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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 





At KALAM, as publishers and contributing authors, drawing on the knowledge of our in-house 

team – graduates in art history and fine arts and specialist practitioners – and with contributions 

from prestigious heritage scholars, we regularly produce special publications in order to share 

subjects of particular interest to heritage stewards, architects, and other professionals in the field, 

within a belief in the utility of our experience acquired in the restoration of historic and landmark 

buildings steeped in architectural value and artistry. 

As part of our international development, we wish to reach out to other places more easily and 

effectively, especially this year, given the present supply-chain difficulties. With this new edition 

in digital format we are pleased to be able to reach all those who have shown an interest in our 

publications. In the same format we are also taking the opportunity to reissue the whole “Ibe-

ro-American Heritage” collection put together over the past nine years. 

Producing a facsimile edition of a hard-to-find book such as History of the Skyscraper has been a 

project with a certain technical complexity, albeit with a felicitous outcome. We had the book 

digitized from a well-preserved original 1929 copy in “large folio” format (42.5 x 32 cm), requiring 

especially careful handing. We processed the images captured by vertical photographic scanning 

with detailed treatment of each page for an edition of optimal quality. We would like to thank the 

architect Ramón Gutiérrez both for his written contribution and for lending us the original from 

his own library. We are also grateful to the other researchers who authored the critical review 

prefacing and ending this book – the historians María Blanco Conde, Rodrigo Gutiérrez Viñuales, 

and Fernando Vela Cossío, coordinator of the collection, and the architect Daniel Schávelzon – for 

their invaluable contributions enriching this edition. 

We hope this new digital title will reach the greatest possible number of readers interested in 

heritage and architectural history. From our offices and operational centers in Spain, Portugal, 

France, Chile, and the US, we will circulate it widely among the professionals with whom we work 

in those markets, and also globally, especially in Europe and the Americas. 

 

 Ramón Mayo

 presidente@kalam.es
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HISTORY OF THE SKYCRAPER.  
NOTES FOR A NEW EDITION

Fernando Vela Cossío

Professor in History of Architecture and Urbanism  
at the Madrid Polytechnic University School of Architecture 

Coordinator of the “Ibero-American Heritage” collection

1  Giedion, Sigfried (1941): Space, Time and Architecture. The Growth of a New Tradition . Cambridge (Mass .): Harvard University Press .
2  Curtis, William J .R . (2006): Modern Architecture since 1900 . New York: Phaidon Press, 1982 .
3  Benevolo, Leonardo (1963): Storia dell’architettura moderna . Bari: Editori Laterza, 1960 .

C 

 

onceived in the 19th century but actually developed during the 20th, the skyscraper remains one 

of the great architectural types of our time. The considerable technological challenges involved in building 

skyscrapers, especially in the current context of paradigm shift due to climate change, socioeconomic 

considerations concerning high-rise construction in our cities, and aesthetic interpretations of the 

design of such buildings continue to attract much attention and interest from architects, engineers, 

and critics of architecture.

Over more than a century, since the publication of the essay by Louis H. Sullivan (1856-1924) 

“The Tall Office Building Artistically Considered” (Lippincott’s Magazine, March 1896), many notable 

critics and historians have analyzed skyscrapers and their vital role in the configuration of the 

contemporary city.

Over eight decades ago, Sigfried Giedion (1888-1968) noted in his book Space, Time and 

Architecture1 the great expressive capacity of the new building techniques used by the Chicago School 

architects and their major influence in the subsequent development of modern architecture. Expanding 

upon this interpretation, William Curtis (born 1948) noted that “the Chicago of the late 19th century 

demonstrated with diagrammatic crudity the fundamental forces and typical components of the capitalist 

city in the age of steel and steam; It also laid out the generic problems and cultural contradictions 

of the skyscraper as a type, and identified several possible solutions. Indeed, the skyscraper was part 

of a wider system including railroads at a certain distance and the inner suburbs ... Chicago was the 

forcing ground of a new synthesis of technology and form ... By facing industrial realities head on and 

reflecting on the essence of their art, Chicago architects contributed a major foundation to a more 

universal ideal, that of modern architecture.”2

For the Italian architect Leonardo Benevolo (1923-2017), the skyscraper constituted “another 

typical application of the process of abstraction characteristic of North American culture. It is always 

judged harshly when seen in terms of perspective because it is an indefinite form, lacking proportions 

and unity.”3 He recalled, though, that during the long period of prosperity up to the crisis of 1929, 
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the erection of such buildings was crucial and 

brought a radical change in the appearance of 

the great American cities, especially New York. 

In Manhattan, the great technological progress 

achieved in high-rise construction had made 

it possible to build a whole set of remarkable 

milestones, starting with the Flatiron Building 

(Daniel H. Burnham, 1903) and continuing with 

a series of exceptional edifices notably including 

the Woolworth Building (Cass Gilbert, 1913), the 

Chrysler Building (William van Halen, 1929), the 

Empire State Building (Shreve, Lamb & Harmon, 

1931), and the Rockefeller Center (Raymond 

Hood, 1939).

Kenneth Frampton (born 1930) noted the 

role played by these exceptional high-rise buildings 

in the propagation of modern architecture across 

the United States, in an evolutionary process 

emerging with the eclectic models of the 

Flatiron or the distinctly Gothic preferences of 

the Woolworth Building and culminating in that 

synthesis with Art Deco that is the Rockefeller 

Center, an extraordinary ensemble consisting 

of eight blocks and fourteen buildings, with the 

gilded bronze Prometheus by Paul Manship 

(1885-1966) on its central axis and the effaced 

Man at the Crossroads mural by Diego Rivera 

(1886-1957), commissioned from the Mexican 

by the developers in 1934. For Frampton, “this 

contradictory New Deal gesture of monopoly 

capital consciously commissioning an emblematic 

work from a communist artist seems now, almost half a century later, to be as remote and fictitious 

as Hugh Ferris’s vision of a Manhattan transformed into an endless repetition of skyscraper ziggurats 

in his book The Metropolis of Tomorrow in 1929.”4 This work by Hugh Ferris (1889-1962) constitutes a 

record of that Manhattan Art Deco as it was being built – in Frampton’s words, “a city of towers as 

scenographic and theatrical as the style itself, a New Babylon born of euphoria, land values, and the 

set-back profiles imposed by the 1916 New York City zoning code.”

Ada Louise Huxtable (1921-2013)5 said in her book The Tall Building Artistically Reconsidered6 

that “the skyscraper – in terms of size, structure, and function, scale and symbolism, and, above all, 

human and urban impact – remains the single most challenging design problem of our time. The other 

4  Frampton, Kenneth (1981): Modern Architecture: A Critical History . London: Thames & Hudson, 1980 .
5 Ada Louise Landman, married to the industrial designer L . Garth Huxtable in 1942, can be seen as one of the pioneers of journalism 

on architecture and urbanism in the United States . Trained as an architecture historian at Hunter College and the Institute of Fine 
Arts at New York University, she worked at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) up to 1950 . She wrote architecture criticism in 
The New York Times (1963-1982) and The Wall Street Journal (1997-2012) . Her brilliant work earned her a Pulitzer Prize in 1970 
and led to her election as a fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1974 .

6  Huxtable, Ada Louise: The Tall Building Artistically Reconsidered. New York: Pantheon Books, 1982 .

Drawing by Hugh Ferriss (1889-1962) included in 
the book The Metropolis of Tomorrow (New York: Ives 
Washburn, 1929) corresponding to the design by 
Bertram Grosvenor Goodhue (1869-1924) for the New 
York Convocation Tower (1921). Source: Cooper Hewitt, 
Smithsonian Design Museum (chndm_1964-5-13).
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defi nitive architectural problem, housing, will 

continue to lack patronage and priorities because 

it answers to social rather than to business needs. 

The 20th-century architect’s most telling and 

lasting response to his age is the topless tower of 

trade… How to clothe this bare skeleton? How 

to adapt this subdued giant to the architectural 

conventions of the time? How to connect it with 

a setting that is alien to its scale, its structure, and 

its utility? The answers, before and now, come, 

in equal measure, from temperament and art.”

To speak, then, of the history of the 

skyscraper is to address one of the most 

signifi cant and surely most suggestive episodes 

in the history of modern architecture.

History of the Skyscraper by Francisco 
Mújica Díez de Bonilla

The work we have chosen for 2022 as the seventh 

volume of our “Patrimonio Iberoamericano” 

(Ibero-American Heritage) collection is a highly 

peculiar contribution to the history of this 

architectural type.

The book, consisting of 72 pages of text with illustrations and 134 prints, is structured in six 

chapters, preceded by a preface and a short introduction in which the author proposes refl ections 

on art and architecture theory, American art before and after the Conquest, and that legacy’s role 

in the architecture of his time. The main body of the book deals with the origin and concept of the 

“skyscraper”, the technological aspects linked to the invention and evolution of the elevator, the erection 

of steel and other metal structures (chapter I), the emergence of the type, the fi rst skyscrapers and 

their development in New York (chapter II), skyscraper architecture and its evolution in “Classical”, 

“Gothic”, and “Modern” styles (chapter III), the skyscraper’s relationship with its urban setting and 

planning (chapter IV), and a series of fi nal considerations (should the erection of skyscrapers be 

forbidden, encouraged, or simply guided and monitored?) along with some authoritative opinions, by 

Thomas Hastings, Henry Curran, Harvey Willey Corbett, and John Sloan (chapter V). Finally, chapter 

VI provides technical and statistical data on the buildings covered in the book.

The foreword is by John Sloan (1878-1962), an architect trained at New York University who 

had worked for the US War Department on various projects in the Philippines and Europe up to 

1920. His fi rst major commission in Manhattan was the Pershing Square Building, designed with York 

& Sawyer, a 24-story offi ce building on 42nd Street. In partnership with Thomas Markoe Robertson 

(1879-1962) from 1924, he specialized in the development of major commercial projects. By 1939 their 

fi rm had designed several high-rise offi ces in Manhattan, notably including the Wadsworth Building 

(1925-26, demolished), the Fred F. French Building (with H. Douglas Ives, 1926-27, a New York City 

milestone), the Chanin Building (with Irwin Chanin, 1927-29), the Maritime Exchange Building (1931), 

and 29 Broadway (1931), along with other apartment blocks at 1 Beekman Place (1929) and 895 Park 

Cañonero Querétaro gunboat. Mújica by the 
machinegun (1937). Source: Spanish Agency for 
International Development Cooperation. Library 
(Code No 1P-3F 3786).
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Avenue (1929).7 His most significant project was probably the New York Graybar Building, finished in 

1927 and of which Mújica’s book includes three prints (LXXVII, LXXVIII, and LXXIX).

