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Villanueva and Anatomy of concrete 

Jorge Sánchez-Lander* 

- Mrs. Villanueva, when you want to ask something to the doctor, how does? 

-I do not ask him anything - I answered them-. Because whenever I ask him something he gives me three different 

solutions and I am worse than when I started.  

Do you know what they said? 

- How lucky you are! Only gives you three solutions! He gives us nearly seven! 

Margot en dos tiempos, retrato de una caraqueña del siglo XX, Adriana Villanueva, 2005.  

 

Born in the Consulate of Venezuela in 

London on May 30, 1900, Carlos Raúl 

Villanueva spends his early years in 

Europe. His academic training takes 

place at the Lycée Condorcet in Paris 

and later at the school of fine arts in 

the same city, where he graduated as 

an architect in 1928. A few months 

later he travelled to Venezuela to know 

the land which he has always 

considered its homeland and dedicated 

to his life and his work. For the 

beginning of the Decade of 1930, he was hired by the Ministry of public works, and within its first 

buildings stands the Hotel Jardín and the Maestranza of Maracay. In Caracas, it is the seat of the 

Museo de Bellas Artes and the Museo de Ciencias Naturales, great buildings that strengthen the 

desire for modernity in the capital city. After spending a few months in the school of urban 

planning at the University of Paris, he returned to Caracas and became part of the direction of 

urbanism of the Federal District in 1938, in which begins to develop a Monumental Plan of 

Caracas, led by the French engineer Maurice Rotival. In an interesting phase of his career, is part of 

the team of architects of the Banco Obrero and is dedicated to the design of housing for the 

working class, leading from 1941 the gigantic work of redevelopment of El Silencio and in the 

1950's the Urbanización 23 de Enero, two of his most famous works. 

But it is in the creation of the Ciudad Universitaria de Caracas, in the grounds of the old Hacienda 

Ibarra in the South of the river Guaire, where it is enshrined as one of the geniuses of world 

architecture. The extensive plot was filled of modern buildings that crawl placidly among 

formidable chaguaramos, apamates and araguaneyes. Of the more than two hundred hectares, 

the Faculty of medicine occupies almost all of the western part, with an architectural complex 
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whose axis is the space flanked by the Instituto Anatómico and the Instituto de Medicina 

Experimental coming together in an angular shape and leave us at their apex, as background, the 

magnificent main facade of the Hospital Universitario de Caracas. In this structure, colored by the 

ingenuity of the master Mateo Manaure, we can find those organic spaces that arise with serene 

power. The four blocks that housed the bright general rooms, oriented towards the East, are like 

blunt phalanges that are at right angles articulated with three buildings in the core of the hospital 

complex, as if they were giant carpal and metacarpus.   To the North of this axis, on the southern 

edge of the Jardín Botánico highlight the Instituto de Medicina Tropical and the Instituto de 

Anatomía Patológica, as well as, the interesting spaces of the Decanato de la Escuela de Medicina 

with its beautiful Anfiteatro and abandoned Auditorium.  

In the vigorous forms of 

Villanueva we see colossal 

concrete ribs on the ceiling 

of the Aula Magna or in the 

Estadio Olímpico. The clock 

of the Plaza del Rectorado 

is a gigantic column with 

rotated vertebrae in helical 

form. The concrete of bone 

inspiration and key 

ingredient in its creation is 

shown naked and clean to 

hold its firmness and 

interesting texture. In large 

segments is lined by the 

color of the mosaic of the disturbing figures of Pascual Navarro, Alirio Oramas, Alejandro Otero 

and Armando Barrios. The corpulent figures of the maternity of Baltasar Lobo, with the bronze 

child flying from the arms of his mother lying down or the impassive Pastor de Nubes of Jean Arp, 

you can feel an enormous vital impulse scattered in the recesses of the landscaping.  The show 

that gives us the fine network of fenestrated bricks by the light of the afternoon poured on cold 

aluminum "Positivo-Negativo" of Víctor Vasarely and the ground of the Plaza Cubierta is amazing. 

Rediscover the Crystal multicolor retina of the Fernand Léger stained glass in the lobby of the 

Biblioteca Central or "Ráfagas de Nieve", the iconic hanging of Calder at the Facultad de 

Arquitectura, is always a party. But it is in the Aula Magna, where the most shocking space of his 

work is preserved. A gigantic hall accessed by simple doors and narrow hallways leading to an 

amazing space where the Nubes Acústicas of Alexander Calder, as large cells stained and 

suspended in space.  Within this fascinating stay is from where depart with new challenges its 

graduates and where thanks to its impeccable acoustics the more subdued pianíssimo of a musical 

instrument can be heard by the furthest spectator.  
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The work of Villanueva could not be seen only from the bowels of the wood or carved stone of 

Narváez, nor in the triangulations of Vigas, skylights or peristaltic ramps. It is not their strong 

expressive force that moves us more. The corridors roofed with fresh semicañas or floating gutters 

are not but imprecise margins within an aerial and impalpable dimension. His real work is the 

creation of the necessary spaces for knowledge, debate and consensus. Spaces where 

permanently the light he insisted on trap lives, where the environment is not the framework or a 

close perimeter but its essence. Said Villanueva, "architecture is a social act par excellence, 

utilitarian art as a projection of life itself, linked to economic and social problems and not only 

aesthetic standards... For it, the shape is not the most important thing, its main mission: solve 

human facts”. Precisely this is the fact that keeps current his work, as an emblem of civility, as a 

refuge within a bipolar city that refuses to be engulfed by chaos. The Ciudad Universitaria de 

Caracas, with the flexible anatomy of its concrete, the force of its color and its spatial essence, 

plants decided to dodge the onslaught of weather and carelessness, but also to cope with the 

siege of a bloody militarism and  the ambushes of these barbaric times that we have to live.  

 

*Servicio de Ginecología Oncológica, Instituto de Oncología Luis Razetti y Clínica Santa Sofía, Caracas, Venezuela.  
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