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Franci LAZARINI
Katarina MOHAR
Mija OTER GORENČ  IČ
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Ana María Fernández García and Esther Rodríguez Ortiz

The Access of Women to Architecture. 
The Situation of Spain’s Female Pioneers

Up until the twentieth century women were not allowed access 
to the university in Spain, which clearly shows that until the 

graduation of the first woman from the Faculty of Medicine, Elena 
Maseras, the right to education was restricted to men. In the 
1920s there were only 429 women enrolled in university studies and 
practically all of them were studying for Arts or Teaching degrees. In 
1929 the first woman graduated in Engineering, and two years later 
the first women to be admitted into the School of Architecture were 
Matilde Ucelay, Rita Fernández Queimadelos and María Cristina 
Gonzalo Pintor. 

Since then numbers have grown surprisingly. According to 
the latest report from the Architect’s Council of Europe, The 
Architectural Profession in Europe 2014,1 in Spain there were 51,700 
working professionals (a third less than the figures for Italy). 
Spain was the third country in Europe in terms of Architecture 
graduates and, of these, 29% were women. Although the proportion 
is more marked than in other countries, like France and the United 
Kingdom, their professional activity is concentrated, to a much 
larger percentage than their male counterparts, in administrative 
positions, teaching and salaried professionals.2 The situation 
of Spanish female architects is different and derives from their 
late access to architecture studies and to the profession. In fact, 
according to recent reports from the Fundación Arquía it can be 
seen that this is a young group with a majority younger than 45 
years of age and with a larger proportion of salary-earners than 
their masculine colleagues. Also, a clear perception of the effort 
this profession means for these women can be seen, given that male 
professionals ‘do not have to prove themselves’.3 Leaving aside 
the current debate about an excess of universities which now offer 

these studies (19 state universities and 14 private universities), 
and the current drop in enrolments in architecture studies due 
to the strong economic crisis which has affected, above all, the 
construction sector, it is true that the figures for new enrolments 
of female students is more or less comparable with that of young 
men. This scenario shows a group of young female professionals 
who have shown a strong incorporation into design activities 
since the democratic transition  (the dictator Francisco Franco 
died in 1975), in general, as salaried employees in large studios, 
or dedicated to administrative work or as teachers, because it is 
unusual to find architecture studios directed exclusively by women. 
In a recent survey about the professional situation of female 
architects in Galicia, more than half said that they combined 
freelance professional work with administrative work or work in the 
private sector. Also 29% carried out bureaucratic work exclusively.4 
In this sector it is especially significant that, until 1995, there was 
not one female departmental professor in Architectural Projects in 
Spanish architecture schools, until the access of Pascuala Campos 
de Michelena to this position. Today there are only two women 
professors in this area as compared with a group of 150 male 
professors in this area in Spain.

Women Pioneers in Architecture in Spain.
There is no doubt that the current achievements of women in 
Spanish architecture have not been improvised in recent years 
but rather, have been the result of the individual contribution of 
pioneering women who have worked in the country since 1963. The 
first woman to graduate with a degree in Architecture was Matilde 
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Ucelay, who studied before the Spanish Civil War, followed by 
Cristina Gonzalo (graduated in 1940), Rita Fernández Queimadelos, 
in 1941, Cruz López Muller in 1945, Juana Ontan~ón in 1949, Margarita 
Mendizábal in 1956, María Eugenia Pérez Clemente in 1957 and in 
1958 Elena Arregui. All of these women graduated from the School 
of Architecture in Madrid. It was not until 1964 that Mercedes 
Serra Barenys would complete her studies in Barcelona, as well as 
Pascuala Campos in 1966 and Roser Amadó i Cercós in 1968 and then 
in the 1970s, Anna Bofill.

Matilde Ucelay was born in Madrid in 1912, in the heart of 
a wealthy family with a liberal and artistic background. This 
background contributed to the fact that Matilde became interested 
in music from a very young age, completing her piano studies in 
1931. In the same year, after finishing her secondary studies in the 
Instituto Escuela (Instituto Libre de Ensen~anza), she decided to 
begin her studies in the School of Architecture in Madrid, and there 
she met two other women, Cristina Gonzalo Pintor and Lali Úrcula, 
who did not complete her studies.5 She also coincided with two 
young men who would become great friends of hers over the years: 
Chueca Goitia and Félix Candela, who would finish their professional 
career in México and the United States of America respectively. 
Matilde finished her studies in 1936, three months before the Civil 
War broke out, and after the war she was disqualified from holding 
public positions because of her association with the republicans. 
This meant that she had to rely on colleagues to sign her projects. 
José María Arrillaga and Aurelio Botella signed Matilde’s projects 
and it was not until 1951 that her signature appeared on a project 
registered by the Official College of Architects.6 

She continued her career by working on single-family homes 
for private clients, especially foreigners since “the Spanish did not 
trust a woman”.7 For example, she designed the houses of Guillermo 
Bernstein, Teresa Marichalar, Ortega Spottorno, Simone Ortega, or 
her sister Margaritas’s home in New York. She also provided designs 
for the Arturo Soria Hotel in Madrid, Gráficas Reunidas, a factory 
in Vicálvaro, the Turner and the Hispano-Argentina bookshops, 
and the Medix Laboratory, all of which are located in the Spanish 
capital.8 The style of her architecture, which derives from 
architectonic rationalism, is characterized by the functionalism 
of spaces, the richness of details, the importance of landscape 

and surroundings, and even the incorporation of a new hyperbolic 
paraboloid imported from México through her friend Félix Candela. 
She completed 120 works, among which can be found new buildings, 
refurbishments and extensions.

