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93 TATIANA BILBAO

Taking cues from the French philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, 
architect Tatiana Bilbao frames her practice around the 

ethics of the “other,” a deep-seated philosophy and an almost 
moral compulsion to make architecture that puts the human 
subject first. It’s an idealist position, perhaps even old-fashioned, 
at a time when architecture’s social agenda is all too often short-
changed for formal hijinks. Indeed, Bilbao, who is in her early 
forties, began her career alongside other Mexican architects 
vying for the global stage, such as Fernando Romero, her friend 
and former business partner, who, with the swoopy shiny Soumaya 
Museum (2011), landed complex, computational architecture in 
Mexico City. Formally much quieter, Bilbao’s work carries its own 
powerful aesthetic — from early conceptual ideas to more recent 
projects such as the sensitive, light-flooded Tangassi funeral 
home in San Luis Potosi (2005–11) or the gleaming Bioinnova 
research building at the Monterrey Institute of Technology (2009–
12) — and proves that architecture’s social responsibility doesn’t 
have to sacrifice beauty, materiality, or form. With 31 employees 
and projects in Belgium, China, France, Spain, and Switzerland, as 
well as her native Mexico, her namesake firm, which she runs with 
partners David Vaner and her sister Catia, is in high demand. But 
though she may have the schedule of a jet-setting “starchitect,” 
in person the mother of two small daughters is warm, down-to-
earth, and generous with the little time she has, sometimes to 
the point of exhaustion (just prior to the photo shoot for this 
issue, she was diagnosed with pneumonia). PIN–UP met Bilbao 
over a Peruvian lunch in downtown Los Angeles to talk about her 
interest in urban planning, her family history, and how working 
with Gabriel Orozco led to an architectural epiphany of sorts. 

Mimi Did you always want to become an architect?

Tatiana  Well, yes and no. It wasn’t consciously clear. 
But all through my childhood I played at 
making houses, for Barbies for example. I used 
to invent all types of refuges for myself, my 
sister, and my dolls. It was never about playing 
with them afterwards: once they were finished,  
I destroyed them. So for me it was always there. 
But I didn’t really want to study architecture 
because I come from a family of architects, 
and when you’re 18 you don’t want to do the 
same thing your entire family does. So first I 
decided I might study biology or something 
like that, then I settled on industrial design, 
but got increasingly frustrated because I felt 
something was missing. That’s when I realized 
that my thing is architecture and that I should 
stop thinking I was going to be unique in my 
family. [Laughs.]

MZ How has this history of architecture in your family 
influenced your own practice?

TB My grandfather, Tomás Bilbao Hospitalet, was an important 
architect in Spain, who built a lot in Bilbao. He came to 
Mexico as a political refugee from the Spanish Civil War. He 
had always been very involved politically, so it was sad for 
him to see his country die. He’d been part of the Republican 
government, so it wasn’t easy for him. He arrived in Mexico 

and couldn’t really start doing things. He couldn’t go on 
because he didn’t want to: he wanted to live in Spain, 
and having his country taken by Franco was horrible for 
him. Although he produced a huge amount of buildings in 
Bilbao — an amazing quantity — in the end his life was very 
political. So I guess that’s my legacy.

MZ You began your career with some of Mexico City’s best-
known contemporary architects: in 2004 you founded the 
urban research center MXDF with Derek Dellekamp, Michel 
Rojkind, and Arturo Ortiz, and before that you started your 
first office in partnership with Fernando Romero. What was 
the milieu like in the late 90s when you started out? 

