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ln the ft~~t dnoeloplng dty ol EI Alto, BolmG,JUIIt ,.'tSt of La P<tz, an 
archilecturol phe:nomenon ha' eme~ ><> r.1 p1clly tha1 it ~ull blclt' 
a protxr name Somc: pcoplc rder 10 1t cXII'I"agandy as 'sp:~«ship 
Olrt'hhccturc·, o thcn; mure dismi 1\.cly can 11 'chola architttturc· 
(from cltDio, a term ul:ed ln the CQiomal perlod 10 desmbe ~nd· 
ants of Amcrindhn and Af.riCJI.n paren1:5, roday used dl!ida tn full>' (o r 

anythinr; or anJIOile 'nauve'). 5omc noen hel'lld itas 'new Andean', 
but most JUst c~JJ it 'kitsch', lndccd, to a nybody familiar ..;eh the 
dl:5('1t1Nm and re~tralnt oro so-~1tltd lfiQd{'m aeSthcclc:, itek>~ lnok 
prtny ki15Ch, perbaps noen ugly. As a reillh, loc:al arc-hlrecu, art'hl· 
teerural bodil's Wld unMnny f~Kulaes h::l\'e w {:u moarJy 1gnored 
il. thOilgb n spo~d~eaUy futurn in 11 ncMpa~r hcre and thert'. 
And }'Cl thc bnghtlycolo11red b11tldmp toppcd ,..;th lux11ry cholkts 
contlnuc 10 pop up all '''"'r EI Alln, and ln manyway' rcpr~•cnttht 
rnost imcrrstin8 ardli~ctural ckwloprnent ln the countr). They 
hllVl" r"Vt'n C'Mabhslu.•d • crend th:lt ii sprndmg to otbcr uTban t'CA-
1~ ln BoiMallind ln nel,gbbounng ~ru and A~ndna. 

lit5toncally, El,.lcn it"'lfw;.~ nOt~ dtybuun 1mpovcmbed bor­
ou&h of 1..11 Pu, Bolh>la"J admlnl~rrntiv~ caplr:.L 11 sh.) althe t'dgt> or 
thC' I1Hignilit"ent Altlplano - an elcvacrd pl1ucau that nms aCTO!il. the 
Ande~. sealed o.trco th.e nonh bychf Corddlel'l ltC'Ill conflurn~ or 
mountaln ran~ and IL~ numerou' gl~clers. and to the SOIIth by the 
Sala.rd~ Uyuni, a sall lake roughly the sitc or Bcl~ium . lmmedliltely 
belo-r EI Allo, La f>iz.~pills do10n lht <>lopcs ofa 'iCn:p 'alley, wilh 
Ch<' ~nuw·COY1:rt<l pcak oftl1c lllimiJni lrn)Untain towerlngoverit 

To the nat1"1! Amerfndbn :1nd Meui~O populatlon C'Omlng rrom 
tbe plllUUl and the mount11M in $Hreh ol bf:twr llvlng w nd1tions, 
EI Alto w.u the ob•,ous p~ to setrJe whcn approaclunr; t he more 
Eurotxan and ric~r te Pa:~ Al YOlriOU5 points in iu hiSlory. t:l Alco 
ha..als() b~n a ,trtmghold ror indi"'nws combecan~. Om agaln t 

lhe rolonlsing Spombrdi and rben l;uer (after BoHvi:i had beeome 
an mdetxndcnt Rau•) agamst the republlcan elit.e. One reason fcu 
th as cmbattkd putiS th1111 thC' only road that connecu thr capiu.J to 
the rest Q( the rountry runs tnrough EI Alto. doK thrs road,and you 
can cu1 toff 1.'1 Pa11. Tht narl,... A),nar.~ le-ad<"r 1\lpac K:tcari 9nd hl 
w;rC' Bartolint~ Si~ u~d just rum a stratqp- ln t7fh when thl')' bld 
~iege to Lll Paz - Ge R'«llion lontt «IC'bmtC'd 111 t'Cntrul 10 Bolivl3's 
nar~ona I tdentlty. 

