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Brief

As you walk in the streets of La Paz, you 
immediately understand that there is a 
mystic feeling in paceños. There is a 
practical and a sacred sense in all the things 
they do: the most ordinary routines can be 
naturally transformed into unique spiritual 
happenings. The VS El Alto will persist on 
questioning notions of identity, folklore 
and contemporary rituals translated into 
architecture.

If last year the VS investigated the masks, 
the costumes and the choreography of 
an actual Bolivian traditional dance – the 
Diablada – in the 2019 edition we will craft 
our own characters, to construct a layered 
performance, dealing both with popular 
myths and the urban fabric morphology. 
Students will thoroughly experience Freddy 
Mamani’s cholets, as built examples of the 
symbiosis among religion, politics, Pop and 
popular culture. Their compositional and 
aesthetic features are indeed grounded 
into the symbolism of indigenous folkloric 
dances and textiles: here demons, dragons 
and angels, together with real-world 
creatures like bears and owls not only 
populate the parades, but also dictate the 
geometrical abstract motifs of the facades 
and the proportions of ornamental details 
within the interiors.

We will analyze and absorb El Alto’s 
contaminated visual languages – privileged 
witnesses of the syncretism between 
Andean paganism and Catholic instances 
- to extract design principles and spatial 
hierarchies, that enable a direct interplay 
of scale between architecture and the 
human body.  Indeed, we will record the 
memories of these identitarian architectural 
compounds, consciously adopting 
dysfunctional procedures to track back 
the symbolic items that inspired them. 
El Alto’s colourful buildings will become 
again costumes, masked characters 
with anthropomorphic and animalistic 
lineaments to dynamically inhabit the 
streets of La Paz – wearable and portable 
Cholets.

Construction prop by Karla Vargas, AAVS 2018
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22nd July – 24th July

During the first days we explore El 
Alto, the highest metropoli in the 
world, mapping selected cholets 
and the surrounding markets. 
Students will search for shooting 
locations based on their interest 
and investigation. We will sample 
precise architectural bits, record 
symbolic signs and pair them with 
daily found objects – recovering 
forgotten myths and looking for 
meaningful clashes.

with Patricio Crooker, 
Photographer

24th July – 30th July

The actual translation will then take 
place: the cholets will be dissected 
and recomposed into personified 
miniatures. We will work mainly 
with clay and seembled found 
objects, understanding material 
properties and construction 
techniques. Earthy finishings 
will be combined with polished 
components, the masks will be 
conceived as open interfaces for 
additions of alternative material 
fragments.

with Mario Sarabia, 
Ceramist

30th July – 4th August

The architectural masks will 
become portable cholets: alive 
characters inhabited by the 
students. They will collectively build 
and record an urban performance, 
a collection of moments to embody 
a culturally generated spatial 
narrative. And, eventually, they will 
be able to represent a constructed 
accomplishment of another form 
of Andean syncretism: the physical 
convergence between architecture 
and the identity of its actors.

with Marcos Loayza, 
Film Director

Act 1: Sampling Act 2: Crafting Act 3: Performing
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Cholets

The flatlands of El Alto are populated by a 
multitude of extremely colourful buildings, 
whose bright facades and loud interiors 
contrast with the humble, earthy finishings 
of the surroundings. 
These so-called Cholets are named because 
of their owners, the cholos of the indigenous 
Aymara bourgeoisie, and they now represent 
an established typology - both in terms of 
program and built iconography.

Freddy Mamani Silvestre, pioneer of this 
New Andean architecture, moved to El Alto 
as a young man. His father, a bricklayer, 
taught him to build. Walking into one of his 
buildings is like coming out of a rabbit hole 
into an electric Bolivian wonderland. His 
buildings feature a pitched roof villa on top 
of a two storey ballrooms that are
spellbinding tapestries of bright paint, LED 
lights and playful Aymara motifs: chandeliers 
anchored to butterfly symbols, doorways 
that resemble owls and candy-coloured 
pillars. In El Alto, animalistic creatures 
and expressive geometries are part of the 
collective imagery, pervading daily routines 
and shaping prominent architectures: 
wedding halls evoking the inside of a reptile, 
arching roof beams like dragon ribs and 
huge orange curlicue moulds that could be 
alligator eyes.

“We use the colours of our textiles, colours 
that are alive,” said Mamani, who traces his 
inspiration to the elaborate shawls and other 
traditional garments made by his mother 
and fellow Aymara weavers. 

