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Frida Escobedo: The 

Curious Architect 

This star Mexican architect struck out on her own almost 

from the beginning of her career, bringing a refreshing 

touch to the profession. Dan speaks with the designer 

about her unique outlook on her profession, the 

pressures of working on New York Met Museum, and her 

first-ever residential condo in New York. 

Frida Escobedo: In architecture, things are changing. People are coming from a ,rorld 

where ir was calling k the mosc speciaJized architect to do specific things. rve seen a shift 

because when someone is highly specialized in something, he or she might nor hear the 

same things as someone who's doing it for the first time or wich fresh eyes. Hope.fully 

thac's what I'm doing. I'm a good listener and I'm jun finding a new way of telling the 
story. 

Dan Rubinstein: Hl fin Dan Rubinstein and this is 71,e Grand Tourir1. /Ve bttn a design 

joumalin for more than 20 years, and this is my p,r,onolized guided 10ur for the world, of 

fashion, an, archit«rur,,food, and rrauel, all rhe elements of a w,/1.Jiu,d lift. Archiur:wr, is a 

tough profession, espedally if you're a woman and euen mare ro if you're nor bastd in New Yort, 

PanS, London and all the usual pious. A4y guest today is, in my opinion, a once in a genmuion 

brta.klh-rough success who brings a soft UJuch, a sense of humanity and eltgance 10 a job lhaiS 

often surrounded by sharp ,lbou�, Frida Escobedo. Th, architea, has been a cemral jigurr to rhe 

renaissance of Ult design scent in htr native Me.,ico City bringing a unique 2 ls, cemu,y sense 

of modernism to her wort with a L.·een eye on mattrialisy lhaiS so intrinsic lO rhe de.sign cu/surf! 

thert for such a successfal name tha1S been constantly bandied abou1 for years. 

Sh,, barely 45, which is a baby in archirer:tuml terms, thais probablydut in pan w her 

rraining in Mexico and Haroard, and thefaa thDl she nruckour on her own 0Jmos1ftnm the 

beginning of her career. Sh,, mated hotels, cultural ctmers, bouriques for the likes of Atsop 

inswl/atlOns a1 places lite London's V&A ,Wuseum, and had a global breahhrough momem in 

20/8 with the Paul'lio11 ai londons &rpentint Gallery. If sh, was ,ought ajlerbefor,, slits 

about so soar so new heights wirh her commi.ssion to dt!si'gn tht Aife1ropolita11 Museum of An 's 

new $500 million modern and contemporary art wing in New Yort. 

That projeci will take a few years ro completf!, bUI in 1ht meantime, Fn·da is completing another 

Jim, her residential condo in Brooklyn called the Bergen, unrh ilS undularingfacadt of custom 

ran•co/orrd brick e/emmrs and with imen·ors by tht awartJ.winningjinn, Worksrt!ad. II 's sure 10 
be another milmone of arr:hiter:tural6••driven mega profer:15 in the borough. I caught up with 

Fnr/a .from her nudio in 1\1/txico City w discuss her earlie.s1 memorit:1, whys.ht fit.ls J:indness is 

tey to arrhirmure, her plans for rhe farure, how sh,, bracing ro dtal wirh all o
f 

the critics wh,n 

her job at ,he Atfei Musnim is done, and what ay lt:1SOns she teaches her design siudems t.oday. 

With most of my guests) start at the beginning. I know you were raised in Mexico 

City, is that con-ect? 

That"srighL 

I mean, the eighties were a really tough time for Mexico economically, and it was 

time of surging crime and kidnappings. That was sort of the peak, I believe, of a lot 

of that. What you remember from the environment of Mexico City and Mexico in 

general as a young woman or as a child? \IVhat was that kind of universe like 

compared to today? 

What I remember the most was the ·s - earthquake. I was only five. but I still remember it 
very clearly. It was the first cime chat I experienced an eanhquake and then che efrect on 

che dry. I think that had a huge impacc on me because for many, many years after, you 

could scill see some ofrhe scars that were left in che city. You could see com-out buildings 

that were not renovated or renewed in lOyears or 15 years, and there were areas of the 

dry that were a little bit more rundown char used to be reaJly magical places like Roma. 

After many years it has slowly been transformed into a lively neighborhood again, but 

there were areas and patches ofche city that were really just ruins. I remember thac, bur ir 

was also a very fun place to live in. Mexico Ciry is always very lively. 

There·s a lot of acthriry in the streeL Everything happens in the public realm. You have a 

lot of food and energy and I juu remember going because my cousins lived in another 

pan of the city, just driving with my dad and just being able co see all these differences. 

You could go co che south of the city and it was volcanic rock, and J would climb these 

rocks with my cousins and then I could go back downtown where there are limited park 

areas, nowhere 1 used to live. le was being able co have those two worlds. 

That·s :amazing, and so before you smdied at Harvard later on in your life, but you 

srudied in M.exico City first and srudied architecture, can you tell me about what 

your school was like for undergrad and from an architecrure point ofvie\\'i what 

were they teaching you? \\'bat was the sort of popular worldview that was being 

kind of drilled into your head as• young student? 