TB When I graduated from Ibero [Universidad Iberoamericana] 
in 1996 I had the opportunity to start working for the 
Secretaría de Desarrollo Urbano y Vivienda [SEDUVI] 
in Mexico City, which is the city’s department of urban 
development and social housing. I thought SEDUVI was 
going to be the place where you could really get involved 
in city planning and city making. But, frustratingly, I found 
myself working in a place where you couldn’t really do 
anything as an architect. It was much more about politics 
and about decision-making through economic positions. So 
I decided I needed to go into private practice. At the same 
time, around 1999, Fernando arrived back in Mexico after 
working for OMA in Rotterdam. He told me he was going to 
open an office and asked if I wanted to join. I said, “Yes of 
course. Tomorrow. Tomorrow is very good for me, actually!” 
[Laughs.] And that’s how we started. 

MZ What was it that required an urgent urban planning 
response? 

TB It was a moment in Mexico when it became really obvious 
that there were no architects involved in the production of 
anything anymore — and that had been going on for a long 
time. Decisions about the production of public space were 
being made by everybody but architects. So we started by 
looking at and reacting to the city’s uncontrolled growth 
on the outskirts — these new developments offering 
housing for really poor people in the worst conditions and 
the worst-case scenarios — and analyzing how this was 
the worst kind of development. It’s an ongoing project, 
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The town hall of the 
city of Bilbao in 
northern Spain, where 
Tatiana Bilbao’s 
grandfather, architect 
Tomás Bilbao 
Hospitalet, completed 
many housing projects 
during the 1920s  
and early 30s and 
served as Minister of 
Urban Develop- 
ment for the Republican 
government until 
Franco’s regime 
forced him into exile  
in Mexico. 

THE MASTERLY MEXICAN 
ARCHITECT IS BECOMING 
THE FACE OF HUMANIST 
SUSTAINABILITY
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because a lot of these suburban developments have now 
been abandoned. I’ve made it the subject of the class I’m 
teaching this semester at Yale.

MZ One of your best-known early projects is the Universe House 
[2007], a beach property for the artist Gabriel Orozco. How 
did that come about?

TB That started a long, long time ago, with Fernando, when we 
didn’t have direct commissions. We did a lot of speculative 
work, designing different houses for different situations, 
including one for the moon. [Laughs.] We’d never met 
Gabriel Orozco, but we really liked his work, and wanted 
to understand it better. At the time he wasn’t very well 
known in Mexico, having made his reputation abroad. We 
studied a little bit and then designed a house for him based 
on his work. We decided to present it to him. It was crazy! 
We knocked on his door and told him we’d designed a 
house for him. He reacted very well — he liked the idea and 
followed the project a little bit, but nothing ever came of it.  
We stayed in touch, and one day he came to my office with 
a model and said, “Tatiana, now I need your help.” He had 
designed a house based on the 18th-century Jantar Mantar 
observatory in India, and wanted me to help him build it. 
So I helped him translate his idea into an actual building. 
It was a fun process working intensively with Gabriel for 
three years. It was also a very important learning process 
for me, because I truly realized then that I needed to 
start doing architecture in a different way, in a way that 
responded to my own philosophy.

MZ What do you mean by that?
TB I think you need to be very honest in every sense of the word. 

It’s about the beginning, about how you think of solving 
the project. This means thinking about and understanding 
the whole context, understanding the whole situation, and 
trying to respond as responsibly as possible. The context 
for me involves the political situation of the place, the 
economic situation, the social situation, obviously the 
topography of the site, as well as the conditions of the 
people who are going to build the project. In the case of 

the Universe House, we needed to translate everything 
into the language of the local fishermen who would be 
constructing it. These were men who had never in their 
lives seen a building like this. It was a house with a circular 
pool, which is a very complex structure to construct. It 
would have been useless to use non-described geometries 
or irregular forms that were not going to be understood by 
the builders. It would only have added unnecessary noise. 
I approach materials with the same philosophy because  
I think you need to work with the most obvious and direct 
things. For example with the Ermita Las Majadas on the 
Ruta del Peregrino in Jalisco [2012], if I’d tried to build with 
steel plates I would have had a real problem, because steel 
isn’t a material that’s part of the society or the economy 
in this country. The workers wouldn’t have known how to 
handle or maintain it.

