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White Mountain in       Spring

Chile has suffered more than its share of blows over the past decades. But as if to stand in defiance 
of all that has been endured, Chilean architecture has risen to the fore and shown its colours. Jump-
started by their astutely designed pavilion at the 1992 World’s Fair in Seville, the profession has since 
gone from strength to strength, with architects embracing the natural landscape in which their works 
are situated, ensuring that the buildings they design are both relevant and at home in their setting. A 
contemporary swathe continues to be cut, giving the nation as whole something of which to be proud.

Contemporary Chilean Architecture
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LANDSCAPE RULES

A distinctive aspect of Chile is its landscapes, made-
up of wildly varied geography along a 200-kilo-
metre stretch that descends from a height of 4000 
metres into the sea. The land is bestowed with an 
uncommon wealth of natural resources, from the 
pure salt flats in the north to the lush native forests 
in the south, via the fertile valleys in the centre that 
house the country’s largest towns and cities. The 
architects of this generation have been able to take 
advantage of the materials offered to them by these 
landscapes, and to enhance them with their realisa-
tions. As Adrià says, “Chilean architecture is born 
in, and develops within the landscape. The works 
define the horizontal line between constructed ar-
tifice and spectacular topography.” Considering 
the one-family house, he describes how Chilean 
architecture uses a geometric language of simple 
volumes to compose (or deconstruct) the building 
in response to the terrain, thus reacting to interna-
tional modernity and to the local context, advanc-
ing and taking-on increasing presence. 

For those who have never been to Chile: imagine 
the world, and cross each continent until you get to 
South America, where the land tapers and stretches 
toward the South Pole. Chile is on a strip of land 
between the sea and the mountains, currently ex-
periencing a long-awaited spring. Countries have 
their seasons, and 2013 is the 40th anniversary of 
the Coup d’État in Chile, when the country was fro-
zen, from an artistic and cultural standpoint, and 
generally plunged into a seventeen-year-long winter. 
The thaw began in 1990 and Chile started to wake 
up, with new shoots of work and long-planned 

ideas timidly breaking through the ice. The country 
started to open out to the world. Today, the scene is 
stunning. Spring is in full swing and Chilean culture 
is growing with strength and determination, infus-
ing new colour into the world and creating its own 
space and form. Among the many expressions of its 
art, is architecture, which, in contrast to other disci-
plines, is playing a more human role, directly affect-
ing the quality of people’s lives while remaining at 
the forefront of design and artistic production. 

The book White Mountain, Architecture in Chile 
focuses on Chilean architecture of the last 20 years, 
offering an overview of the contemporary scene 
and serving as testimony to its importance. A re-
lated exhibition was held at the Aedes Architecture 
Forum in Berlin at the end of last year. The works 
contained in the book are presented as iconic rep-
resentations of Chile’s wish to establish its place in 
the world, demonstrating “the richness of contem-
porary Chilean architecture, in which the extraor-
dinary becomes part of the everyday”, as stated by 
the renowned Catalan architect, Miquel Adrià, edi-
tor of the project. This is the work of profession-
als at the vanguard of their discipline. Although in 
the 1960s various international publications had 
already noted what was being produced in Chile 
in response to modernist architecture and thereby 
recognising the creativity, this trend has expanded 
over the past two decades, with Chilean architec-
ture increasing in value and autonomy, even in the 
context of a globalised world.
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connection that ensures that the project, in spite of 
being contemporary in form and colour, nonetheless 
feels at home in the landscape. Alejandro Aravena 
successfully took on the tremendous responsibility 
of remedying the lack of public spaces in Santiago de 
Chile. José Cruz Ovalle presents a clear example of 
how a building can arise from the architect’s conver-
sation with the landscape. Smiljan Radic appreciates 
the natural complexity of territory and landscape, 
blending his work with its context. Agustín Soza 
presents a more intimate environment, allocating 
domestic functions to a single space, as though the 
work defines a journey. Teresa Moller amazes with 
a project that almost falls into the category of land 
art, working with a monumental, rocky landscape 
without affecting its purity. Cazú Zegers, meanwhile, 
demonstrates how to create a new form that doesn’t 
appear to be imprinted on the landscape but rather is 
born of the land and its laws.  

HEADWAY

The selection of projects included in the conver-
sation reveals the effervescence and dynamism of 
Chilean architecture, leading us to ponder what it 
is that distinguishes it. All of these buildings, from 
single-family homes to institutional and public 
spaces, have a common geometric language that 
comes to form part of the landscape. This is a dis-
tinctive, recognisable language that, as Horacio Tor-

1

All the architectural works presented in the book 
have been designed and built with respect and con-
sideration for the terrain in which they are inserted, 
a feature that has become a distinctive characteristic 
of Chilean architecture. White Mountain, like the 
Andes, runs throughout Chile, from the Atacama 
Desert to Patagonia, with the architecture revealing 
a little of the country’s identity. Looking at the works 
presented, one sees a sophisticated, original culture 
that increasingly expresses its values in each project 
rather than seeing them as isolated artistic pieces. 
The resulting panorama is one of simple materials 
and shapes that harmonise with and respect the 
landscape, utilising innovative programmatic solu-
tions, functional and structural efficiency, high qual-
ity design, pragmatism, precision, professionalism, 
and a lot of effort. Chile now has a well-consolidat-
ed, contemporary architectural culture.

WHAT’S WHAT AND WHO’S WHO

The book also contains a work of architecture that by 
definition presented Chile to the world, namely, the 
Chilean pavilion at the Seville World Expo in 1992, 
a piece that countered the country’s state of lethargy, 
reintroducing it on the global stage and displaying 
an organic, vernacular image. Over time, the singu-
lar gesture decreased in importance and the ordinary 
came to the fore. Popular Chilean culture recognised 
and accepted the architectural discipline as a benefi-
cial practice, helping it to develop as the country itself 
matured in regard to economic stability, democracy, 
and academic growth. To name a few of the prac-
tices and architects featured in the book… Mathias 
Klotz, whose work is based on a simple, rigorous, 
box-based morphological language, achieves a power 
and rhythm that includes the context around it. Ger-
man del Sol’s delicate approach to nature creates a 
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rent says, “answers to local conditions, and thus 
has relative autonomy in contrast to other places 
of production.” Perhaps one contributing factor to 
the distinctiveness of the new architectural culture 
is the lack of what Torrent describes as “a school 
formed in the image of masters who should be fol-
lowed or imitated”, forcing architects to look for 
guidance in other places. So they look to the earth, 
to the land with which they are working and which 
makes its presence felt through earthquakes, erup-
tions, and floods. Geography and nature play the 
role of master, as do man’s need to inhabit this land-
scape in a proper manner. That language, together 
with the way this generation of architects operates 
– with professional rigour, adapting to the laws of 
the market, and acknowledging international de-
bates – make Chilean architecture one of the most 
promising scenes in Latin America today, helping 
definitively establish it on the world stage. ‹
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