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JULIO CANO LASSO 

Presentation. La tradición en Julio Cano Lasso  

"God, what a good vassal, if only he had a good lord! (Verse 20, Cantar del Mío Cid) 

This verse, so dear to Julio Cano Lasso, defines well the mood of our architect, a very 

good architect immersed in a very good contemporary Spanish architecture. 

Marcus Aurelius, the Roman emperor whose equestrian statue presides over the Piazza 

del Campidoglio in Rome, wrote Meditations, a collection of aphorisms gathered in a 

marvelous text. In Chapter I, at the end of paragraph 15, the emperor says of Maximus 

that "he made no one at his side ever feel inferior". This could be applied to Julio Cano 

Lasso in an eminent way. For his disposition, like that of the Roman emperor, and at the 

same time for his simplicity. Julio Cano Lasso, besides being a master architect, was an 

extraordinary person. 

And Jorge Manrique. Julio Cano Lasso was a fervent admirer of Jorge Manrique. More 

than once I heard him recite the beautiful words of Copla XXVI, which suited him so well: 

Friend of his friends, what a master for servants 

and relatives! 

What an enemy of enemies! 

What a master of the hardworking 

and courageous! What a wisdom for the discreet! What a grace for the generous! 

What a reason! What a kindness to the subjects!  

The architect and professor Juan Luis Roquette at the end of his doctoral thesis on Julio 

Cano Lasso describes it very well: 

The figure of Cano is shown to us as a model of behavior and as a clear example of 

personal prestige and of a life achieved - and not of media success - because, with 

perseverance, he knew how to preserve throughout his life what he received in his 

childhood and youth; because to be faithful to a series of values that are not fully 

possessed until they materialize, it is necessary to know how to fight for them with 

sufficient courage, sincerity and intelligence. 

I never heard Julio speak ill of anyone. For all the architects who had passed through his 

life, he always had a good word. Of Manuel Cabanyes in whose studio he worked. Of 

Alejandro Blond, his brother-in-law. Of Fernando Moreno Barberá, with whom he worked 

on several projects. José Antonio Ridruejo, with whom he did some wonderful projects 

for Telefónica in Fuentelarreina. Luis Gutiérrez Soto and Corrales y Molezún. Juan 

Gómez and González de la Buelga. Of Asís Cabrero whom he admired and loved. 

Julio's family was wonderful. His father, a true gentleman. Pilar Pintos, his wife, always 

attentive and loving. And the then children, who flitted around. Several of them are today 

first class architects and are among the best architects of their generation. They began 

their first steps collaborating, logically, with their father.  
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NEMO PROPHETA IN PATRIA  

Julio Cano Lasso is one of the undisputed masters of Contemporary Spanish 

Architecture, recognized worldwide. When I published a long article entitled "7 Masters 

of Madrid and 7+7 Young Architects", profusely illustrated, in the 1978 issue 03 of the 

prestigious Japanese magazine A+U of Tokyo, Cano Lasso appeared with Oiza, Sota 

and Carvajal, in his own right. 

And a little later, in 1980, in the book "From the Sixties to the Seventies", published by 

The Architectural Press of London, Udo Kultermann included a work by Cano Lasso, the 

Universidad L. de Almería, as the only Spanish architect among the 46 selected. With 

Stirling, Meier, Hollein, Piano, Rogers or Rossi. And then in 1985, the Process 

Architecture of Tokyo, and in many other foreign publications. Udo Kultermann, was a 

German architect, prestigious professor at Washington University in St. Louis in the 

United States. 

The architecture of Julio Cano Lasso is of such first-rate quality that many of his works 

deserve to be among the key works of our Contemporary Spanish Architecture. The 

Satellite Center of Buitrago, the Basilica housing or the University L. of Almeria, would 

make an architect worthy of going down in the history of our Contemporary Architecture. 

But no one is a prophet in his own land, nemo propheta in patria. Because with this 

undoubted recognition from abroad, it seems that the stingy Spanish circles have not yet 

discovered these extraordinary values. 

This book that we have in our hands should contribute to this discovery, rediscover, the 

figure of Julio Cano Lasso. 

CLASSIC BEAUTY 

I wrote about the masters of Spanish Contemporary Architecture and titled those texts in 

a very expressive way: "The Volcanic Beauty" about Oíza, "The Rebel Beauty" about 

Fisac, "The Bald Beauty" about Sota and "The Chiseled Beauty" about Carvajal. To 

qualify Cano Lasso's architecture I would qualify it as Serene Beauty, or even better, 

Classical Beauty. 