Sincr thls 1lme EI Alto h•u bcxn homc to wrne tc ns of too~U>~tnd~ 
of rc.-sidents. but o'~' thr la~t dccade~ lt h:b gc(lwn coxpone-nti<llly, 
tu uch 1n c~~trnuh.at wlth a popui<Jtlon todayof ovcrone mlllion h 
I<; nov. ~en bfggtr than lA Pln. Iu> reputarton alwayol.IS4.'<1 to bc as 
a wbutb boch somewhat sad tJ11dbad, but•t:fstandmgo.nd fort11nes 
lmpro~d s.igndicanrJ)' afttr UlO'J when a popular uprisi•~g und thc 
musaci"C' of ~r 8o 11./rdos (ci1ilcns or 1'..1 Aho) led to thr ou.~1ing of 
Prt~idcnt Gon~loSinthC'J dc I.A•ncb - 11 rricnd ot tht' later ut. Bush 
regtme and a man dlsdalnf\Jfly nfrknamed 'el gringo· - and opened 
the W3) ln !1006 for th~ elccrJon of E\"0 Moral eil, o coe.leAf prOdu«r 
o( Ayml\111 orig:ins wbo bad bC'CORic Ieader o{ tbc htstoricaUy nur· 
gmaliKd, inchgc-nollli populauon ofBoli"ll. Within tbe &p~~«ofjust 
a fc:wynn 1'1 1\ho-arity•in« •IJil8-gaincdwnsicJcr<~blccronomic' 
d)'M.ITilsm snd polltlea.l releva~ :as Morale1's presldtncy lncreu· 
mgly cncou~ a pi'OC't.'U of dn:olont..:uion dun promoted lndlg 
c:-noos cllSt'Oms, bnguagn md roltull! 

lt w1U whhtn thas contot th.at an eng:in«r and cont:r.Ktor 
ulle-<1 Frt'ddy '1amani ll•~trc deC'Ided that 

b11d tomc from a poor region of tbe coantty Wld sharcd hu ncw 
pre:.l<knf~ •ttodunwt to Dohoria's ind1~nous c;ulture. To ~ICIIC' 
eenain ~I'CC'l' of thl\ c:-uhurr ~tnd l.lt the '\Olm~ time lmprovl" thtl' 
ap~aran« or t.M long-desp!sed town he promoted an ·autoc:htllo­
nouS' architeetura.J langua~. Altbougll mcore are other pr~cndon­

era who employ $lmtlllrly eolourful fllcladu, MiUnaru Sil•'C!Itre dtbe 
man n!$JlOn61bt~ for IIS mosl s.ophlstleutcd and oon~cstcnt o.rtkula· 
tion, il5"tll dC:'ilpinJ;Ihc lafiCSl porti(JI\ or i~ eumplars. 

Kll>in( lnron.gruou~ly 0\'tr muctl poorcr and duffer d10cllings 
.:~c~ tJ Alto, M11nuni Sall.'fitre'~ rour•, fwc-- or siJ;o$10rey buddmg~ 
~ d lsrlnru•sbed by the "ibrancy of tM!r colo11rsU muth lll. by the 
d1slinct. and utterly unprcct'dcmed, dwp or thcir faudes. ln thc 
abscn.« of any obvlOib MChitttlUI'Ilre(ci"C'nce, the buildin~ S«m 
clurl)i 10 c<:f10 a nati•C' ti'\Jdltion - end ln p3rtlc:ul~r thC' lon~1ab­
lli;ht>d Andnn practlce nr us-ng swklngly bold cotou~ ror feitl•ot 
gunnems, dewloped m drhberate cont:riiiS( 10 t.he monotoooustones 
of tbc Aleplano and it& vas:t plams. lndttet. thc pllS.Ston (or ~utly 
colours (or ~ cltdlcma) ~ amply d11played in the multilaycred 
plt3t<d skirts wom by Aymara womt-n, th(' •o-called pollera. 'M\c 
rabrlc for th~ liklrt5 has for m:~cny years Ileen deslgned ln EI Alto but 
today 115 manufaerure is oulWurecd ro Ko«'ll ort..bln3,:~nd 1t tome~ 
m 1 synthctlc rmtcri.:ll t.hat cnhanc:cs 1ts shiny effcct. f\mber undcr­
llncn" thrlr dcbt to indigenou~ tulturcJ, Mam;m1 Slh·c:s;tre's buiJd• 
~~ romplc-mtnc the-.e cnlnu~ by botrowin.g r,mlli3r pattern• and 
ckulls from pre-columbian n .. ·anaeo Witom- such Ul l he Andean 
t rou or iOOmorphk figuiTsi"C'dut'ed to oomplex gC"Omct:rkal rorms 

whlch erc t.hen gJI"t'D. buJh oprcssion tbrougb biS strpped and 
pbled de..allons, rell~~ve ur colo11red glass nnd 11n intragumg 
combinarion o{ dilfc-rrnt ~apeund fOfm.,. 

