
A retroactive theorem for the 
“Caracoles”: 
the geometry of inflation  

0. Abstract

In "Delirious New York," Koolhaas (1978) applied the 
idea of "theorem" to a cartoon drawing made in 
1909. The intelligence of the diagram was that it 
could describe "the ideal performance of the 
Skyscraper […] as a utopian device for the 
production of unlimited numbers of virgin sites on 
a single metropolitan location" (p. 69). In 1963 in 
France, another theorem arose. With the name of 
" O b l i q u e F u n c t i o n ," P a r e n t a n d V i r i l i o 
conceptualized the inclined plane as a utopian 
device for urbanizing a new world outside the 
rules of capitalism. 

In both cases, the theorem was more than a 
drawing. It was the space for theoretical 
speculation to exercise the social potential of 
architectural ideas. On the one hand, with 
Koolhaas, the ideological independence among 
floors, on the other hand, with Parent and Virilio, a 
new structure for the production of consciousness 
on single bodies. In contrast to the Skyscraper, 

which was reproduced around the world, the 
architecture of the Oblique saw fewer examples. 

However, with the name of "Caracoles," the 
theorem of the Oblique took material shape in 
Chile between 1974 and 1982. The idea did not 
travel from France, instead arose from the 
geometric space of Chilean architects’ imagination. 
These buildings were characterized by an atypical 
floor plan solution, shaped by a footpath with an 
ascendant spiral ramp, surrounding a central void 
to accommodate small shops. 

What was the ideal performance of the 
“Caracoles?” This ongoing Ph.D. seeks to reinvent 
its theorem as an exercise that can reformulate its 
social implications and, even further, to 
understand how the theorem of "Caracoles" 
reproduced the logic of architectural reasoning. 

The theorem of "Caracoles" was paradoxically 
retroactive. From the perspective of "Function 
Oblique," and sharing the same design logic, it was 
theorized first as a place outside capital. In times 
of an inflationary crisis, though, the "Caracoles" 
was the novel reinvention of the free plan as a new 
scheme for profit. Therefore, it was the applied 
way for capital to survive. Under and atypical plan 
solution, they integrated the diagnosis and 
solution to inflation. 

The "Caracoles" became a successful concept 
grounded in its architectural shape, and it was 
shared throughout society for a short period of 
time. However, as it was predicted by Parent and 
Virilio, the "Caracoles" became obsolete structures 
outside the flow of capital. This happened not 
because of the use of the incline as the main 
element, but rather by its opposition to the most 
fundamental principles of capitalism: flexibility, 
and the exponential logic of growth. 

Keywords: Spiral Buildings, “Caracoles”, theorem, 
geometry, inflation  
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1. The atemporal rules of the theorem

Within the architectural landscape of concepts, it 
was Rem Koolhaas who, in 1978, used the concept 
of the theorem. That was the title of a short 
section of the book "Delirious New York, a 
retroactive manifesto for Manhattan." He applied 
the idea of the theorem to the skyscraper,  
exemplified by a cartoon drawing published in the 
magazine Life in 1909.  

The drawing worked, according to Koolhaas, as a 
theorem. For him, the drawing "describes the ideal 
performance of the Skyscraper" (1978, p.69) in 
which each floor could have an independent 
function, landscape, and ideology. The theorem 
could describe the utopian performance of the 
building, rendering a yet unseen possibility for the 
skyscraper. 

However, not only that section describing the 
theorem, exercises its potential. The "retroactive 
manifesto" is the theorem of the book, meaning 
the formulation of a possible theory in the midst of 
any.  1

The structure of the book and its argumentation 
logic relied on the paranoid critical method (PCM) 
invented by Salvador Dali. That involved organizing 
unrelated (or even fake) evidence in a logic that 
poses the skyscraper as a deliberate act. His 
hypothesis of "manhattanism," searches creatively 
in the past to reconstruct a believable logic in 
order to interpret a future. 

In a different field, the idea of the theorem was 
used by the Argentinian writer Ernesto Sabato to 
prove how far rationality has imposed its structure 
to the art world. He explained how the police novel 

followed the rules of the scientific method. The 
theorem here meant that the evidence needs to be 
organized in a causal chain of events to 
demonstrate a hypothesis. The novel was less 
about the story and more about the presentation 
o f a t h e o r y, a r t i c u l a t i n g t h e n e e d f o r 
rationalization and surprise (1953, p.30), whose 
outcome provides intellectual satisfaction (1951, 
p.37).

Sabato's idea of the theorem, meaning the 
revelation of a hidden structure, mirrored 
Koolhaas' conception. Yet, what is noticeable is 
how Sabato, by describing the logic of the police 
genre, is describing Koolhaas himself. Koolhaas 
performed this process in his book, following the 
theorem and geometrical canon of the police 
novel. 

But it is Sabato who makes evident the relationship 
between time and theorem, which is in Koolhaas 
related to the idea of the retroactive. Sabato 
briefly explains that while a theorem describes, a 
hypothesis explains. That means that a theorem 
needs a geometrical description, but a hypothesis 
needs a chronological explanation. He indeed 
notices that the theorem does not need a scheme 
following the laws of temporal causality but rather 
atemporal logic. 