Mújica’s work is an original encounter between the quintessential North American architectural 

type – the skyscraper – and certain aspects and episodes of our own architectural culture. The interest 

of the range of buildings chosen would alone amply justify the book’s reissue, but the value of much of 

its graphic material also supports the choice. The reader is taken on an attractive photographic tour 

of the history of the skyscraper, ranging from the first buildings of the kind in Chicago – the Home 

Insurance Building (William Le Baron Jenney, 1884) and the Tacoma Building (William Holabird and 

Martin Roche, 1888) – to some of the finest exemplars of great American Art Deco office buildings.

Published in Paris in 1929 by the firm “Archaeology and Architecture Press”, probably disguising 

a self-published edition by the author himself, the book is written in English. It was printed in “large 

folio” format (42.5 x 32 cm) on heavy paper, with neat half-leather binding in Dutch style with stitching. 

The work’s scarcity in our libraries, its content, and the peculiarity of the edition make History of the 

Skyscraper a “rare book”, which we now wish to share and disseminate through our Ibero-American 

Heritage collection.

The edition we are now presenting is the product of meticulous digitization on the basis of a 

copy from the library of the architect Ramón Gutiérrez, whom we wish to especially thank for his 

kindness. The reproduced book is accompanied by a series of essays allowing us to suitably contextualize 

the work and its author. The outstanding team of specialists with which we have produced this critical 

edition consists of the architects Ramón Gutiérrez (Buenos Aires, 1939) and Daniel Shávelzon (Buenos 

Aires, 1950) and the art historians Rodrigo Gutiérrez Viñuales (Resistencia, 1967) and María Blanco 

Conde (Ourense, 1964).

It is not easy in a few lines to sum up the career of the architect Ramón Gutiérrez, one of 

our time’s most notable historians and critics of Ibero-American architecture. Since he graduated 

in architecture at Buenos Aires University his career has been devoted to a study of the history of 

architecture and the city in Latin America as well as to the dissemination and defense of its built 

heritage. Senior Researcher at the National Scientific and Technical Research Council (Argentina), he is 

a fellow of the Argentine National Academies of History and of Fine Arts and a corresponding member 

of various academies in Spain and the Americas. Founding editor of the journal DANA (Documentos 

de Arquitectura Nacional y Americana), he has taught at major universities across the Americas and in 

Italy, Portugal, and Spain, where he has been a visiting lecturer at the Pablo de Olavide University 

(Seville), at which he created the Doctorate in Hispanic Art History and Cultural Management and 

which in 2014 appointed him Doctor Honoris Causa. He is honorary professor at the University of 

Chile, at the National Engineering University, the Ricardo Palma University, and the San Agustín de 

Arequipa National University (Peru), and at the Mar del Plata National University (Argentina), and 

has authored numerous scientific publications as well as being the founder and director of the Latin 

American Architecture Documentation Center (CEDODAL), a touchstone for all of us who have 

worked in the field of Ibero-American cultural heritage. Professor Gutiérrez offers a biographical 

overview of Francisco Mújica and a sparkling interpretation of his properly architectural dimension, 

while providing an account of the relationship between Mújica and Martín Noel (1888-1963), the 

renowned Hispanic art and architecture historian and leading promotor of neo-colonial movements.

Daniel Shávelzon, for his part, discusses the dispersal of Francisco Mújica’s archives and 

collections. Shávelzon, who graduated in architecture at Buenos Aires University (1975), obtained 

7  See Landmarks Preservation Commission (2016): The Graybar Building . November 22, 2016 . Designation List 490, LP-2554 . New 
York .
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an MA in monumental restoration at the National Autonomous University of Mexico in 1981 and 

a PhD at that same university in 1984. He founded the Urban Archaeology Center at the Faculty of 

Architecture and Urbanism in Buenos Aires University and has directed it since 1991, as well as the 

Urban Archaeology Department in Buenos Aires City Council since 1996 (currently attached to the 

Directorate General for Heritage), and the Mendoza Foundational Area since 1988. He has promoted 

the formation of working groups for research in Argentina and Latin America generally. His main 

field of study and interest is historical archaeology in urban areas and he has worked in particular in 

Buenos Aires, on which city he has published some highly noteworthy studies. He also works in the 

fields of cultural heritage conservation, cultural policy, and illegal artwork trafficking. He has received 

international awards and scholarships such as the Guggenheim Grant (New York 1994) and others 

from the National Gallery of Art-CASVA (Washington, 1995), the Graham Foundation for the Arts 

in Chicago (1984), the Getty Grant Program (1991), Dumbarton Oaks (1996), together with Sonia 

Berjman, DAAD Berlin (1988), the Center for Latin-American Studies at the University of Pittsburgh 

(2002), FAMSI, Florida (1995), the Center for Comparative Anthropology at Bonn University (1998), 

along with other national awards for scientific output and his work in defense of national heritage. 

He is a member of the National Museums and Historic Monuments Commission, and advises and 

acts as an evaluator in various national and municipal universities and other bodies.

Rodrigo Gutiérrez Viñuales takes us upon a highly interesting journey through the pre-Columbian 

sources used since the late 19th century in artistic spheres in Latin America, especially in Mexico, and 

describes the career of Mújica Díez de Bonilla in this field. A doctor of art history, Rodrigo Gutiérrez 

Viñuales is professor of art history at the University of Granada. He is a corresponding member of 

the National Academy of History (Argentina) and his research focuses on contemporary art in Latin 

America, a subject on which he has published over 200 papers. His works published in recent years 

notably include Libros argentinos. Ilustración y modernidad (1910-1936) (Buenos Aires, CEDODAL, 2014), 

Rómulo Rozo. Tallando la Patria (Bogotá, Editorial La Silueta, 2015), Alhambras. Arquitectura neoárabe en 

Latinoamérica (Granada, Editorial Almed, 2016), Manuel Ángeles Ortiz. Memoria de la Argentina (Granada, 

Granada Provincial Council, 2017), Memorias de Fernando Álvarez de Sotomayor. Fomento y apreciación de 

las artes (Santiago de Compostela, Editorial Universidad de Santiago de Compostela, 2017), Patrimonio 

y Modernidad en Latinoamérica. Revistas de Arte y Arquitectura (1940-1960) (Bogotá, Ministry of Culture-

Caro y Cuervo Institute, 2017) and Canarias y América. Puentes artísticos en el siglo XX (Gáldar, Gran 

Canaria Island Council-Antonio Padrón Museum, 2018). He is currently working on a major exhibition 

on this neo-pre-Columbian artistic world to be held at the Juan March Foundation (Madrid) next year.

Finally, María Blanco Conde analyzes Francisco Mújica’s unrealized design for a “Temple to 

the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus”, on which we offer previously unpublished 

material conserved in the archive of the former Madrid Hispanic Culture Institute, the former Hispanic 

Culture Institute in Madrid, now the Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation 

(AECID), to which we are grateful for allowing us to publish some of the documents included in this 

critical edition. A graduate in geography and history at the Madrid Complutense University and now 

a doctoral candidate in contemporary art history at the same university, María Blanco is conservator 

of the art collection of the Spanish International Development Cooperation Agency (AECID). Her 

publications notably include Catálogo de la Colección Artística de la AECID (Madrid: AECID, 2005 and 

2016) and the book Lago Rivera (A Coruña Provincial Council, 2004). She is also co-author of the 

catalogs Manufactura del Buen Retiro (Madrid: National Archaeology Museum, 1999) and Julián de la 

Herrería. Su Obra. Colección Museo Julián de la Herrería (Asunción: AECID, 2020). Among her recent work 

we may highlight a museum project for the Julián de la Herrería Collection for display at the Juan de 

Salazar Spanish Cultural Center in Asunción, inaugurated by H.M. Queen Letizia in November 2021 
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during a cooperation visit to Paraguay. She was also curator of the retrospective Julián de la Herrería. 

Entre dioses y hombres and author of the exhibition catalog (Asunción: CCEJS, 2022).

The essays by these four specialists offer a comprehensive, cross-cutting insight into the chosen 

book and its author, the Mexican Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla (1899-1979), giving the reader 

pointers in order to be able to situate the work in its precise historical context and to enjoy all 

that it has to offer, in a modest but original contribution to this history of Ibero-American Heritage 

which we are continuing to assemble thanks to the generous patronage of Kalam Group and its 

Ekaba Foundation.
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MÚJICA DÍEZ DE BONILLA.  
NOTES FOR A BIOGRAPHY8

Ramón Gutiérrez

Architect. Director of the Latin American  
Architectural Documentation Center (CEDODAL)

8  This text was published in part in La imagen de América. Los dibujos de arqueología americana de Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla by 
Daniel Schávelzon and Jorge Tomasi . Buenos Aires, Ceppa, 2005. We have substantially extended the references for this edition.

9  Chohfi, Reinaldo . “Machu Picchu: ciudad solar de los Incas” Suplemento de El Comercio, Lima, March 2, 1980 .
10  San Martín, Iván; Lee, Gabriela . Permanencias y devenires en la arquitectura moderna de México . Mexico, Docomomo, 2018 .
11  Guía quincenal de la actividad intelectual y artística de la Argentina . No 14 . Buenos Aires, Culture Commission, November 1947 .

F 

 

rancisco José Luis Mújica Díez de Bonilla was born in Mexico on June 29, 1899 and died in 

Alameda (California) in 1979. He was the son of Adolfo Ángel Mújica y Sayago Navarrete (1860-

1916) and Guadalupe Gregoria Luz Soledad Rosa Díez de Bonilla y Valenzuela (1859-1944), and 

was married to María de la Luz Acereto Icaza (1907-1986), with whom he had a daughter called 

María de la Luz Mújica.

Owing to his father’s diplomatic career, Francisco received his primary schooling at the Jesuit 

school in Antwerp and his high-school education at the La Salle school in Buenos Aires, where his father 

was Mexican ambassador in 1910. He then returned to Mexico, where he qualified as an architect at 

the Mexican National Autonomous University (UNAM). An initial interest in archaeology is discernible 

in his early work in Mexico and also in his trip to Peru in 1917, with a visit to Machu Picchu.9

Settled in Chile, he became president of the Architecture Students’ Center and in 1920 

graduated in architecture at the University of Chile. In that same year he took part in the 1st Pan-

American Architects’ Congress in Montevideo, at which his work was awarded a Grand Prize with 

a gold medal. He also received a gold medal at the 2nd Pan-American Congress held in Santiago de 

Chile in 1923.10 Also that year he submitted a design for a sunken plaza in Mexico City. Later he spent 

three years in Paris at the School of Fine Arts and the Sorbonne, studying urbanism and sociology.11 

There he received awards at the Paris Official Salon and the French Education Ministry Academy.

In France in 1929 Mújica published his book History of the Skyscraper, constructing a point of 

reference by which he sought, with the aid of American and French universities, to connect his passion 

for pre-Hispanic heritage with the latest contemporary architecture.

The success of the book, taken as a curricular text at various universities, led him in that 

same year to give a series of lectures at the French National School of Fine Arts, sponsored by the 

Public Education Ministry. Also probably in that year he met Martín Noel, who was in Spain building 

the Argentine pavilion for the Seville Ibero-American Exhibition. Mújica certainly must have known 

of the Mexican pavilion being built by his colleague Manuel Amábilis along neo-pre-Hispanic lines. 

