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INTERVIEW
CARLOS JIMÉNEZ

Fig. 01: Crowley House,  
Carlos Jiménez Studio

Date: 06 October 2017
Interviewers: Josh Hafel,  Amir 
Halabi, Roberto Sanchez

Carlos Jiménez was born in San José, Costa Rica, and later 
moved to the United states, where he graduated from the University 
of Houston in 1981, receiving awards for best thesis project and 
best portfolio. Jiménez established his own o ce in Houston in 
1983, and has been a tenured professor at Rice University School 
of Architecture since the year 2000. He has received awards for 
excellence in design and teaching, most notably Design Intelligence’s 
Most Admired Educator 2013, Rice University’s 2013 George R. Brown 
Award for Superior Teaching, and AIA Houston’s 2009 Educator of the 
Year. His work has been exhibited at museums and galleries in cities 
worldwide, like Houston, Dallas, New York, Los Angeles, New Orleans,  
Washington DC, Philadelphia, Chicago, Mexico City, Cambridge, 
Moscow, Montreal, Arrecife-Lanzarote, Greencastle, and Greenwich.

Q: If we frame the notion of 
distance in terms of both 
space and time, what is the 
relation between architecture 
and self-reflection?

A: It’s important to visualize 
the work throughout time and see 
how it might age or transform. In 
relation to my work, I like to slow 
down the speed of a project so 
that I might reflect further on its 
outcome. This provides me with 
a certain distance so that I can 
make better decisions. This is also 
important when a project gets 
too overwhelming or too close 
to the stress limits. So distance 
is not just a length between two 
objects, but can be more about a 
separation across time. 

We live in an age of supreme 
speed, as if we really know where 
we are going. It’s like traveling 
in that illusion of freedom called 
“the freeway.”  We move so fast 
in its flow, but when the tra c 
slows down, we get to see the 
evidence of what has been built 
all around us. We see what we’ve 
produced as a civilization of 
consumers, and the work that is 
going to be passed on. Buildings 
are being built so badly because 
we’re losing the ability to gage, 
to reflect on what we’re building 
as a local and global culture. 
Everything happens at such close 
range and at such high speed.  
Bob Dylan put it beautifully in one 
of his lyrics: “They say everything 
can be replaced, yet every 
distance is not near.”

We seem to live in imperious 
proximity with everything at 
our fingertips’ command, and 
we are living life too fast. It is 
alarming to see our attention 
span erode as we become more 

Distance is 
a place for 
reflection.
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walking in my neighborhood 
whistling in the calmness before 
the storm; perhaps it was the 
comfort of knowing that I had 
a concrete block house and 
that the place would resist. I 
don’t think many people in my 
neighborhood could say the 
same thing about their house 
because they are so brittle.

If you look throughout the 
world, the vernacular is made 
by a certain acknowledgment of 
common sense, but Houston has 
not shown much common sense. 
Why do we build on land that will 
flood with inadequate building 
types? Why do we insist on 
building so cheaply when we are 
periodically visited by hurricanes?

But I’m very optimistic 
because a hurricane like Harvey 
suddenly o ers us a critical 
distance. This distance is like a 
pause to truly see ourselves and 
what we are constructing as a 
legacy. How are we building our 
city? How can we build better? 

I remember when we had 
hurricane Rita just a few weeks 
after Katrina, which had ravaged 
New Orleans. Everyone left 
Houston in a panic, a chaotic 
exodus. It was so quiet in the 
inner city as practically everyone 
was caught in a horrendous 
tra c for endless hours. I recall 

instance, I say to my clients, 
“let’s not use a 2 by 4, but a 2 
by 6, I know it will cost more 
but we can get better wall and 
insulating properties, it will help 
to reduce your air conditioning 
expense, and so on...” Or I might 
encourage a client to have less 
square footage so that the value 
is invested in the quality of the 
structure, not in its quantity. I’m 
always thinking of what profits 
the building, how to increase its 
material return in time.

Houston runs on a brutal 
economy and one must be 
conversant with and alert to that 
reality to avoid being overrun by 
its single-minded force. That said, 
I never use the word cheap in 
my o ce. We say “inexpensive.” 
It implies, in-expensive, it’s an 
expense, but it’s also not cheap. 

Q: Talking about Houston 
and its individuality, how do 
you think that its vernacular 
architecture di ers from other 
cities like Philadelphia, New 
York, Boston, or Portland?

A: Houston is a very young 
city, so I don’t think it enjoys 
a specific vernacular yet. And 
remember that Houston is ruled 
by developers and the market, 
so suspect vernaculars exist 
primarily as a means for selling 
a product. There’s a prevalent 
attitude that adding a designer or 
an architect as a critical thinker 
to the formula is a luxury. The 
formula of “runaway capitalism” 
at its most brutal and cruel form 
wants to sell you the most and 
give you the least. 

The closest to a Houston 
vernacular might be the 
bungalows that were built 
between the two world wars. 
There are still many of them 
around, quite beautiful and built 
mostly out of wood. They tend 
to be smaller in area, usually 
lifted from the ground, and easy 
to ventilate. They represent a 
housing type that accommodates 
to the region and do not end up as 

a disposable future. Sadly, several 
of these bungalows are being 
replaced by grotesque, out of 
proportion versions of the original.

We still have to arrive at a 
vernacular that can be more 
conducive and resilient to the 
conditions of Houston, other than 
the placeless air-conditioned type. 
I don’t know which one it is yet but... 

reliant on all kinds of devices. 
We don’t have time to distance 
ourselves from our phones and 
their alluring instantaneousness. 
It´s such an irony to speak of 
being connected all the time 
as we disconnect further from 
the experience of the world. 
We should enjoy distance, and 
prolong this enjoyment of things 
we may never see again.

Q: In relation to buildings 
being developed for fast profit, 
how can we design to adapt to 
the future?

A: When I used the term “fast 
profit” during my lecture, I was 
referring to an attitude that is 
rampant in Houston. The city has 
lost so many great buildings for 
the sake of “fast profit,” buildings 
whose construction value we 
could not reproduce today. 
They get replaced by inferior 
constructions, buildings that soon 
dissolve in their short-term vision. 

There are so many cities 
in the world that retain their 
heritage not simply as a viable 
historical currency, but as a 
commodity that can have many 
futures simply because of 
the way these structures are 
designed and built. Hurricane 
after hurricane we forget these 
lessons. Why does it take a storm 
like Harvey for us to suddenly 
consider that what we are 
building is not an imaginative use 
of our already limited resources, 
but still rather chose to build 
another catastrophic future?

Houston’s economic engine 
is too concentrated in short 
memory and quick-profit models. 
The city is an exquisite example 
of what happens when it’s ruled 
by the market, at its mercy, or 
devastated when the latter 
shakes or collapses.

So, how to work in a system 
like that? I try to explore this topic 
in my projects with propositions 
that are participatory and 
proactive at the same time. For 

... we should at least try to 
build as solidly and smartly as 
we can.

How can we proactively invest

Fig. 02: De Santos House,  
Carlos Jiménez Studio (above)






