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WHEN ASKED WHY HE ONLY
BUILT HOMES FOR THE WEALTHY,
THE MEXICAN ARCHITECT LUIS
BARRAGÁN JOKINGLY ADDED:
“AND FOR HORSES, BUT HORSES
ARE NEITHER RICH OR POOR,
THEY’RE JUST HORSES.” AT CUADRA
SAN CRISTÓBAL, MEXICO CITY, WE
FIND OUT HOW HORSES INSPIRED
A MODERNIST MASTERPIECE.

Text JOHAN DEURELL Photography DORTE TULADHAR
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E

ntering the
walled Cuadra
San Cristóbal
you are in
effect walking
through a
magical
gateway to a
seven-and-ahalf-acre
sanctuary for
humans and
horses. Seen from the south, this white residential
house appears almost as a separate unit from the
colourful quarters that make out the equestrian
realm, but the domestic zone actually connects
directly to the stables. Formed as a quadrangle, or
what some have described as an “equine convent”,
this Mexico City masterpiece by the seminal
architect Luis Barragán is no ordinary horse
compound. Here at the Mexican rancho reimagined, the horses’ large swimming pool, extensive
loggias and patios are as central to the architectural composition as they are to the animals’ lives.
The stables with their surrounding walls in pink
and magenta somehow emphasise stability and a
distinct relationship to the earthen hues of the
Mexican soil. And perhaps most strikingly, at least
to Scandinavian eyes, is that they feel light and
open. A far cry from the closed modern horse-

keeping environments many of us are used to.
“This is without question one of the finest
examples of architecture as art, recognised as such
around the globe,” said Rick Moeser of Christie’s
International Real Estate, when the house went on
the market for $13 million. Art historian Nicholas Fox
Weber has described Cuadra San Cristóbal as “a
treasure for all humanity”, and the house has indeed
proven a treasure for architects and designers.
Reading the guest book is like flicking through an
autograph collection of today’s starchitects,
containing the signatures of David Chipperfield,
Norman Foster, Zaha Hadid, Jean Nouvel and
Richard Meier, to name a few. Barragán’s influence
can also be seen in fashion: Recently, Sophie Theallet
has quoted his work as an inspiration. In 2013, Cuadra
San Cristóbal itself inspired Albert Kriemler’s resort
collection for Akris, sharing the same clean lines and
colour palette. And there is probably more to come as
new generations fall in love with Barragán’s work.
Born in 1902, Luis Barragán grew up on a rancho
in Mazamitla, Jalisco, in Mexico. As the son of a
conservative and landowning family, he received
his formal education by Marists and Jesuits, but it
was at the local free school of engineering that he
became interested in architecture. After graduating, the aspiring architect got his parents to fund
a two-year grand tour of Europe, where he
experienced houses conveyed under principles

such as “the house is a machine for living in”. And
perhaps more importantly, he visited the gardens
at Les Colombières in Menton, France, designed
by Ferdinand Bac who proposed that “the soul of
gardens shelters the greatest sum of serenity at
man’s disposal”. This struck a cord with the
young Mexican. When returning to Mexico in
1927, he saw a country in desperate search of an
architectural identity. For some that meant
looking backwards to the Spanish Colonial style
or vernacular versions of Mediterranean
architecture. Others fully embraced Modernism
in its rejection of the regional, historical and
traditional. Barragán, on the other hand, sought
balance between the modern, technological and
secular society and the rural, equestrian and
traditional Mexico in which he had grown up.
In Barragán’s architecture, there is a sense of
being suspended between equestrian tradition and
modernism. Form always follows function,
ornamentation is sparse and the rooms are
proportionate, light and airy. But at the same
time, appropriations of stable walls, ponds,
troughs and aqueducts are the particularities he
applied to everything from villas to housing
blocks. “My interest is to apply the sense of this
architecture to modern architecture,” he once
commented. At Cuadra San Cristóbal this comes
full circle. The estate was built in 1966-68 as the
family home of Folke Egerström, but there was
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“THE ESTATE
WAS BUILT IN
1966-68 AS THE
FAMILY HOME
OF FOLKE
EGERSTRÖM,
BUT THERE
WAS NEVER
ANY DOUBT AS
TO WHO THE
REAL CLIENTS
WERE: THE
HORSES”
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“THE SENSE
OF SERENITY
WHICH IS
ALREADY
INHERENT
IN BEING
AROUND
HORSES IS
ELEVATED AT
CUADRA SAN
CRISTÓBAL”

never any doubt as to who the real clients were:
The horses. Egerström and Barragán had met
while riding at the nearby Club Hípico Francés
and shared a passion for the equestrian life around
which the home is designed.
While clearly being a Modernist structure, the
estate also reflects Barragán’s memories of his
childhood home, where walls protected the horses,
fountains and aqueducts acted as their drinking
vessels, and their shadows formed patterns in the
afternoon sun. “My love of landscape and of
animals in the landscape, and for the horse in
particular, goes back to stables,” he once said. For
Barragán architecture and landscape were
inseparable. Only when in harmony with the
landscape can architecture achieve the sense of
serenity expressed in Cuadra San Cristóbal. When
awarded the Pritzker Architecture Prize in 1980,
Barragán talked about serenity as a “true antidote
against anguish and fear, and today, more than ever,
it is the architect’s duty to make of it a permanent
guest in the home, no matter how sumptuous or
humble”. In the same vein, most riders could testify
as to how horses make us feel calm and safe. This
sense of serenity, which is already inherent in being
around horses, is elevated at Cuadra San Cristóbal.
Almost like being in Nirvana.
One of the most striking features of Cuadra
San Cristóbal is the presence of water. Barragán
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translated the traditional Mexican rancho’s pond
or stream as something altogether more striking,
with two swimming pools on the grounds – one
for humans and one for horses, the latter slightly
more pond-like with sloped edges, allowing
horses access, also from the pasture. After
schooling or hacking in the Mexican sun, the
horses love being ridden through the pool. “It’s
fun and it cools them down,” say the owners.
Framing the pools are large walls, used to form
beautiful spatial compositions that unveil the
property bit by bit. Layers of colour enter your
field of vision as you walk. The pink hues of the
surrounding walls are mirrored in the horses’
pool, “particularly in the early morning and the
late afternoon, when the play of shadows and
reflections are most beautiful,” explain the
owners. Details, such as the rectangular openings
in the wall, appear as impeccable dark squares on
the water’s surface.
Walls are also what separate Cuadra San
Cristóbal from the street, making the compound a
calm, silent, and safe place for horses and humans
alike. But inside the stables, the inner walls never
reach the ceiling. Instead they are designed so that
the horses can see, smell and communicate with
each other. In this almost holistic haven of poetic
modernity, it makes perfect sense when the
owners reveal: “Our horses never get sick; we
never see the vet.”
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