MZ At the beginning of your career, did you feel pressure 
to produce architecture that was more driven by 
computational, super-formal geometries?

TB Yes, maybe, as a response to the architecture of my time,  
a response to what I saw when I was studying the so-called 
“new” architecture. I was responding to my cultural 
moment, but I wasn’t responding to my cultural context.  
It was a response to another context that I don’t live in. 
Also, I was doing this type of architecture without any 
technology behind it. Not only with regard to construction 
but also where designing it was concerned. We were 
all doing this digital architecture in a very manual way 
because we didn’t have the tools to do it digitally. [Laughs.] 
So that was also a contradiction.

MZ How does your approach translate into a project like 
Confluence, the mixed-use development master-planned 
by Herzog & de Meuron in Lyon, France? 

TB Confluence is a huge new area that’s being developed 
right next to the historic center of Lyon. It used to be an 
industrial area linked to the railway and the transportation 
of goods, but all of the activity had already died out 10–15 
years ago. The first phase of the redevelopment involved 
constructing lots of new buildings, shopping centers, 
offices, etc. Herzog & de Meuron’s second phase is huge, 
130,000 square meters in total, with different architects 

being invited to build. Our projects are both residential: 
one’s going to be social housing, the other will comprise 
apartments for sale. I think it’s a very interesting challenge 
in the context of how the French are now dealing with the 
problem of social housing as a consequence of what they 
built in the post-war years. There are a lot of parallels 
between the mistakes that were made in France in the 
1950s and 60s and what’s happened in Mexico since the 
1980s. We’re not talking about the same architectural 
typologies, but a similar way of responding to the problem: 
creating massive building units in the outskirts of cities 
which then turned into hotbeds of social problems. It’s 
really important that people be integrated into society in 
a more democratic way. So we’re trying to design the two 
buildings in Lyon in the most equal way possible, and we’ve 
received the same construction budget for each. So we 
have to build one that’s very luxury and the other as social 
housing. In Mexico, that would simply be impossible, to mix 
the two and have them in the same neighborhood. Firstly, 
because the economics wouldn’t allow it, but also because 
in the most expensive areas of the city you’d never dare 
to have social housing, not just for financial reasons but 
because people would say, “Really, I’m not going to live 
among them.” Them?! As if they were different people! 
What are you talking about? These are people like you!

MZ How did you approach the question of materials in Lyon?
TB Again, it’s very important that the materials be part of 

the local culture. In Lyon, everything needs to be mineral, 
which means stone and concrete. Or natural, like wood or 
glass. We couldn’t use industrial materials. This goes with 
our philosophy and the philosophy of the city. Lyon is a city 
that has a good economy but it’s not based in industrial 
production, like Bilbao for example. It goes with the city’s 
idiosyncrasy and its aesthetics, because all the old historic 
buildings are built this way.

MZ One of your current, uncompleted projects is your Solo 
House in Spain. In the images I’ve seen so far it looks like 
a cross between a bridge and an inchworm: individual 
rooms interconnected by a series of stairs. Is this your 
most speculative project to date?

TB Well it’s not speculative for us, it’s speculative for the client. 
It was commissioned by the French developer Christian 
Bourdais, who bought 70 hectares of land in northeastern 
Spain, in the middle of nowhere, two hours from Barcelona. 
He decided to commission architects to design individual 
houses without any restrictions, without any client, which 
he then builds and sells. He’s already finished and sold 
one, by the Chilean architects Pezo von Ellrichshausen. 
Another one, by OFFICE KGDVS, is already sold I think, 
and is going to be ready very soon. There’ll also be houses 
by Sou Fujimoto, Johnston Marklee, Didier Faustino... It’s 
like an architectural Disneyland in the middle of nowhere. 
[Laughs.] Designing this house was a big challenge for us 
because there’s no real context other than the landscape, 
there’s no real client, no restrictions, just a budget we 
had to respect. So what we are thinking is more about 
the quality and use of the space. It’s more aesthetic than 
personal. It’s certainly one of the most formal projects 
we’ve done to date. 

