dieron forma este proyecto. La primera
fue el deseo de integrar completamente a la ar-
quitectura con el sitio, lo cual informd el emplaza-
miento de los principales espacios habitables de
la casa dentro y alrededor de una cueva natural
existente. La segunda fue el interés por integrar
las tradiciones verdaderamente mexicanas con
la practica arquitecténica contemporanea, las
cuales inspiraron el caracteristico revestimiento
de la casa compuesto por mosaicos con motivos
prehispanicos, plantas y piedras de colores. En
1969, O’Gorman vendio la propiedad a la enton-
ces directora del Museo Universitario de Ciencias
y Artes (MUCA), Helen Escobedo. Para su sor-
presa, casi inmediatamente después de adquirir
la propiedad Escobedo alteré la Casa Cueva de
forma dramatica, demoliendo buena parte de
esta y transformandola hasta el punto de dejarla
irreconocible. La destruccion de la Casa Cue-
va—Ila maxima cristalizacion del pensamiento del
arquitecto Juan O’Gorman—representa sin duda
el final de una de las pocas busquedas criticas ini-
ciadas por un arquitecto mexicano por concebir
una arquitectura verdaderamente nacional.

La siguiente conversacion se llevd a cabo en agos-
to de 2017 con Bettina Cetto, escritora, activista
del espacio publico, y ahijada de Juan O’Gorman.
Nos reunimos con ella para platicar sobre la vida
y obra de O’'Gorman, su experiencia visitando la
Casa Cueva durante su infancia y sobre las reper-
cusiones duraderas de la destruccion de dicha
casa estudio.

En-Medio is a free publication produced by De-
partamento del Distrito featuring illustrations by
Arina Shabanova. The project highlights the del-
icate status of Modernist architectural heritage
in Mexico City with the evolving stories of six
mid-century masterworks. Individual issues are
dedicated to the Casa Ortega, Super Servicio
Lomas, Museo Experimental El Eco, Casa Cueva,
Restaurante Los Manantiales, and Torre Insignia.
Through conversations with those who have lived
and worked in the projects of interest, historians
who have studied them, activists who have fought
for their preservation, and iconoclasts who have
wished them dismantled, En-Medio drops into ar-
chitectural narratives of the city, long underway, to
ask what possible futures lie ahead.!

The fourth issue presents the Casa Cueva, the
legendary house designed and built in 1958 by
architect Juan O’'Gorman. Located in the Jardines
del Pedregal residential neighborhood, this house
and studio constituted the clearest representation
of the architect’s theories during the second half
of his career, and was where O’Gorman spent
some of his most productive years as an intellec-
tual and artist. Two fundamental concepts shaped
the project. First was a desire to fully integrate the
elements of architecture and site, which informed
the main living spaces of the house and their
placement within and around an existing, natural
cave. The second was an interest to incorporate
Mexican building traditions within contemporary
architectural practice, which inspired the struc-
ture’s distinctive cladding of mosaic with pre-His-
panic motifs, plants, and colorful stones. In 1969
O’Gorman sold the property to then director of the
University Museum of Sciences and Arts (MUCA),
Helen Escobedo. To his surprise, shortly after
acquiring the property Escobedo dramatically al-
tered the Casa Cueva, demolishing large portions
of the house and transforming others beyond
recognition. The destruction of the Casa Cueva—
the ultimate crystallization of Juan O’Gorman’s
thinking—undoubtedly represents the end of one
of the few critical searches initiated by a Mexican
architect to conceptualize a national architecture.

The following conversation was held in August
2017 with Bettina Cetto, writer, public space activ-
ist, and the goddaughter of Juan O’Gorman. We
met to discuss the life and work of O’Gorman, her
experiences visiting the Casa Cueva during her
childhood, and the lasting repercussions of the
house’s destruction.