In 1926 Mújica showed his drawings at exhibitions in the Washington National Museum and the 

New York American Museum of Natural History. In these years he was also engaged in producing 

21



a design for a great public monument in the form of a museum, described in the US as “a temple 

to the glory of former American art”. Under this name the design was also presented in France, 

where Albert Mayeux, chief architect for France’s historic monuments, appraised it as follows: “His 

temple to the glory of American art is really most interesting and shows it is possible, without the 

aid of any European element, to achieve a highly striking monumental effect. Mr. Mújica’s idea of 

restoring to the Americas their own native art, inspired by a purely American aesthetic, may interest 

anyone seeking originality and sincerity of inspiration. He is guided by noble patriotic sentiment 

and ancestral piety; we can only congratulate him on this project to renovate a source of art that 

was prematurely truncated.” The drawing included in his History of the Skyscraper resembles the 

monumentalist layouts in the “neo-Peruvian” style developed by Manuel Piqueras Cotolí in Lima 

for the Sanctuary of Santa Rosa and later continued by Héctor Velarde,12 with interiors divided 

not by Incan trapezoidal apertures but by an uncommon mix of arches and trapezoids, laden with 

reliefs and with a spaciousness contrasting with the small, dark pre-Hispanic interiors.

The quality of Mújica’s drawings and watercolors was recognized at the Parisian French 

Artists’ Salons of 1929 and 1930. The authoritative opinion of Paul Rivet, then director of the Paris 

Americanists’ Society, helps us to apprehend how the material presented by Mújica was viewed. 

“On visiting Mr. Mújica’s exhibition, we all admired the archaeologist’s talent and the architect’s taste 

reflected in each of his works. We were all already more or less familiar with the marvelous ruins of 

Mexico, but now, thanks to him, we understand them better. If I were American, my watchword would 

be neither Indian nor Spanish; man’s true originality in Latin America is precisely that of conjoining 

in his thinking, his approach, and his desires something of the indigenous race and something of the 

Castilian. Mr. Mújica has understood this better than anyone.”13

Under the influence of the Parisian Decorative Arts Exhibition of 1925, Mújica’s ornamentalist 

offerings in his 125 drawings naturally made a favorable impression at his exhibitions and lectures. L’Art 

vivant, standard-bearer of the French avant-garde, saw in the design for what it called a “prodigious 

museum” a “testimony to the past and a synthesis of all the architectural elements and all the decorative 

motifs of an art of building which we are now getting to know and admire.”

On his return to his own country, Mújica lectured at the National Autonomous University and 

the National Museum of Archaeology, History, and Ethnography. He also practiced as an architect for 

the pre-Hispanic Monuments Department of the Mexican Public Education Department, working on 

the Tula complex in 1933. By invitation of the Carnegie Institution of Washington, the Department 

tasked him with assisting in the work being done at the Chichén Itzá site in the Yucatan Peninsula. 

He also produced urbanism proposals, with master plans for Mexico City, Cuernavaca, and Nuevo 

Laredo, as well as draft drawings of Mexico’s artistic and historic treasures from all periods, as well 

as envisaging a “neo-American” city with Puebla, Monterrey, San Luis Potosí, Torreón, and Saltillo.14

Around 1940 he took part in an exhibition of his work in Buenos Aires under the auspices of 

the Friends of Art Society, giving public lectures at the Buenos Aires University Faculty of Philosophy 

and Literature, the Ethnography Museum (where some of his drawings are kept today), the Friends 

of Art Society, and the Central Architects’ Society.

In 1942 he exhibited and lectured in Peru. His presence in Lima was noted not just for his 

drawings but also for his urbanism proposals, “for their way of addressing urban issues in which what 

prevails is the tendency to adapt modern systems and methods to each setting according to its spatial 

12  Gutiérrez, Ramón . Héctor Velarde . Lima, Ed . Epígrafe, 2002 .
13  CEDODAL Archive, Buenos Aires . “Crítica francesa sobre la obra de Mújica Díez de Bonilla (años 1927 y 1929)” Typed .
14  Ojeda Bruno; María Lucía . La arquitectura regionalista en las Palmas de Gran Canaria. 1929-1955. file:///C:/Users/Usuario/

Downloads/0628781_00000_0000.pdf
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characteristics” in the words of Alberto Alexander, Municipal Director of Public Works in Lima.15 In 

1944 he took active part in a Latin American art exhibition in the United States, which included texts 

by Pal Kelemen, José Gabriel Navarro, Enrique Finot, and other notable Americanists.16

On November 6, 1947 Mújica gave a lecture in Buenos Aires sponsored by the Argentine 

president, Juan Domingo Perón, entitled “Artistic Treasures of pre-Columbian America”. With broad 

institutional backing, Mújica was introduced by the president of Buenos Aires University, the architect 

Julio V. Otaola, and the chair of the Culture Commission, Dr. Antonio Castro. His theme was the 

vibración-semilla (the “originating pulse”) and the evolution of a pre-Columbian architectural type 

according to this theory. He also put forward a proposal for a neo-American city of the future.17 

Mújica recalled that 1700 archaeological metropolises had been identified in Mexico to date, and that 

the most notable ones were those built by the Toltecs and Mayas. The Aztecs accounted for merely 

one stage of the Toltec era.

Referring to modern American architecture, Mújica asserted that pre-Columbian forms neither 

could nor should be reproduced, except in particular cases such as monuments, funerary sculptures, 

or interior decoration “requiring an unusual, festive appearance, such as in the case of theaters”. He 

said American artists should delve into the sources of the continent’s art in order to essentially shape 

their own temperaments. In the Culture Commission publication he included one of his drawings of 

the Temple of Quetzalcoatl in Teotihuacán.

With these official connections, Mújica took the opportunity to sell a series of drawings, maps, 

plans, and designs relating to the archaeological sites of Mesoamerica. This material found its way into 

the Ethnography Museum belonging to Buenos Aires University by three different means. The first 

was in 1948 when the University, through the government, “acquired the works by this researcher 

linked to Americanist studies”. Then in 1952 Mújica conducted research for the Faculty of Philosophy 

and Literature, producing a set of maps and designs.18

After his time at the Ethnography Museum he settled for a time as of 1952 in the United States. 

In 1956 he returned to Buenos Aires to show his drawings at an exhibition introduced by Martín 

Noel, with considerable public impact.19

The Bancroft Library in Berkeley conserves Mújica’s papers from 1956-1979 and his 

correspondence with US bodies for the purpose of selling copies of his drawings, many of them 

probably similar to those that he sold in Buenos Aires.20 Another series of his drawings, perhaps of a 

later date, is held in the Mexican National Library reserve collection, catalogued as “Special collection 

Francisco Mújica Díez y Bonilla”.21

15  CEDODAL Archive, Buenos Aires . “Crítica peruana sobre la obra de Mújica Díez de Bonilla (1942)” Typed .
16  Various authors . The Art of Latin America . Washington, Pan American Union, 1944 .
17  Guía quincenal de la actividad intelectual y artística de la Argentina . N° 15 . Buenos Aires, Culture Commission, November 1947
18  Various authors, Diagnóstico y perspectiva sobre la situación de la documentación histórica argentina . Buenos Aires, CONICET-

CEHIPE-FUNDACION BUNGE Y BORN . Available online: . https://www.argentina.gob.ar/sites/default/files/documentacion_
historica.pdf

19  Noel, Martín . Exposición de arte mexicano prehispánico, colonial, moderno, dibujos originales y archivos gráficos: obras y colecciones de 
Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla . Galería Velázquez . Buenos Aires, Ministry of Education and Justice, National Culture Commission, 1956 .

20  The Bancroft Library, Berkeley . BANC MSS 44/89 m .
21  Abraham Delgado, Aurelio . Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla: un catálogo del Fondo de las Colecciones Especiales de la Biblioteca 

Nacional de México . Available online: https://redmifa.blog/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/10.-grados.pdf

History of the Skyscraper

It is interesting to see how Mújica’s idea of incorporating pre-Hispanic elements into North American 

skyscrapers, which today may seem far-fetched, aroused interest in various practitioners and critics 
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of the 1920s. John Sloan, an American architect, for example, said: “Mr. Mújica also suggests the 

interesting idea of applying the architecture of the primitive American peoples to the skyscraper. 

Felicitously the style of the American tiered step pyramids fits surprisingly well with the regulation 

of masses resulting from our zoning law”.22 Sloan, partner of Robertson in the construction of 

the Graybar Building tower in New York in 1927 wrote a prologue to Mújica’s book, treating this 

recreation of a “Neo-American” architectural style for application to skyscrapers as an avenue to 

be explored.23

Architectural criticism of the book was generally complimentary. The journal Architectural 

Forum said: “Mr. Mújica, an eminent Mexican architect, has produced a monumental history of the 

skyscraper. Highly interesting drawings show details and restorations of ancient buildings executed 

by Mr. Mújica.” Meanwhile Architecture, also based in New York, appraised the book as “a record of 

a labor and endeavor which, by its nature, will be enduring.” The renowned architect André Pascal 

wrote in L’Architecture d’aujourd’hui that “his studies on the skyscraper are marvelously suited to 

the requirements of modern convenience as well as those of the spirit.” Pierre Lavedan, the French 

master urbanist, wrote that “His skyscrapers have fine outlines and their powerful masses (lightly 

ornamented with pre-Columbian reliefs) have much more merit than the overloaded confectionary 

that weakens so many New York skyscrapers.”

It is also interesting to note the kinship of Mújica’s proposals with other strictly contemporary 

initiatives, such as some of the designs submitted to the Columbus Memorial Lighthouse competition 

held in 1927 in Santo Domingo. Several entries included ornamental references of pre-Columbian 

origin, such as those submitted by Francisco Javier Herrero y Husía from Madrid (presided over by a 

colossal statue of Coatlicue), Flavio de Rezende Carvalho from São Paulo (with a ballroom decorated 

with Toltec figures), Kilham, Hopkins & Greeley (Boston), Wulffleff & Verrey (Paris), and Manuel Torres 

Armengol (Buenos Aires). It is worth noting the latter for its vertical approach, expressed in a great 

step pyramid to be built with Mayan details, crowned with a figure of winged Victory. This design 

could almost be described as a true Americanist “lighthouse-skyscraper”.24

Recently another study of the endurance of pre-Columbian traits, centered on tall buildings 

in the writings of the Argentine architect Ángel Guido, remarked that “apparently Guido’s indigenist 

and nationalist aesthetics was just compatible enough with Blut und Boden ideology. Another 

case for Guido’s tripartite methodology is his Catedrales y rascacielos (1936), an Americanist 

reinterpretation of the skyscraper inspired by Francisco Mújica’s History of the Skyscraper (1929), 

Hugh Ferris’s The Metropolis of Tomorrow (1929), and Joaquín E. Weiss’s El rascacielos (1934)”.25 

Weddigen reflects that “The recovery of the pre-Columbian past was key to post-revolutionary 

modernism and its construction of a Mexican national identity and thus became foundational to 

the narrative of modern Mexican art and architecture. In 1929 the Mexican architect Francisco 

Mújica explained the American ‘mixed style’ as a combination of ‘the European idea of construction 

with the American sense of ornamentation’ and saw the model for the modern skyscraper in 

Mayan temples; for him, the colonial ‘destruction of American art’ had interrupted its natural 

evolution, an outcome that now called for a ‘necessary reaction’ against the dominance of 

22  CEDODAL Archive, Buenos Aires . “Crítica estadounidense sobre la obra de Mújica Díez de Bonilla (años 1926, 1928 y 1930)” . 
Typed .

