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EL FROYECTO EXPERIMENTRAL
MEXICALI
THE MEXICALI EXPERIMENTRL
PROJECT

[Es]

En 1975, el arguitecto Christopher Alexander
recibid una invitacidn de la Universidad
piblica de Baja California ([(UABC), para dar
una conferencia en la ciudad fronteriza de
Hexicali. Coincidiendo con @l desarrollo
del s=lenquaje de patroness=, au aclamada
teoria; Alexander propusc @n su lugar llevar
a cabs un experiments de vivienda social con
familias de clase trabajadera dispusstas &
constrvwir sus propias casas. Con el apoye
de un grupe de estudiantes ¥y profesores

de la UABC, del Centro de Estructura
Hedicambiental de Berkeley ¥ funciocmarios
del gobierno local, @l Froyecto Experimental
Hexicali se conatruyd en 1976 en las afueras
de la ciudad, en el Conjunto Urbano Orizaba.

ISSSTECALI

Programa Habitacional
de Auto - Construccion
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En muchos aantidos, el experiments de
Hoxicali formd$ parte de la vitalidad
arquitectdnica deade finales de loa sesenta

a principics de los setenta, cuando ae
preduje una explosidn de vivienda piblica

¥ asentamientos informales en plena crisis
sundial de la vivienda de la dpeca. Durante
estos anos, los movimientos comunitarios de
base intredujeren herramientas y sistemas

de construccidn de autoayuda, mientras

que loa avances tecnoldgices llevaron a
arquitectos mis tedricoes a imaginar ciuvdades
utdpicas ¥y futuristas. El miétode de Alexander
pretendia cambiar el paradigma de la vivienda
splienadas producides el mercado inmobiliario
¥ por el Estado en favor de peguefias
scomunidadess construidas por la gente;
gegin sus necesidades scclales, econdmicas vy
espirituales. Bus teocrias s¢ basaban &¢n la
idea de gque leoa edificics tambidn debian ser
humanos ¥ =lugares belloss, o como él los
llamaba, scompletos y atemporaless.

Debido a contratiempos econdmicos, politicos
& institucionales, adle ze terminaron cince
de las treinta casas previstas coriginalmente
an al proyvecte de Mexicali, junto con un
patio de constructores, donde ae probaron
soluciones de disedfio y construscidn en

un prototipos a éscala real. Desde su
finalizacidn, el experimente se ha enfrentade
A numeérescs retos comd désacusrdos entre
loa residentes, su incompatibilidad con loa
sistemas de construccidn locales ¥y hasta
fercces comentarics de criticos vy académicos.

Hedic sigle después, a medida que la crisis
de la vivienda ae agrava en tode el mando,
aste axperiménte sigue ofreciende muchas
lecciones para tomar an cuanta. Esta
exposicidén explora la histeria y el contexto
socicpolitico del Proyecto Experimental
Haxicali, las tesrias gue lo austentan y oy
radical transformacién a lo largo del tiempo.
Se nutre de un amplis catdloge de resurascs

¥ colaboraciones, como material de archive,
fotografias, peliculas, ensayos ¥y nuavas
comisiones & acguitectos ¥y artistas.

[En]

In 1975, architect Christopher Alexander
raceived an invitation te lecture at the
public University of Baja California (UABC)
in the border ity of HMexicali. Coineciding
with the developsent of his acclaimed
theory, “pattern language,” Alexander
proposed instéad te conduct &4 social housing
axpariment with working-class familiea
willing to build their ewn homes. With

the support of a group of students and
faculty frem URBC and Berkeley's Center

for Environmental Structure, as well as
lecal government oficials, The Hexicali
Experimental Project was built in 1976 on
the city's outakirts at the Conjunts Urbane
Orizaba.
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In many ways, the Mexicalli experiment was
part of the architectural vitality of the
late sixties and early seventies, which saw
an explesion of pubklic housing and informal
settlements at the height of the global
heusing crisis of the time. During this
peried, grassrocts movements intreduced
self=-help building tools and systems,

while technolegical advances led to more
theoretical architects imagining utopian and
futuristic eities. Alexander's method ai=ed
to change the paradigs of “alienated” housing
produced by the atate and the market in
favor of small “communities” built by people
according to their sccial, econcmic, and

i Ewpey cmned wadd 1

spiritual needa. His theorles were
based on the idea that buildings
should also be human and “beautiful
places,” or as he called them,
*whole and timeless.*”

Due to economic, political, and
institutional setbacks, onaly flve

of the originally planned thirty
houzes in the Mexicali project were
completed, together with a builder's
yard, where design-build sclutions
were tested on a full-scale
prototype. Since its completion,

the experiment has faced numercous
challenges, from disagreemsnts among
rasidents, to fts incompatibility
with local building systems, to
fiaree commentary fram eritics and
academics alike.

