“Casa Entre Bloques”. All photographs courtesy of Natura Futura.
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In the middle of a Eurocentric-driven architecture profession, Puerto
Rico would benefit from looking to South America: culturally, we have
more in common, and its climatological conditions are very similar
to ours, for starters. Located in the continent’s northwest region, in
Ecuador, Natura Futura consistently works with the country’s
subtropical climate. Led by José Fernando Gómez, Natura Futura is
an architecture studio committed to revisiting and reinterpreting
local traditional craftsmanship by giving a meaning to the new
proposed local architecture of the intermediate cities. Their main
interest is simple: to consider the future of architecture rather than
an architecture of the future.
Natura Futura makes a point to design and build structures
of high quality—tectonically and in terms of the users’ lived experiences—that blur the line between public and private, while working
with tight budgets. Their projects, however, continuously tap into the
true character of Ecuador. In part this is done through their seeking
constant collaboration with local citizens—a true workforce in their
project developments—, the use of local materials, and a climatic
consciousness that positions them on the it-front when it comes to
optimally designed tropical architecture. We spoke to Natura Futura’s
José Gómez, about the firm’s initiatives, goals, and where it stands
today. Aware of our own tropical condition in Puerto Rico, his ideas
resonated with us, offering possible models to follow when it comes
to tropical design solutions, particularly in an island with enormous
financial obstacles.
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How did Natura Futura start out?





Well, after doing my Master’s in Mexico, I wanted
to work in intermediate cities. I am from a tiny city
in Ecuador that is developing fast—a satellite city
near the metropolis. This city functions between
commercial exchanges between the big city and the
small city. When we were setting up this office, we
were responding to a concern we had. What happens
with these intermediate cities at a national level,
where the architect is almost unattainable or too expensive? What happens when there is no architectural
reference, or when architecture is not seen? Where
everything is empirical and everything is built by
hand? I thought it would be a great laboratory—and
a niche—to begin generating architecture from
the local.
In your website, you describe Natura Futura as a practice which prioritizes the future of architecture, not futuristic architecture. What can
you tell us about this?





As an office, our interest is not just doing a house or
a building and that’s it. It’s more about what happens
with this building in the future. It’s about generating
a small manifesto to establish new dialogues and
new ways of doing things in these kinds of cities.
We’re not interested in making futuristic architecture
tussling with the formality of architecture. That’s
what it’s about, right? What we want to ask is, what’s
going to happen after a year or two? For us it’s about
the impact that it makes for the user.
So that’s where the name Natura Futura comes from?



Exactly, yes. We think the future is the present. Easy,
right? And the natural, well, that’s what we have at
hand, it’s what exists. So, it’s like this metaphor for
working in the present with what we have.



One of the things that interests us is that your projects don’t situate
themselves, as you said before, within big cities and metropolises. How
would you describe the places where you build, and what challenges
do these sites carry where your works are located?



In our site context, the architectural precedents are
null; they are zeros. The people who live in these
places, the only architectural reference they’ve seen
are pretty houses in newspapers and magazines. The
problem is that they cost thousands and thousands
of dollars. So then architecture—and the architect—
become unattainable.
For us, working with them as clients
becomes almost like a school; there are those who
must be guided through the basics, the models,
the drawings, helping them come to grips with new
modes of living and doing things. These are middle
class to low class people. It’s super important to be
able to understand the local, to understand how
they work, how they move, what they want as users,
in order to respond to the shortcomings of the
building’s location.
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When you first see or visit the site, what do you first consider in order
to intervene on it?
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Well, I think the first thing you see are the social
conditions that are given. Who are my neighbors?
How do they behave? What have they done with their
own homes? With their environment? I’m not there
to invade. I have to see how I can communicate with
them as well, and that may very well be through an
open architecture, one that’s not too introspective,
one that has some kind of connection to the street.
That makes it a bit more urban. In these intermediate
cities, one of the greatest achievements is that people
connect from their home to the street very quickly,
a lot of neighborhood. Then we consider the climate,
followed by the materiality. It’s so important to
consider what we’re going to be building all this with.



We wanted to ask you about that. How does the site/location determine
the materials you use? What role do materials play in the sustainability
of your work?



I think sustainability should be already implicit in
all the things we do. Bioclimatic issues should be a
priority, in terms of how these passive systems work.
In terms of the sustainability in materials, we must
pay attention and work with local materials, because
importing materials involves higher costs and
consumption rates. Working with the site’s climate
is really important to achieve a high energetic
efficiency. Raw materials like wood tend to be less
invasive and more inexpensive for clients too. Also,
working with local materials and resources helps
boost local economy, so money flows within the
same zone. The money we pay business owners stays
within the community or region, it doesn’t go to the
bigger cities. It’s like we’re recirculating everything,
materiality, economy, labor, and everything is inside
the city, while fulfilling basic needs.



You’re working with projects that don’t have the budget that many
times we’re taught that we must aspire to have to achieve meaningful
construction—both culturally and professionally. Limited budgets are
usually seen as obstacles, but you seem to use it in your favor. Could
you talk to us about your business and economic model? Where does
the budget come from? How do you manage to make budget constraints
nurture your work?



The budget is based on the investment the client
wants to make. For example, if the client says they
have $20,000 to build a house, then from those
$20,000 dollars we’ll let you know what you can get
with that amount of money. If you wanted two rooms
before, but the budget allows for just one, we’ll
build so that you have the opportunity to continue
expanding if you do get the money. We always try to
give the client the maximum amount of possibilities
so that they never feel they can’t have their project
because they don’t have enough money. We work
with the mentality that design doesn’t come before
budget. First you need a budget, and then you can
design. Working with the client’s budget is much
more practical. Also, we have to be honest, in
architecture it’s not always about money. It’s a bit
like giving and receiving.