This suppression of time is evident in Koolhaas' 
book. Koolhaas uses the atemporal logic of the 
theorem  to explore in the realm of ideas. He 2

suspended the constriction of time and the rules 
of causality to place the skyscraper as a 
premeditated design. In doing so, his theory of 
"manhattanism" is close to the atemporal rules of 
architectural argumentation.  
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2. Common ideologies based on geometry

The same logic for the same architectural solution 
arose at different times and in different contexts. 
Francisco Brugnoli Cañas in Chile between 1939 
and 1954 and Parent and Virilio in France between 
1963 and 1968 all interpreted the potential of the 
incline ramp. 

While "Function Oblique,” (fig.5) the theory 
developed by Parent and Virilio, belongs today to 
the academic spectrum of ideas, they likely never 
read the Spanish essay that Brugnoli wrote nine 
years earlier.   

Francisco Brugnoli Cañas’s wrote "Los edificios en 
espiral" (“The spiral buildings”) in 1954 (fig.4) after 
he built the Italian Mausoleo in Chile (1939-1942). 
The Mausoleum (fig.1,2) is a building of 7 floors that 
uses a spiral ramp with an inclination of 6% for 
path throughout the building and as access to the 
tombstones. The ramp is a noncontinuous 
structure made of inclined slops. 

He named the building "Mausoleo-Espiral" ("Spiral-
Mausoleum"). Before, he designed an idea for a 
spiral lift in Valparaiso, and he studied the slope of 
staircases searching for a better way to ascend 
continuously.  3

In his essay from 1954, he followed the same 
argumentation of Parent and Virilio. The idea of 
the incline circulation as a densification and 
growing model found its argumentative place after 
the horizontal extension of the city and the 
vertical repetition pattern.  

On the other hand, less utopian than Parent and 
Virilio, who looked at the incline as a new 
urbanism that could bring consciousness through 

a bodily experience, his concept described how 
the incline could be utilized for public buildings.   

This convergence of argument and strategy can be 
explained through Evans' work on geometry (fig.3). 

Against the conception that geometry can only be 
found in a stable place of architectural 
composition, Evans says that geometry can also be 
found in some unstable places, such as the place of 
s p a c i a l p r o j e c t i o n , i m a g i n a t i o n , a n d 
consciousness.  4

That geometric reasoning under the framework of 
a modern architectural education, explains that in 
different social and political contexts, the logic of 
the incline was the same space for theorizing 
about the effects of a new system of densification. 
While Brugnoli did not engage in a theoretical 
exercise imagining a new growing structure for 
the city, for Parent and Virilio, that new scheme 
represented the opportunity to create a new 
urbanism outside the logic of capital. 

Images	

(1)	Italian	Mausoleum	

Photo	by	Francisca	Evans	

Retrieved	from	

h>p://urbano.wikiexplora.com/CementerioGeneral

(2)	Italian	Mausoleum,	1939-1945	

Drawing	by	the	author	

(3)	ProjecQon	and	its	analogues:	The	Arrested	Image	

Robin	Evans	

Published	in	The	ProjecQve	Cast,	1995,	p.367	

(4)	Fragment	of	the	essay	“Los	edificios	en	espiral”

Francisco	Brugnoli	Cañas,	1954	

(5)	The	FuncQon	of	the	Oblique	

Claude	Parent	and	Paul	Virilio	

Published	in	Architecture	principe,	1966	und	1996
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3. The inflationary and creative time for the first
"Caracol"

The idea of the incline found a fertile place to grow 
as a design strategy for commercial buildings in 
Chile between 1974 and 1982.  

The buildings were characterized by a floor plan 
solution based on a centrifugal composition 
surrounded by a footpath with an ascendant spiral 
ramp, surrounding a central void to accommodate 
smalls shops. 

The first blueprint was designed in 1973 under the 
name "El Caracol" (fig.1,2) by the architects Melvin 
Villarroel  and Eugenio Guzmán. 5

Neither Guzman nor Villarroel replicated the 
scheme again, but Villarroel later developed the 
the void as a concept for his resort-architecture in 
Spain.   

Melvin Villarroel was born in Bolivia and studied 
architecture in Santiago. He graduated from 
University in February 1966. He studied 
architecture under precepts based on the 
imperatives of science and originality promoted by 
the modern movement (Torrent, 2010, p.113-121). 

Chile was experiencing the highest inflation in 
history when the first "Caracol" was built in 1974. 
Under these circumstances, Osvaldo Fuenzalida, 
the promotor of the first and subsequent 
“Caracoles," affirmed "At the time of the 
"UP" (Popular Unity), when the real estate business 
was very bad, we had to think about more special 
things" (Paz, 2004) 

The incline was a creative solution for the lack of 
investment from large companies. The internal 

organization of the building was based on splitting 
ownership among small stores, thus allowing a 
new type of enterprise that sought to bring in 
small entrepreneurs.  6

The "Caracoles" was a typology that shaped a new 
business model by rescaling the size of the 
investment and the shape of the administration, 
which did not follow the logic of vertical repetition 
or horizontal expansion. 