Half a century later, as housing
crises despen worldwide, thia
experiment still offers many lessons
to be considered. In this sensza,
the exhibition explores the histery
and sceciopelitical context of The
Mexicali Exwperimental Projest, the
theories behind it, and its radical
tranaformsation over time. It draws
on a wide range of resources and
collaborations=including archival
material; photographs, film, @ssays,
and new commissions with architects
and artists.

EL FROBLEMRA
THE PROBLEM

[Es]

En la década de 1970, @1 mundo
=astaba experimentande la migracidén
mits rdpida de personas a ciudades y
urbanizaciones de la hiateria... ¥y
los gobiernos empeIaron a IeCOnNGCHr
la necesidad de una viviendsa adecuada
cams un derecsho humane bésicos,

segin la primera Conferencia de las
Haciones Unidas sobre asentamientos
humancs, Hébitat I, celebrada en
Yancouver en 1976. Esta conferencia
s¢ menciona en la introduccidn de

The Production of Houses (1985),

@l libre de Christopher Alexander
gobre al Proyecto Experimental de
Hexicali. En 1573, el expresidente
Richard MNixon declard una moratoria
sobre la vivienda piblica, deteniendo
la construccidn y subvencidn de
viviendas de bajo coste ¢n Estados
Unidos. Esta accidn avivé el debate
sobre el colapso de muchos proyectos
de vivienda social en @l pais, gue

ya 2@ habia intensificade por la
demolicidén televisada del complejo
Prufitt-Igoe en San Luis en 1972,

Ese mismo afo se cred en Miéxico el
INFOMAVIT, una institucidn priscrdial
para la wivienda obrera gue se asumid
como la solucidn a los asentamientcs
informales en expansidn del pais,
como «Cartolandias, un barric de
cartén construido en Tijuana, en

la frontera con Estados Unides. El
problema de la escasez de viviendn ase
convirtid en una de las principales
preccupaciones de acaddémicos,
planificadores vy politicos de todo el
munde, situands a los argquitectos en
&l centro del debate.
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[En]

In the 19708, the world *was
axperiencing the fastest migration
of pecple to cities and towns in
historvy... and governments began

to recognize the need for adequate
housing as a basic human right.*
ascording to the frst United Wations
conference on human settlements,
Habitat I, held in Vancouver in
197&. This conference is referenced
in Christopher Alexander's
introduction to The Production of
Houges (198%), his bock on The
Maxicali Experimental Project. In
1973, former President Richard Mixen
declared a moratorium on public
housing, halting the construction
and subsidization of low-coat
housing im the United States. This
action fueled the debate over the
collapse of many social housing
projects in the ceuntry, intensified
by the televised desmclition of

the FPruite-Igos complex in St.

Louis in 1972. That samé year,
INFONAVIT was created in Mexico, &
landmark institution for workers®
housing that was assumed to be the
solution o the sprawling informal
settlements in the country, such

ag “Cartelandia,” a cardboard
shantytown built in Tijuana near
the border with the United States.
The housing shortage problesm becami
a major concern of academica,
plannsrs, and politicians arcund the
world, placing architects at the
center of the debate.

LRS ALTERNRTIVAS
THE ALTERNRTIVES

[Ez]
Tras las revueltas vy la agitacidn

de finales de los sesenta, la
argquitectura se embarcd &n proyectos
axparimsntales gque fomentaban una
mentalidad politica & imaginativa.
Talleres lidicos, movimientoa
ambientalistas, disenos utdpicos:

la mayoria de eatas iniciativaa
caolaborativas se centraban en
ancentrar formas de anticiparse

al sheck del future. En los afios
getenta, estas alternativas
reflejaban la peicolagia subyacente

a la imaginacidn sccial vy las
aspiraciones da la época; un pariods
interpolade entre la SGuesrra Fria vy
las précticas de la Hueva Era gue
promovian nociones de supervivencia
y refugic, o la bdagueda de una

vida autdnoma, rural y suburbana.