CASA CUEVA

Una conversacion con
Bettina Cetto

Bettina Cetto:

La vida de Juan O’Gorman fue muy buena. Nacio
cerca de donde estamos ahora, en Santa Catari-
na, Coyoacan. La familia de Juan era acomoda-
da; su mama era una mujer aristécrata, o como
decia Juan, “de vida elegante.” Su papa era in-
geniero quimico. Cuando Juan era muy chico se
mudaron a Guanajuato porque una minera con-
traté a su papa. Mas tarde, en el momento mas
algido de la revolucién regresaron a la capital y
compraron una casa en San Angel con los aho-
rros de su papa.

Los afios de la revolucion fueron verdaderamente
dificiles y despertaron en Juan una sensibilidad
social. Repentinamente, y después de llevar una
vida de privilegios, la familia tuvo dificultades para
obtener comida y algunas necesidades basicas.
Yo creo que en ese periodo se sembré en él una
semilla que después germinaria en un interés por
la justicia social. Mas tarde, mientras estudiaba
arquitectura en San Carlos se hizo mas inquieto
y revolucionario.

Departamento del Distrito:
Para ponerlo en contexto, ¢podrias describir la
relacion de tu familia con Juan y su esposa Helen?

BC:

Larelacion de nuestras familias era muy cercana.
Los domingos cuando estabamos comiendo, mi
papa decia, “ya le voy a hablar a Juanito a ver si
vienen o vamos.”2 Todos los domingos en la tarde
las dos familias estaban juntas. Habia algo espe-
cial en aquel circulo, en la manera de aproximar-
se a las cosas con curiosidad cientifica. En ese
sentido Juan y mi papéa eran muy parecidos. Era
una delicia escucharlos platicar porque podian
hablar de lo que quisieras. Fisica, quimica—no
importaba. Los dos eran enciclopédicos.

DdD:
De tu nifiez, ¢ qué recuerdos tienes de Juan?

BC:

Lo que recuerdo mucho es cuando Juan estaba
pintando los murales del Castillo de Chapultepec.
Llegaba a la casa los domingos en su overol gris
y entraba donde esta la escalera de caracol, se
colocaba en la esquina y se paraba de cabeza
contra la pared para irrigar sangre a la cabeza.
Era muy divertido.

Otro recuerdo es el viaje que hicimos juntos mi
papa, Juan y yo a Acapulco en 1961. Recuerdo
estar en la carretera y al ver todas esas casitas
chiquitas Juan me dijo, “Mira, chatita linda, ése es
el funcionalismo mal entendido.” Ese comentario
lo tengo muy claro en la memoria.

DdD:
En referencia a su forma de ser y leyendo sus es-
critos, pareciera que Juan tenia un caracter muy
peculiar, una personalidad juguetona y un humor
acido...

BC:
Esa es la palabra, humor acido. Es lo que te iba a
decir; lo describe perfectamente. Puede ser que
esto le viniera de su padre, porque he leido por

CASA CUEVA

A conversation with
Bettina Cetto

Bettina Cetto:

Juan O’Gorman had a very good life. He was born
close to where we are speaking now, in Santa
Catarina, Coyoacan. Juan’s family was wealthy;
his mother was an aristocrat, or as he would say,
“of an elegant life.” His father was a chemical en-
gineer. When Juan was little his family moved to
Guanajuato after a mining company hired his fa-
ther. Later, during the height of the Mexican Rev-
olution, they returned to the capital and bought a
house in San Angel with his father’s savings.

The years of the Revolution were truly difficult and
awakened a social sensibility in Juan. Quite sud-
denly, and after leading a life of privilege, the fam-
ily had problems finding food and the most basic
necessities. | believe it was then that a seed was
planted in him, which would become an interest
in social justice. Later, when studying architecture
at San Carlos he became more restless and rev-
olutionary.

Departamento del Distrito:
For context, can you describe your family’s rela-
tionship with Juan and his wife Helen?

BC:

The relationship of our families was very close.
On Sundays while having lunch my dad would
say, “I'm going to call Juanito to see if they're
coming here or we should go there.”? Both fami-
lies were together every Sunday in the afternoon.
There was something special in that group, a way
of approaching life with scientific curiosity. In that
regard Juan and my dad were very similar. It was
a delight to listen to their conversations because
they could talk about anything. Physics, chemis-
try—it didn’t matter. Both of them were encyclo-
pedic.