23  Mújica, Francisco . History of the Skyscraper . Paris, Archaeology & Architecture, 1929 .
24  Kelsey, Albert . Program and rules of the second competition for the selection of an architect for the monumental lighthouse which the 

nations of the world will erect in the Dominican Republic to the memory of Christopher Columbus. New York, Pan American Union, 1931, 
p . 112 .

25  The books mentioned are: Ferris, Hugh . The Metropolis of Tomorrow . New York, Ives Washburn, 1929; and Weiss, Joaquín . El rascacielos: 
Su génesis, evolución y significación en la arquitectura contemporánea . Havana, 1934 .
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European styles in contemporary American architecture to create a future ‘Renaissance and 

neo-American’ architecture.”26

Returning to appraisals of Mújica’s book on the history of the skyscraper, in it the author sets 

out a design after the manner of the urban utopians of those years for a 100-story city. This was 

seen by the Brooklyn Daily Eagle as a “significant design, as it contains eminently practicable plans and 

proposals that have been studied by the New York City Planning Commission.” His city, bristling with 

skyscrapers, was regarded as “fascinating and grandiose” by the journalist, and Mújica was seen as an 

“enthusiastic dreamer”.

Oddly, Mújica’s endeavor of articulating past and future in a near-linear way received an interesting 

echo. The New York Herald, on referring to his drawings of Teotihuacán and their reconstructive quality, 

also noted that “In theories that are now well known in the Americas, Mr. Mújica has shown how 

this art should be a source of inspiration for Americans and has proposed highly interesting forms 

drawing upon the historic style for the continent’s present-day civil architecture. This Americanism 

preached by example is seductive and his work as it appears in his various studies is that of a fine 

scholar, a man of taste with great logical sense.” A reflection worth noting.

History of the Skyscraper established Mújica, according to the French Fine Arts Secretariat, as 

“the interpreter of American architecture”. We should note here that in his book Mújica prominently 

includes a series of survey drawings done at Tikal, Huatusco, Papantla, Palenque, Copan, and Chichén 

Itzá. There is also a series of proposed “restorations”, which are basically reconstructed drawings 

taking examples from Uxmal, Mitla, and Chichén Itzá.

On this basis his proposal is along two lines. On one hand, that of new neo-pre-Hispanic 

designs, with two alternatives: the aforesaid Temple to the Glory of American Art and a school for 

360 pupils, probably linked to the school development policy deployed by José Vasconcelos, author 

of Indology, at the Mexican Education Ministry. It is interesting to note that Mújica calls his proposal 

“American Renaissance Style”, like the “Colonial Renaissance”, as it was baptized by Héctor Greslebin 

in Buenos Aires five years earlier.27

The second aspect is that specifically concerning skyscrapers. His vision is substantiated in 

a design in “Neo-American” style including decorative elements of pre-Columbian origin which he 

works with a volumetric sculptural sensibility to characterize the top of his skyscrapers, which in a 

formalist reading in a sense defined a building’s “style”. After this exercise, this architectural element 

is inserted into the city of skyscrapers in a model-like fashion, in a futuristic vision of pedestrian 

streets at dizzy heights together with urban highways. Mújica takes us back to certain drawings of 

Le Corbusier as regards the density of his urban utopia, though also to the 1910 designs by Arturo 

Eusevi entitled Buenos Aires en el año 2010 in the journal PBT, published in the Argentine capital, in 

which Eusevi imagined a city of buildings of over 50 stories with broad thoroughfares interconnecting 

them at great heights and “automobile platforms” conveying pedestrians about the metropolis at high 

speeds. Finally the future American city dreamed up by Mújica is characterized by pre-Columbian traits, 

in a historical turnabout permitted by the freedom of lacking any ties with reality and the willingness 

of certain “cultured” circles to tolerate the ritual exoticism of Latin Americans.

The book finally became a rarity, sought after by bibliophiles. Mújica’s work was also presented 

recently in an exhibition at the Getty Research Institute on “The Metropolis in Latin America, 1830-

1930”, along with his idea of the “city of the future”.

26  Weddigen, Tristan . Wölfflin in the Hispanic world . Zurich, University of Zurich, 2020 . Available online: https://www .zora .uzh .ch/id/
eprint/188941/1/fm_weddigen_reduced .pdf

27  Greslebin, Héctor . “El estilo renacimiento colonial”. Revista de Arquitectura, Buenos Aires, 1924 .
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Mújica’s Friendship with Martín Noel

28  Guido, Ángel . Catedrales y Rascacielos. Buenos Aires, Colegio Libre de Estudios Superiores, 1936 .
29  CEDODAL Archive, Buenos Aires . Note from the Director of the La Plata Museum to Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla . La Plata, 

June 18, 1941 .
30  Diario de Sesiones. Cámara de Diputados . Buenos Aires, September 18, 1941 . Bill on pp . 3675-76 .

Mújica evidently had a direct relationship with Martín Noel, who had been preaching Americanism 

since 1914 and whose influence in the Argentine cultural milieu was great, given his family and 

political connections. Noel was the driving force of the “neo-colonial” movement, albeit along lines 

that were more Hispanic than indigenist, as clearly favored by Mújica. But it is odd that there is no 

sign of contact with the architectural historian Ángel Guido, who wrote a work on skyscrapers in 

1936 after travelling to the United States on a Guggenheim grant.28

We know that on September 18, 1941, while Martín Noel was a Radical member of parliament, 

he tabled a bill to allow the Argentine government to buy four sets of drawings of ruins executed by 

Mújica, to be kept at the La Plata National University Museum Institute.

We also know that a little earlier, in June, that Institute, through Dr. Fernando Márquez Miranda, 

Head of Archaeology and Ethnography, had assessed “the series of drawings of ruins, monuments, 

and archaeological elements of Toltec, Mayan, and Aztec origin” executed by Mújica. According to the 

university authorities, “These works combine artistic and aesthetic quality with an archaeologist’s 

concern for detail. Accordingly they constitute a document of great value not just for those interested 

in art but also for the men of science who study our American past. So this set of drawings would 

constitute a highly interesting addition to our Institute.”29 The authorities also told the offeror that 

they lacked resources to fund the purchase, and for that reason Noel would have redirected the 

procedure to the legislative body.

Accounting for his support for the purchase of the drawings, Noel said “they represent an 

endeavor of 25 years – a lifetime of dedication – and constitute the most important study conducted 

to date on the chief remnants of Mayan, Toltec, Totonac, Mixtec-Zapotec, and Aztec ruins.”30 Noel’s 

remarks date Mújica’s early drawings to 1917, as ratified later in the description of the set held in 

the collection at the time. And with reference to the second set on the Toltec period, subsection 7 

refers to drawings of “Excavations performed in 1917” corresponding to a “Study of the Holy City 

of Teotihuacán”.

The four sets of drawings offered by Mújica were included in the collection as follows: Group 1: 

“Studies of a Temple in Teotihuacán (in two successive periods)” including the Temple of Quetzalcoatl 

and the Ciudadela, with a total of 79 drawings of various types. Group 2, as mentioned, covered the 

architectural ensemble of Teotihuacán with the Pyramids of the Sun and of the Moon, the Temple of 

Agriculture, superimposed building ensembles, and the frescos of Saint Sebastian located near the 

archaeological site, with a total of 75 drawings. Group 3 comprised a “Comparative study of elements 

found at the Tula archaeological site, ancient capital of the Toltec empire” with 57 drawings. Group 4 

consisted of “Ruins of the main pre-Hispanic monuments of Mexico, Guatemala, and Honduras” with 

perspective reconstructions and 300 photos and reproductions. It covered a great range of subjects 

including the ensembles of Tikal, Quirigua, Copán, Palenque, Ocosingo, Uxmal, Chichén Itzá, Papantla, 

Mitla, Huatusco, and Teopantepec, along with reproductions of artifacts to be found in the National 

Museum of Mexico, with a total of 31 drawings.

Noel indicated the aims of the purchase, probably in agreement with the management of the 

Museum of La Plata, as that the materials should be made available to “Americanist researchers, and 

especially Museum lecturers”, that a permanent exhibition hall be set up next to the archaeological 
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halls, that the drawings be published in the Yearbook, and finally that comparative studies with South 

American cultures be carried out, as “one of the most fascinating tasks lying ahead in the field of 

Americanist research”.

Although the project was submitted to the Public Education and Budget and Finance Committees, 

it seems to have languished, along with the aim of allowing an original and unique heritage to be 

conserved publicly in Argentina, as a vital testimony to an extraordinary period of Americanist thinking.

Finally, under a new Peronist government, a large set of Mújica’s drawings was purchased, and 

another collection was offered and acquired in Spain and is conserved at the Biblioteca Hispánica, as 

recounted in another article in this book. That library also conserves a recording of a lecture given 

by Mújica in Madrid on February 20, 1973 on “Spain’s work in Mexico”.
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THE SCATTERED COLLECTIONS OF  
FRANCISCO MÚJICA

Daniel Schávelzon

Director of the Center for Urban Archeology 
University of Buenos Aires

T 

 

he archives and collections of Francisco Mújica are much dispersed, as a result of Mújica’s 

death and also because he himself spread them about in his lifetime, though he kept copies with 

a view to creating one monumental archive. Latin America has difficulties with its archives and 

such issues are more complex when those who generated materials tended, deliberately or out 

of necessity, to disperse them, as in this case. We lack sustained policies for gathering items in 

collections, and though there are examples of archives that function excellently, such efforts have 

not always been kept up – either because political and economic changes have prevented action 

being taken or because of difficulties in keeping full inventories of what is held and in making these 

available. Hence tracking down a legacy that is substantial and situated in various countries has 

become an increasingly illusory undertaking.

Francisco Mújica’s graphic output and collecting were on a formidable scale, sometimes hard 

to imagine given this dispersal of his drawings, photos (his own or of others), plans, documents, 

and letters and papers, with items sometimes 

duplicated or triplicated. On top of this are his 

academic writings, maps, surveys, letters, poems, 

postcards, sundry sets of newspaper cuttings, 

and even plaster casts of sculptures and reliefs, 

as well of course as personal and family papers. 