El Alto is nowadays one of the few 
contemporary cities where architecture, 
among the other applied and figurative arts, 
can claim to best express the traditions and 
the identity of its people. 

Crucero del Sur, El Alto
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Masks

Many Bolivian festivals are forms of religious 
celebration to express a peculiar syncretism 
of indigeneous Paganism and Catholic 
elements. These ceremonies may last for 
days, often from early morning to late at 
night, showcasing an incredible amount 
of different folkloric dances - each of 
them with its unique costumes, musical 
instruments, rhythms and performances. 
Weighing around 25 kg each, the 
extravagant handmade costumes take 
around two or three months to be made 
with seamstresses imported fine fabrics, 
precious jewels, sequins and threads from 
overseas. The grade of refinement is as high 
as the dancer’s position within the Bolivian 
society and specific fraternidad. However, 
when it comes to these festivals, no expense 
is spared. Galvanized by their faith and 
gratitude, the performers believe that their 
monetary waste will be rewarded with the 
satisfaction of their wishes.
Carefully crafted masks are an essential part 
of the choreographies, allowing dancers to 
adopt the personalities which populate the 
country’s myths and legends.
The most interesting are the masks based 
on characters from Bolivian history - such as 
caricatures of Spanish matadors, and African 
slaves brought over to work in Potosí’s 
mines - hybridised with the Aymara folklore 
- represendeted mainly through figures 
from the highlands, like shamans, bears and 
condors - and contaminated with Catholic 
emblems - as Satan, Lucifer and various 
benevolent angels.
Iconic traditional dances include the 
Caporales (Dance for the Vorgen of Socavon) 
, the Diablada (Devil’s Dance), the Morenada 
(Dance of the Black Slave) and the Waca 
Takhoris (Dancing Bulls).

Merging indigenous features with religious 
and political instances, masks are therefore 
the witnesses of a cultural symbiosis, 
translated into performative morphologies, 
syncretic narratives and layered aesthetics. Diablada mask, UCB, La Paz 
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Symbolic Fragments

During the Alasitas Fair, to have their wishes 
satisfied, Bolivians purchase a small statue 
of Ekeko – the Tiwanakan God of abundance 
and prosperity – to put in their homes 
throughout the year. They then buy the 
miniature items they hope Ekeko will grant 
in real life, pinning them to his poncho, 
while praying for good fortune. Thousands 
of artisans manually produce tiny bricks, 
diploma certificates, passports, shops, babies 
and everyday objects for everyone’s desires.
Since Ekeko is a demanding God who must 
be kept happy, Bolivians also light a cigarette 
in his mouth, sometimes throwing a bit of 
alcohol on the door in front of him before 
drinking it themselves.

However, this ritualistic attitude is always 
alive in La Paz: everyday of the year you can 
buy small metal tools, wooden or textile 
pieces, organic elements and any sort of 
crafted miniatures in the area between Calle 
Sagarnaga and Calle Los Andes. 
The El Alto market then, held every Thursday 
and Sunday, offers an endless amount of 
paraphernalia - bizarre fragmented props.

Most of these fragmets are considered to 
have transcendent qualities or, if assembled 
and treated in specific ways, they can 
acquire symbolic connotations within 
peculiar ceremonies.
One of those is the “mesa de challa” – a ritual 
to praise the Pachamama that is based on 
the act of watering the earth or another 
good with alcohol. In this propitiatory 
practice, the most common element is 
indeed a colorful constructed altar (“mesa”), 
where offerings are arranged and covered 
by a series of edible elements, as fruits, 
candies, spices and flower petals. Then, these 
offerings must be burned and smoked, with 
aromatic woods of Koa and palo santo, to 
be buried and given to the Pachamama, 
gaining a state or reciprocity with the Gods.

Ekeko statue, Alasitas Fair
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Anthropomorphic Architecture

The Aymara and the Quechua are the 
contemporary descendants of the Tiwanaku, 
which is the name of both the culture and 
the Pre-Columbian UNESCO World Heritage 
archaeological site located between La Paz 
and the Lake Titicaca. 
This civic - ceremonial space was organised 
with the centre oriented towards the 
cardinal points, constructed with impressive 
ashlars stones and equipped with a complex 
system of underground drainage, to control 
the flow of rain waters. Also, Tiwanaku was 
the main spiritual and political centre of the 
Andean region: many pilgrims visited this 
sacred site to praise and worship the Gods.
Today, the ruins still host Bolivia’s biggest
ceremony in honour of the Aymara New 
Year - Inti Raymi , “Sun festival” - celebrated 
every 21 st of June. 