DdD:
What are some of the memories you keep of Juan
from your childhood?

BC:

One thing | remember clearly is when Juan was
painting the murals at Chapultepec Castle. He
would arrive to our house on Sunday wearing grey
overalls, enter where the spiral staircase was,
place himself in the corner and do a headstand
against the wall to increase blood circulation to
his head. He was a very funny man.

Another memory is from a trip | took with my fa-
ther and Juan to Acapulco in 1961. | remember
being on the highway and seeing rows of very
small houses when Juan told me, “Look, sweet
chatita, that is misunderstood functionalism.”
That comment is very clear in my memory.

DdD:
It seems Juan had a very peculiar character, a
playful personality and, especially in his writing,
an acerbic humor...

BC:
That’s the term—acerbic humor. It’'s what | was
going to say; it describes him perfectly. He proba-
bly got it from his father, because | read that even
though his dad was very rigid—of Scottish and

ahi que el papa a pesar de que era tan rigido—de
origen escocés e inglés—tenia un humor muy fino.
De forma similar, Juan era terriblemente duro, pero
el humor era parte fundamental de su vida.

DdD:

Bueno, creo que dentro de esa dureza existia
también algo de flexibilidad. Su arquitectura su-
frié un proceso de transformacion drastico duran-
te su vida, yendo de una suerte de funcionalismo
absoluto a mas tarde rechazar completamente
cualquier tendencia modernista internacional de
la época. En ese sentido, ¢ sabes como inicié este
proceso de transformacion ideoldgica?

BC:

Si, tengo algunas teorias. Por ejemplo, si obser-
vas la pintura temprana de Juan puedes ver una
clara influencia surrealista. En esos cuadros no te-
nias aun al Juan O’Gorman que te pintaba paisa-
jes o retratos de figuras de la sociedad mexicana.
En ese momento él sélo pintaba retratos de sus
amistades y de algunos artistas. Esos cuadros,
completamente de su imaginacién, eran fantas-
ticos porque considero que anunciaban todo un
vuelco ideoldgico.

Mas tarde, cuando finalmente disefia la Casa Cue-
va traia la influencia de José Maria Velasco, junto
con la de Gaudi, Ferdinand Cheval y Raymond
Isidore. Este ultimo era un francés de Chartres
con una historia formidable. El era en realidad ba-
rrendero de un cementerio, sin embargo a la par
colecciond durante muchisimos afios pedaceria
de porcelana y vidrio. Eventualmente construyo
su casa, y utilizé la pedaceria para recubrirlo todo
adentro y afuera—absolutamente todo, jhasta los
muebles! A Juan esto le parecié absolutamente
genial. La casa atrajo muchos visitantes, y en 1983
fue declarada monumento histérico por el gobier-
no francés. Ese dato a mi me parece increible, en
particular en relacion con la historia de la Casa
Cueva. Que la casa de Juan—un proyecto de uno
de los arquitectos mexicanos mas destacados del
periodo moderno—no se protegiera, y que la de
Isidore si, me parece digno de mencionar.

DdD:
¢ Sabes como dio Juan con el terreno para cons-
truir la Casa Cueva?

BC:

Yo creo que el terreno se lo vendieron Bustaman-
te y Barragan, y me imagino que mi papa tuvo
algo que ver porque conocia a la perfeccion el
plan maestro de Jardines del Pedregal. A Juan le
fascind porque tenia unos arboles muy grandes
al frente, y mucha piedra volcanica y vegetacion
tipica de la zona. Algo curioso es que la cueva
natural que seria utilizada eventualmente como
uno de los espacios principales de la casa no era
visible cuando el terreno fue comprado. No fue
sino hasta después que al dinamitar se hizo visi-
ble esa oquedad.

DdD:
Por lo que se puede ver, pareciera que la informa-
cion que ha sido publicada sobre la Casa Cue-
va hasta ahora no es suficiente para hacer una
reconstruccion espacial completa de la misma,
¢qué tanto de lo que se muestra hoy en planos y
fotografias es la totalidad del proyecto?