And since he himself made various copies of 

much of his output, both original copies and 

photocopies which he called fotoestáticas, it is 

unsurprising that on his trip to Spain – which 

he saw as the last of his life, in 1972 – he took 

117 packages weighing 18 tons. He said his travel 

costs had been paid by Ernesto de la Torre Villar, 

director of the Bibliographic Research Institute at 

the National Autonomous University of Mexico 

(UNAM), including transport up to the ship in 

Veracruz. In Mexico he left behind a large part 

of his archive (the most comprehensive part as 

regards his personal life), along with 150 books. 

We can imagine his constant moves from one 
Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla, possibly in Lima 
(courtesy of Felipe Borja Mújica).
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city to another in various countries with these sets of papers, which he sold, donated, or reproduced 

himself, as his family lived in Chile, he was single, and as far as we know he never had an assistant. The 

Mexico archive takes up shelving 8 m long by 2 m high, and requires further exploration.

This accumulation, plus that of other archives, was for various reasons. The first was of a personal 

nature and not easy to interpret in a character who was distinctly withdrawn, conflictual, overbearing, 

conservative, and unsociable. Another reason must have been his having lived and worked in several 

countries (Mexico, Chile, Peru, and Argentina in Latin America, along with spells in the United States, 

Spain, and France), in which countries he both sold collections of his works and donated them to 

various archives or museums, or they simply remained there because they were part of his work, 

which included copying them again and again.

Naturally he had financial needs, though he made at least two good sales in Argentina (where, 

as he relates, Juan Domingo Perón paid him $71,400 in 1948) and Peru (where, by his account, the 

sale was for a sum equivalent to $50,000 in 1955), which details appear in an undated document 

left in the Mexican National Library. His intention in Spain was to sell his collection for 2 million 

pesetas (of 1974), which, by his account, was equivalent to $120,000, “which my work requires 

for its completion”. Before he left for Spain, “the National Library bought a copy of History of the 

Skyscraper for 25,000 Mexican pesos ($2,000), which was heaven-sent assistance,” according to 

another document in the same archive. In other papers he says he used the $120,000 to buy a 

house in Chile for his family, which he later sought to sell in order to be able to build his “temple” 

in Spain, fruitlessly. Some of this is unclear, as the dates of his life seem to overlap, and intentions 

are sometimes mixed up with facts.

Finally, this dispersal of his work is also because, as he got older, and though he always felt 

Mexican, and all of his output has to do with that country or is linked to it, his spirit, as he says in 

his late notes, belonged in Spain. This was the country he chose to die in, and where he took all that 

he could of his archive. But as he could not achieve his ultimate aim of having it kept in Madrid, on 

his conditions and with the erection of the “temple” he had designed well over a century before, he 

went on spreading about his papers up to his death in 1979.

In this case it is odd that he should have left his most comprehensive personal archive in 

Mexico, as a late solution opted for before travelling to Spain with material that was in large part 

duplicated. These are also the two places in which he left huge collections of naval photos, which 

he called “Mexican Navy Graphic Archive” and donated to the Madrid Naval Museum in 1974. The 

nautical connection seems to have been one of his brothers who was in the navy, and maybe for him, 

or through him, he took hundreds of photos of ships and their crews.

As an individual he was obsessional to the point that in the Mexican archive there is a file 

entitled “Instructions if I die” prepared in 1969, shortly before he underwent an operation for an 

unrecorded illness. This is a list of instructions specifying, inter alia, what was to be done with the 

contents of his wardrobe (shirts, ties, handkerchiefs, tee-shirts, medicines, shoes, and much more), 

including a sketched plan. He did the same with the contents of his desk and of each shelf in his house.

We know of three major collections of his work (major at least in volume), which are respectively 

in Mexico, Spain, and Argentina. There are also sundry sets of papers and letters in the United States, 

Spain, and Germany. Whatever there may be in Chile and Peru (as a result of the sale mentioned 

above), which should be plentiful, will probably come to light in time. And there may be more material 

on a smaller scale that has been missed. But the scale now dwindles, commensurate with a highly 

meticulous interest in Mújica’s work and ideas.
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Mexican National Library

The combined bibliographic collection and archive bearing Mújica’s name is kept in the National 

Library’s Reserve Collection. It consists of books, documents, albums with family and nautical photos, 

photo prints of architecture and archaeological sites, and negatives on glass and celluloid. This material 

was donated in 1970 through his friend De la Torre Villar. It may be that he decided in that year, when 

he underwent an operation he describes as “serious”, to donate all of his personal effects in Mexico 

before going to Spain, as was his fervent desire, including envelopes with instructions for being opened 

and/or destroyed after his death.

The donation includes some 150 books, with a copy of History of the Skyscraper that had 

been bought and dedicated “to Lola with much affection, Pancho, Paris, November 1929”. The 

books also include three volumes written by him called Objective Account of the Six-Year Plan 

by Francisco Mújica, and three copies of a document entitled “Adolfo Mújica y Sáyago Archive 

of Mexican Artistic Treasures”, i.e. with his father’s name. Attached is a small set of leaflets and 

catalogues on his exhibitions.

In his youth Mújica used a sort of Ex Libris or personal symbol: a figure imitating a pre-Hispanic 

motif in two concentric circles with a drawing inside, and his name written in the lettering he used 

in the 1920s when signing his drawings. On the binding of his History of the Skyscraper he uses it for 

the cover, and he uses it again in the volumes of the Objective Account of the Six-Year Plan. This 

consists of bound sheets on which he had stuck blueprints of the public works carried out in each 

category during the Lázaro Cárdenas administration (reports, summary tables, budgets, work built). In 

them Mújica is called “Senior Official of the Six-Year Plan Implementation Monitoring Committee”. In 

volume II he is referred to as Head of the Exhibitions Committee, attached to the Press and Publicity 

Department of the Communications and Public Works Secretariat. Of the Archive of Mexican Artistic 

Treasures there are three copies – bound photocopies of his hand-written work. On the first page it 

says there are 122 drawings and reconstructions, 19,282 documents, and 3,508 duplicates.

The set of documentary material is kept in 30 boxes containing letters, newspaper cuttings, 

magazines, notes, his CV, drafts, and hand-written or typed texts, envelopes, and other sundry 

documents. There are printed notes on his lectures and exhibitions, several drawings that are copies 

of originals by other authors but which he signs (as Mújica habitually omitted to quote his sources), 

and a description of the Graphic Archive which he wished to go to Spain. To this end he drew up a 

proposal for the creation of a board of trustees, supposedly at the suggestion of Alfredo Sánchez 

Bella, former Spanish Minister of Information and Tourism, on which he was to insist for years. He 

includes a list of the material that he would donate under the name Graphic Archive of the Artistic 

Treasures of Mexico: Pre-Hispanic, Hispanic, Post-Independence, Landscapes, Types, Costumes and 

Customs, Cartography, and History. It was to consist of: 1) Study drawings and reconstructions of 

Mexican archaeological edifices. Approximate amount: 110; Basic archive. Black and white and color 

photos: 7,322; Museographic archive: 3,000; Photo library: 1,500 negatives; 2) Attempts at creating a 

Neo-American style: some 100 drawings of the “Temple to the Glory of America and Spain”, mural 

drawings and photos of pre-Hispanic features for use in the Temple’s architectural composition, and 

19 essays on Neo-American style; 3) Zoning plans for Mexico City: 31 mural drawings; zoning plan 

for Cuernavaca, 20 drawings, and 8 of a zoning plan for Nuevo Laredo. In total he says 12,128 archive 

items would be donated. And he adds that he would also donate “a building owned by him in Santiago 

de Chile, at the corner of Avenidas Bilbao and El Bosque”, which we assume to be the family house 

that he had bought shortly before. Another undated document says:
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“But for the economic crisis in Chile of the past two years or so, the property that Mr. Mújica 
owns in the capital of that country, and in which he invested the $120,000 that he was paid in 
Argentina and Peru for some of his works ($71,400 in Argentina and $50,000 in Peru), would have 
sufficed for him to be able to donate to Spain not only his work but also a fund of that amount 
for disseminating it through the creation of an editorial fund, as provided in his will, made a few 
years before the occurrence of the current Chilean situation, wherein he bequeaths to Spain his 
work and his property, stipulating that a Spanish board of trustees be set up to administer the fund. 
Mr. Mújica’s long-standing decision to come to Spain was with a view to giving, not to asking for 
anything. Unfortunately the long delay of his journey for reasons outside his control has prevented 
him from disposing of the $120,000 which his work requires for its completion. If only this stroke 
of fate could be remedied with the formation of a board of trustees to create a fund similar to that 
which was formed in Lima in 1955 in order to acquire some of his works by national subscription 
for the Peruvian National Museum of Anthropology. There is another related precedent: the direct 
acquisition in 1948 by a decree of His Excellency the President of the Republic of Argentina of a 
collection of his works for the Buenos Aires National University Ethnography Museum.”

In this archive is another document on his donation to Spain: “Memorandum on the Donation 

of my Work to Spain”:

“1955 is a significant date in the history of my work. His Excellency Alfredo Sánchez Bella did me 
the honor of inviting me to come to Spain, and I decided to make a twin of the archive which I 
was then compiling on the Artistic Treasures of Mexico in order to donate it to Spain once my 
work was complete. It contains a large number of original drawings with artistic value attested 
to by medals awarded at international architecture congresses and the Official Paris Salon (...) In 
the late fifties I approached the then Cultural Attaché at the Spanish embassy in Buenos Aires, 
his Excellency José Pérez del Arco, to see if it might be possible to renew Mr. Sánchez Bella’s 
invitation; and I took the same steps in 1961 and in 1967-1972 in Washington (…) In 1969, prior 
to undergoing a delicate two-part surgical operation, I made a will stating that my work should 
be handed over to the Institute of Hispanic Culture, for the Museum of America.”

There is a letter to the Spanish Foreign Ministry dated 21 June 1972:

“In my public will made in Mexico City before the Notary Public Rodolfo Charles, I appoint my 
sisters Concepción and María Elena Mújica Díez de Bonilla as heirs to my work, but in a private 
will made before God, which they have in their possession, I leave my work to Spain, as they 
are appointed heirs only in order to be able to serve as intermediaries by delivering my work 
to Spain.”

There is a curious will entitled Mi último testamento, dated 22 April 1969. In it declares that he 

is single and resident at Calle de Durango 108, Apartment 402 of Colonia Roma, Mexico City, which 

he bequeaths to his sisters Concepción and María Elena, empowering them:

“to amass all his professional work, photography collection and sundry souvenirs ... The neces-
sary part of his property shall be sold to cover the cost of an apartment in Santiago, in which a 
sewing workshop should be installed and handed over to Miss Violeta Andrade for lifelong use. 
On the death of his sisters or of Violeta, his assets shall be transferred to the Madrid Institute 
of Hispanic Culture, so that the latter may use it for the creation of the Adolfo Mújica y Sáyago 
Editorial Fund.”

