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T H E A L L E N S T Y L E : 

Jorge Loyiaga, architect, De la Garza Evia House, San Pedro Garifl Garcia, 1983. 

Northern M e x i c o has been invaded 
by a strange phenomenon that is 
spreading t o more t rad i t i ona l 

central M e x i c o . T h e " M c A l l e n - s t y l c " 
house - so cal led by some Mon te r rey 
designers - is becoming the most popu la r 
arch i tectura l expression in many residen-
t ia l areas in Mex ico 's northeast. 

I t may seem odd that in a coun t ry w i t h a 
r ich arch i tec tura l t r a d i t i o n , boast ing such 
architects as Luis Barragan and R icardo 
I egorreta , the m idd le and upper classes 
prefer to mutate commerc ia l cons t ruc t ion 
in the suburbs of South Texas. Th is can be 
expla ined in a br ief h is tor ica l summary . 

T H E F R A I L T Y O K 

A R C H I T E C T U R A L T R A D I T I O N 

I \ N U K I M I - R N M I. X [ C O 

The r ich cu l tu re ot the viceregal Spanish 
co lony , wh ich lasted three centur ies, d id 
not equal ly affect al l pans o f M e x i c o . In 
fact, much ' i t wha t is today nor thern 
M e x i c o lay on the per iphery of the centers 
of cu l tu ra l in f luence. M o n u m e n t a l co lo -
nial w o r k s are sparse in the n o r t h : a few 
churches in Sal t i l lo , C h i h u a h u a , and 
Mon te r rey . I he cu l tu ra l isolat ion persist 
ed du r i ng much o f the 19th century . A n 
arch i tectural t rad i t i on was no t f i rm l y 
established in the region un t i l the 
" P o r f i r i a t o " ( 1 8 9 0 - 1 9 1 0 ) , w h e n , as a 
result of the indust r ia l b o o m , local ami 
foreign businessmen bui l t their houses m 
con tempora ry Luropean siyles. 

Af ter the Mex i ca n Revo lu t ion ( 1 9 1 0 -
I 9 I ~ i . the I uropean fad vanished, and 
once again austeri ty re igned. It was thus 
that European and Amer ican rat ional is t 
archi tecture was in t roduced by engineers 
and architects w h o had studied in M e x i c o 

C i t y or in the Un i ted States. Houses 
designed w i t h a Bauhaus or R ichard 
Neut ra l ook , sometimes even in the 
Frank L loyd W r i g h t or Le Corhus ier 
style, domina ted cons t ruc t ion in the 
1950s and 1960s. By then , all l inks 
w i t h t rad i t iona l archi tecture had been 
lost. A t most , a few Neoco lon ia l 
houses - the Mex i can term lor the 
picturesque Spanish-Medi ter ranean 
style - were bu i l t du r i ng the 1930s. Hut 
even th is ended by the mid-1 940s. 

E C O N O M I C E X C H A N G E A N D 
C U L T U R A L T R A N S P O S I T I O N 

D u r i n g the 1960s, several factors led to a 
rapid expansion in economic and demo-
graphic exchanges across the border 
between M e x i c o and the Uni ted St:iles. In 
1965, M e x i c o launched the Border 
Indust r ia l i za t ion Program to develop its 
no r the rn cit ies and towns by foster ing the 
establ ishment o f iiUhjiuLi industr ies and 
s t imu la t i ng demograph ic deve lopment . 
A t the same t ime , the cit ies o f South 
Texas underwent rap id g r o w t h in c o m -
merc ia l and service act iv i t ies. Large shop-
p ing mal ls , bu i l t in the 1970s, d rew 
shoppers not on ly f r o m the border but 
f r o m in ter io r cit ies such as Mon te r rey 
and Sal t i l lo . A n d South Texas exper i -
enced a tour is t b o o m , par t i cu la r ly a long 
South Padre Is land. These changes had a 
s t rong impac t on the cu l tu re o f no r th -
eastern M e x i c o . A n increasing number o f 
Mex icans l i v ing in border cities came 
in to dai ly contact w i t h " the Amer ican 
w a y o f l i f e " t h rough the mass media and 
shopping. M a n y o f these were immigrants 
w h o in m o v i n g to the border left not on ly 
their home towns but many aspects of 
their t rad i t iona l cu l ture as we l l . Beginning 
in the 1970s, m idd le - and upper - income 

fami l ies f r o m M a t a m o r o s , Reynosa, and 
N u e v o Laredo moved across the r iver 
to Brownsv i l le , M c A l l e n , and Laredo and 
adopted Amer ican consump t i on habi ts . 