MZ I’m intrigued by this project because you’ve also recently 
created a prototype for sustainable public-housing units in 
Mexico. In each case there’s no client, but there are choices 
being made about materiality and spatial configurations. 
Are there similarities between the two?

TB That’s a good question. I think in both cases, it’s a very 
aesthetic solution. In the case of the Solo House, it’s a 

For the Universe 
House (2007), artist 
Gabriel Orozco asked 
Bilbao to help him 
build a home inspired 
by his travels to the 
Jantar Mantar 
observatory in India. 
They worked 
alongside a team of 
local builders, as well 
as Panchito, the 
donkey that helped 
deliver materials to 
the cliff-side site near 
Puerto Escondido, 
 in Mexico’s Oaxaca 
province. Orozco 
recalls that a fair 
share of beer kept up 
Panchito’s motiva- 
tion during the process. 
© Iwan Baan

Bilbao’s approach to 
materiality is funda- 
mental to her process, 
echoed here in an 
early model of the 
Ajijic House (2009–10) 
sculpted in clay. The 
actual construction 
used rammed earth, a 
combination of soil 
excavated on site with 
a small amount of 
concrete for stability. 
© Tatiana Bilbao 
Arquitectos

The experimental 
Solo House  
was commissioned by 
French developer 
Christian Bourdais as 
part of his plan to 
reinvent the vacation 
home typology. He 
gave ten participating 
architects, including 
Bilbao, free rein  
to design their dream 
house in a 175-acre 
landscape bordering 
Los Puertos de 
Beceite Nature Reserve 
near Barcelona.  
© Tatiana Bilbao 
Arquitectos

Bilbao’s first project in 
France is the Bâtiment 
3 in Lyon, a social 
housing project for 
Herzog & de Meuron’s 
Confluence master- 
plan, set to begin con- 
struction in 2015.  
The scattered terraces 
on the façade over- 
lap to invite inter- 
actions between 
neighbors. © Tatiana 
Bilbao Arquitectos

Aerial view of a model 
for the Gratitude  
Open Chapel (2011) 
sanctuary, a 
collaboration between 
Bilbao and Dellekamp 
Arquitectos for  
La Ruta del Peregrino, 
a 72 mile stretch 
through the Jalisco 
mountains completed 
each year by 2 million 
pilgrims. © Tatiana 
Bilbao Arquitectos

“I NEEDED TO START 
DOING ARCHITECTURE 
THAT RESPONDED TO  
MY OWN PHILOSOPHY.”
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dream project, a house for people that really have access 
to everything in their lives, and have a very high quality 
of life. It’s an exotic situation. In the sustainable public-
housing project the inspiration comes from the fact that 
these are homes designed for people who don’t have access 
to the social-housing system, so this is the only solution 
for them — they really need these homes! It’s about giving 
a very poor person a space that adds quality to their lives. 
In both cases we needed to find the aesthetically most  
correct solution.

MZ One of the public-housing units is bright pink. Why?
TB We did a lot of interviews on site. The locals were looking 

at the unpainted, prefabricated concrete panels and asking 
us, “Are you going to leave it like that?” And we said, “No 
we’re going to paint it. What color do you want it?” And 
they said “Pink!” And that was perfect. There are actually 
two versions of the prototype: one is more suburban, which 
is the one that will be pink, and the other is more rural, 
which will be an adobe color. The pink one is constructed 
with concrete panels because it’s easier to build. We found 
that people in the suburban areas consider this house as 
temporary, because they aspire to more — another, bigger, 
more comfortable house in a better area. Whereas the 
people we spoke to in the rural areas wanted the house 
to be their permanent home, so it was very important for 
it to be constructed out of more permanent materials, 
i.e. brick or concrete, not panels, because they’re always 
considered as something temporary. 