The inflationary crisis was the context for the 
design of the first "Caracol." Therefore, the crisis 
also affected its finance strategy.  Under the 7

widespread precept that time is money, "El 
Caracol" reframed its relationship with time by 
rectifying its relationship with capital.   

In 1974, because the currency was an unstable 
measure, it was impossible to lend over 20 years 
for the construction process, and the construction 
contracts predicting projected building costs were 
highly risky. 

On the one hand, the first "Caracol" was partly 
financed through catalogue purchase. The building 
was advertised in the newspaper and, after 15 days, 
was sold through a blueprint sale.   8

On the other hand, the construction contract for 
the first "Caracol" was made using an invented 
indexation unit, “Construction Cost Unit,”  to 9

estimate the future cost of materials.  10

Images	

(1)	"El	Caracol,"	facade	

Melvin	Villarroel	and	Eugenio	Guzmán	

Retrieved	2019	from	

h>p://www.arqmodern.com/2015/11/16/caso-no16/

(2)	"El	Caracol,”	floor	plan	

Melvin	Villarroel	and	Eugenio	Guzmán	

Courtesy:	 Archivo	 de	 Originales,	 Centro	 de	 Documentación	

FADEU.	 Sergio	 Larraín	 García-Moreno,	 Facultad	 de	

Arquitectura,	Diseño	y	Estudios	Urbanos,	PonQficia	Universidad	

Católica	de	Chile.	

(3),	(4)	"El	Caracol,"	interior	pictures	

Photos	retrieved	from	h>p://www.melvinvillarroel.com/	

(5)	Geometric	scheme	of	"El	Caracol"	

Drawing	by	the	author	

The	 geometry	 of	 "El	 Caracol"	 is	 determined	 by	 a	

center	 that	 configures	 a	 circular	 void	 from	 which	 the	 stores'	

subdivision	is	created.	A	property	line	is	maintained	among	the	

floors,	which	has	a	radius	of	7,9	meters.	The	circulaQon	scheme	

follows	a	ramp	that	decreases	its	size	as	its	ascends,	going	from	

3	 to	 2	 meters.	 According	 to	 that,	 the	 central	 void	 increases	

from	5	 to	a	 radius	of	6	meters.	With	 this	geometry,	61	stores	

were	created	that	had	an	average	size	of	27	m2.
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4. Visions of An Atypical City made of Atypical Plans

After "El Caracol," the name "Caracoles" was kept 
as the name for the subsequent spiral strategies in 
Chile. The concept was efficiently transmitted 
among promotors , a rch i tects , bu i lders , 
entrepreneurs, and consumers. 

The few scholars who analyzed them have defined 
them as the typological link between the 
commercial warehouse and the mall.  I disagree 11

with that argumentation because those typologies, 
the warehouse, and the mall, belong to the 
systematization of a different design strategy: the 
free plan.  

The free plan was popularized as a principle with 
Le Corbusier (Guedes, 2014). Later, with the work 
of Aureli (2011), Marullo (2014), and Koolhaas (1997), 
t h e o v e r p r o d u c t i o n o f f r e e p l a n s w a s 
conceptualized as the typical plan. With this 
concept, they were emphasized its generic design 
solution, in which global success was aligned with 
a capitalistic agenda that sought to cope with 
instabilities.  

But with the "Caracoles," another principle was 
created: an atypical plan  as an alternative design 12

strategy opposed to the typical plan. In 
contraposition with the idea of vertical repetition, 
the atypical plan of the "Caracoles" exercised the 
idea of continuity. 

In Chile, the production of "Caracoles" occurred 
during a period coexisting with its critique. 
Humberto Eliash caricatured the idea of a city 
made of the "Caracoles's" atypical plan (1978 p.28). 
In his drawing (fig.3) is portrayed as a non-unitary 
city made of single and novel products.  

In a different sense, the idea of a city made of 
atypical plans was also illustrated by Bureau 
Spectacular  in a three-part comic (fig.4). But 13

distinct from the criticism of Eliash, the atypical 
plan here performs the role of the place of a city 
made of unexpected places and unpredictable 
people. 

But the "Caracoles," as an atypical plan solution, 
did not entirely oppose the logic of the typical 
plan.  Even if from a design perspective the 14

"Caracoles" is the antithesis to the typical plan, its 
geometric detour can also be interpreted as the 
creative and novel reinvention of the free plan in 
response to a financial crisis. 

In this fashion, Eliash’s critique can be seen as a 
criticism of the creative enterprise of architecture 
at the service of capital.  The relationship 15

between architectural creativity and capital was 
less evident with the typical plan, which has been 
branded as generic. Moreover, the typical plan 
integrated other objectives such as flexibility, and 
an affiliation to the precepts of the modern 
movement. 