l!Ut lr)'OIIthlnk thr fata~ arr blurre,just wait rlll you see t.he 
lnttrl~, b«guse t he second and tblrd llool"f of ~~ buUdiDg~ 
conraln thetr p1b tk rUI#l.ln~ a double hc~t ulo11 d.c rvmws, or 
e~enr spa«. ryplmlly used for pordes and wec:ldinp. He«: the e~IIIIV· 
~ ofthc:- facadC'cxplod.c::s m aro.smicarrayofmlrror'i, dccorared 
C'l1lurnn~. elaborate cha.ndt:lir~. hundrt'ds of uo llghu, 0\trsizc:-d, 
t.lszagging pl:ltf'd ... 1ndow' mnd p::unted belu~trade$, t"rrtuin~ rhr 
mtenor ambl:met o{ a fun!elr. MOllt wed.ertd• lht 1alonJ ctre fully 
bookrd by fiuni.lu:s. umons, COOfTC'J:Ildons or ot.her local rroups nt 
on pnpc:-tu~ting Ihr ~culiuty Andc:-sn rondncss for fratrmitic:-s and 
ce-lc-br.Jtory ptht'ring•. Thr COM 0( finin~ out a JDIOfl dr ~YIItOI in 
SUC'b Ullber:tnl St) le typlcally IKtoUßl.t rot I good proporrJon O( tbe 
buJJdln~s Slso,()(IC)-,$soo,ooo 0\'l!ralJ cost, but it only u.kes a couplt 
ofyrus tOC'3.11l this moncy becktbrougb C'Vtnts booktnp.. 

At thc topoftht: buildmgsrts t.hc dlll.lct, oftc:-n cap~ b)> itsown 

pbkd root and " lth a rnultklel'f'd ctllmnt)'. Many obsc.-r.er'i ha' t 
wond~n.-<1 why the style and form or t.hese penthouws bmlks from 
tbr ~nrral Iook or thc bulldlng, or wby tbe)' III"C' sct b:tek from t.he 
perimerer gt"l:n the ruutudC' rs alrclldy 4.(100fß, it is not os tf t.hti"C' 
l.t any demand ro,., hagher a.nd produce a.n cl~tcd te~ for billt' 
becuo or sunbachins-(thc ont rhlng rh:lt Alttilostont!stentb try to 
a•oOid). ln La Pu, the rumouris thatthe m:~.lft ~produces the rr:~dl­
tl(lnal pace around thc tx•sant bur, b11t m BI Alto thcy say it as an 
I!>Cflri!UJOO Q( W t'e'!Ufn d~ Of dJsti"C'tlOO J'OU gtt when butJd 
tn~: ·sli~hrJ} aoo..t• tbe pennlued hcl~l11, anclthat thc:- bre•k diffel' 
cntia~~ lhe commcrc:ial building bC'Iow from tbc vwnC'r'$ nobler 

ptivatr d10clling abo\e. Somc 1"\'en arguc that 
h ,..u time.- for tbc bulldi"8s ofEI Alro to follo\\ 
MOfllltt.'S Iead. Mamaru MI\Or.itte, Jilc.e MonJes, All phoc.cu 0Aif~'Zdlell4t 

folklwlng an AndeAn wn~ption of s~~. it also 
oll0\0\'1 rhe owner 10 be cloter t() tht ttlaq;Ht~a 



(hlgher "vrldJ, whllt ••ttlng o---cr thc al;(lptlcJirl (cuthly "''Orld) o( 

th«' mam bodyo( thc bonlding. More: pngmatlC<JIIy, Maml!m Sil~$­
trc cllJ)I.ains tbat unllkc ttH: com~rdal spacn whlch ~lcnd to thc 
''Cf)' pcri~tcr or thc plot,so as to maldmisc renlllblc arc:aand mo. 
enut,the efl11l<:t c;~n be •maller and ttltreforc el"o 'ligtltly " 'unm:r 
( centrat hetitlngbetngpreuy much non-exl~nt ln El>\lto}. Benealh 
thc actual r>pacc of lhc chalct.s. and raboYc thc rrender 1alort. arc 
usuaiJy locatcd one or two Ous for thc o-< ncr's childrcn, "'hlk on 
thc groond floor thc:' bullding uperate5 •~ ll mini ~hopping CC'ntrc­
am~nged astrlde a c-enrnl eorrldor wilh a publlc rollet :ulrs rear. 