She was an architect, who, against all odds, developed her 
professional career within an environment which was not only 
masculine but also prohibited for a woman of her generation. She 
decided to leave the profession in 1981, but it was not until 2006 
that she received national recognition for her professional career 
on receiving the National Architecture Award 2004 from the Ministry 
for Housing.9

Another of the women architects who began her studies 
together with Matilde Ucelay, but who graduated a few years later, 
was María Cristina Gonzalo Pintor (Madrid, 1913-2005).10 Both broke 
new ground in the question of education and, as proof of this, it is 
a fact that in the faculty there were no rest rooms for women and 
a refurbishment had to be carried out so that they did not have to 
share these facilities with male students.

The fact that two women decided to enter such a masculine 
world, like that of architecture, was analyzed by the architect 
Teodoro de Anasagasti in 1932. Although he recognized their perfect 
knowledge of the needs of a house, “there is no doubt about their 
ability to project distributions with just as much, if not more 
informed knowledge”, he also asked if it was possible to imagine 
a woman on a building site, shouting and with her dress and face 
covered in plaster. With what looks and complimentary remarks 
would they be received by loquacious construction workers? Would 
striking workers persist in their social tenacity when a female 
architect rallied them? These are, without doubt, questions which 
directly affect two issues: the first reflection uses the question of 
gender as a cultural element which classifies a woman with regard 
to a domestic environment, while the second question makes use 
of gender as a determining element in social relations with the 
opposite sex.11 By studying contemporary resources, we can see the 
obvious difficulties faced by these women and their direct effects 
both inside and outside academic circles.

Gonzalo Pintor finished her studies in architecture in 1940 and 
developed her professional and personal life in Cantabria. She 
was registered with the Official College of Architects until 1984, 



where, since 1946, she had held the position of budget controller 
of projects.12 She designed a number of single-family houses in 
the region and was Municipal Architect of Corrales de Buelna. She 
was one of the first Doctors of Architecture in Spain, completing 
her doctorate in 1967. As she was also a graduate of Physics and 
Mathematics she was able to access the National Institute of 
Meteorology by public exam, finally achieving the military position 
of Aviation Commander.

Rita Fernández Queimadelos is another female architect 
considered as a pioneer in Spain. She was born in 1912 into the 
heart of a family of business-people in the village of A Can~iza in 
Pontevedra. She began in the University of Santiago de Compostela 
studying preparatory courses for Chemistry, which would eventually 
allow her access to architecture studies. She later went to Madrid 
and took up accommodation in the Residence for Women, a hall 
of residence dependent on the Institute for Liberal Teaching 
(Institución Libre de Enseñanza), and began her studies in 
architecture in 1932, although she did not achieve her degree until 
1940, after the end of the Spanish Civil War.

In 1941 she began to work for six years for the Department of 
Devastated Regions. For this institution, created by Franco to carry 
out reconstruction works in those areas destroyed during the war 
in Spain, Queimadelos carried out the recuperation of the building 
of the Board for Protection of Women in San Fernando de Henares 
in 1944, or the general repair of the Fuenlabrada Council Building 
in 1946. In the same year, she designed the Colonia Tercio y Terol a 
suburb of single-family housing in Carabanchel, Madrid, constructed 
between 1942 and1951 with the participation of other architects.13

She developed her profession in both private and public areas, 
given that a large number of her projects were done for the public 
administration. In1947 she stopped to work in order to dedicate her 
time to her family and it was only in the mid-1950s, now established 
in Murcia that she returned to her profession as Provincial School 
Architect with the Board for School Constructions of Murcia, and as 
Municipal Architect of Mula between 1962 and 1967. She moved to 
Barcelona in the 1960s where she remained until her death in 2008.

Juana Ontan~on was born in December of 1920 and began her 
studies at the Institute of Liberal Teaching. In 1949 she obtained 
the degree of Architect, making her the fourth Spanish woman to do 

so. She worked together with her husband, Manuel López Mateos, on 
dozens of projects such as the Universidad Laboral in Gijón, where 
they supported the construction of an Assembly Hall where modern 
architectonic language would contrast with the historicism of the 
rest of the buildings. She collaborated on the urban plans for San 
Sebastian and Vidagor de Madrid, and, together with Luis Vázquez 
de Castro, in the decade of the 1950s, she collaborated on the 
project for the Unidad Vecinal de Absorción Pan Bendito in Madrid, 
with her husband and with Cruz López Muller.14 She was the only 
woman who signed the ‘Alhambra Manifest’, developed during a 
conference in the ‘Alcazar’ during the month of October in 1952, and 
which would set the conceptual basis for the renovation of Spanish 
architecture.15 She was a cultivated woman, a lover of sport and 
also a watercolor painter and sketcher.

In Catalonia, Mercedes Serra Barenys was the first female 
graduate from the Architecture School of Barcelona, obtaining the 
degree in 1964.16 As did Julia Morgan in another context, she cut 
her hair in order to try to pass unnoticed in a masculine academic 
environment.

The idea of passing unnoticed, to not stand out, to develop 
your profession in collaboration with male colleagues, to limit 
yourself to administrative activities and to face a social and 
cultural context full of prejudices about the potential of women 
in the areas of design and construction, filled the lives of Spanish 
women pioneers. From then until now, the ‘glass ceiling’ has slowly 
continued to break. Academically a situation of equality has been 
achieved in architecture schools in Spain, although professionally 
it is still evident that there is a vertical segregation which affects 
women’s access to management positions, and, in good measure, 
there is still today a ‘sticky floor’ which forces Spanish female 
professionals to take on other’s aspirations, because, probably 
their own aspirations are still rather difficult to reach.
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