BC:
Es cierto, los planos que se muestran hoy en

English origin—he had a sophisticated sense of
humor. Likewise, Juan was terribly tough, but a
sense of humor was a fundamental part of his life.

DdD:

There must have also been some flexibility embed-
ded in that toughness. His architecture underwent
a drastic transformation over his lifetime, going
from a form of absolute functionalism to then later
completely reject international modernist trends of
the time. Do you have any insight on how or why
this ideological shift occurred?

BC:

Yes, | have some theories. For example, if you look
at Juan’s early paintings you can see a clear Sur-
realist influence. In them you do not yet have the
Juan O’Gorman who painted landscapes or por-
traits of the Mexican elite. At that early moment he
only made portraits of his friends and some artists.
The paintings are fantastic, coming completely
from his imagination, and | believe they announce
an ideological turning point.

Later, when Juan designed the Casa Cueva he
was influenced by the Mexican painter José Maria
Velasco, along with Gaudi, Ferdinand Cheval, and
Raymond Isidore. Isidore was a Frenchman from
Chartres with a formidable story. He worked as a
grave sweeper in a cemetery, however in parallel
he collected scraps of porcelain and glass. He
built his own house and used the scraps to cover
everything inside and out—absolutely everything,
even the furniture! Juan thought this was genius.
The home attracted many visitors, and in 1983
was declared a historic monument by the French
government. | think that is really unbelievable, par-
ticularly in relation to the story of the Casa Cue-
va. The fact that Juan’s house—a project by one
of the most important Mexican modernists—was
never protected and that Isidore’s house was is
worth mentioning.

DdD:
Do you know how Juan found the site of Casa
Cueva?

BC:

| believe the lot was sold to him by Bustamante and
Barragan, and assume my dad had something to
do with it because he knew the masterplan of Jar-
dines del Pedregal perfectly. Juan loved the site
because it had large trees at the front, and a lot of
volcanic stone with vegetation typical of the area.
Something interesting is that the natural cave that
was eventually transformed into the main living
space of the Casa Cueva was not visible when the
land was purchased. It was revealed to Juan later
on when he was clearing a portion of the site with
dynamite.

DdD:
From what I've seen, the information that has
been published on the Casa Cueva isn’'t enough
to make a complete spatial reconstruction of the
house. How much of what is shown in drawings
and photos is the totality of the project?

BC:
It’s true, the drawings that are shown nowadays
in various publications are incomplete, perhaps
because they are the drawings Juan used to get
the construction permit. They read, “Blueprint of
the house and studio of Juan O’Gorman,” but well,
where is the studio in the house and studio? The

muchas publicaciones estan incompletos, quiza
porque son los planos que Juan utilizo para sacar
los permisos de construccion. Dicen, “Plano de la
casa estudio de Juan O’Gorman”, y bueno, ¢ dén-
de esta el estudio de la casa estudio? Siempre
te ponen las recamaras arriba, la sala abajo, el
cuarto de servicio, pero ;y el estudio? De hecho,
este estaba separado de la casa por un caminito
entre las rocas y la vegetacion. Me encantaba ir
hacia alla porque frecuentemente encontraba a
Juan pintando en su caballete. Otra parte de la
casa que tampoco aparece en los planos—aun-
que si sale en algunas fotografias—es la torre
donde Helen su esposa tenia su estudio. Ella fue
una figura muy importante que estd muy poco
sefialada.

DdD:
Claro, su relacion fue fundamental de muchas for-
mas. ¢, Podrias mencionar su influencia mutuay la
razon por la cual Helen fue tan importante?