The "Caracoles" was successfully replicated by 
different architectural firms between 1974 and 
1982, forming a body of 44 buildings just in Chile.  16

But while, the ultimate goal of the "Function 
Oblique" was a unitary city for awakening bodies; 
the "Caracoles" was a new place for consuming. 

Images	

(1),	(2)	The	FuncQon	of	the	Oblique	

Claude	Parent	and	Paul	Virilio		

Published	in	The	FuncQon	of	the	Oblique,	1996,	p.68,	p.	70	

(3)	Originalidad	y	Delito	

Humberto	Eliash	

Published	in	Ars	2,	1978,	p.28	

(4)	Atypical	Plan	

Bureau	Spectacular-Jimenez	Lai,	

Retrieved	2019	from	

h>p://bureau-spectacular.net/	
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5. The Guggenheim

The second explanation that prevails today in the 
interpretation of the "Caracoles" model is its 
relationship with the Solomon R. Guggenheim 
Museum of Frank Lloyd Wright.  But under the 17

parameters of the "Caracoles," the Guggenheim 
building can be seen as an unsuccessful enterprise. 

The entire process of its design and construction 
lasted 15 years, compared to one year and five 
months for the first "Caracol." In addition to the 
lengthy and inefficient process of the building 
design, Wright’s relationship with the building was 
also fraught. During the 15 years, Wright 
completed more than 700 drawings, and the 
architect's fees did not adjust accordingly.  
Furthermore, Wright died before the inauguration 
of the building (Wright & Pfeiffer, 1986). 

However, Wright was convinced that the shape of 
the building was perfectly suited for the non-
objective art collection. To reinforce and 
communicate his belief, he even proposed the 
name "Archeseum" in 1955, a name that was 
dismissed by the administration.  

The views of the Guggenheim were made in the 
last period of 1958 to show how the building 
should be experienced (fig.1,2,3). He (or one of his 
architects) drew pictures of non-objective art in 
the background as the content of the museum. 

Wright's deep belief in the connection between 
shape and content was in conflict with the artists' 
opinion. They composed a public letter protesting 
the construction of the building, stating that art 
required a "rectilinear frame of reference" (Wright 
& Pfeiffer, 1986, p.233). 

The reproduction of several spiral buildings under 
the name of "Caracoles," in contrast to 
predecessors such as "Mausoleo-Espiral," "Espirova 
Excéntrica," and "Archeseum," demonstrates how 
efficient and well connected the concept of 
" C a r a c o l e s " w a s t o i t s o w n t i m e a n d 
circumstances. 

Images	

(1),	(2),	(3)	Interior	perspecQves	of	the	Guggenheim	Museum	

Frank	Lloyd	Wright,	1958	

Published	 in	 The	 Guggenheim	 Correspondence,	 1986,	

p.255-257	

(4)	Interior	view	of	"El	Caracol"	

Melvin	Villarroel,	1972	

From	Municipal	Archive,	Providencia	

(5) Floor	 plan	 comparison	 between	 the	 Solomon	 R.

Guggenheim	Museum	and	"El	Caracol"	

Drawing	by	the	author
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6. "Dos Caracoles": "El Caracol" twice copied  

The second “Caracol" building was constructed in 
1977 and was named "Dos Caracoles," which means 
"Two Snails." 

Osvaldo Fuenzalida, the same developer of "El 
Caracoles," worked this time with the architects 
S e rg i o L a r ra í n G a rc í a -Mo re n o , Ig n a c i o 
Covarrubias, and Jorge Swinburn.  

If the connection between the Guggenheim and "El 
Caracol" can be questioned, the relationship 
between "El Caracol" and "Dos Caracoles" is 
explicit. For the "Dos Caracoles" design, the 
scheme of "El Caracol" was not only used as a 
reference model; it was twice copied (fig.5),  to 18

make a single interconnected building. 

After "Dos Caracoles," the office of García-Moreno, 
Covarrubias, and Swinburn replicated the design  
logic three more times: In 1978 with "Caracol Plaza 
de Armas" (fig.3) and "Caracol Portal Lyon" (fig.2) 
and in 1979 with "Caracol Los Pájaros"  (fig.1) 19

Architects and promotors took part in the 
investment. Sergio Larraín García-Moreno was 
one of the co-owners of "Dos Caracoles," and 
Osvaldo Fuenzalida owned 1/3 of the biggest store 
on the top level of  "El Caracol." 

Images	

(1)	Geometry	of	"Caracol	Los	Pájaros"	

Sergio	 Larraín	 García-Moreno,	 Ignacio	 Covarrubias	 and	 Jorge	

Swinburn,	1979-1982	

Drawing	by	the	author	

(2)	Geometry	of	"Caracol	Portal	Lyon"	

Sergio	 Larraín	 García-Moreno,	 Ignacio	 Covarrubias	 and	 Jorge	

Swinburn,	1978-1980	

Drawing	by	the	author	

(3)	Geometry	of	"Caracol	Plaza	de	Armas"	

Sergio	 Larraín	 García-Moreno,	 Ignacio	 Covarrubias	 and	 Jorge	

Swinburn,	1979	

Drawing	by	the	author	

(4)	Jorge	Swinburn	signature	on	one	of	the	blueprints	of	the	"El	

Caracol,"	meaning	that	he	owned	at	least	that	sheet		

Courtesy:	 Archivo	 de	 Originales,	 Centro	 de	 Documentación	

FADEU.	 Sergio	 Larraín	 García-Moreno,	 Facultad	 de	

Arquitectura,	Diseño	y	Estudios	Urbanos,	PonQficia	Universidad	

Católica	de	Chile.	