MZ With the commission you won in 2013 to work on the 
new urban masterplan for Territorio de Gigantes in 
Aguascalientes, it looks like your interest in urban planning 
will finally come to fruition. 

TB Yes, it’s really nice to be able to intervene at such an urban 
scale, especially in Mexico, where urbanism is more about 
reacting than about planning. Territorio de Gigantes is a 
huge opportunity for us because it’s one of the few planned 
cities in Mexico, so it has a good base. It has all of these 
electricity lines crossing the city, which are now going 

underground. This leaves a huge part of the city empty — 
a line passing through the middle of the city, about eight 
kilometers long and 300 meters wide. We thought of it 
as a wound in the city. But instead of making that wound 
disappear and beautifying it, we thought of how to continue 
every single cut as part of the neighborhood it was passing 
through, not thinking about it as a line but as voids in the 
city, not leaving a wound but really healing it, in the full 
sense of the word — healing the city as a whole. 

MZ Your architecture is often referred to as sustainable, and 
last year the Locus Foundation gave you the Global Award 
for Sustainable Architecture. But it seems your concept of 
sustainability is more social than ecological, it’s a humanist 
approach. Was there a specific point when you became 
aware of that, when the humanist dimension entered your 
work? 

TB It never entered my work; to me that’s what architecture 
is all about! It’s part of my life, part of my belief, part of 
my philosophy of living. Architecture is about solving the 
complexities of the human need for refuge and for a space 
that allows us to carry out our activities, wherever they 
are. So not taking account of the person, of the human, or 
of the social context would just seem crazy to me.

 
PLATES — pages 98–99, 102–103

1 View of Bioinnova Building, part of the Tecnológico de Monterrey 
Campus Culiacán in Sinaloa, Mexico, (2012). © Iwan Baan

2 View of Ajijic House, Lago de Chapala, Mexico, (2009–10).  
© Iwan Baan

3 Inner courtyard of the Tangassi Funeral Home, San Luis Potosi, Mexico, 
(2011). © Iwan Baan

4 Casa Ventura and mountains outside of Monterrey, Mexico, (2012).  
© Iwan Baan

“IN MEXICO URBANISM 
IS USUALLY MORE 
ABOUT REACTING THAN 
ABOUT PLANNING.”
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The Ordos House 
(designed in 2008) is 
Bilbao’s response to 
the Ordos 100 project, 
an initiative launched 
by artist Ai Weiwei and 
Herzog & de Meuron 
asking 100 architects 
to design a single 
house for a new city in 
Mongolia. Each arch- 
itect was given a plot 
to work with and all  
of the designs will be 
incorporated into a 
masterplan. © Tatiana 
Bilbao Arquitectos

A passionate urbanist 
at heart, Bilbao  
has been exploring 
approaches to 
sustainability and 
social housing through 
a series of prototypes 
for both rural and 
urban settings. These 
prototypes (2013)  
use different materials 
depending on their 
social and economic 
contexts, a charac- 
teristic approach for 
Bilbao’s humanist  
take on sustainability. 
© Tatiana Bilbao 
Arquitectos



1



R
a

w
 s

il
k

 a
n

d
 l

in
e

n
 w

ra
p

 d
re

ss
 b

y 
T

H
E

 R
O

W
.

Fa
sh

io
n

 e
d

it
o

r:
 H

a
id

e
e

 F
in

d
la

y-
L

ev
in

; 
H

a
ir

 a
n

d
 m

a
ke

-u
p

: 
T

in
n

a
 E

m
p

e
ra

; 
Fa

sh
io

n
 a

ss
is

ta
n

t:
 A

ry
e

h
 L

a
p

p
in

; 
A

ss
is

ta
n

t 
o

n
 s

e
t:

 Z
a

k
 S

yr
o

k
a



4

2

3