BC:

Ella era su critica. Siempre que hacia una pin-
tura de caballete, llamaba a Helen y discutian el
trabajo. Juan valoraba muchisimo su opinién y
me consta como siempre le pedia su critica. Ella
también tenia una enorme sensibilidad artistica.
Era una escultora que estudio con Alexander Ar-
chipenko y que llegd a México buscando a Diego
Rivera. Helen también tuvo una gran influencia
en el tema de la integracion de los jardines con
la arquitectura, seleccionando la vegetacion y su
posicién final. En ese entonces estaba haciendo
el libro Mexican Flowering Trees and Plants.2 Ella
tenia una verdadera pasion por la horticultura la
cual compartia con mi mama. Ambas hablaban
mucho de este tema y cada una disefid el jardin
de la casa de su arquitecto. Personalmente, esas
son las figuras que a mi me interesa rescatar.

DdD:
De acuerdo, creo que en el caso de Juan y He-
len ambas entidades creativas son inseparables.
¢ Qué representd la Casa Cueva para ambos?

BC:

Para Juan era el castillo de sus suefios. Desde
que se mudaron, él decia que esa era su mejor
obra porque se sentia, yo diria, realizado en ella.
Era la sintesis de toda su filosofia, a fin de cuentas
ahi tienes representado al arquitecto-pintor. La
forma en la que integraron la piedra volcanicay la
vegetacion del sitio fue increible. Esa era laidea—
que la casa fuera parte del jardin, parte de la
construccion de la naturaleza. En otras palabras,
que esta estuviera compuesta de rocas, plantas y
aire. Practicamente no la veias.

La técnica con la que Juan recubrié los muros
de mosaico es fascinante. ;Cononces el Museo
Anahuacalli y sus plafones de mosaico en planta
baja, primer y segundo piso?? El de la planta baja
es casi completamente gris y bastante burdo. Ese
fue el primer ensayo de esta técnica, desarrolla-
da por Juan y Diego Rivera. El Anahuacalli fue su
laboratorio, ahi es donde experimentaron y desa-
rrollaron la técnica con los mosaicos, perfeccio-
nando su calidad. Los plafones de la Casa Cueva
fueron construidos con el mismo método.

DdD:
¢ En que consistia la técnica de aplicacion de los
mosaicos?

drawings always show the bedrooms upstairs,
the living room downstairs, the utility room, but
where is the studio? In fact, the studio space was
quite neutral and was separated from the house
by a path that led between rocks and vegetation. |
loved going there because | would often find Juan
painting at his easel. Another part of the house
that does not appear in drawings—although it is
shown in some photographs—is the tower where
Helen, Juan’s wife, had her studio. She was a very
important figure who isn’t mentioned enough.

DdD:
Of course, their partnership was fundamental in
many ways. Can you speak to their influence on
one another, and why Helen was so important?

BC:

She was his critic. When Juan was painting at his
easel, he would call Helen to discuss the work.
Juan valued her opinion very much and | know as
a fact he would always ask for her criticism. She
had an enormous artistic sensibility. She was a
sculptor who studied under Alexander Archipen-
ko, and came to Mexico looking for Diego Rive-
ra. Helen also had a big influence when it came
to gardens and how vegetation was integrated
with the architecture, selecting plants and their
placement. Back then she was putting together
the book Mexican Flowering Trees and Plants.®
She had a passionate interest in horticulture, and
shared this with my mom. They spoke a lot about
the subject, and they each designed a garden for
the house of their architect. Personally, these are
the figures | would like to uncover.

DdD:
| agree, in the case of Juan and Helen, the two cre-
ative entities cannot be separated. What did the
Casa Cueva represent to them?

BC:

For Juan, it was the castle of his dreams. Right
after they moved, Juan would say it was his best
architectural work because he felt, | would say,
fulfilled in it. It was the synthesis of his entire
philosophy, and ultimately it represented the ar-
chitect-painter. The way in which they integrated
the volcanic stone and vegetation of the site was
incredible. That was the idea—that the house
was part of the garden, part of the construction of
nature. In other words it was composed of rocks,
plants, and air. You would hardly see the house.

The technique with which Juan covered walls and
ceilings with mosaics is fascinating. Do you know
the Anahuacalli Museum with its mosaic ceilings
on the ground, first, and second floors?4 The ceil-
ings on the first floor are mostly grey and pretty
crude. That was the first trial of this technique,
developed by Juan and Diego Rivera. The Ana-
huacalli was their laboratory, where they experi-
mented, developing the mosaic technique and
perfecting the quality. The ceilings of the Casa
Cueva were created with the exact same method.