CommiJ1Joncd ~ nN ly pro11~rous mercltants ond bluJness· 
mcn, tbcsc butkhnp arc ostcllSlbly butlt to show otr tbc ,.nlth 
o( thdr owncr$, but as c--cnt sp;KC5 they lllso rc:prcscnt a valuablc 
\UUI\'C' o f lncumc. 11liS C'l11rcprrnrufio~J ll~l rn tht'lt profu\ioun 
IIJllin rrßn:u a uniquc t>harutt'ris­
IJt" or U Alto'l laJgt"ly Quechua and 
Aym~ra populotiOn. 1\IUII.In o re mas• 

ters ln tradlng - lt is not unusual for 
ccnaln (amilics LO ha•-c the<ir chll· 
drcn educat..-<1 in Chln~ o as to 
cutout tl'le mlddle-men wtltn bu)olng 
~oods rrom lhe •·u I!.Alil, whlch are 
importrd wholcsale and lhcn dis­
patchcd around Boli'i.l or to lhc har• 
lxMir clll~ or Chile and Po:ru. 'lom~ 
of thP1lf o tßlprlng nom spend up to 
two monthli in lDlltnland Clun:~'s 

coiJUIK:rrW dt5trict5 at lhr in~ita 

tion or Chmcse sponson, «nd R'tum 
wlth Cllfttaine~ laden with • rkh 
~arlt'L) or goods. At lht' samc- time, 
th c- trading upccc of thc dty h allo 
ftd by re-vcnues frOm thc co-<~pe~tlvc 
mJntnJt ind U$tl)l «nd by an aNilJ of 
small· and mrdium-sitcd busincsses 
run b)' iu. c-~pcdi!Uy indw.triou~ pop­
ulac-e Mueh co th~dlcmayor Bnhvto'l 
ro~rvarnc eilte, l:l.i\lto h3 become 
tbc cradlc of 1n c:conomiCll.lly and 
cultura.lly c-mcr~nt du.s, lhc ncw 
Aym;tra bourgeoi\le, buCI)-ed ~ mtr­

antUlsm and ~ 1he poliocaJ -'t:abll-
11)1 thc countty hu enJoyed under it.s 
popolllr A)'ffiilf11 prc5tdcnt. Each of thuc 'spaccshrp' buildmp <:an 
bc: )("('n to ~ymboll:sc ehe c-hccrl'ul cconomic and pohucal dispos1· 
tl(ln ohhi~ t'Meot'Jing da». 

Dcsplte the curlosity and ancnlion tht~ bulldlngs na..-t 
amaeted, it lli bard to flnd any really mgggtd d~u1on of lheu pop­
ulonty. Randolph Cardenas, an ~~orchltcc:t ancl •uthor o( one of thc 

vcry fcw $tudies on the ~bJect, has recounttd how they h3-.c •"'~ 
bccn dismiMC'd in pcjorati•c tc-rm~ ~ thc uchltr<:tuR' \Chool~ of l.a 
P.z- c..-o:n ~gh 'Wt'ry fcw pcopk oulllde El Alto !>«m t'\o~r 10 ha\~ 
venturNl lnsld~ on~. and nobody rtally kt\0\\ who destgn.td thtm, 
or"'helher tbere" a slnflt draufthuman or sevenal lnvol•·ed. Freddy 
M.unam Sa!Yfitrc: hii.S n~cr ~n asktd to 

bu1ldmg&.$0me danng todaim tll•t thcyareageuulnc(')(prcmon of 
lhe c•ty of 1:1 A ho or, morc:fl!nclfull)' ~t ill, 1 h11 they ~m~Cot Bolivq,•, 
trut nationalarchltcc:tu1'111 '"ylc. somc JO CYen furthrr, and proposc 
th.at~~eademia ~hould opcn up to th~ polychromat:k architcctural 
Cllprt$$IOnsond ofrer formallnstructiun in thclrd~p. 