La preliferacidn v el =acceso &

las herramientass de la dpoca

fueron fundamentales pazra la
democratizacidn de la informacién

Y para las prédcticas del shdgalo
uated miamss gque, coms el Proyscto
Hexicali, pretendian dar a todo el
=mundoe =accezo a las herramientass

para construir su propic entorno.

[En]

In the wake of the revelta and
upheaval of the late sixties,
architesture sngaged in experismental
projects that fostered a political
and imaginative =indaset. Playful
workshops, back=to=the=land
movemants, wekoplan designa—moat of

these collaborative initiatives
focused on finding ways to anticipate
the shock of the future. In the
19708, these alternatives reflected
the paychology behind the social
imagination and aspirvaticns of the
tims: a period interpolated between
the Cold War and Hew Age practices
that promoted notions of surviwval
and ghelter, or the search for an
autonomous, raral; and suburban
life. The proliferation and “acceas
to tools® of the era was central to
the demccratization of informaticon
and te the do-it-yourself practices
that; like The Mexicali Experimental
Project, aimed to give averpand
“aoCoess to tools® to build their own
anvirsnment.

LRS LUCHAS
THE STRLGGLES

[Es]

En la década de 1970, millanes de
personas de todo el mande se disron
cuenta de gue ni el Eastadse ni al
mercadoe podian =0 gquerian= hacer
frente a sus necesidades de vivienda,
cada vez mis urgentes. Agotados por
ia faletn de respuesta oficial, los ain
techo del mundo empezaron a tomar
cartas en ¢l asunto ejerciende su
derache a4 la wivienda, a la tierra ¥y
a los servicics esenciales a través
de diversos procescs de acsesidn
directa, autocayueda vy ayeds mutua.

En 1976, durante un avento paralelo
a Hébitat I; conocido como Foro
Habitat, OXG, acaddémicos y activiatas
de todo &l munds recordaron a los
lideres mundiales reunidos an
Vancouver gue slos productos ldgicos
del sistema sccial imperante, gQue en
un gran nimers de pafses beneficia a
pequefias minorias en detrimento de

la mayoria de la peblacidn, son la
explotacidén v la opresidn de la clase
trabajadora por parte de la clase
dominantes. En México, «l Movimiento
Urbams Popular (HUP) se dedicd

a buscar, restaurar y construir
viviendas asequibles para la
poblacidén de las ciuvdades, alineado
con una lucha obrera gque se extendid
por tods el pais.

[En]

For countless communities around
the world, it becama clear in the
19703 that neither the state nor
the sarket was able—or willing—te
address their increasingly urgent
housing needs. Exhavsted by the lack
of official response, the world’s
unhoused began to take matters

intoe their own hands by exercising
their right te housing, land, and
essantial services through varisus
procasses of direct action, self-
halp, and motual aid. Im 1976,
during a parallel event to Habitat
I, known as the Habitat Farum, HGDs,
scholars, and activists from around
the world reminded world leaders
gathered in Vancouwver that “the
logical products of the prevalling
social system, which in a large
number of countries benefit small
minorities to the detriment of the
mnjority of the population,; are the
exploitation and oppression of the
working class by the ruling class.”
In Mexics, the Movimients Urbano
Fopular (MUP) dedicated itself to
finding, reatering, and bulilding
afordable housing for people in the
cities, aligned with a workera®
struggle that spread throughout
the sountry.

LA CIUPRP
THE LITY

[Es]

Mexicali se fundd en 1903 como
cliudad hermana de Calexico
(California), en un esfuerzo

por unir la naturaleza y las
infrasstructuras deé ambas régiones.
En la década da 1970, la capital
de Baja California experimentd

uns de sus transformacicnes mis
importantes tras el fin de la era
de la industria algodenera, @l
sobe blances gque habia impulsads
la sconomia en la década anterior.
A mediades de los afios 60, una
serie de incentivos animaron a

lpa empresas estadounidenses a
instalarse &n MHexicali sin una
normativa estricta. 5o conatruyeron
plantas manufactursras, conocidas
como maguiladoras, en las afueras
e la ciudad, mientras &l centro
experimentaba una renovacidn
urbanistica ¥y arquitectdnica,

en muchos cases siguiende los
trazados de los centros urbancs
nortearmericancs. En L1775, afio del
exparimento Mexicali, el INFONAVIT
comEnzd a4 constriair una Jdé las
primeras iniciativas de wvivienda
social #n la regisdn fronteriza.