We do not know who this seamstress was or how his sisters were to deliver that property 

to a body in another country. The will is accompanied by a set of ID documents, documents on 

his stay in Buenos Aires, the “Instructions if I die”, and another similar set entitled “Material for my 

memoirs. Sundry writings of mine. Please burn without opening on my death”. The latter, which was 

opened, contained a long description of the photographic archives that he used in his lifetime, along 
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with loose handwritten papers. We do not know what prompted him to seek to erase the matter 

of the ownership of photos, although this is a recurring theme in his work, as he describes in detail. 

We know that he never quoted sources, either of drawings or of photos, but this material indicates 

who the authors were, who acted as intermediaries in their procurement, and even gives a list of 

some recent borrowings.

Another document to be destroyed clarifies some doubts that I mentioned in a previous 

publication as to whether he was actually at the excavations in Teotihuacan in the 1920s, and what he 

did there, at least as regards what he took as a basis for his drawings. He even spoke of his “friend” 

Manuel Gamio, director of those excavations, who, as we saw, was not even in Mexico at the time. This 

appears as “Testimony of Antonio Caso. Tear up when I die” and contains a letter to him from Caso, 

UNAM Rector at the time, dated 22 May 1926. It concerns the photos that the university took for 

its study of the Ciudadela of Teotihuacan by verbal agreement with the Rector on 10 January 1922, 

including photo negatives and prints “taken by the photographer of the Faculty of Higher Studies 

who was put under your orders to assist in your work.” It is interesting that he should have carried 

these matters of his youth about with him up to the day of his death.

Another handwritten document describes his attempts in December 1971 to get UNAM to 

employ him as a researcher, although he was turned down four months later, and also the steps taken 

by De la Torre Villar to help him with his trip to Spain the following year:

“and he paid the photography expenses of my recent studies of Tula and Cholula. A truck paid 
for by the National Library took me to Veracruz with my packages, and the staff drove it onto 
the quay for my packages to be put on board.”

Was he still making drawings of those sites at that age, without ever visiting them? We 

may recall that he conducted his study of Tula in the 1930s. There is also a set of photographic 

materials consisting of rolls of film, a photo of his sailor brother, and 20 albums of photos of his 

family and of ships, forming the navy archive referred to above. There are 36 boxes of various 

sizes with loose photos, chiefly of pre-Hispanic and colonial architecture, with a stamp on the 

back: “Graphic archive of F. Mújica Díez de Bonilla”, without indicating who took the photos. These 

are accompanied by some 90 envelopes of photos and negatives, on glass and acetate, familiar 

drawings, and publications by Alfred P. Maudslay, Frederick Catherwood, and other authors whose 

works served as a basis for his drawings. There are photos reproducing personal documents 

such as his architect’s degree certificate, and snapshots of his parents’ house in Barcelona and 

of other unidentified figures.

One unusual unpublished text is entitled “Art Before Cortés in Mexico. Work Done Wholly 

in Madrid”, with three pages, in which he says that “Under my direction the Société des Americanistes 

was organized and soon crossed frontiers to coordinate Americanist research in many European 

and American countries, and to hold international congresses.” This well-known society was founded 

in 1895, and although it did hold congresses that Mújica may have attended and even taken part in, 

what he meant here is unclear.

Mexican National Photo Library

In this collection there is a set of 17 drawings, of a battlement in Teotihuacan and of the ruins 

of Uxmal and Chichén Itzá, similar to other characteristic drawings of his, along with a photo of 

a stele in Tula, all dated between 1940 and 1945. The prints and photos are not yet accessible 

but they may include photos of himself taken about 1924 and another of his family in 1935. As 
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in photos he tends to be confused with his namesake, the revolutionary general Francisco José 

Múgica, these are at present impossible to identify. The same goes for a 1924 photo with a group 

of “Argentinean gauchos”.

UNAM Historical Archive, Mexico City

The Mexican National Autonomous University (UNAM) archive contains references to Mújica, to his 

father, and to studies conducted by both. Francisco is identified as the son of Adolfo Mújica y Sáyago 

and Guadalupe Díez de Bonilla. In 1909 he was living in Tacubaya with his mother while his father was at 

Antwerp, Belgium, with a posting at the embassy. His national preparatory school certificate says he had 

arrived from the Barcelona General and Technical School, where he had begun his studies. He received his 

primary education in Mexico City and later in Spain, owing to another of his father’s changes of address.

Amparo Museum, Mexico

The museum housing the Amparo legacy holds a single lithograph of Mújica. It is the large perspective 

portrait that he included in his book on skyscrapers published in 1929, measuring 47 by 718 cm, kept 

on public show as a print.

Archive of the Ethnography Museum of Buenos Aires, Argentina

Mújica lived for nearly five years in Buenos Aires. First with his father as Mexican consul in 1910 

(attending the La Salle School from 4 July), then in 1920 (from March) and again in 1921 (from 

November), though we do not know how long he stayed each time, as these are details from a sheet in 

the Mexican National Library. As his father held a consular position for the whole region of southern 

Latin America, their moves were continual, especially as the family was based always in Santiago de 

Chile. As an adult he re-entered the country in August 1940, travelled to Chile in May 1941, where 

he stayed until July 1947 (in which year his archive was purchased), then returned in March 1948 

(the purchase of the archive was completed on 29 June and officially published on 7 August), and 

he returned in February and March 1949 (two consecutive entries?), although he settled in Chile in 

June of that year, up to January of the following one. In his “Buenos Aires University Papers” he says 

he was Extraordinary Professor from March 1949 to October 1952.

There is an inventory of the material handed over to Buenos Aires University pursuant to Presidential 

Decree 28,452 of 29 June 1948 for the $300,000 archive purchase for the Faculty of Philosophy and 

Literature. This material is kept, albeit incomplete, in that Faculty’s Ethnography Museum. It had consisted 

of 10 drawings of Neo-American architecture, 269 drawn and original prints, about 1,000 photos, some 

50 “graphic documents”, six prints on what he called the vibración-semilla (the “originating pulse”), five 

texts of 264 pages, some 1,600 photos of Mexican colonial architecture and some 1,700 of Mexican 

folk art, ethnography, and customs. The record indicates a total figure of 4,569 photos. To this we should 

add a donation made in 1949 of “six plaster casts of various archaeological sculptures and reliefs, an 

original drawing, 184 photographic negatives and 1,159 postcards and photo reproductions”. After he 

ceased working for the Ethnography Museum in 1952, the work of his left behind overlapped with the 

above, and the only addition was a series of plans that had been specifically commissioned. Sadly not all 
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of this material has been kept, or else some items may be kept in different repositories.

The set of material left in Buenos Aires, whether or not it was duplicated or is to some extent 

similar to what was kept in Lima, is on a monumental scale irrespective of what is missing, for each 

drawing executed with the fine dotting technique would have taken hours of effort and is of great 

technical quality. The pencil drawings are also of a delicacy rarely achieved in such work. There is 

also a large set of photos, with copies of work by photographers such as Kahlo or Brehme, as well 

as from the Mexican Anthropology Institute (INAH), UNAM, and private collectors.

Archive at the Hispanic Library of the International Development 
Cooperation Agency (AECID), Madrid, Spain

During 1955 Mújica contacted Alfredo Sánchez Bella, director of the Hispanic Culture Institute in 

Madrid. We assume this was when he was living in Lima, of which time we lack details, but this is 

the period when he managed to have his archive purchased by the National Anthropology Museum. 

His intention was that the greater part of his archives should go to Spain, which was never fully 

achieved, as further to the donation this involved the payment of 200,000 pesetas and the erection 

of a monumental building, his “Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus”, 

on which he had been working ever since he exhibited an early design in Chile in 1920. This contact 

seems to be have been thwarted by the discontinuation of Sánchez Bella’s posting the following year.

Mújica renewed this initiative repeatedly in 1972-75, insisting on the idea of a donation including 

his house in Chile, along with his photos and prints, though the collection was no longer as extensive 

as supposed and consisted largely of reproductions. In these years his Temple project was extended to 

include Columbus, and he proposed building it with the money that he would be paid. In 1974 he handed 

over his collection of naval photos to the Madrid Naval Museum, where they are archived. It was due to 

these setbacks that he finally left a large set of papers, in particular personal ones, in the Mexico Library.

Interestingly this is now the only collection of prints of Mexican colonial and historic art 

compiled by Mújica, as the ones in Buenos Aires have gone missing, though it is true that they are 

reproductions of previous engravings by Pedro Gualdi, Casimiro Castro, and other well-known 

illustrators and engravers. There are also photos by Guillermo Kahlo, postcards, and photos whose 

authors are unidentified. Then there are postcards and photos of modern architecture, and finally 

the huge set of material for his Temple, on which he worked for 50 years.

It is amazing to think that he intended to build this huge ensemble on an urban scale, reminiscent 

of the 1920s, just as Spain was embarking on a process of modernization. This archive, except for this 

last component and the Mexican Navy material, suffers from the same shortcomings as the others, 

as it consists largely of reproductions of material left behind elsewhere.

Germany

The collection of Mújica’s work that remained at the Ibero-American Institute in Berlin is probably 

the product of his intention to mount an exhibition of his drawings there in 1974, when he saw that 

he would be unable to do so in Spain. What remained was a CV, 8 drawings, various press cuttings 
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on his work, and 15 photos. In that year he wrote from Berkeley to various German institutions.

United States

The letters that remain in the United States are at the University of California’s Bancroft Library in 

Berkeley. There are two boxes with 39 letters both from and to Mújica, dated 1956-79; letters sent 

from 1961-79 and letters received from 1977-79. We know that he was in the US, but the dates 

are hazy. He may have been there first in 1926 but there is no proof other than his own unreliable 

references to two exhibitions, one in Washington and another in New York. There are concrete 

references to a trip from Barcelona to Berkeley in 1974-75. What is for sure is that these letters exist, 

that in several he requests photographic material or consults people who had excavated in Mexico 

in former years, and in others he proposes exhibiting his material. This correspondence must be the 

last set of his life, as there are letters dated from shortly before his death in 1979. For some reason 

the Bancroft Library repository is marked “Donation of his legacy 1981?”. There is no sign of any 

interest in acquiring or exhibiting the material.

Conclusions

Mújica, like anyone who generates art and knowledge, was concerned that his work should be conserved 

for the future. This is a laudable wish liable to enrich cultural heritage. But the task is not simple, as 

the vicissitudes experienced by us all and the peculiarities of individuals make it complex. Mújica was 

a man bound up in the past, working on it and creating with it while also becoming entrenched in 

his own, in his youthful work and in his project to create a great archive of Mexican culture as he 

conceived it, which engrossed him and also paralyzed him.