As for the inhabi tants o f the in ter io r of 
M e x i c o ' s border states, they began pay ing 
frequent visits to the Texas border towns , 
no t on ly to shop but also t o spend ho l i -
days on the beaches o f Padre Island o r in 
the discos o f M c A l l e n and San A n t o n i o . It 
is est imated that 20 percent o f the pur -
chases made in shopp ing mal ls in Texas 
border towns are made by Mex icans l i v i ng 
in the in ter io r . At the end o f the 1970s, 
a lmost 25 percent o f the c o n d o m i n i u m s in 
South Padre Island were o w n e d by 
Mex icans . 

shelter magazines. As a logical conse-
quence, Mex i can merchants and 
d is t r ibu to rs began to take advantage 
(if the marke t by o f fe r ing impo r ted 
or " A m e r i c a n - s t y l e " cons t ruc t ion mater i -
als and bu i l d i ng accessories. 

So ML EXAMPLES IN 
MONTERREY 

Arch i tec tu ra l -cu l tu ra l t ranspos i t ion is 
par t icu lar ly evident in Mon te r rey ' s resi-
dent ia l d is t r ic ts. M o n t e r r e y is the most 
i m p o r t a n t ci ty in nor thern M e x i c o and 
the coun t r y ' s most progressive; many o f 
Mex ico ' s ma jo r industr ies and f inanc ia l 
inst i tu t ions have their headquarters there, 
in bu i ld ings that are im i ta ted in o ther 
M e x i c a n cit ies. 

• 

Carles Galon Galon, architect, Tic vino del Bosque House, San Pedro Garza Garcia, 1988. 

Simul taneously, midd le and upper income 
Mex i can cu l ture underwent an assimila-
t ion process by adop t ing the consump t i on 
standards ani l the aesthetic values o f 
South Texas. Th is became evident in pop-
ular fash ion: Mex icans began ap ing 
Amer ican television stars, eat ing hamburg -
ers and o ther junk f o o d , acqu i r i ng fu rn i -
ture appropr ia te for Amer ican 
" t r a d i t i o n a l " dwe l l ings , and overequip-
p ing their k i tchens. It was most obv ious in 
the design o f houses. 

The styl ist ic standards o f Amer ican subdi -
v is ion houses became fami l ia r to Mex icans 
w h o saw and photographed such houses 
wh i le t rave l ing th rough the residential 
d is t r ic ts of Brownsv i l le o r M c A l l e n o r w h o 
read such books as A n d y Lang's 11)1 
Select Dream Houses (I l a m m o n d , I9S2) . 
The inf luence o f publ ished images 
increased du r i ng the eighties and nineties 
w i t h the appearance in Mex i ca n book -
stores o f Architectural Digest and o ther 

The ass imi la t ion o f Amer ican styles 
began as early as the 1930s and 1940s, 
when a g roup o f M e x i c a n archi tects edu-
cated at the Univers i ty o f Texas and the 
Massachusetts Inst i tu te o f Techno logy 
came to Mon te r rey . As the first profes-
sional designers to settle permanent ly in 
the city since the M e x i c a n revo lu t i on , 
they had a t remendous impact on 
Mon te r rey ' s cu l tu ra l l i fe . Joaquin A. 
M o r a was the founder o f the School o l 
Arch i tec ture o f the Universi ty o f N u e v o 
Leon {1946) and later became its dean 
( 1955). I le favored l u r o p e a n styles for 
his residential w o r k , w i t h a not iceable 
preference for N o r m a n lines. I . i /andro 
Pena, one o f the most impo r tan t design-
ers o f his t ime, became famous for 
H o l l y w o o d facades and neo-Ca l i fo rn ia 
houses. T h r o u g h h i m , Mon te r rey became 
acquainted w i t h Frank L l o y d Wr igh t ' s 
archi tecture. A r t u r o V. Gonzalez was the 
creator o f many Georgian-sty le houses 
and seduced Mon te r rey w i t h C o w With 
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the W r w / c o l u m n e d port icoes. The engi -
neer-architects F.duardo l lc lden and Luis 
Mores incorpora ted Ar t Dcco in their 
commerc ia l bu i ld ings and bu i l t homes 
inf luenced by Amer ican t rad i t i ona l 
archi tecture. 