Because serene, indeed, is the architecture of Julio Cano Lasso. Our architect never 

allowed himself to be out of tune. This serenity has led some critics to label him as 

eclectic, an adjective that does not fit our architect. Cano Lasso assured that no, he had 

not had major changes in his style. "It can give the appearance of eclecticism, since the 

problems are very diverse and we act with rigor in different solutions. What I am not is 

dogmatic". 

Or as Antón Capitel rightly points out:  

Cano belongs to an attitude of a much more moderate character, moderation armed 

with a powerful plastic sensibility, as well as with the strength of a professional 
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expertise and wisdom capable of weighing and measuring the suitability to the 

subject and the place, and choosing, or mixing, accordingly, his resources. In this 

sense he was more modern than the others, paradoxically, in the sense of more 

contemporary now, advancing then what was to happen later, which explains his lack 

of real prominence in the first decades and, as I said, his stronger rise in the last 

ones. 

And I would dare to call Julio Cano Lasso a classic. Classic in the sense in which T.S. 

Eliot places the best literature, from Virgil to the present day. In his essay What is a 

Classic? Eliot forcefully defends the writer's need for a certain renunciation of the most 

personal for the sake of greater universality. This beautifully written text is the speech he 

delivered as the first president of the Virgilian Society of London in 1944.  

When an author, in his predilection for elaborate structure, seems to have lost the 

ability to say things simply, when his addiction to ornamentation becomes such that 

he says elaborately what he should say simply and thus restricts the scope of his 

expression, the process of complexity ceases to be healthy and the writer begins to 

lose touch with the spoken word. 

Try changing the words author and writer for the word architect, and it would seem that 

I am talking about Julio Cano Lasso. And it is in this sense that we could consider the 

architecture of Julio Cano Lasso as classic. Classical Beauty. 

TEACHING 

Julio Cano Lasso was Professor of Projects, Head of Department at the ETSAM from 

1966 to 1972. 

I was fortunate to have Julio Cano Lasso as a professor of Projects, after having had 

Alejandro de la Sota before. With his stately bearing, always impeccable, English tweed 

jacket and tie, he was impressive. He gave us admirable classes where he made the 

clarity of his criticisms compatible with his enormous cordiality. 

At the end of that course, I, impertinent, stopped him in a hallway to ask him about the 

grades he was going to give us. He smiled and answered me: "You want an Honor's 

Degree, don't you? And I said yes. And then he didn't give it to me, and he was right not 

to give it to me. After some time, he called me to help him in several projects: the PPO 

buildings in Vitoria, Pamplona and Salamanca, and the University L. of Almeria. And 

always signing and getting paid with him. What nobody does. It was a wonderful time in 

which I learned a lot from him. 

When, after a few months, I asked him why he had called me and not another of the 

many brilliant students he always had around him, he smiled and answered me: 

"Because you didn't get angry when I didn't give you an honorary degree. That's how 

generous I was. 
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And working with him, we talked about the Doctoral Thesis and I asked him to be the 

director. He was a Doctor and had the legal capacity to direct Doctoral Theses. Once 

again, his generosity led him to tell me that it was better for me to be directed by his 

friend Javier Carvajal who, being a Professor, would be more convenient for me for a 

thousand reasons. That was the beginning of my relationship with Javier Carvajal, which 

led me to become an assistant professor with him. In other words, thanks to Julio Cano 

Lasso I became a professor. 

BASILICA 

The Basilica Street housing is one of the works of Julio Cano Lasso to which time 

continues to pass in favor. But, although this work is highlighted here, I would like to 

emphasize the set of housing works that Julio Cano Lasso has built in the city of Madrid 

and how, in addition to being splendid, they mark a clear path to solve contemporary 

architecture in the historic city. Espalter, Viaducto and others are a good example to 

follow. 

After studying María Teresa Muñoz's beautiful and precise text on this work, I would have 

no words to spare. Anyone who approaches this work should read that text. 