I think it was very focused in preparing professionals because chac"s what most careers do 

here in Mexico City You have a limited amount of time to srudy and we have a different 
system than in the US. No, we don·r have chac major and minor thing. You just go right 

into what you wanr to do and as soon as you graduate, you·re licensed rn practice. It was 

perhaps a little bit more business-oriented that I was hoping for. They w-ould prepare }rou 

for life, for becoming someone who v.-ould either work in a studio or own a studio. I kind 

of missed a lirde bit more of the conceptual background or the historical background of 

architecrure, the social aspect of iL It was more about how ro produce floor plans, very 

good architecture studios. I had gre-ar teachers that it was more alx>ut sharing the craft 

and being able co share everything cha, you·ve learned from your professional 

experience. 

Very few conversations abou, philosophical questions, just like in general, wha, is the 

impact of architecture? I had one professor that did that and I took his class aJmost at the 

end of the career, at che end ofrhe degree, and it had a huge impact because chis was the 

first time when someone was really explaining me why things were built in a specific way. 

Jt was nor just because of economic and financial reasons, bur it was aJso alx>ut the spirit 
of a place. I still thank him for thac because I chink rhac shifted someching. 
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What made you want to go study architecrure to begin with? 

I wanted to do something with my hands. I always like co draw or build liule things or 

crafts. I was really amacced to the idea of making, and I was leaning towards ans or 

design, but I think I was a little bit afraid of becoming an artisL o, as I was saying, rm 

very shy and just thinking about presencing your emotions in any kind of way was very 

intimidating. Design and architecmre felt like a safer place for creativity, and in reality it 

was just a coincidence. I just thought architecture would provide a broader specrrum of 

possibilities and rhac"s why I applied to architecrure school, but I wasn't really sure, and 

my mother was always very supportive. Just choose whatever you want if you don't like it 

always helps co have passed through some experience of knowledge of knowing 

something in a differenc way. And I was lucky there was something that aligned and I 

really loved archicecrure school from the first moment, so I just srayed there. 

You're speaking about the differences benveen architecrure srudies in the US. I 

mean, not only was it not very theoretical, but a1so when you got out of school, you 

staned working for yourself almost right away, which in ew York there are 

people who they work until their entire career and never leave a firm or they toil 

for years and doing CAD drawings of air vents or whatever. What were those, I 

think it was seven yea.rs, right, that you worked for yourself and you working with 

your partner at the time, I think? Tell me about thaL \l'lhat was those first ye.an 

like? 

Yes, I think I was trying to find these linle wedge where I could fit in because, of course, I 

wanted to practice as an architect, but I was a linle bit Doubtful about whac the whole 

synem was like, do you really want co work in chis huge scudio? Thar was the goal for 
many of my colleagues at che rime. It was like, lec"s go co the biggest firm because this is 

where you need to be and chis is where you·re going co do great things. For me, ic was like 

I just wanr co do some very experimental stuff and even if ic"s from a very small scale, and 

I v.-as lucky enough rn be working with my partner at the rime, Alejandro, who had a 

similar kind of thinking. \<Ve were just nvo kids crying to have a lot of fim, and we starced 

applying co grants and then his mother asked to do a renovation in his house and we 

convinced her of doing way more than she needed co do acrually. 

W were just so eager and so much wanting to do our own thing thac we convince people. 

Thac"s a very nice feeling, not chat you can reaJly nor get away with what you want, but co 

find what people really desire. Then a friend of ours asked us co do his house. To me, that 

was the fim acrual projecc.And after a while we split, each one ofus followed our own 

careers. Then another friend of mine who was really influential,Jose Rojas, invited me m 

do a hotel. I S£arced working with Jose Rojas in this hmel, Hocel Boca Chica in Acapulco. 

He was also, a non•rypical architecture srudent. He actually is nae practicing as an 
archicecr anymore. He owns a gallery here in Mexico City, and I think that was the firsc 

time that he was looking at doing some other things. So he was always showing me new 

artists or designers that I didn·c know of. He was aJways looking at how people crafted 

things and changing them locally. It was really delighd\JI just to work with him because 

he was such a big inspiration. Then I scarred working on my ovm. 

With the Hotel Boca Chica, when you look back on it today, what sort of 

signatures carry through that you think is like, oh, that's definitely mine? 

Yes, of course. The project was about renovating a fifties hotel in old Acapulco. It was a 

very rundown area of the ciry, actually where ic scarred in Calera Caletilla. This was the 

5taning point of the golden area of Acapulco, but of course h declined and the crime 

rares went up and ic became a kind of dangerous place to be. 

When we decided to come back, it was crying to bring that glamour of the old Acapulco, 

bur aJso recognizing that the layers ofhiscory chat had happened afterwards were also 

very valuable. Their interpretation of modernism wich these crazy colors and these 

adaptations that happened in the sixties and in the seventies and even the eighties were 

also pan of the story of Acapulco. \'Ve tried co put them in and aJso, reinterpreting some 

of the classic fumirure of very iconic designers known like Jean Prouve, like how can we 

bring chat into the narrative of this hotel char has nothing to do with Europe, but could 

have a lot of fun, but just milcing it and interpreting it and making something that is 

fresh. 