is fo rgo t ten . W h a t can be said is that the 
Amer ican t rad i t i ona l style lias become a 
local t r ad i t i on in M o n t e r r e y , one 
enr iched by newly ar r ived trends f r o m 
the Un i ted States. But im i t a t i on o f South 
Texas bu i l d ing styles remains the gu ide-
l ine for these creators. 

Joiu Ortiz de la Hlterla, architect, Eliiondo House, San Pedro Garza Garcia, 1985. 

The t rend reached its peak w i t h .i design 
er w h o studied at the Univers i ty o f Texas 
but graduated f r o m the Univers i ty o f 
Nuevo Leon in 1952, Juan V. Padilla. For 
almost four decades. Mon te r rey 's h igh 
society lay under I 'adi l la's spell . I l is w o r k 
was ext remely func t iona l but was over-
laid w i t h an Amer ican " t r a d i t i o n a l " aes-
thet ic. T h e decora t ion was sumptuous , 
c o m b i n i n g t rad i t i ona l and exot ic 
elements in the vein o f Architectural 
Digest. W i t h his associate, Ad r i an 
A u d i f f r c d , I 'adil la was a p ro l i f i c designer. 
Kxamples o f his creat iv i ty are everywhere 
in the c i ty 's residential d ist r ic ts. 

I 'adi l la's social and f inancia l success 
made h im a model for young architects o i 
the 1960s and I97t)s. Enrique Rousseau, 
Felipe M i e r , Rober to Scott, lgnac io 
Gomez del C a m p o , A r m a n d o Garza 
Cavazos, ( i u i l l e r m o Cardenas l i m i n e / , 
and Car los Galan Galan are only a few o l 
I 'adi l la's sucessors. I heir w o r k extended 
Amer ican t rad i t i ona l styles to midd le 
class ne ighborhoods , add ing such new 
elements as the use o l mater ia ls w i t h a 
rustic look - avai lable on the market 
since the 1970s - and inco rpo ra t i ng their 
o w n innovat ions and var ia t ions on the 
Amer ican style. 

The list o f architects is so long and inter-
pretat ions n i the or ig ina l models so 
numerous that sometimes the prototype 

T H i L I M I T S O F C U L T U R A L 

T R A N S P O S I T I O N 

The t ranspos i t i on o f Texas res ident ia l 
a rch i tec tu re styles sou th o f the border 
has been severely c r i t i c ized by M e x i c a n 
arch i tec ts , especial ly those f r o m cent ra l 
M e x i c o , and by na t iona l is ts . Arch i tec ts 
in the border states are accused ot ap ing 
A m e r i c a n styles a n d sacr i f i c ing the i r 
o w n t rad i t i ons . 

Ac tua l l y , the im i t a t i on is qu i te superf i -
c ia l . Amer i can archi tects when asked 
about the M c A l l e n style answer s imp ly , 
" T h i s doesn' t look l ike M c A l l e n . " A 
recent study o f the values and meanings 
ot Mon te r rey ' s residential archi tecture 
noted that authent ic Mex i ca n elements 
rema in , camouf laged in Amer i can set-
t ings. S i t ing, use ot su r round ing wal ls , 
cons t ruc t ion w i t h sol id concrete, inter-
pretat ions o f the inside-outside concept , 
and especially p lan organ izat ions that 
retain the spatial hierarchies o l the 
Mex ican fami ly and its social system are 
(•samples ot persistent cu l tu ra l elements. 
T o i l lustrate the latter, one example w i l l 
suff ice. A middle-class M o n t e r r e y house 
can have up to seven spatial zones o f 
soc iabi l i ty to wh ich guests are admi t ted 
depending on the i r degree o f acquain-
tance w i t h the host. I b i s can range f r o m 
a coup le o l benches on the entrance 
po rch , to s imi la r benches on the inside 

' / / / c A l l e n Style? 