DdD:
What did the method consist of exactly?

BC:
The ceilings are a single piece. First a formwork
was mounted and on top of it a large piece of card-
board was placed. Then, a sheet of paper was laid
out that contained a drawing of the mosaic pattern
at the scale of 1:1 marking the colors. On top of

BC:

Los plafones son una sola pieza. Primero se mon-
taba una cimbra y sobre esta se desplegaba un
gran pedazo de carton. Entonces, se colocaba la
hoja con el dibujo escala 1:1 del mosaico marcan-
do los colores. Ya encima de eso se ponian las
piedritas y la pedaceria de vidrio azul, seguido por
un primer colado fino para fijarlo todo en su lugar.
Siempre existia mucha emocion y nerviosismo al
quitar la cimbra y ver como habia quedado.

Juan lleg6 a la idea de los mosaicos debido a su
interés por rescatar lo verdaderamente mexicano.
Una de las razones por las cuales Juan abando-
né el funcionalismo era porque se preguntaba,
“;Doénde dejamos nuestras raices mexicanas?”
Es una verdadera lastima que esa técnica se
haya dejado de utilizar, yo creo que en parte fue
por presion de la critica tanto fuera como dentro
de México. Por ejemplo, Bruno Zevi escribié una
critica de la arquitectura mexicana que salidé pu-
blicada en Arquitectura México, en la cual llamé
al trabajo de los mosaicos “grotesco.” Esa critica
cayo perfecto en lo que los editores de la revista
creian, el llamado Estilo Internacional. Quiza por
eso Helen Escobedo se atrevio a destruir la Casa
Cueva, porque en ese momento no entendian la
arquitectura de Juan.

DdD:
En 1969, Juan y Helen deciden vender la Casa
Cueva a la entonces directora del Museo Uni-
versitario de Ciencias y Artes, Helen Escobedo.
Como es sabido, dicha decisién culminaria en la
destruccion casi total de la casa. ¢ Sabes por qué
vendieron la propiedad?

BC:

Larazon principal fue que Helen O’'Gorman sufria
de artritis y la humedad de la casa le afectaba.
Ademas, la casa tenia problemas de impermea-
bilizacién y era dificil de limpiar. Pero, como decia
mi papa, con todo y esos problemas obvios, para
Juan y Helen esa casa era como la concha para
un caracol; era perfecta. En ese entonces, Es-
cobedo era la encargada de la escena del arte en
la universidad por lo que Juan consideraba que
esta la preservaria. Recuerdo que inicialmente
estaba hasta contento por la venta—porque,
¢qué mejor que la directora de un museo sea
la compradora de tu obra arquitectonica mas
importante? Lamentablemente, una vez que Es-
cobedo adquirié la Casa Cueva inmediatamente
la empezé a destruir. Ni siquiera pidié permisos
de demolicion.

DdD:
¢ Cémo se supo en ese momento de manera pu-
blica sobre la demolicidn de la casa?

BC:

Yo creo que fue gracias a Mathias Goeritz. Por su
amistad con Escobedo visito la casa en algun mo-
mento y se dio cuenta que la estaban destruyendo
a golpe de mazo. Entonces se llevd un pedazo de
evidencia en una bolsita y se lo ensefi¢ a Ida Ro-
driguez Prampolini, su pareja en aquel entonces,
quien explotd y escribid un texto fantéstico para
Excélsior y hasta fue a dar a la television.8

DdD:
¢ Tuvo esto alguin impacto?

BC:
Era un tema que la gente platicaba y decia, “Ay,

that small stones and bits of blue glass were po-
sitioned, followed by a fine concrete to set every-
thing in place. There was always great emotion
and nervousness when taking down the formwork
to see how it had all turned out.