The social dynamics of Tiwanaku population 
were grounded in strong religious elements, 
expressed in a diverse iconography of 
stylized zoomophic and anthropomorphic 
images. The public religious space of the 
city itself is shaped by a series of symbolic 
architectural structures that correspond to 
different cultural accessions. Among the 
others, the Semi-Subterranean Temple is a 
square sunken courtyard, whose walls are 
covered with tenon heads of many different 
styles - postulating that it was probably 
reused for various purposes over time. 

The monumental Gate of the Sun consists 
instead of a large doorway with niches. The 
lintel is carved with an elaborate bas-relief, 
depicting a central deity flanked by rows 
of anthropomorphic birds and a series of 
human faces, that seem to represent many 
different races - including a white face that 
looks like an alien gray.
This huge monument is hewn from a single 
slab of andesite, and some believe that 
the strange symbols might represent an 
agricultural calendar, the oldest in the world.

Kalasasaya Temple, Tiwanaku
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Spatial Performance

During the course of the workshop students 
will engage in alternative methods of 
collaborative production, among multiple 
creative fields: from photography to 
model making, from the construction of 
1:1 architectural details to theatrical acting 
and performances. They will experiment 
with anthropomorphic languages, ritualistic 
usages and composite video-editing - to 
re-enact part of the festive equipments 
that inspire and populate Freddy Mamani’s 
architectures.
A series of masks will be originated in 
multiple ways from the different material, 
geometrical or figurative properties of the 
cholets. They could be an assemblage of 
ready made objects - carefully clashed and 
mutually affected - or shaped as an hybrid 
between digital and artisanal techniques - to 
fulfill the obsession for precision and the lust 
for expression. 
Then, these masks will converge again into 
an heterogeneous yet collective architectural 
piece. An identitarian wall of faces - not just a 
contemplative model within a vacuum, but 
a prop to be inserted and intertwined with 
the context of the city - activating new layers 
of aligned or contrasting meaning.

The urban environment will become a 
dynamic testing ground for these qualities: 
how can folkloric masks and costumes 
trigger an effective architectural cycle?
How can we define a proper physically and 
symbolically site-specific intervention?
The students will have to envision a 
composite spatial performance with their 
prop, involving the sensible and behavioural 
parameters of a public stage-set 

What is unique at a time where superficial 
otherness seems to have become the 
standard, where vernacular is represented 
only through polished photoshop images?  

El Alto gives us the opportunity to conceive 
architecture as a performative act - enable 
the mutual immanence between bodies 
and spaces ,objects and ceremonies. 

 “Averno” by Marco Loayza, 2018
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Programme Heads

Sabrina is an Architect and Illustrator based between Bangkok and London. She has 
taught in London and Cambridge, while collaborating with various magazines (Rivista 
Studio, Cartha, Elle) as an illustrator and with the RIBA as a curator assistant. Her projects 
have always been related to the idea of fragmentation, using different media, enhancing 
the process of how things are made and assembled together. She constantly works 
with model making - experimenting through casting, weaving and different fabrication 
techniques. 

Lorenzo graduated with Honours from the Architectural Association in 2016. He has 
taught as a consultant for Intermediate 7 and Diploma 8 at the Architectural Association, 
while participating to several competition with international firms (Amid.Cero9, 
Elemental). He is the co-founder of the research-based Plakat Platform and architectural 
practice Ecòl. Obsessed with geometry and aesthetics, precision and expression, before 
architecture he studied engineering and classical piano.

In 2017, they co-founded Lemonot - a design and research platform that investigates 
architectural production and its implications on other disciplines. They use Architecture 
as a methodology to reach different outcomes: from toys to pastry tools, from tattoos to 
story-telling. 

They also taught at the AA Summer School since 2016, exploring gifs, filming and 
kitbashing techniques, . They are now Adjunct Professors at INDA International Program 
in Design and Architecture in Bangkok, Thailand.

Programme Heads of the AA Visiting School El Alto, their academic activity focuses on 
contemporary folklore and cultural assemblages.

@aavs_elalto

Final exhibition AAVS El Alto, 2018
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Marcos Loayza Montoya, 
director and teacher, was 
born in La Paz (Bolivia), 
on November 29, 1959. He 
studied Architecture in La Paz 
and film at the International 
Film and Television School 
of San Antonio de los Baños, 
Cuba. In his adolescence 
he started participating 
in the cinema club as well 
with progressive priests, 
orthodox trotsky militants, 
hippies and moviegoers. As 
an architecture student, he 
experimented with his friends 
in writing scripts based on 
theoretical postulates created 
and modified by them, such 
as transferring musical theory 
to the structure of a film story.