He explored two avenues: one was that of drawing the pre-Hispanic legacy, detail by detail, 

with a rigorous finesse, though as he refused to produce art, such drawing lost its value, as it could be 

replaced by photography such as he himself used as a source. This undermined his work’s interest for 

third parties, as it thus contributed little to knowledge of the past while systematically reproducing (out 

of context) the work of researchers whom he never cited. The photos and postcards that he used by 

the thousand formed an archive in themselves which, like his drawings, needed only explanatory notes, 

which he never supplied. This may account for his subdued quarrels with Ignacio Marquina in Mexico, 

who from 1928 used the same drawings to illustrate his books on pre-Columbian architecture, and 

with José Imbelloni in Argentina, who, in addition to who he was as an individual, demanded that his 

work have an academic function, which led to Mújica leaving the country. His was a huge, titanic task, 

repeated over and over, whose value ended up being aesthetic rather than scientific – though if he 

had seen it that way, things would surely been different. For archaeological and architectural history 

institutions, this arduous, solitary task contributed little to science. Art, by contrast, which might have 

been his great outlet, he always rejected.

In his youth he was part of an architectural movement that looked to the past with a view to 

constructing a modernity without forsaking its roots. But without a theoretical apparatus, it was just 

another neo-style, albeit American rather than European. But it neither connected with any existing, 

preceding movement nor worked alongside contemporary ones. The style was a worthy American 

endeavor arising in the late 19th century and continuing into the early 20th century, but which 

by 1930 had had its day. Mújica persisted with it, maintaining until his death his projected Temple, 
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which was magnificent as a drawing and a design – not unique in its time –, but probably the most 

monumental of its kind. Yet like all other such designs it was not viable. Half a century later he was 

still seeking to have it built in Madrid, but there was no place for it. His 1929 book on skyscrapers 

was monumental in its format and its drawings, but contributed no new architecture, as the style 

already existed including in the United States, which was the model. His drawings were exceptional, 

but the limited circulation of their private editions and their narrow focus on ornamental models 

made them less significant than they might have been.

In order to be able to finance these tasks he sold collections of his drawings, which meant he 

had to redraw the same subjects again and again in order to keep his collection complete, which was 

impracticable, and as archaeology progressed he needed new photos of every find, which he never 

ceased to solicit until shortly before his death, but ultimately this too was impracticable. Even with 

his skyscraper book he had money problems: of the 500 copies, he could access only 150 owing to 

non-payment, and the remainder were lost, apparently during the war.

Any archive has to become complete at some point, but Mújica was unable to stop. He lived 

spread about many places, seeking, offering, and always needing space to exhibit his work as well as 

money for an interminable oeuvre, important early on but of little interest half a century later. And he 

was less relevant still in his own country, Mexico, as he belonged to neither the institutional nor the 

artistic establishment. Likewise in his “spiritual homeland”, the still conservative and Catholic Spain. 

Yet his oeuvre, if it had been kept whole, in a single version, would have been an excellent illustration 

of its time and a monumental collection – a museum in itself. He could have been a fine artist but 

he did not wish to be; he could have been a good archaeologist or have worked with them with his 

rare eye for detail, but he was unable to or did not wish to be; he could have compiled the greatest 

photographic collection of his time, with his own photos and those of others, but for him photos 

were just instruments for his drawings, except in the case of warships.

Today, thanks to modern media, a large part at least of this jumble of documents can now be 

assembled, allowing us to appreciate in full the magnificent work of a rare character on this continent.
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T 

 

he recovery of the past in the present has, through history and in artistic matters, been one of 

the most notable features of American art, especially in the contemporary age, and from the years of 

emancipation. In this spectrum, contemporary depictions of the pre-Columbian period in historical 

painting have been common especially in Mexico, recurring often in 19th-century art, with indigenous 

legends being recreated or imageries reconstructed from testimonies conserved from ancient times. 

Artists, assisted by considerable freedom in the “invention” of scenarios, focused on portraying the 

everyday life of former American civilizations, their activities, their rituals, and their architectures, 

normally with an approach avoiding controversial areas – refraining, for example, from portraying 

strife between tribes prior to the advent of the Spaniards. In other countries we also find significant 

testimonies along these lines.

From this period we should mention paintings such as The Funeral of Atahualpa by the Peruvian 

Luis Montero in Florence in 1864-67,32 or An Episode of the Conquest (1877) by the Mexican Félix Parra. 

Both compositions, like others of the period interpreting pre-Columbian episodes, the “discovery”, 

or the conquest seek to reconstruct the architecture of the settings where those scenes took place, 

following the structural and ornamental patterns of the known preserved archaeological ensembles, 

either directly or, more often, from engravings or photos.

In all these works, imagination and “invention” played a vital part, making up for a lack of reliable 

testimony that might have permitted more accurate recreations of those former times. By then, 

archaeological remains, chiefly of the Mayas, had been widely portrayed in the works of European 

travelers,33 as in the cases, among others, of the Austrian count Jean Frédéric Waldeck in 183834 or 

the Englishman Frederick Catherwood, who between late 1839 and mid-1840, accompanying the 

traveler John Lloyd Stephens, depicted sites such as Copán, Chichén Itzá, Kabah, Labná, or the Castle 

of Tulum in artwork published in Stephens’s work entitled Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas 

and Yucatan (1841).35

The second half of the century saw many major new expeditions by specialist historians and 

illustrators to the Mexican archaeological sites with the aim of studying, annotating, and photographing 
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the remains conserved along with their urbanism, their architecture, and their symbolic iconography. 

These journeys would then be complemented with the publication of books and manuals to disseminate 

such “discoveries”. Moreover, in the artistic sphere, print reproductions gave access to a great range 

of ornamental elements liable to be applied in the work of architects, sculptors, and painters.

This latter feature became common currency at the universal exhibitions that began with 

the London Exhibition of 1851. Latin American references and participation in them came relatively 

late, with notable examples such as the life-size model of the Temple of Quetzalcoatl in Xochicalco 

produced by Léon Mehedin for the Paris Exhibition of 1867, or Peru’s participation in the Paris 

Exhibition of 1878 with a neo-pre-Hispanic pavilion built by the French architect Alfred Lambert 

Vaudoyer. These early exemplars reflect the use of photos and engravings of archaeological remains 

previously circulated through illustrated books and magazines. The fascination with these depictions 

reached growing heights, as may be seen in the designs of the French sculptor Frédéric Bartholdi for 

his 1886 New York masterwork the Statue of Liberty, which in draft versions stood upon a pedestal 

inspired by a Mayan pyramid.36

These neo-pre-Hispanic types keenly admired from abroad gradually began to be regarded 

also in the places of origin, though here the trend arrived relatively late. It was commemorative 

monuments that first exhibited not just indigenist features, as in the early statues of Cuauhtémoc 

(1869) in Paseo de la Viga in Mexico City37 or of the Inca Pachacutec in the square that was to bear 

his name in Cuzco (c. 1880), but also pedestals evoking the languages of pre-Columbian art, as in the 

case of the paradigmatic Monument to Cuauhtémoc in Paseo de la Reforma inaugurated in 1887 at 

the time when President Porfirio Díaz, after his return to power in 1884, was promoting pre-Hispanic 

styles as a nationalist cultural policy.38 This monument was built by Francisco M. Jiménez and the main 

statue was by the sculptor Miguel Noreña.

In 1889, for the Paris Universal Exhibition,39 both the Ecuadorian and Mexican pavilions 

employed pre-Hispanic references for their representative image. The former, designed by Georges 

Chedanne, built by M. Paquin, and with sculptural reliefs by René Fugière, reproduced an Incan sun 

temple. The latter was conceived by the historian Antonio Peñafiel40 and the architect Antonio Anza 

with sculptural contributions by Jesús F. Contreras, and its walls bore a diverse compendium of Aztec 

and Mayan cultural features which the designers themselves acknowledged having taken from the 

books of travelers such as Kingsborough, Waldeck, Dupaix, Charnay, and Chavero.41 In 1894 in Oaxaca 

the monument to Benito Juárez was installed on a great neo-pre-Hispanic pedestal with the evident 

intention of linking a figure of the immediate past with Native American blood such as Juárez to the 

pre-Columbian past.42 As recommended by Peñafiel, the monument was built by the architects Carlos 

Herrera and Agustín Amezcua, along with the sculptor Eduardo Concha.43

The works mentioned above and also others commissioned in the late 19th century showed 

a palpable interest in reclaiming the pre-Columbian past in the art and architecture of the time. As 

36  Various authors . Liberty. The French-American Statue in Art and History . New York, The New York Public Library, 1986 .
37  Transferred in 1922 to the atrium of the Metropolitan Cathedral .
38  Ramírez, Fausto . “Vertientes nacionalistas en el modernismo” . In El Nacionalismo y el Arte Mexicano, IX Coloquio de Historia del Arte . 

Mexico City, UNAM, 1986 .
39  In one of its attractions, the “History of human habitation”, located by the Eiffel Tower, Charles Garnier built an “Aztec house” and 

an “Incan house”, in a sign of the interest generated by such architecture at these events .
40  Peñafiel, Antonio . Explication de L’Edifice Mexicain à L’Exposition Internationale de Paris. Barcelona, Editorial Espasa y Cía, 1889 . The 

following year he published Monumentos del arte mexicano antiguo . Berlin, A . Asher and Co ., 1890 . 3 vols .
41  De la Maza, Francisco . “La arquitectura nacional” . In Del neoclasicismo al art nouveau . Mexico City, Sepsetentas, 1965 .
42  See Gutiérrez Viñuales, Rodrigo . “Arquitectura historicista de raíces prehispánicas”, op . cit .
43  Villalobos Audiffred, Hiram . “Intenciones del monumento a Benito Juárez (1894-1897): entre estilos académicos y neoprehispánicos, 

imperios y monarquías, discursos liberales y conflictos religiosos” . Potestas, Castellón de la Plana, Universitat Jaume I, No 21, July 
2022, p . 82 .
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regards neo-pre-Hispanic architecture, though the American country with the largest concentration 

of specimens before the end of the 19th century was Mexico, there were isolated projects elsewhere, 

such as the building of a neo-Aztec pantheon in Santiago de Chile in 1893 for the family of Nazario 

Elguin by the Italian architect Tebaldo Brugnoli. In that same year, at the World’s Columbian Exposition 

in Chicago, the director of the archaeological section Frederick Putnam had the Anthropology Building 

present ornamentation based on Mayan ruins, executed by Edward Thompson, US consul in Mérida, 

who had conducted several explorations and taken part in excavations. This was another precursor 

for a fascination which, as Marjorie Ingle44 and Ruth Anne Phillips45 rightly note, was to spawn multiple 

neo-pre-Hispanic structures in the United States over the first half of the 20th century, closely linked 

to Hollywood sceneries with which there was reciprocal influence, as also occurred with Egyptian, 

Islamic, or Spanish-style architectures. Architects of modernity such as Frank Lloyd Wright himself were 

to infuse several of their major works of those years with the influence of archaeological remains,46 as 

is discernible at Hollyhock House (1920) in Hollywood, clearly inspired by the Temple of Palenque.47

By then, neo-pre-Hispanic architecture was having a new lease of life in Latin American countries, 

after a temporary decline. Indeed, its heyday of the late 19th century had waned and ceased by about 