[En]

Maxicalli was founded in 1903 as a
sister city to Calexico, California;
in an afort to link the natural
rescources and infrastruocture of both
ragiona. In the 1970a, the capital
of Baja California underwent one of
its =ost important transformations
fallowing the end of the era of the
cotkton ilndustry, the “white gold®
that had driven the econcay in the
pravicus decade. In the mid-1%603,

a series of incentives encouraged

s companies to set up operations in
Maxicall without strict regulatiena.
Manufacturing plants,; known as
magquiladoras, ware built an the
outskirts of the city, while the
downtown aresa underwent an urban and
architectural renovation, in many
cases follewing the layouts of Hozth
American city centers. In 1975, the
yaar of The Hexicali Experimental
Project, INFONAVIT began to build
cne of the first social housing
ipitiatives in the border region.

o e

CHRISTOPHER RLEXANPER
(1536-2028)

[Es]

Christopher Alexander nacid en
Viena en 1%36 y crecid en Oxford.
Eatudid Matemdticas y Quimleca an
Cambridge, donde tambidn completd
@l programa de arguitecturs =parso
sentia gque &l programa perdia ol
punto: gueria aprender a hacer un
edificio hermosos. Alexander se
dogtoré en arguitectura en Hazvazrd
¥, en 1964, aseptd un puests de
profescr en la Universidad de
Califernia en Berkeley. En 1967,
fundd con varios colegas @l Centro
da Estructura Medicambiental. Sus
primeras tesrias, gues combinaban
aistemas informitices con médtodoa
arquitectdnicos fragmentarios,

le ganaron una Deputacidn entre
los tecndloges del disefie ¥y los
arguitectos antimodernistas, poreo
su libre Un lenguaje de patrones
(1977}, weilizado en EL Experimento
Mexicali, ha side consideradsa uno
de los libros mis importantes de
arguitestura ¥ planificacidn durante
mauchas décadas, a la ver gue uno
da los =his controvertides en este

CAmPO.

[En]

Christopher Alexander was born

in vienna in 1936 and raised in
oxford. He studied mathematics and
chemistry at Cambridge, where he
alse completed the architecture
pregram, *bat felt that the program
was missing the point: he wanted

to learn how to make & beauwtifal
building.* Alexander went on Lo
garn a doctorate in architecturs

at Harvard and, im 1964, took a
teaaching position at the University
of California, Berkeley. Im 1967, he
and several colleagues founded the
center for Environmental Structure.
His esarly theories combining
copputer information systems with
piecemeal architectural methods
earned him a reputation among design
tachnolagists and antimedernist
architects,; but his book, A Pattern
Language (1977}, used in The
Maxicali Experimental Project, has
beaen considered one of the moat
important books in architecture

and planning for many decades,
while also being one of the most
controversial in the feld.

LA PROPUCCION PE CRSAS
THE FROPLCTION OF HOUSES

[Es]

En noviembre de 1975, el

arguitests Christopher Alexander
habia conseguido reunir a

varios eorganismosa mexicanca y
e¢stadounidenses, éntrée #llos la
Uriveraidad de Baja California
{URBLY v &l Centro de Estructura
Ambiental (CES), para Llevar a

cabs un experiments de viviendas

de bajo coste en un asentamiento
infarmal de las afuveras de Mexicali,
propiedad del Estade. Las cinco
familias participantes recibieron
préstamos para construlr sus

propias viviendaa. Alexander y

asus colaboradores asumieron &l

papel de arguitecto-construvctor
sncargindose de las tarsas Jqus
normalmanta 2e asignan a diversoa
especialistas (disefadores,
ingenieros; administradores,
constructores, albafiles, ets.) para
gestionar todes los aspectos de la
construccidn. Como ol experiments
debia seguir la teoria de Alexander
del «lenguaje de patroness, las
familias adaptaron las soluciones de
diasfio a sus propias necesidadesa.
Las casas ¥y un patic de construccidn
al stre lade de la calle ze
caracterizaroen por usar techos
abovedados de hormigén ligers tejide
con celosia, ¥ blogues de cesents

