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MONOCLE: You’re from one of the world’s densest cities but beneath 
the chaos is a rich architectural tradition. How has being Mexican 
marked you as an architect?
FRIDA ESCOBEDO: In Mexico City there’s a tendency to adjust and 
customise, which creates an interesting overlap of things: you have layers 
of the precolonial city, the colonial city and the modern city, blending 
with self-construction housing and our own interpretation of modernism. 
Mexicans manufacture spaces not just in terms of need but in terms of 
expressing aspirations through aesthetics. I like seeing these aesthetic 
decisions in Acapulco, for example, where modernism is adapted into 
something so tropical in every sense, in that it becomes almost violent. 
It’s this improvised environment that has influenced my work.
 
M: Your past projects include a museum, library and food market 
Where does your interest in public commissions come from? 
FE: Sometimes we feel like cities are designed by architects but they 
aren’t: it’s urban-planners, politicians and real-estate developers, and 
that’s not necessarily a good thing. We don’t take a look at the fact that 
people are designing their own houses, even though it provides a lot of 
information about how to be more efficient in terms of building space. 
The way I see my discipline comes from my master’s degree in art and 
design and the public domain. I want to engage with different [elements 
of the] public, asking questions about who’s using the architecture. It’s  
a form of language, a way of better understanding how we move in space. 

M: Is your participation in architecture biennales an extension  
of this idea?
FE: Biennales are conversations about what architecture is and where 
it’s going. They provide room for experimentation that can’t be done in 
bigger buildings – and then there’s this attractive part whereby the public 
come and engage with this experimentation, which would otherwise not 
happen. Temporary architecture allows for ideas to be tested in order to 
then be applied to permanent structures.

M: The Serpentine Pavilion offers these opportunities. What 
themes did you explore in your design?
FE: Reflection is one of the recurrent themes that we are exploring  
at the studio. Mexicans have a schizophrenic relationship with water.  
On the one hand we drained the lake to build what is now Mexico City; 
on the other, we created reflecting bodies of water next to precolonial 
temples. The pool inside the courtyard of our Serpentine Pavilion adds 
a shimmering effect, allowing the sky to come in. We also play around 
with the awareness of self in space and time – the Platonic concept of the 
distorted perception. The structure consists of a Mexican-style lattice 
of British cement roof tiles that diffuses the views into the park. It was 
about creating porosity, so that the pavilion’s shape could absorb different 
contexts. Even if it’s placed in London this summer it will be sold on to 
a more permanent location elsewhere, where it will keep communicating 
this idea of locality and complete dislocation with the place. 

M: You’re the second solo woman to design a Serpentine Pavilion 
since Zaha Hadid’s inaugural pavilion in 2000. Is it time for 
women in architecture to become more visible? 
FE: I grew up in a family surrounded by amazing women so this is very 
present in my head. I’m in a privileged condition where the field is 
changing fast. In the previous generation the only female-led office in 
Mexico was Tatiana Bilbao’s and before her there were none in the history 
of the country. Now more and more women are founding studios. I don’t 
do this work myself though: our team is composed of both men and 
women. It’s more about changing the way architecture is perceived. It’s no 
longer about the monumental: it’s about strong gestures. I’m glad to see 
these opportunities given to architects on the periphery, male or female. 
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Frida Escobedo
The Mexican architect making  
her mark in London.

Frida Escobedo happily embraces the 
fact that a work of architecture is never 
finished. It is the informal buildings of 
her country that have shaped the 36-year-
old’s understanding of her discipline: 
the flexible nature of Mexico’s self-con-
structed houses, which grow and shrink 
with families, reinventing themselves with 
every generation. Since opening her archi-
tecture studio in Mexico City in 2006, 
Escobedo and her team of eight collabo-
rators have been involved in projects that 
aim to positively densify and reinvigorate 
forgotten urban spaces. 

Escobedo’s first major public com-
mission was the La Tallera Siqueiros 
cultural centre in Cuernavaca, which 
involved turning the workshop of the 
famed Mexican muralist David Alfaro 
Siqueiros into an art museum and open-
ing its courtyard onto an adjacent town 
square. A library, shop interiors for Aesop 
and food hall followed soon after, while 
her temporary installations have popped 
up at architecture festivals around the 
world, including the Venice Biennale of 
Architecture.

This summer, with her commission 
to design the Serpentine Pavilion 2018, 
Escobedo aims to bring a decidedly 
Mexican flavour to London, drawing on 
the architecture and history of both her 
country and the UK capital. Opening 
in Kensington Gardens on 15 June, the 
temporary pavilion will feature a court-
yard with a rectangular pool that’s partly 
enclosed by a mirrored canopy and lattice 
walls made from dark British-made roof 
tiles. The courtyard, which references the 
Greenwich meridian – the line of longi-
tude at the Royal Observatory – changes 
dramatically throughout the course of the 
day due to the interplay of light, water 
and the pavilion’s geometric form. 

Dealing with locality and the passage 
of time, the design showcases the lan-
guage of an architect whose body of work 
is anything but short on words. — aw ph
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