Juan arrived to the mosaics through his interest in
rescuing what was truly Mexican. One of the rea-
sons Juan gave up on functionalism was that he
asked himself, “Where did we leave our Mexican
roots?” It is truly a pity that the mosaic technique
is no longer used, and | think it was in part due to
the criticism it received both outside and inside of
Mexico. For example, Bruno Zevi wrote a critique
of Mexican architecture published in Arquitectura
Meéxico in which he called the work with mosaic
“grotesque.”® That critique fell perfectly in line
with what the editors of the magazine believed
in, the so-called International Style. Maybe that is
why Helen Escobedo dared to destroy the Casa
Cueva, because Juan’s architecture was misun-
derstood at the time.

DdD:
In 1969, Juan and Helen sold the Casa Cueva to
then director of the University Museum of Sciences
and Arts, Helen Escobedo. This decision, it is well
known, resulted in the near-total demolition of the
house. Do you know why the property was sold?

BC:

The main reason behind this decision was that
Helen O’Gorman suffered arthritis and the hu-
midity of the house affected her. The house also
had waterproofing problems and was difficult to
clean. But, as my dad would say, even with such
obvious issues the house was to Juan and Helen
like a shell is to a snail; it was a perfect fit. Back
then, Escobedo was in charge of the art scene at
the university, which was a reason Juan believed
she would preserve the house. | remember he was
initially happy with the sale—for what could be
better than the director of a museum purchasing
your most important architectural work? Unfortu-
nately, once Escobedo acquired the Casa Cueva
she immediately started destroying it. She didn’t
even get demolition permits.

DdD:
At that time, how did the demolition of the house
become public knowledge?

BC:

| believe it was thanks to Mathias Goeritz. Through
his friendship with Escobedo he visited the house
at some point and saw it was being destroyed with
jackhammers. He took a piece as evidence and
showed it to Ida Rodriguez Prampolini, his partner
at the time, who exploded and wrote a fantastic
text for Excélsior and even ended up on TV.&

DdD:
Did this have an impact?

BC:
It was something people would talk about and say,
“Oh, yes. It’s a crime, a barbarity, it's so wrong!”
But nobody did anything to stop it. Only Ida, and of
course what was written by Esther McCoy.?

DdD:
Indisputably, the Casa Cueva represents a funda-
mental link in the lineage of Mexican architecture,
which was altered with the abrupt destruction of
the house. As you’ve mentioned, Juan was keenly

si, es un crimen, una barbaridad, jqué mal!” Pero
nadie hizo nada para detenerlo. Sélo Ida, y bueno
también lo escrito por Esther McCoy.?

DdD:
Indiscutiblemente, la Casa Cueva representa un
eslabén fundamental en el linaje de la arquitec-
tura mexicana, el cual fue abruptamente alterado
con su destruccién. Como has mencionado, Juan
entendia la importancia de esta obra. §Cual fue
su reaccion en aquel momento?

BC:
Para Juan fue insuperable. Vender la casa fue
una mala idea porque le afecté mucho. Después
de su destruccion nunca volvié a ser el mismo.

Actualmente, el sitio y la antigua casa de Es-
cobedo son ocupados por una escuela de musica,
donde aun pueden encontrarse algunos rastros
de la Casa Cueva. Personalmente nunca volvi a
visitarla sino hasta hace un par de afos. Hice una
cita y le fui platicando al personal de la escuela
un poco sobre la casa. Lo tomaron muy bien. Se
interesaron y me dejaron ver absolutamente todo.
Les sefialé donde quedaban rastros de la Casa
Cueva—pedazos de plafon de mosaico en las
antiguas recamaras, en la sala y el estudio, en el
patio y en la entrada.

Es curioso, pero en 1969 cuando Escobedo
destruyo la Casa Cueva, la casa de Cheval fue
declarada patrimonio nacional en Francia. ¢Sa-
bias que Juan le dedico la casa a este ultimo? La
dedicatoria todavia esta visible en el patio de la
escuela de musica. Dice: “A la memoria de Ferdi-
nand Cheval, olvidado, dedico.”