y adobe fabricados in situ con

una prensa Rosacometta importada

de Italia. Las 25 casas restantaes
del proyecto nunca 34 COnaLIUPLEEOR
debide a contratiempos del gobierno.
Sa conaliderd gua las casas eran
demasiado rudimentarias y ¢l procesoc
de construceidn demasimde lento en
comparacidén con las viviendas de
tracts sueceaive.

[En]
In Mewvember 1975, architecst
Christopher Alexander had succesded
in bringing together a numbar

of Mexican and US agencies,
including the University of Baja
California (UABC) and the Center for
Envirenmental Structure [CES), to
conduct an experiment in low-cost
houeing in an infersmal settlement

on the sutakirts of Maxicali owned
by the atate. The five participating
families received loans to build
their own homes. Alexander and hia
collaborators assumed the role of
the architect=builder taking on the
tasks normally assigned to variocus
specialists (designers; engineers,
administrators, builders, masons,
ote.) to manage every aspect of
construction. Since the experisent
was to follow Alexander's theory of
the “pattern language,” the familiea
adapted the design solutisns to
their own needs. The houses and

a construction yard across the
straat featured vaulted ceilings

af lightweight concrete woven with
lattice, and cement and adebe blocks
made on site with a Rosacometts
press imported from Italy. The
remaining twenty-five houses in the
project were never built due to
govern=ent setbacks. The houses wera
considered too rudimentary,. and

the construction process too slew
compared to tract housing.

MEXICALI PE NLEVD
MEXICALI REVISITED

Tk

(Es]
En 1984, Dorilt Froms y Poter
Bosgelmann valvieron al lugar

para antraviatar & las familias

de Mexicali. Descubrieron que sé
habia bloguenads todo agcesc a la
zona combin, #& habian vallads

las casas y ae habia alterade la
forsa del cemplejs. Las bivedas
dificultaron el crecimients wertical
de las casas, par le gque machas
familias las adaptaron desde el
interior; sin embarge, la mayoria
de los residentes manifestaron
a3tar Contentold CoOn SUE CAsAS,

con &l uso del patrdn de lenguaje

y con =la guia de Chria=. A

los posteriores andlisis del
sHéteds Alexanders ae unieron las
criticas a su visidn «rominticas

¥ & la simposicidns de la idea de
belleza del arguitests y de reglas
eapecificas para la construceidn.

El Patis del Constructor fue
abandonads tras el experimento de
1976 ¥y ae utilizdé como refuglo para
ccupantes ilegales. & principios

de loa afics 90, la Univeraidad de
Baja California (UABC) ofrecid al
arquitecto y profesor Marie Vargaa
la aportunidad de vivir an El Sitio;
durante mis de una década con su
familia ¥ sus hijes, entre allos
Fastizal Zasudic, artista gque se
presenta esta expasicidn. En 2006,
@l complejo se reabrid como clinica
de aalud y centro universitario para
la comunidad (UNICOM).

[En]

In 1984, Dorit Fromm and Feter
Bosselmann returned to interview the
Hexicali families. They discovered
that all accesa to the common area
had been blocked, the houses had
baan fenced off, and the shape of the
camplex had been altered. The vaults
made it difficult for the houses ko
gres wertically, oo many families
adapted the houses from the Inside:
howaver, most residents expressoed
being happy with their houses, the
use of the ~“pattern language,* and
“Chris‘s guidance.” Subseguent
analyases of the “Alexander Method"
were joined by criticisms of

its "romantic” wvision and the
“impasition™ of the architest’'s idea
of beauty and specific rules for
construction. The builder’s yard was
abandoned after the 1?7Té experiment
and used as a shelter for sguatters.
In the sarly 19%0s, the University
of Baja California (VABC) offered
architect and professor Hario Vargas
the opportunity to live in the
complex for more than a decade with
his family and children, ineluding
Pastizal Zamudis, the artist
featured in this exhibition. Im
2006, the complex was reopened as a
health clinic and university centsr
for the community (URICOH).
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