(5)	 Geometric	 comparison	 between	 "El	 Caracol"	 and	 "Dos	

Caracoles"	

Drawing	by	the	author
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7. The model of two "Caracoles"  

After the design of "Dos Caracoles," the two-time 
building shape became a model itself. It was 
replicated by Jaime Bendersky with Juan Brunetti 
(fig.3,4), and by the office of Larraín, Bolton, Prieto, 
and Lorca (fig.1,2). 

Six years after the creation of the first "Caracol," 
this last office built the "Caracol Ñuñoa in 1980, 
with an exterior similar to Wright's Guggenheim 
building.  

This construction perpetuated the widespread 
misconception that the practical idea of the 
"Caracoles" instead had a cultural origin. Yet, the 
"Caracoles" was at that time a more successful 
model because i t was shared knowledge 
throughout society.    20

Architectural reasoning, under the logic of 
scientific research, followed the rules of a 
theorem. This means that every architectural 
project seeks to recreate the parameters of the 
world to become a model itself. Under these 
parameters, the success of the "Caracoles" was 
that they were connected to their own time. They 
were replicated without the need of any principle, 
because they integrated the diagnosis and solution 
to inflation. 

Images		

(1)	"Caracol	Ñuñoa	Centro”	

Floor	 plan	 with	 drawing	 scheme	 made	 by	 the	 author.	 The	

building	is	located	on	a	corner	site.	The	radius	of	the	ramp	and	

the	building	facade	increase	with	its	height.	

(2)		"Caracol	Ñuñoa	Centro”		

Sergio	Larraín	Prieto,	Carlos	Bolton,	Luis	Prieto,	Armando	Lorca,	

1978-1979	

From	Municipal	Archive,	Ñuñoa	

(3),	(4)	"Caracol	Irarrazabal"	

Jaime	Bendersky,	Juan	Luis	Brunen,	1978-1979	

From	Municipal	Archive,	Ñuñoa
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8. The typification of the atypical and the end of the 
"Caracoles"  

In a 1977 architectural magazine, Cristián Boza 
criticized the introduction of an "exotic plan" such 
as the "Caracoles". Two years later, in tune with 
this criticism, the office that he merged with 
Luhrs, Muzard, and Associates created a design 
that can be interpreted as the typification of the 
atypical plan of the “Caracoles" (fig.1,2). That meant 
introducing elements such as steps and galleries. 

Even with this typification of the atypical design, 
the "Caracoles" could not cope with the 82' crisis. 
One of the last was built during this crisis, and its 
shops were rented only by paying the shared 
expenses. 

Images	

(1)	Geometry	of	"Caracol	Eve"	

CrisQán	Boza	Díaz,	 Jorge	Luhrs,	Francisco	Muzard	y	Asociados,	

1979	-	1981	

Drawing	by	the	author	

(2)	Geometry	of	"Caracol	Plaza	lo	CasQllo"	

CrisQán	 Boza	 Díaz,	 Jorge	 Luhrs,	 Francisco	 Muzard,	 and	 Duval	

Moreno	Asociados,	1981	

Drawing	by	the	author
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9. Exporting the idea to Ecuador  

During the economic crisis in Chile, the team of 
builders and architects of "Caracol Ñuñoa" 
exported the idea to Quito and Ambato, building 
two “Caracoles" (fig.1,2). 

The vision of Brugnoli of having public institutions 
in spiral buildings finally took place in Ambato 
(fig.2). After some shops were left empty, the State 
could not sell the building. Therefore, they decided 
to move some public institutions to accommodate 
their civil service platform (El Heraldo, 2018). With 
this change, the State saved the rent money that 
they would have to expend renting offices in some 
typical plan.  

This demonstrates that the atypical plan of the 
"Caracoles" was outside the space of profit and the 
flow of capital.  

Images	

"Caracoles"	in	Ecuador:	

(1)	"Centro	comercial	Caracol	de	Iñaquito,"	1981-1982	

Retrieved	2018	from	

h>ps://hazteverecuador.com/centro-comercial-caracol/	

(2)	"Caracol	de	Ambato,"	1992	

Retrieved	2018	from	

h>ps://www.radiocre.com/	

Under	 the	 Qtle	 “gobierno	 preve	 recaudar	 15	 millones	 de	

dólares	en	subasta	de	bienes”	

(3)	"Centro	comercial	Espiral	de	Quito,"	1980	

Retrieved	2018	from	

h>ps://www.facebook.com/	

The	"Caracoles"	 (1)	and	 (2)	were	had	 the	same	Chilean	 team.	

