
Civilized Caves 

The story of the house is obscure. At the end of the 1940’s, a businessman and his spouse 

decided to build a new house, on the same land, just in front of the one they were living. It was an 

extensive property, as you can imagine. It covered the entire block of Sierra Leona Street in the 

neighborhood of Lomas de Chapultepec in Mexico City. I do not know the reason that led them in 

building a new house. Possibly they where guided by boredom and monotony of their Gothic style 

mansion. 

They decided to entrust the project of their future house to a young architect, who came from 

a family of architects, from the grandfather. Like many architects of the time, he was religious, a 

devout Catholic. He was also a visionary, not a dreamer, which is different. He had precise ideas: 

architectural and urban proposals for an utopian future. 

Once the construction was completed, the owners packed up their belongings and moved to the 

other side of the garden, to their new home in the shape of a cave. However, two weeks have 

not gone by, when the couple moved back to their old house, as shown by a 1948 newspaper 

clipping, which says: “they are so scared with the beauty of the new house, they have decided not 

to inhabit it and only contemplate it from their huge mansion that a less complicated architect 

built for them opposite from the civilized cave”. 

It wasn’t aesthetic reasons, much less contempt toward the architect’s work, which led the 

couple to abandon their newly built house. They were, rather, the discomforts of living in a cave: 

moisture, cold and living alongside insects (poor bugs: it’s not their fault to get mixed up between 

a cave shaped house and a garden). So, the cave shaped house became a sculpture, which the 

owners contemplate from the other side of the garden.

The documents, photographs and architectural drawings presented in this exhibition come from 

the archive of Mexican architect Carlos Lazo. Each of these documents are linked to what the 

architect called “Cosmic Sum”. For him, this concept was intimately linked with urban integration, 

which in turn is related to an architecture of the universe divided into macro and microcosms. The 

macrocosm is conceptualized by universal planning, while the microcosm, by human planning, 

meaning, history and politics.

Cosmic Sum: Evolutions’ Evolution

The first thing you see as you enter Ladera Oeste’s exhibition space is a portrait of the architect 

sitting at his desk, in his office on the Sonora street, number 80. Saul Molina took this photograph, 

which was fundamental during my research. The architect posed for the photograph. Just one 

ornament appears in his office, a poster hanging on the wall behind him, which reads “Cosmic 

Sum: Evolution of Evolutions”. The molecules’ illustration in the poster refers to the concept of 

evolution, from the architect´s religious and scientific point of view. The molecular circles at the 

top of the poster represent the various stages of Earth’s history.

Cave House of the Atomic Era

Saúl Molina photographed the “Cave House” inside and out. According to what we see in 

these images, it appears that the owners had just abandoned the house. Also, you can see the 

semicircular design of the house, and reveals that the “green roof” is in fact a garden that the 

architect designed to take advantage of the space. There are ramps on both sides of the house, 

creating an extended roof garden, and in the center, a glass pergola.



1The architect managed to build the Sciences tower in just 120 days and the Olypmic Stadium in 

8 months. He also implemmented a social project to support and teach more than 10,000 con-

struction workers in the complex. The lessons consisted of drawing, reading and literacy; as well 

as receiving a balanced food plan, hair cuts and medical service included.

The Van de Graaff Generator

In 1929 physicist Robert J. Van de Graaff designed the machine that bears his name, the Van de 

Graaf accelerator, for the purpose of experimenting in the field of nuclear physics. In 1948, when 

the “Cave House” was built, the architect, who was scarcely twenty-eight years old, was appointed 

as Secretary of Communications and Public Works at Ciudad Universitaria1. A little known fact is 

that the Physics Institute of CU, with the support of the Secretary of Communications and Public 

Works was the first to acquire a Van de Graaff generator in Latin America.

In the following photographs we can see the architect presenting the Van de Graaff generator 

to President Miguel Alemán, during his visit to CU´s construction. With the acquisition of the 

machine, the architect developed a discourse on the benefits of nuclear energy for society, which 

was reflected in the architecture and murals of CU. The generator became a symbol of modernity 

of the Ciudad Universitaria´s project.

No. 1. “Civilized Caves” Program, South of Constituyentes Av. in Belén de las Flores, Álvaro 

Obregón, Mexico, Federal District (1953).

A true visionary, the architect knew that his solid political career could lead him to become 

president of the republic. Let us imagine an architect as the president: that would certainly be a 

first in the history of our country.

During his short time as Secretary of Communications and Public Works (SCOP), and with 

the help of president Adolfo Ruiz Cortines, the architect saw some of his proposals for urban 

integration come to life. Among others, in 1953, he proposed a social housing project, the 

“Civilized Caves”, which was built on the grounds of the former paper mill in Belén, next to 

Constituyentes Ave. This project involved the construction of 110 houses, which the architect 

designed as caves, to take advantage of the slope of a canyon located in the vicinity of an old 

hacienda. This hacienda had various uses since it was founded in 1950: a mill, living quarters, 

paper factory and laboratory for ammunitions and fireworks, owned by the War Department. 

Significantly, the facilities of the old hacienda were used as a social club for the Department 

employees, a wink to Alexander Rodchenko´s Workers Club, Mexican way.

The Belén housing project was paused after the architects´ unexpected death, even though the 

project was in an advanced stage of construction. This was how this progressive project, which 

would have changed the housing concept of our country, was suddenly forgotten. In April 1985, 

“El Nacional” newspaper published a note, which spoke about the astonishing deterioration of 

the Belén “caves”. The author denounced 20 families illegally occupying the caves and living in 

extreme precarious conditions. “They live like cavemen,” she wrote.

Douglas DC-3

The next item is a drawing of a Douglas DC-3 aircraft that the architect used to fly every Saturday 

to supervise his projects from above. This was not just a hobby: he even had a glass screen 

installed on the floor of the plane to take aerial photographs of the construction process. 



At dawn, on November 3, 1955, the architect, his son and his best friend, boarded the Douglas 

DC-3 at an airstrip in Mexico City airport. He wanted to inspect the construction site of his house 

(another cave) in Acapulco, on a cliff nearby Pie de la Cuesta. Shortly after, a few minutes after 

take-off, the plane´s engine failed and the pilot attempted an emergency-landing manoeuvre on 

Lake Texcoco. Unfortunately, all the passengers aboard the Douglas DC-3 died after the impact.

An Orchestrated Accident

Rumours suggest that the accident was orchestrated, a malicious plan to prevent the architect 

from gaining the presidency. The rumor is as follows: eight days before the accident, the architect 

and his wife attended a lunch party in Cuernavaca, which had been organized by the former 

presidents Lázaro Cárdenas, Manuel Ávila Camacho, Abelardo Rodríguez, Pascual Ortiz Rubio and 

Miguel Alemán. It is not an illusion when I affirm that the architect had aspirations of becoming 

President, because in this lunch party his candidacy was discussed and all former presidents 

expressed their support.