The conflict posed from the beginning by the personality of Cano and the architectural 

environment of Madrid, is even more pronounced when we examine closely the 

buildings of the Basilica Street and know the objectives of the project as described 

by the architect himself. But the vigor with which certain formal choices have been 

made in this work already suggests two themes, in my opinion, key to its 

characterization. The first of these refers to the presence in Cano's buildings of a 

series of recognizable images taken from different sources, including a wide range 

of examples, from the premises explicitly recognized by the author: the Hospital 

Sanchez Arcas' Clinico and Zuazo's Casa de las Flores, to others much more distant, 

such as certain American houses of the "Shingle Style" of the nineteenth century, 

their own modern replicas or the work of Meier and other American neo-rationalists. 

The second, is its accentuation of the abstract characters of the design. The work is 

presented as an architectural scheme belonging to an identifiable type, with a series 

of themes that can be counted and catalogued, whose content hardly exists beyond 

this scheme and which, consequently, can be easily abstracted from the language in 

which it is expressed. 

 

Because, as Cano's work clearly shows, despite his latent desire to be rationalist by 

contributing to the configuration of a continuum that is architecture and urban 

landscape, the relationship with the environment takes place mainly at an abstract 

level. 
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In this case, the urban quality of the work is supported mainly by its overall abstract 

scheme and a series of themes that allow multiple readings; among others, the 

relationship of the buildings with the physical environment in which they are placed. 

However, the importance of the fact remains above the surprise that certain 

unpretentious attitudes of the architect or the incredible date of the project may 

produce: 1966, when Complexity and Contradiction in Architecture was about to be 

published in New York and no one had yet heard of that phenomenon called "The 

Five Architects". 

I lived with this work during the many years in which I had my first architecture studio 

very close. And I think I learned something and something stayed with me. And I still 

pass by it many times. With the Central de Satélites in Buitrago and the University of 

Almería, it is one of the piéce de resistence of Julio Cano Lasso. 

Juan Luis Roquette in his doctoral thesis also gives special value to this work of which 

he says: 

In 1966, after several years of work in the offices of the Gerencia de Urbanización of 

the DGU - years, in part, of frustrated endeavors and professional disillusionment, as 

we have seen - Cano abandoned his official relationship with urban planning to 

devote himself fully to the architectural project. However, his training as a town 

planner would never leave him, as it deeply marked his way of understanding 

architecture as an activity intimately linked to the city and to the dimension of the 

urban fact.  

For Cano, over and above the contingencies of each of the buildings -especially those 

of a residential nature-, they should assume their condition of belonging to an entity 

of higher rank or, at least, they should help, to the extent of their possibilities, to bring 

order and serenity to the city's landscape. 

And Professor Roquette continues his accurate analysis:  

The Basílica Street housing -which he designed and built together with Alejandro 

Blond González and Alfonso García Noreña-, is the example where his persistent 

urban vocation is most clearly manifested. It is a building that, apart from its 

remarkable quality as an architectural object, aspires to become a paradigm of 

residential actions in the consolidated urban fabric. 

The Basilica houses were conceived as an abstract fragment of the city, taking on 

the traditional urban form to enrich and enhance it with their neutral architecture. In 

addition, they played a relevant role in Cano's career as a whole, and served to 

awaken in the critics a growing interest in the values of his production. This building 

was the subject of successive publications in different specialized media, such as the 

magazines Arquitectura, Hogar y Arquitectura, Boden, or Summa, in addition to the 

prominence that is always given to it in the various Spanish and foreign guides to 
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architecture, in the studies dedicated to the subject of collective housing in our 

country, and in all the anthologies that have been published on Cano's work. 

CATCHING THE SKY 

The building of the Universidad L. de Almería was built in Almería in 1976 by Julio Cano 

Lasso, with my collaboration and that of Miguel Martín Escanciano and Antonio Más 

Guindal, on land located next to the Almería Airport. 

I can only repeat once again that the whole operation was the result of the extreme 

generosity of Julio Cano Lasso. It is not normal that a master of his stature, calls to 

collaborate with him, signing and charging, a group of young architects almost fresh out 

of school. 

He had previously invited me to collaborate with him in three Vocational Training Centers 

located in Vitoria, Pamplona and Salamanca. It was an unforgettable experience that 

resulted in three buildings of which one can still be proud today. We created a very 

restrained and functional architecture of great sobriety, in which we created spaces of 

great beauty. We tried to comply punctually with those Vitruvian principles of Utilitas, 

Firmitas and Venustas. Last year, the Pamplona building was included in the 

DOCOMOMO. 