Architects:	 Sergio	 Larraín	 Prieto,	 Carlos	 Bolton,	 Luis	 Prieto,	

Armando	Lorca	under	the	company	Coydesa.	Builders:	Elepevé	

(4)	Geometry	of	"Caracol	Bandera	Centro,"	SanQago,	1981	

Sergio	Larraín	Prieto,	Carlos	Bolton,	Luis	Prieto,	Armando	Lorca	

Drawing	by	the	author	

	 Apart	 from	 the	 double	 soluQon	 of	 "Caracol	 Ñuñoa	

Centro"	(1979),	this	firm	designed	"Caracol	Bandera	Centro"	in	

Chile,	that	can	be	taken	as	a	previous	exercise	for	Ecuador.
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10. Time, space, and inflation 

The idea of a double "Caracol" was proposed by the 
office of García-Moreno, Covarrubias, and 
Swinburn for Miami, on the corner of E Flagler 
Street and SE 3rd Ave (fig.1) where today stands a 
Marshalls’ building. The idea was dismissed, and 
the building was never built.  

It can be speculated that the United States' 
economy was not appropriate for an atypical plan 
like the "Caracol," even if it was a double solution. 

Relating arts and economics, the art historian and 
critic Philip Ursprung uses the concept "eternal 
present" to introduce the factor of time. His 
central hypothesis is that Presence, as access to 
time, is a scarce resource since the economic 
crisis of the '70s. From then on, the middle class 
could not benefit from the idea of progress, 
meaning that their place in History was truncated. 

"El Caracol" reshaped its commitment to time by 
rearranging its financial condition through a pre-
sale and by its own index, currency for 
construction contracts. 

But in another sense, Ursprung uses a similar 
concept to "eternal present," or Presence.  He 21

connects the notion of Presence, (against 
abstraction), to the material, the tectonic and 
atmospheric architecture of Peter Zumthor. 

The Presence of the "Caracoles" was against the 
abstraction of money and the typical plan. But also, 
it could be said that architects in Chile were 
designing from an "eternal present," meaning that 
in an unstable period, they were unable to predict 
the "Caracoles'" near obsolescence. The consensus 

later was that the architect's inflexible strategy for 
trade spaces was a questionable decision. 
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(1)	Isometric	view	of	a	double	"Caracol"	in	Miami	in	the	corners	
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Published	in	Forms	and	techniques:	Le	Corbusier,	
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(4)	 Simplified	 geometry	 of	 “Caracol	Ñuñoa"	with	 new	 ground	

floor	as	an	approach	to	the	project	 that	could	have	existed	 in	

Miami.	

Drawing	by	the	author
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11. Conclusion: The theorem of the "Caracoles" and its 
eternal present, a model against growth  

In his essay "The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction," the philosopher and 
cultural critic Walter Benjamin makes a correlation 
between films and architecture. Both can be 
grasped under state of distraction, and therefore 
they can be great social mobilizers. 

This distracted reception was the potential that 
Parent and Virilio saw in the architecture and 
urbanism of the Function of the Oblique. But did 
the "Caracoles" as spaces for trade have a cultural 
agenda to raise? 

From an academic perspective, the "Caracoles" are 
not only neglected but even despised for their 
design decisions. Those include the inclined floor 
of the stores in the first "Caracol," its awkward 
central ground space, the ramped pathway 
without any endpoint, and mostly because of its 
inflexible layout. However, the opportunity to 
revisit the "Caracoles" is to reconsider today its 
precepts that question a capitalistic development 
today in crisis. 

The hidden agenda of the "Caracoles," even for its 
designers, was to stay outside the flow of capital. 
In times when the value of money was uncertain, 
however, that condition was still not evident. 

During the crisis, the "Caracoles" rescaled the size 
of the capital investment and shaped an 
administration model based on single owners. In 
doing so, they reformulate theory and praxis. 

In praxis, this arrangement assumes the idea of a 
domestic trade based on community. This aspect 
c a n b e m o r e c l e a r l y s e e n i n " C a r a c o l 

Bandera" (fig.4,p18), which started to transform 
with the implementation of kitchens during the 
'90s. By then, the initial entrepreneurs left, and the 
floor plan design was not appealing for significant 
stockholders. The rents decreased enough to 
attract the attention of those who were selling 
food illegally on the street below. The building is 
today crowded and is recognized for its small 
shops of Latin American food.  

Between theory and praxis, the first “Caracol" 
inaugurated a design model where similar 
attempts had been made in the past. The solution 
model of the "Caracoles," without any radical 
theory, had an academic commitment with the 
shape of the architectural project, at the expenses 
of other academic commitments of the 
architectural project such as materiality, place, or 
program. This design came from an academic 
perspective and was received within a broader 
society. The building integrated the diagnosis and 
the solution to the crisis.  