Jc was a very successful hotel for many years. Now it"s closed. To me, the importam thing 

was ju5l ro sran looking in different places. That"s what I learned working with Jose, and 

I loved just going out and seeing liule details. There you could read a complete new story 

of how the city was constructed. 

After that period of seven yean, you decided to go to Harvard for a program called 

Design in the Public Domain. That must have been a shot of theory for you and 

whar-·s the word rm looking for? Higher values, sort of a higher le\•el of thinking of 
architecrure and society. Why Harvard and why did you decide to, you had a 

successful practice, you were doing hotels, why then go to leave the country, go to 

Harvard and get th.is son oftheore-tical degree? 

It sounds like I was being a very successful architect, but actually we were doing things on 

a very small scale. \>Ve were \'IDrking from Jose·s home, and when I was practicing on my 

own, I was working on my own ki,chen counter. Jc was rough. It was cough for many 

years. I starred co realize chat I either had t\'ID paths, I would stick to what I was doing, 

which I loved, which was something that had to do with my own curiosities and how to 

develop this idea that architecrure was a language thac would allow me to see the world in 

a diftfrem way, or I could make some profit and just work for a larger srudio. I didn't 

wane to do rhaL 

I just thought like, "'Well, I need ro figure chis out because it's not working for me 

financially. Maybe chis is nor what I want co do:Then chis program just appeared, no, I 

was thinking maybe I need ro go into che ans or just design or something char is not 

anached to chese financial constraints. This program appeared. I was consrandy checking 

the new programs, and I also applied to the Royal College of Ans to a similar program. 

One of che GSD resonated co me more because it was a mulddisciplinary approach. 

People from all backgrounds were allowed into the course. To me it was like, MWell, 

maybe this is cheway about thinking about my career again.HWell, here I am. I'm scill a 

practicing architecL 

Once that program at Harvard was completed, A, what did you feel like you took 

away from it? \Vhat kind of person emerged from the program that was maybe 

different? 

Yeah, I think a more confused architect emerged, but that was a good thing. I starced 

chinking that there was a possibility of doing mher things thac ,•,ere more related co an 

or co expressing my own ideas or feelings or intuitions about myself or che people 

around me or the space around me chat I though( of. That was very liberating because 

then I was not attached co just making more traditional types of architecture. Also, that 

gave me the possibility of acknowledging that I could do many other things. I could 

write, I could do an installation, and ir was equally as valuable for me as doing someching 

that involved a larger scale of a project. 

Did you ever think about staying in the States afterwards, or you definitely wanted 

to rerurn to Mexico? 

at reaJly. I always wanted to return to Mexico. 

What did your peers think when you came back that you were, what was your 

world like? Did you have a sort of a reverse culture shock when you come back to 

}'Our own culture and you·re kind of jolted a little bit because you've been 

immersed outside for so long? Did you have anything like that? 

o, I acruaJly s1arced to value many ocher things. I missed them, but actually I was never 

separated from che contexc of working in Mexico, because ac the same rime that I applied 

to my Masters degree, I did a competition for the first public building that I did, La 

Tallera. I finished the project, I started school. Jn Mexico, usually public buildings eicher 

stare right away or they are put on hold until something happens, and that can rake years. 

I was expeccing for the consrruction not to start until rd finished my Mascer·s, but it 

dido) happen that way. 

Ir stan:ed one year into my program, so I had co fly back and fonh almost every month to 

check the consrruction sile. That kind of kept me grounded because there was these 

higher thinking happening in school, aJl these theoretic conversations and philosophical 

quesdons. At the same time, I had co deal with a budget, very restrained budget to do 

these public building, and I had co deal with, I don·r know, the plumber, yes, exactly, to 

resotve some issues. I chink thac"s when it dicked It was because J had these two worlds 

that I was able to find my middle happy ground. Yeah. 

Tell me about La Tallera. It's a gallery, but it's also public? Tell me a tittle bit about 
what it is. 

It used co be the home and srudio for David Alfaro Siqueiros, a Mexican muralisL When 

he passed a\\-ay, he gave this atelier and home to the srare ofCuemavaca for it co rurn 

into a public cultural building. It was active, bur with a very light program. No, there were 

people coming in, but ic was really not coo scrong. Then decided co renovace the whole 

space co pro,�de more opportunities for more fonnal artists to participate in exhibitions 

and to also do artistic residencies and just the general public to be able co engage with the 

archive and collection of David Alfaro Siqueiros. 

The whole colleccion that was here in Mexico City was co move to Cuernavaca, and they 

organized a competition, I chink it was like five young offices thac were part.idpating ac 

the time. I did a proposal from my kicchen councer and I received the project. What was 

importam was che relationship between the srreet and the plaza that is adjacent ,o ic, and 

two very monumemaJ murals char are facing the plaza. The whole thing was abouc 

reorganizing the space, allowing for these new programs to come in, but to have the an 

char was already in the space co be the main procagonisc, and also ro allow for ocher 

exhibitions ,a happen. 