1 En-Medio es apoyado por el Fondo Nacional para la Cultura y las Artes.
2 Max Cetto, padre de Bettina Cetto, fue un arquitecto de origen aleman
quien migré al continente americano en 1938. Arribé primero a Califor-
nia donde colaboré con Richard Neutra, continuando su camino a Méxi-
co en 1947 donde practicé arquitectura de manera independiente hasta
su muerte en 1980.

Helen O’Gorman, Mexican Flowering Trees and Plants (Ciudad de Mé-
xico: Ammex Associados, 1961).

El Museo Anahuacalli, conceptualizado y disefiado por Diego Rive-
ra, alberga la coleccién personal del artista de objetos prehispanicos.
Después de la muerte de Rivera en 1957, su hija Ruth y Juan O’Gorman
supervisaron la construccion del proyecto el cual fue finalizado en 1963.
La critica de Bruno Zevi “Grottesco Messicano” fue publicada original-
mente en 1957 en italiano en L'Espresso y traducida mas tarde al es-
pafol e incluida en el nimero de junio de 1958 de Arquitectura México.
Ida Rodriguez Prampolini fue una historiadora, investigadora y critica
especializada en el arte contemporaneo de México y Europa. Formé
parte del Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas de la UNAM desde 1957
hasta su muerte en 2017.

Esther McCoy fue escritora e historiadora de arquitectura con residen-
cia en California, desde donde colabor6 con distintas revistas de arqui-
tectura en Estados Unidos y Europa. Considerada como promotora del
Movimiento Moderno, escribié numerosos articulos sobre la obra de
distintos arquitectos mexicanos, entre los cuales se encuentra Juan
O’Gorman.
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aware of the project’s importance. What was his
reaction at the time?

BC:
For Juan it was insurmountable. Selling the Casa
Cueva was a bad idea to begin with because it af-
fected him very much. After its destruction he was
never the same again.

Today, a music school occupies the site and the
former house of Escobedo, which still holds a few
traces of the Casa Cueva. Personally, | never went
back there until a couple of years ago. | made an
appointment and told the staff a little bit about the
house and they took it very well. They became
interested and let me see absolutely everything. |
showed them where you could still find fragments
of the Casa Cueva—pieces of mosaic in the old
bedroom ceilings, in the living room and studio, in
the patio, and at the entrance.

It’s funny, but when Escobedo destroyed the Casa
Cueva in 1969 that same year Cheval’s house
was declared a national heritage site in France.
And did you know the former site was dedicated
by Juan in memory of the latter? The inscription
is still visible in the patio of the music school. It
reads: “To the memory of Ferdinand Cheval, for-
gotten, | dedicate.”

1 En-Medio is supported by funding from the Fondo Nacional para la
Culturay las Artes.

2 Max Cetto, father of Bettina Cetto, was a German-born architect who
immigrated to America in 1938. He arrived first to California where he
collaborated with Richard Neutra, and continued on to Mexico in 1947
where he practiced architecture independently until his death in 1980.

3 Helen O’Gorman, Mexican Flowering Trees and Plants (Mexico City:
Ammex Associados, 1961).

4 The Anahuacalli Museum, conceptualized and designed by Diego Rive-
ra, houses the artist’s personal collection of pre-Hispanic objects. After
Rivera died in 1957, his daughter Ruth and Juan O’Gorman supervised
the construction of the project until it was completed in 1963.

5 Bruno Zevi’s critique “Grottesco Messicano” was originally published in
Italian in L'Espresso in 1957 and later translated into Spanish and includ-
ed in the June 1958 issue of Arquitectura México.

6 |da Rodriguez Prampolini was a historian, researcher, and critic who
specialized in Mexican and European contemporary art. She was a
member of the Institute of Aesthetic Investigations at UNAM from 1957
until her death in 2017.

7 Esther McCoy was a writer and architectural historian based in Cali-
fornia. She was a contributor to several architecture magazines in the
United States and Europe, a champion of the modern movement, and
wrote numerous articles on the work of Mexican architects including
Juan O’Gorman.

Image Credits: All photographs by Max Cetto. Courtesy of Bettina Cetto,
Ciudad de México, México.
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