72

“Casa Zancos”



Within your projects there is a component of social responsibility that
stands out. Not only do you design to solve a need, but also to improve
the quality of life of the people with whom you work. Could you talk a
little bit more about architecture as a social catalyst?



Working with communities, it becomes a process of
experimentation. There’s no client dictating “I want
one bedroom, I want two bedrooms.” What they do
say is, “I have a pallet.” And then you have to figure
out how to make that wood pallet into a house. This
experimentation requires a lot more to work, it
challenges how we think of solutions. We recently
did some houses for abandoned cats. Our idea wasn’t
to just give them a house, but rather to generate a
social consciousness that there are animals around
that need our help. Working with raising that sense
of awareness is what truly matters to us.



In your project “House Between Blocks”, how did you manage to
have it relate to its context and what was the overall effect you wanted
to achieve?
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Well the idea was to make the most of the materials.
When the client came to us, he had already bought a
lot of blocks. So when he told us that his budget was
around $13,000, we knew we needed to use those
blocks and make the most of them. We generated a
structural grid so that if he wanted to expand or add
a second floor, he could. In the meantime, though,
we tried to create a home with what was at hand.
If there’s no floors, there’s techniques for finished
floors we’ve done with local craftsmen before,
and we saved $3,000 there. The texture the floor
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created, matched the texture of the blocks
themselves, meaning that it’s possible to contrast
materialities and have it look beautiful, no? Instead
of designing the facade as a stand-alone idea, we
want to see how the sum of everything we have to
work with can generate new facades on their own.





In your project “Invisible Portal”, what decisions were key for this
project to be successful? What did you intend with this project?



Well the idea is to bring people and nature together.
It’s something that stemmed from my childhood, of
seeing that place and admiring how grand it was. For
me, that installation was an attempt to have architecture connect with people emotionally with the
surroundings. It helps contemplation; it was like this
object that didn’t seem to exist.
It’s a project made as a personally gestated
project. In these kinds of projects you use your
own resources to be able to attract more work—or
better work—and to reflect on it. You build your own
elements yourself, you yourself test your knowledge
of the resources. If you don’t work this way in an
office, how do you stop and say, “What am I doing
wrong?” “What am I doing right?” “With what money
can I contribute something to society?” It’s a mode of
self-criticism.



How has being from and working in Ecuador had an impact on your work?



Our work is born from their particular contexts.
Some projects are spread throughout all of Ecuador.
This country responds to a strategic location. We
only have two seasons, winter and summer, so
we think our work has local and contextual representation in a very strong way in this area of Latin
America. It also helps create a sense of identity.



What do you think the role of the architect will be in the next decade?



I think we should work a lot more with cities, to be
honest. I think the role of the architect has been
reduced to delivering the client what they want, but
it often doesn’t engage with what the architecture
does for and to the city. The role of the architect
needs to be political, not only in the sense legislative
sense, but also in questioning how it is that what
you do has the possibility to make a city better. We
should be more critical, and I think we’ve lost that
in our academic texts. Also, the way we’re teaching
is too volatile, it’s as if we’ve lost that philosophical
part of architecture, that poetic architecture, that
architecture that can communicate so many meanings.
Everything is so fast. We all want things faster and
faster—to want to live, no matter how. Contemporary
architecture needs to reclaim these lost realities.

74



Is education tackling this?





In Latin America, the architecture discipline is in a
crisis. If it weren’t, we’d be seeing a lot of production
and advancements in our cities and locales. What
we need is an overhaul of thinking, of being, and
of understanding our environments and cities.
Universities usually don’t teach us to understand
our cities. They teach us to understand architecture
itself, but not cities.
Are there any architects that inspire you?



I really sometimes wonder that too. I like to read
about Eastern architecture and philosophy. We’re
located in an equinox line that travels across all these
Eastern countries—Thailand, Vietnam, India, for
instance. There’s a sort of reference there, and I see
certain correlations between us. They have certain
needs that make me think we share similarities based
on the local site conditions. I like to read and analyze
architects that are working with the same level of
realities. An architect that has a different reality
might be interesting, but I learn more from the former.



It’s very interesting. One of the things we’re interested in is talking to
young designers that come from all places of the world, not just North
America and Europe. For so long the architecture discipline has looked
to certain profiles of architects and excluded others. What would you
say is missing from contemporary architectural discourse?



The world of architectural media—what has moved
it—has globally been nurtured by big cities. It’s been
about resources, money. Previously, to get a project
published, you would need to have finished a
million-dollar house. But now, a $5,000 house
can be published internationally—in China, Japan,
France. I think there’s a notion that things can be
different right now, and media publishing has a lot
to do with that. To even be able to get published
you needed money, whereas now, you have things
like Facebook which are free, and you’re able to
show your work for free. Because there’s so much
information currently out there, people have a great
big fan of possibilities for them to choose from. So
in a way, I think that paradigmatic changes occur
when technologies change. It’s only a matter of time
before people realize that each place has a particular
reality, and that if architects are able to work with
that reality, it can be beautiful—not mediocre.
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Photographs: “Casa Zancos”
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Photographs: “Portal Invisible”
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All photographs: “La Comuna”

80

informa

Issue #12 ‘Site Conditions’

81