In theory, the atypical plan of the "Caracoles" was 
the reinvention of the typical plan in a time of 
economic crisis, and it was also its inflexible 
antithesis. But even further, the "Caracoles" could 
be defined as a "Critical Space Practice."  22

  
With its presence, it redefined the capitalistic 
precepts from which it operated. The most evident 
example is that the rigid logic of the "Caracoles" 
made it unable to extend. Therefore, the 
"Caracoles" stood against one of the most 
fundamental principles of capitalism: the 
exponential logic of growth.  

However, the "Caracoles" was a short cut model, 
an idea that was unable to exercise its original and 
unknown potential. The development was 

interrupted by the '80s crisis and an economic 
system that moved towards aggressive capitalism. 

The active and transformative power of the 
architecture of the "Caracoles" relies on its 
obsolescence, which is the symptom of its most 
radical paradigm: a decreasing capitalism.  
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Notes 

1 According to Enrique Walker (2010), this text belongs to 
a series of books with "Learning from Las Vegas" and "Pet 
Architecture" that look at the ordinary city in search of 
an argumentation that could determine a subsequent 
architecture. He establishes that those books are less 
about the cities that they address and more about their 
architectural concepts such as "duck," "decorated shelf," 
and "pet architecture." The potential of those arguments 
was that the authors were able to include them within 
their own architectural practice.  

2 Both Koolhaas and Sabato's theorems arose and owed 
their success to an inductive method, which means from 
the description of cases instead of theoretical 
speculation. The description of the cases in both 
describes the main argument: "manhattanism," and the 
"scientification" of the novel. It can be said that less 
successful theorems are the ones that arose from a 
deductive method, meaning a hypothetical and 
speculative formulation. Among these are the group of 
concepts imagined by Krauss for a further landscape art 
categorization in her well-known essay "Sculpture in the 
Expanded Field" (1979), and also Virilio and Parent with 
the concept "Function of the Oblique.” 

3 The idea of a spiral ascendent circulation, according to 
scholars and the book "Cuatro Siglos de Arquitectura en 
Santiago" (1943), under the name "Espirova Excéntrica" 
was supposedly patented in 1939. However, no record 
under his or the idea's name was found in the National 
Institute of Industrial Property (INAPI). In 1954 Brugnoli 
patented, together with Froilán Labbé Moreno, the 
combined system of a cork with a bottle opener. 

4 This idea about a share knowledge base in geometry 
suspends the validity of the concept of influence and 
originality as a proper argumentation framework for 
similar ideas, a scheme that is often used by scholars. 
Concerning Brugnoli and Parent and Virilio, it is less 
important to know who had the idea first, and it is more 
important to understand the framework under which 

analogous ideas make sense in a field and to a broader 
audience. 

5 Born in Bolivia, he studied architecture at the Pontifical 
Catholic University in Santiago, Chile. According to 
Miguel Laborde (2001), he had the idea of a Caracol 
already in 1968-1969 when he proposed a building on the 
corner of the streets Estado and Huérfanos. The last 
series of blueprints of "El Caracol" of May 1973 does not 
include his name even though his name is in the building 
permit of the same date. Before the building was 
finished, Villarroel migrated to Spain, where he 
established a successful firm developing resorts. 

6 As Marchant points out, at that time, it was more 
profitable to build a scheme of co-property based on the 
subdivision of the space: "Small investors acquired the 
shops, many of them retired because, since the '60s, 
there was a law that granted benefits to early retirement. 
In the post-military coup era, no large groups were 
willing to invest in projects such as snails. This led to the 
arrangement of many co-owners that operated under the 
scheme of sale-by-floors law of that time, which paid 
common expenses." (Marchant, 2018). Translation by the 
author. 

7 According to Sabato, the modern conquering of the 
world happened thought two complementary forces: 
reason and money (1953 p.52). But he claimed that the 
conquer unfolded in time at the expense of space. 
Following his logic, this can be seen in the correction 
strategies made for devaluation processes, namely 
inflation for money and obsolescence for building. 
Meanwhile, a correction coefficient has been made for 
inflation ("Unidad de Fomento" in the case of Chile), no 
correction strategy has been made for spacial 
obsolescence. 

8 According to Fuenzalida, the blueprint purchase helped 
to build the Caracol quicker. In a time of crisis, the 
construction process lasted less that one and a half 
years. 

9 In Spanish "Unidad de Costos de la Construcción.” 

10 Osvaldo Fuenzalida stated: "… when that snail [El 
Caracol] was started, the construction business was 
paralyzed. We even had to invent the Cost of 
Construction Unit. There was no UF, and nobody knew 
how much what was being built would cost. We had 
annual inflation of 400%, and a construction material 
could go up more than 40% in the same month"  (Paz, 
2004, p.274). Translation by the author. Currently, all 
kinds of contracts made in Chile for an extended period, 
such as in real estate and loans, use the "Unidad de 
Fomento" or UF. The idea behind the indexed unit of 
account is to assure a value throughout time, decreasing 
the effects of currency devaluation. The UF is adjusted 
daily to reflect the changes in the cost of living, but not 
in the workers' salary. 