The spatial solution for the Almeria project was very clear from the very beginning. The 

location, on an esplanade next to the sea but without views over it, suggested, with the 

climate of Almeria, a kashba solution ordered by a rational scheme. To organize a 

complex educational program, we established an orthogonal system of streets leading 

to a central square. This network of streets, the corridors, links classrooms, laboratories 

and offices with various courtyards, through which the teaching spaces are illuminated 

and ventilated, creating a highly efficient honeycombed organism, typologically well 

proven in this climate. In some spaces the points of light are accentuated with deep 

skylights that, appearing on the roof, offer a singular image. 

It was always thought that the courtyards, with the climate thus controlled, would become 

fertile gardens of native species. Vignonias, bougainvilleas, jasmines and vines were to 

grow there, making possible the interior-exterior continuity in the life of the building. Time 

has proved us right. On the outside, the organism appears very closed, as if defending 

itself from external agents. The construction is of enormous simplicity, with an orthogonal 

grid of 4 x 4m, on a clearly rational scheme that allows unlimited growth.  

We made some marvelous models that have been widely reproduced. And after finishing 

the works, Carlos Pérez-Siquier, a master of photography, who was from Almería, made 

some extraordinary black and white reports that were completed with some good aerial 

photos of Paisajes Españoles. And with magnificent slides by Julio Cano Lasso and 

Gustavo Torner.  

In the lobbies and other spaces, with the help of Gustavo Torner, we hung graphic work 

from the Museum of Cuenca. And in the courtyards, by Gonzalo Cirugeda, we planted 
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wisteria and lilacs and vines and cypresses and lavender and violets and rosemary. And 

at the entrance, a beautiful large sculpture of shiny stainless steel cubes by Gustavo 

Torner himself. 

The Universidad L. de Almería, very Julio Cano Lasso, was a sober, simple, austere 

architecture, with white walls, like an attempt to catch the sky. Catching the sky, that's 

nothing! 

How well those words pronounced by Julio Cano Lasso about his own house in La 

Florida fit here, but they can be applied with all propriety to this University L. of Almeria! 

Four white walls. Iron gates. A courtyard where a silver-leafed poplar tree grows. 

Wisteria, lilacs, vines, cypresses, lavender, violets and rosemary. From my desk I 

can see the garden and experience the passing of the seasons: the winter days, the 

rain, the sun and the sunsets; the autumn and the blooming of spring. Now it is April: 

a bright morning, and in front of my window a nightingale sings incessantly.   

STUDIES ABOUT CANO LASSO 

About Julio Cano Lasso there are many and very interesting studies that collaborate to 

put in value, in the place that our architect deserves. 

Among them the most significant is a Doctoral Thesis by the architect Juan Luis Roquette 

which is of outstanding quality. Directed by Juan Miguel Ochotorena at the University of 

Navarra in 2010. I had the honor of being part of the Court that graded the work with an 

Outstanding cum Laude. It is an in-depth study of the work of Cano Lasso and is essential 

for a good knowledge of our architect. 

In this academic work, among his conclusions, Professor Roquette raises the lack of a 

clear diagnosis of modern Spanish architecture: 

The elaboration of an explanation of Spanish modern architecture in the second half 

of the twentieth century from the many figures that compose it is still pending. Today 

it is recognized that there was never a unitary thought that was aimed at the 

assumption of modernity in Spanish architecture. Rather, this modernity was the 

result of a process replete with lights and shadows and different colors in which, 

despite this multiplicity of events and people who intervened, it is possible to 

recognize a certain Hispanic style or way of doing architecture. The recognition of 

Hispanic architecture is based on the persistence of a long series of values that, in a 

generalized way, are continuously present in the works of our architects. The current 

orientation of architectural production in the Peninsula is indebted to the contributions 

of people who, like Cano Lasso, contributed with their example to the consolidation 

of our architecture. 
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It ends with a precise diagnosis: 

Indeed, perhaps one of the keys to Cano's success lies in the fact that he never gave 

in to complacency when faced with his work. Cano simply undertook his task with 

that impartiality that only those who are aware of their own stature master. There was 

never a nod to modernity or tradition that would betray a date, a season, a fashion. 

In his work there is only room for the essential: that is why he is as contemporary 

now as he was half a century ago. Cano's secret is probably to be found in a 

portentous personal freedom, which allows him to be a classic among classics, 

without having to ask for excuses.  

