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That a Spanish architect dared to build an aluminum structure in the 1950s was more 

than daring. That, in addition, this Spanish architect was awarded the Reynolds Prize in 

the United States, in Chicago, in 1957, was daring. And that the award was presented to 

him by Mies van der Rohe himself was already too much. 

All this happened to César Ortiz-Echagüe who, with Manuel Barbero and Rafael de la 

Joya, designed and built the SEAT canteens in Barcelona which, being buildings of great 

sobriety and simplicity, caused the admiration of Mies van der Rohe. 

SEAT was closely related to CASA, Construcciones Aeronáuticas SA, which was 

dedicated to the construction of airplanes with aluminum fuselage. So it was logical for 

our architect to think of aluminum for their structures. This is called visionary thinking. 

César Ortiz-Echagüe, who, with Manuel Barbero and Rafael de la Joya, climbed the 

winners' podium with a work of unquestionable quality and avant-garde, is now, after 50 

years, forgotten by the historiography of modern Spanish architecture. 

And the fact is that this country of ours is a specialist in this type of matter: in forgetting 

its own history. And memory, which, as St. Augustine says, is the "aula ingenti 

memoriae", is capable of keeping new knowledge and of relating it, but also of forgetting 

it. And sometimes we go over to the second part and plunge into oblivion. But, always, 

where one door closes, another one opens. 

After this extraordinary adventure, Ortiz-Echagüe, already with Rafael Echaide, makes 

in 1958, a splendid building for Exhibition and Warehouse for the same SEAT factory in 

Barcelona. And then several buildings for the Banco Popular which, if they had been 

signed by Sota, who could well have signed them, would now be on all the architectural 

altars. Especially interesting was the one on the corner of the Gran Vía in Madrid, in front 

of the Coliseum cinema, with a solution that would have been signed by Mies van der 

Rohe himself, so Miesian it was, so beautiful. 

And then came the educational buildings. The Tajamar Institute in the neighborhood of 

Vallecas, designed with exemplary sobriety. Very elementary metallic structures, this 

time in steel, with exposed brick enclosures, and roofs that, in some cases were made 

of aluminum, but which were generally made of fiber cement. It was so well built, and 

with so much common sense, that today, after almost 50 years, they are preserved in 

perfect condition. It is noticeable that the buildings have been cared for, and also, the 

vegetation has grown appropriately. 

The architect and photographer Javier Callejas has made a wonderful report of these 

buildings of Tajamar, of which there was no previous complete documentation. These 

images show the ability of the best architecture to stand the test of time. 
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If now young Spanish architects seem to be willing to highlight lesser-known foreign 

architects in their recent doctoral theses, it might be a good time to do so with pioneering 

architects of modern Spanish architecture, such as César Ortiz-Echagüe. 

I have been able to have several interviews with him, through his nephew Pepo Seghers 

Ortiz-Echagüe and his son, Tabu Seghers Aguilar, both great architects, and both my 

students, and I must admit that I have been impressed by the personal quality and 

closeness of a character of the stature of César Ortiz-Echagüe. Sáenz de Oíza, Sota, 

Fisac, Carvajal and Cano Lasso, but also Ortiz-Echagüe and others. 

Perhaps it would be good to remember Carlos Flores from his book Arquitectura 

Española Contemporánea, and Juan Daniel Fullaondo from his Nueva Forma, both of 

whom contributed very effectively to the enhancement of these architects and these first-

class architectures that today are still somewhat forgotten. But where one door closes, 

another one opens. 