11 Marchant makes a significant contribution by 
identifying the Chilean "Caracoles" as a study field, with 
his research project funded by the Chilean University 
2008. As an outcome, he published two articles, one 
focused on Santiago (2011) and the other on the regional 
context (2010). Even today, the explanations and 
perspectives given by him prevail among the subsequent 
scholars such as Plaut & Sarovic (2010), De Simone (2012), 
and Altikes & Fuentes (2015). Nevertheless, this research 
does not share his conclusion or his perspective. With his 
study of the "Caracoles," he concludes that the buildings 
were a stage within the continuous evolutionary chain of 
commercial spaces in Chile, placing the "Caracoles" as a 
typological link between the warehouse and the mall.  

 That idea was the main misconception that 
influenced subsequent ones. It was founded in the use of 
an evolutionary framework, taking the "Caracoles" as a 
biological species and not as a cultural synthesis. At the 
same time, he does not analyze the spaces that preceded 
the snail and the ones that followed, despite concluding 
that they were part of an intermediate stage of 
development. Marchant interprets the "Caracoles" as a 
typology within the evolution of commercial spaces. 
However, that definition does not satisfy the fact that in 
most of the cities, spiral buildings were never built. 
Moreover, his explanation its too emphatic on looking for 
the origins of the typology, a perspective that has 
prevailed in the subsequent descriptions made by other 
academics. The problem is that this perspective 
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overshadows other possible interpretations beyond the 
formal one.  

12 One of the contributions of this thesis is the 
development of the atypical plan concept with the study 
of spiral constructions. First, the concept has not been 
interpreted previously. The two authors who mention it 
(Krumwiede, 2016 and Kuo, 2013), made a limited effort 
to elucidate it. This limitation was most likely due to the 
case studies that they selected. They seemingly did not 
know about the spiral buildings, and the examples that 
they chose to illustrate their conception of the atypical 
plan were similar to the ones that were used to illustrate 
the typical plan. 
 Understanding the "Caracoles" as an atypical 
plan phenomenon, it can be said that the spiral buildings 
were a parallel development, an interruption in the 
technical improvement of the free plan as spaces for 
exchange. They were the reinvention of the typical plan 
in times of currency devaluation. The paradox was that 
the atypical plan was an inflexible, fixed, and fragmented 
solution built already in postmodern times of flexible 
accumulation.  

13 In 2016 Bureau Spectacular built I the "Tower of 
Twelve Stories" for Coachella, a building-section 
installation that followed the aspects of its atypical plan 
drawing. 

14 Aureli established in "The Project of Autonomy…" that 
nothing can be created outside a capitalist ideology. 
Therefore, the idea of the atypical plan should be placed 
within the space of capital. 

15 Deamer makes evident the relationship between 
architectural education and capital: A system has been 
successfully aligned with a capitalist ideology, that 
embraces the "myth of creativity (…) convin[ing] us that 
architecture serves a social purpose while hiding his 
real-estate-driving agenda" (Deamer, 2018, p.21). 

16 On a smaller scale, other structures like the Chilean 
ones can be found in Ecuador (3), Perú (1), Argentina (1), 
Uruguay (1), and Spain (1). 

17 This is evident in the article of 2010 written by Plaut & 
Sarovic titled: "Guggenheim effects: the spiral shopping 
center as a modern typology in Chile in the 1970s.” 

18 One of the floor plans of "El Caracol" that today 
belongs to the Original Archive in Chile has the signature 
"from Jorge Swinburn." On the drawing is a superposed 
transparent piece of paper that contains a study of the 
ground floor, adding six stores using the central area and 
part of the ramp. That solution was not implemented. 
Through a superposition of the floor plans of "El Caracol" 
and "Dos Caracoles," it can be seen that the floor plans 
are almost identical.  It is speculated that the firm of 
Swinburn used the "El Caracol" blueprint not just as a 
reference, but as a drawing to trace. The potential of "El 
Caracol" with the later twice-reproduction of "Dos 
Caracoles" was the introduction of a clear diagram. 

19 With "Caracol Los Pájaros," the model became more 
sophisticated, including features such as air conditioner 
and parking spots. Thus it incorporates some devices 
that, as Koolhaas has established, belong to the free plan 
strategy. 

20 Among the architects and architectural firms that use 
the Caracol strategy more than once, Carlos Prieto 
Correa and offices such as Boza, Luhrs, and Muzard; 
Domínguez Errázuriz and Domínguez Cruz; and Larraín, 
Bolton, Prieto, and Lorca can also be included. With the 
last group, the idea was imported to Ecuador. Prominent 
architects such as García-Moreno, Jorge Elton, Jorge 
Aguirre, and Jaime Bendersky worked on some 
"Caracoles" buildings. Those architects are recognized as 
essential contributors to the Chilean architectonic 
culture in close relationship with the ideas that the 
modern movement promoted. However, their "Caracoles" 
projects do not belong to their known repertory. 

21 Ursprung established that Presence is a scarce 
resource, and the art industry will commodify it. 

22 Janes Rendell has appropriated the term "Critical 
Spacial Practice" to indicate a place between art and 
architecture, in which some practices could redefine the 

rules and test the disciplinary boundaries that first 
determined them.
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