Marcos Loayza

Mario Sarabia was born in 
La Paz, Bolivia in 1953. He 
moved with his family to New 
York City at the age of seven, 
and he lived in the United 
States for nearly 22 years. He 
studied ceramics at Florida 
State University and Miami 
Dade Community College 
(1978-1981). Upon returning to 
Bolivia in 1981, Mario decided 
to become a full time ceramic 
artist and he has been 
working in ceramics for the 
past 35 years. 

Mario Sarabia TBC

Freddy Mamani Silvestre 
was born in the small 
Aymara community 
of Catavi, Bolivia, He 
advocates for a cultural 
output embedded in the 
history of the Aymara 
people. Mamani’s 
exuberant buildings are 
the work of someone 
tied not to blueprints 
but to the heritage of his 
people. He has played a 
vital role in transforming 
El Alto, formerly a slum 
adjacent to the country’s 
wealthy capital of La Paz, 
into a now-thriving city of 
about one million people. 
His work is inspired by 
his own culture and its 
iconography, along with 
the culture of his ancestors, 
the Tiwanaku peoples. 

Freddy Mamani Silvestre

(La Paz, 1989) UCB graduate 
2015. His thesis was 
developing the town of San 
Jose, in the Bolivian Amazon, 
taking into account the 
traditions and heritage of 
that specific area. He has 
worked as an Architect and 
site supervisor for SCB in La 
Paz. He has been a Bolivia 
Associate of the International 
Design Clinic, leading the 
renovation of some unused 
areas in El Alto and creating 
work places where people 
could meet and exchange 
tools. He has been a First 
Year Tutor at the UCB and 
he is now doing his Master 
in Integrated Architectural 
Design in La Salle, Barcelona.

Ronald Grebe Crespo

Patricio Crooker is a journalist, 
he studied at Texas University, 
he started photographing 
as a freelance photographer 
and he is now recognized 
worldwide.

He is now Professor of the 
Photography Diploma of 
the Evangelical University in 
Santa Cruz.

Patricio Crooker  TBC

Andrew Kovacs is a lecturer at 
UCLA Architecture & Urban 
Design. Kovacs studied 
architecture at Syracuse 
University, the Architecture 
Association in London, 
and Princeton University. 
From 2012 to 2013, Kovacs 
was the inaugural UCLA 
Teaching Fellow for which 
he produced GOODS USED: 
AN ARCHITECTURAL YARD 
SALE at Jai and Jai Gallery in 
Los Angeles. Kovacs’ work on 
architecture and urbanism 
has been published widely 
in publications. Kovacs is 
the creator and curator of 
Archive of Affinities, a website 
devoted to the collection and 
display of architectural 
b sides. 

Andrew Kovacs

Collaborators and Guests
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Applications

1) You can make an application by completing the online 
application found under ‘Links and Downloads’ on the AA Visiting 
School page. If you are not able to make an online application, 
email visitingschool@aaschool.ac.uk for instructions to pay by 
bank transfer.

2) Once you complete the online application and make a full 
payment, you are registered to the programme. The deadline for 
applications is 1st June 2019.

All participants travelling from abroad are responsible for 
securing any visa required, and are advised to contact their home 
embassy early. After payment of fees, the AA School can provide a 
letter confirming participation in the workshop.

Eligibility
The workshop encourages people of different background to 
apply, including current architecture and art students, phd 
candidates and young professionals. Places are limited, and 
offered at the discretion of the El Alto Programme Directors. 
Please contact elalto@aaschool.ac.uk for further information.

Fees
The AA Visiting School requires a fee of £860 per participant, 
which includes a £60 Visiting membership fee.

Fees include tuition and private transportation around the city 
and to El alto. All museums entrances, workshop setup, materials 
and tools are provided. Flights to La Paz and meals are not 
included. Accommodation is not included, but places to stay and 
cheap solutions can be suggested to the applicants depending 
on their needs.

Students need to bring their own laptops, digital equipment and 
model making tools. Please ensure this equipment is covered by 
your own insurance as the AA takes no responsibility for items lost 
or stolen For any queries and further information 
about the El Alto Visiting School contact:

Email -         elalto@aaschool.ac.uk
                       visitingschool@aaschool.ac.uk

Website -    http://elalto.aaschool.ac.uk
Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/aavs.elalto/