ln our own orchltecrural htstory les90DI wt h.avc long been 
tauibtlhclt modern archittcture ap~ared lt lhe stan o f tht t.wtn­

lict.h CCfltury as a rcsult of ttdlnological innoYitions that d r<IO'C nc-w 
rurms of productlon and c:unuruction • .tnd, wnscquo:ntly, ncw wa~ 
ot orpnllilng "-Or1t and habludon. ModernJsm·s new homogenls­
lnJ ~~ooys, howe\'tr, provcd not aiW2)'S rompwble witb Lhe diwnct 
soctal fabncs, grographlc1 and cul tull.'s of lhe IC!iS mdustnahsed, 
Ins urbm rountnes mto which h wu subsequently mtroduccd. 
ln Ihr ~und halt nl t hr la'>t crntul)', aucmpts""'"' madttu rc~olvc 

these ronuadic-tions. Kenneth Framp­
ton callcd for a ·rntical rcgionllJsm' 

an lltthn«turc "'rth local knowl 
rdgr lind lue.l o.vour that would 
~111 re'pcct modeml$m'S ruidlnc 
prindplt'!> ln olMous contnm. och-
1.'1'$ auch 11 tht archhect couple Rob­
ert Yentun aftd Denlae Srou Brown 
Cldlorttd archltt'cta to ebandon the 
canonic 10d instcad cmbracc thc 
eutnmtrc:lal, pla)ful and populi 1 

~:Cyle of the e.-erycilly m:aln Ulftl. Thls 
critldsm, ol c:ourse, opened lhe w.~y 
for pocstmodernism and Jts psstiche1, 
,..bach soon dcmonstrltcd 1t.s Iimits; 
.t cacophony of elemcnt' from tM 
past, chosrn arbltrarily from any 
cr.a and nuxrd at r;mdom, W3S no 
morc locaJ Of dcmocrauc lho.n a rigid 
European mtxlcnu~m-

TM lncnplaetlc, polychromalle 
chola archh~c-turc or EI Alto, ilJi ~­

ound~d prlnc1pally by frt'<ldy 1am 
an1 S1h~trt, does not repre•ent 1 

quest for 1 hcroic put or an c--cry­
day IIC'macula r:. Rat her, at iu hcart 
is a fundamtlltall) C'Oßt~mporary 

urban ~n;lon or lndlg;!flOU~ culrunl 
elemenu. Tcxby, lhe AymAru and 

Qucdluas wbo liVl" m EI Alto uac mobtlc phones and Computers, 
lum Chmcsc and se1 up busmcsscs in Shangh&i 1nd Gu&nphou, 
1\tn maJUf tt;Jn)pcHI and cuumuctlon companln and are ~te110 
of the r.tpid accumul:mon ol capltal They are, ln lhls &eru;e, con­
tl'mporlll)l in C'\'cry way, >~ llt ehe 5amt time lh\')' do not ~asr to bc 
Aymua or Quechua or Me$tn;o, and tbt')' ca.rty on thc1r own cu ltuntl 

trudiuon~ II m~ not bc lun&. tht'rc:forc, be(urc: "'~ '" v.bk to Iook 
.uthe rlty o( f'l Aho with ncw and a•tunished cyc~ l'm Iu arcllitrc­
turc challcngt'lo U!o to rcthlnk how form Citabllshcs an identlty, how 
the hetertldox <:~n comphc.-11u.· tl'lc tsUbli~l'lrd nlle and paramtter 
ond how a new •ppredatlon of trade can make our own I~ and 

ltm1ts btcome motc flomble. W~ s hould 
givc an intcr~ricw, nor hu hc bccn prolilcd in 
any way R«tntl)', h~r, morc: and rnore 
IIOICI!S ha'o'P comr to the defence ol t.l'lKe 

VNbl'ttaANm>llan4Uti\'I4Andoo. kam, Lhcn, to Fcast our monocbromuic 
~ un rolour, a nd in thc pr~ rome 10 
low a dll'l'erence. 

NfWit«"""A ..... ._tkb~? ... 
tAtOI'I<II/tW..."III'li~i~ 
ll"P .. r<;on•c-.110)'4) 
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