In 1991, on the occasion of the awarding of the Gold Medal for Architecture, a book on 

Julio Cano Lasso was published, with texts by him and by Antón Capitel, Mª Teresa 

Muñoz and Juan Daniel Fullaondo, which I consider essential for a good knowledge of 

our architect. The texts are: Notes on the figure of Julio Cano Lasso in Spanish 

architecture by Antón Capitel and Whose influences are they, Vincent Scully? by María 

Teresa Muñoz, which we have quoted above, had both been published in the magazine 

Arquitectos 123 of the CSCAE. 

And also the writings of Inés Martín-Robles and Luis Pancorbo. 

In the book La ciudad y su paisaje (The City and its Landscape), which the author 

defines as being far removed from urbanism, Julio Cano gathers his reflections on 

the historic city through the study of several Spanish cities analyzed by means of 

numerous drawings. He emphasizes the importance given to the city of Madrid in two 

aspects: its relationship with the surrounding landscape through its urban façade 

overlooking the Manzanares River, and its interior landscape, exemplified by the 

urban scene formed by Gran Vía and Alcalá streets. The book interweaves analyses 

of the historical and current situation of the Madrid complexes with proposals for 

action for them.   

This research analyzes the convergences and divergences, methodological and 

morphological, between the theoretical proposals of Julio Cano and the built projects 

referred to above. The aim is to highlight the urban approaches of Julio Cano Lasso, 

and his consideration of the city as the most important human creation. 

RABASF ACADEMICIAN 

Julio Cano Lasso was the only one of the masters to be elected a full member of the 

Royal Academy of Fine Arts of San Fernando. For very different reasons, it was not 

possible for any of the other masters of modern Spanish architecture. Neither Fisac nor 

Sota, nor Oíza nor Carvajal, were ever academicians. Another example of the 

idiosyncrasy of the Spanish in their reluctance to recognize the value, in this case 

undoubtedly, of other architects. Julio, with his bonhomie and conciliatory disposition, 

managed to come out unscathed on this occasion. 
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Being a full member of the RABASF is an honor, which in the case of Cano Lasso was 

more than deserved. His vast culture and the indisputable quality of his work made him 

an exemplary academic. I still remember his always positive comments about such an 

egregious institution.  

In his inaugural speech in 1991, which he entitled "Our old cities" Julio Cano Lasso said 

some precious words about tradition and the Academy: 

Past, present, future... 

Continuity of wisdom and spirit in the flow of time; timelessness, open and creative 

communication between the different arts and successive generations. High function 

of the Academy as the depositary of a noble tradition. Tradition that must be alive 

and creative.  

And here it is important to affirm and make clear the meaning of tradition as a driving 

force for creation and originality, as opposed to the confusion of understanding it as 

a brake, as something immutable and opposed to change, as an absurd desire to 

perpetuate the past by imposing it on the present.  

Tradition is a wealth of wisdom and spirit; an essential knowledge accumulated over 

generations according to a selective process; a reservoir of creative energy, made 

effective through the act of individual creation - a tense exercise of the spirit in action 

- without which tradition would be inert material. It is us and tradition. 

And to give even more authority to his words, he relies on Unamuno and Salinas: 

And, thus, tradition, alive in us and made effective by the act of individual creation, 

by transmitting what is essential from one generation to the next, links past, present 

and future, widening the boundaries of time, expanding our horizons and making our 

prison less narrow. In a word: making us freer. And Unamuno says profoundly: "To 

give ourselves to tradition, to live in it and thus not to die at all". 

The poet Salinas says: "The glorious cycle of tradition is fulfilled when creation, the 

creature that was before a future project, is already made present; and as soon as it 

has been, it enters the past, it returns to the bosom of tradition, from which it received 

the impulse to live; which does not receive it as sepulchral earth, but as a wave that 

launches it again towards those to come, to live forward".  

Echoes of "Burt Norton", the first of T.S. Eliot's Four Quartets, ring in Julio Cano Lasso's 

words: 

Time present and time past 

are both perhaps present in time future 

and time future contained in time past. 

If all time is eternally present 

all time is unredeemable. 
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[Present and past tense 

Perhaps they are both in the future time 

And the future tense contained in the past tense 

If all time is eternally present 

All time is irretrievable. ] 

Or as Oíza put it very simply, speaking generously of Julio Cano Lasso: "He won all the 

prizes and contests he wanted. But he was hardly noticed. He was an example". Like 

Marco Aurelio. 