The " M c A l l e n house" is as l ike-
ly t o be found in the suburbs o f 
Brownsv i l le or on the outsk i r ts 
o l R io ( I rande C i t y as it is in 

M c A l l e n . Indeed, the " M c A l l e n -
s ty le " house no tw i t hs tand ing , 

what str ikes the casual v is i tor to 
M c A l l e n is the sheer number o f 
houses there tha i seem to have 

been designed by architects. 
O ' N c i l Ford and Frank Welch 

are each responsible for a 
M c A l l e n house, and the Chicago 
archi tect James Nagle produced 

a modern house in Pharr , on 
McA l len ' s eastern edge. 

H ous to n architect Kenneth 
Bentsen designed the in f luent ia l 

W i n n House in M c A l l e n in 
1965. Its p lanar wa l l s , f lat roo f , 
arched openings, and in ter ior 

pat io garden are a modern para-
phrase ot the 19th-century bor -

der br ick style. Thus , w h i l e 
Mon te r rey ' s el i te pay t r ibu te to 
Amer ican suburban house rypes 
and styles, their Val ley counter-
parts have demonst ra ted a con-

sistent fascinat ion w i t h Mex i ca n 
archi tectura l themes. A happy 
med ium is perhaps established 
by Roger kasbach : he is both 
McA l l en ' s and Mon te r rey ' s 
favor i te 1 louston archi tect. 

Kenneth Bentsen Associates, architects, 
Winn House, McAllen. 1965. 
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Frank Welch & Associates, architects, Roney House, 
McAllen, 1985, elevation drawing. 

p o r c h , to the foyer near the entrance, to 
an i n f o rma l l i v ing r o o m , to the fo rma l 
l i v i ng r o o m , to the television r o o m , and 
f ina l ly to the pr ivate s i t t ing r o o m in the 
ma in bed room - a degree o f func t iona l 
d i f fe ren t ia t ion \as iK mure complex than 
that o f any Amer ican suburban house. 

The houses look Amer ican because o f the 
use o l o rnamenta l br icks .nul t i les, p i tched 
roo ts , bay w i n d o w s , porches w i t h 
co lumns , and a pastiche o l Furopean 
t rad i t i ona l types. But their p ropo r t i ons , 
grearer densi ty o f surface mater ia ls , and 
dar ing so lu t ions o f spatial p rob lems are 
to ta l ly uncharacter is t ic o f Amer ican sub-
urban houses. U l t ima te l y , the cu l tu ra l 
t ranspos i t ion is iconographic rather than 
essential. Mon te r rey ' s houses indeed have 
an Amer ican t o u c h , but they do nor con -
st i tute a break w i t h the local t r ad i t i on . 
They are instead a v iv id expression o f the 
cu l tu ra l dialect ic ot the border 

We do not in tend to deal here w i t h how 
the phenomenon of t ranspos i t ion affects 
American fami l ies w h o , du r i ng business 

or leisure t r ips , discover Mex i ca n archi -
tectural elements and integrate them -
of ten w i t h an exaggerated touch - in to 
their houses, except to observe that the 
phenomenon works bo th ways. The great 
success o f T i m Street-Porter 's book i'asa 
Mexicans (Stewart, Tabori & Chang, 
1989) in the Un i ted States is on ly one sign 
of th is . 

t If cou ld even be said that the w o r k o f 
- unta lented architects w h o try to imi tate 
I foreign fo rma l patterns st r ipped o f their 
I expressive essence can on ly be a past iche. 
t But this is a c o m m o n phenomenon in the 
; h is tory of arch i tecture. 

Those w h o visit the cit ies o f no r the rn 
M e x i c o expect ing to f i nd them f i l led w i t h 
c o l o r f u l bu i ld ings and massive volumes in 
the style of Barragan and I egorreia w i l l 
experience d isappo in tment . I hen1 are, in 
fact, a few such bui ld ings in our ci t ies, bur 
nowadays they are easier to f ind in Dal las 
or Los Angeles. • 

| 
t lor more rnfannactan, KC [UMUI L Barragiri and 
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