1910, the year of Mexico’s Centenary and also of its Revolution. As regards our subject here, a lively 

debate had arisen as to whether it was appropriate to erect contemporary buildings according to 

the patterns of pre-Columbian architecture. Certain critical voices prevailed to an extent, asserting 

that such initiatives should be abandoned given that the needs of the day could not be subordinated 

to architectural types of the past, though accepting the possibility of pre-Hispanic ornamentation 

being used on certain non-utilitarian buildings, such as commemorative monuments.48

A new blow was struck in 1900 by the seminal work Las ruinas de Mitla y la arquitectura nacional 

by Manuel F. Álvarez, who lambasted ornamentalism with a foresight anticipating the controversies 

of the 1920s:

“Lately we have seen the emergence of Aztec letters, as if the Indians had known the alphabet 
and in the Middle Ages there had not been letters with ornaments similar to our own, as may be 
seen in Jones’s The Grammar of Ornament. We have also seen a Zapotec piano, as if at that time 
the piano had existed, and which, in place of its proper form, fitting and elegant, has been built as 
a coarse and heavy object with meanders on its panels, as if we could call ourselves Aztec throu-
gh having an Aztec medallion on our watch chains. We may yet see an Aztec tramcar – because 
Indian meanders have been painted on its bodywork. Let there be no more such improper and 
even ridiculous uses and rather let us disseminate the art of drawing so as to understand and 
appreciate the beauty of art, to treat it appropriately and to seek to develop it, and to attain the 
ideal of what is useful, true, and beautiful – that trinity of art.49 ”

44  Ingle, Marjorie . The Mayan Revival Style. Art Deco Mayan Fantasy . Salt Lake City, Peregrine Smith Books, 1984 .
45  Phillips, Ruth Anne . “Pre-Columbian Revival”: Defining and Exploring a U.S. Architectural Style, 1910-1940 . Doctoral thesis . New York, 

City University of New York, 2007 .
46  By then Frank Lloyd Wright had built the Kehl Dance Academy in Madison, Wisconsin (1912), using pre-Columbian motifs; his 

most notable project along these lines would be the Aline Barnsdall residential complex in Hollywood, California, which design was 
based on Herbert Spinden’s book A Study of Maya Art, published in 1913 by the Peabody Museum of American Archaeology and 
Ethnology at Harvard University . After returning from Japan, in the 1920s Wright built other Californian residences also with pre-
Columbian motifs . In 1925 he designed the Gordon Strong Planetarium in Sugar Loaf Mountain, Maryland, inspired by the Chichén 
Itzá Observatory .

47  Braun, Barbara . Pre-Columbian Art and the Post-Columbian World. Ancient American Sources of Modern Art . New York, Harry N . Abrams 
Inc ., 2000, pp . 151-167 .

48  Tepoztecaconetzin Calquetzani . “Bellas Artes . Arquitectura, Arqueología y Arquitectura Mexicanas” . In El Arte y la Ciencia, 1899 . 
Repr .: Rodríguez Prampolini, Ida . La crítica de arte en México en el siglo XIX, 2nd ed . Mexico City, UNAM, 1997, vol . III, pp . 377-380 .

49  Cf .: Álvarez, Manuel F . “Creación de una arquitectura nacional” . In Las ruinas de Mitla y la arquitectura nacional . Mexico City, 1900, 
pp . 273-282 .
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* * * * *

The rejoinder to this criticism emerged a few years later from Yucatán. Due either to influence from 

the north via architectural journals or to this being the epicenter of Mayan culture, the architect 

Manuel Amábilis set about reviving neo-Mayan architecture in that region and in particular in its 

capital, Mérida. After the extended parenthesis brought by the Revolution, the neo-style was reborn 

in structures such as the facade of a Masonic lodge (c. 1915-1920) in the former church known 

as Dulce Nombre de Jesús or Jesús María, or the Rendón Peniche Sanatorium (1919). The former 

featured a prominent representation of feathered serpents taken from Mayan architecture (such as 

the Temple of the Warriors at Chichén Itzá), which was to be iconic in many neo-Mayan buildings from 

then on – there, in the US, and elsewhere. Other outstanding examples were the Casa del Pueblo in 

Mérida, built in 1928 by Ángel Bachini, exhibiting a whole array of indigenous features both on the 

exterior and inside, including the mosaics of the entrance hall decorated with geometric masks, and 

in the following year, the Mexican pavilion at the Seville Ibero-American Exhibition in “Toltec style”, 

as it was described by Amábilis, its designer.

At the other end of the continent, in the context of the 1st Pan-American Congress of Architects 

held in Montevideo, Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla won a gold medal for an Archaeological Study 

including a design for an Aztec Museum.50 In Argentina, designs such as that for the American Mausoleum 

(1920) by Héctor Greslebin and Ángel Pascual51 (also presented at the same congress in Montevideo), 

and above all those by the latter for a Neo-Aztec Mansion (1921) and a Neo-Aztec Bedroom (1922), 

oddly consisting mainly of Mayan elements,52 reflect the infatuation with developing these themes.

Soon afterwards, in Peru, a design was approved for a Monument to Manco Capac, built on a 

pre-Hispanic pedestal by the sculptor David Lozano and inaugurated in 1926, having been donated 

by the resident Japanese community for Peru’s centenary of independence. Architects such as Manuel 

Piqueras Cotolí, Ricardo de Jaxa Malachowski, Héctor Velarde, Emilio Harth-Terré, or Enrique Seoane 

Ros were also prominent exponents of the trend. And from Bolivia there were notable works such 

as the Bolivian Pavilion at the Ghent Exhibition (1913) or the Tiawanaku Museum in La Paz (c. 1920) 

in neo-Tiahuanaco style by the architect Arturo Posnansky. One key figure was Emilio Villanueva, 

designer in 1928 of the Hernando Siles Stadium, with an architectural structure reflecting his academic 

background but with ornamental iconography based on the Gateway of the Sun at Tiahuanaco, with 

step motifs and friezes with jagged forms.53

* * * * *

In the late 1920s, coinciding with the New York stock market crash and the resultant international 

economic crisis, three events of significance occurred for this neo-pre-Columbian and monumentalist 

narrative: the design competition for the Columbus Lighthouse in Santo Domingo (1927-1931), the 

50  Schávelzon, Daniel; Tomasi, Jorge . La imagen de América. Los dibujos de arqueología americana de Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla . 
Buenos Aires, Ediciones Fundación Ceppa, 2005, p . 14 .

51  This unusual and eclectic design combined elements from Mexico City, Yucatán and Tiahuanaco, constituting perhaps the first 
example of acculturation of pre-Hispanic origin, between Aztec, Maya, and Inca, seeking to create an “American Renaissance”, in 
its designers’ words . “The choice of subject fell upon a funerary theme, a ‘mausoleum’, as this was the subject most widely covered 
in the bibliography referred to . . . The mausoleum was to be not a chulpa or a huaca but rather a modern burial site, in a setting 
whose forms would be harmony with its own so that the uniformity of the monumental ensemble would make the characteristic 
outline distinctive from afar .” Greslebin, Héctor, and Pascual, Ángel . “Mausoleo americano . Primer Premio . X Salón de Bellas Artes” . 
El Arquitecto, Buenos Aires, vol . I, No 12, November 1920, p . 236 .

52  Produced with E . Schmidt-Klugkist, who received an Honorable Diploma at the Buenos Aires Decoration Fair of that year .
53  Querejazu, Pedro . “El arte . Bolivia en pos de sí misma and del encuentro con el mundo” . In various authors . Bolivia en el siglo XX. 

La formación de la Bolivia Contemporánea . La Paz, Ed . Harvard Club de Bolivia, 1999, pp . 553-583 .
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Seville Ibero-American Exhibition (1929), and the publication of the only book by Francisco Mújica 

Díez de Bonilla, History of the Skyscraper (1929).

Regarding the Columbus Lighthouse, the original idea had been launched in 1852 by the 

Dominican writer Antonio del Monte y Tejada, proposing the erection of a lighthouse as a monument. 

The idea was taken up in 1914 by the American William Ellis Pulliam but crystalized only in 1923, on 

the holding in Santiago de Chile of the 5th International Conference of American States. In 1927 the 

Pan American Union launched an international competition to which 452 designs were submitted. 

The jury consisted of four architects: Albert Kelsey (who had built the Pan American Union Building 

in Washington), Raymond Hood (for the United States), Eliel Saarinen (for Europe), and the Uruguayan 

Horacio Acosta y Lara (for Latin America). Oddly, among the ten finalists and the ten honorable 

mentions there were no projects from Latin Americans, though well-known practitioners such as 

Brazilian Flávio de Rezende Carvalho or the Argentinean Manuel Torres Armengol, both proposing 

pre-Hispanic designs, the Mexican Carlos Obregón Santacilia, or the Peruvian Héctor Velarde, among 

others, submitted designs of interest. Some reputable Europeans were also left out, such as the 

Frenchman Tony Garnier. The ten finalists included the Spaniards Joaquín Vaquero Palacios and Luis 

Moya Blanco, ultimately ranked third.

 Several of the proposals featured pre-Columbian details, as we know from the published 

program and rules for the competition’s second stage (1931) in which Albert Kelsey analyzed several of 

the designs submitted in 84 “glimpses”, irrespective of whether the designs had been selected. Among 

the Spanish proposals, as well as the design by Vaquero Palacios and Luis Moya, we may mention that 

of Francisco Javier Ferrero y Husía (Madrid), proposing “a giant cactus-organ” with a great figure 

of Coatlicue in front which Kelsey described as a “reproduction of one of the most notorious and 

horrific monuments of aboriginal antiquity”,54 concluding that Ferrero “has managed to produce ... a 

very clear picture of what American culture was before the advent of white men and what it might be 

today, enriched by the latter”.55 Moreover, the design submitted by Agustín Ballesteros (Madrid) had 

a plinth structure evidently inspired by Mayan pyramids, on which stood the pillar-lighthouse.56 In this 

connection we may recall that one of the requirements was that the monument “should contain at 

least one great lamp”, and “should not exceed a total height of 600 feet ... As well as the installation 

of a light fixture to cast powerful beams over a great distance, every resource of the modern art of 

lighting should be used to achieve an effect that makes the Columbus Lighthouse as interesting at 

night as it is during the day.”57

 Reinterpretations of Mayan pyramids, as in the aforesaid design by Ballesteros, served a 

purpose both structural and symbolic. This device had already been used in the 19th century in 

projects mentioned above, such as the Statue of Liberty in New York. In the lighthouse competition 

it was used by architects such as Manuel de Tapia Ruano, Luis Varela, and Manuel Copado (Havana), or 

Frederick Hodgdon (Chicago), among others. In Buenos Aires a few years later, in 1933, the sculptor 

Pablo Tosto mounted an exhibition with 29 different sketches conceived as designs for monuments 

to the unknown soldier, most notably including one on a huge, almost utopian scale featuring a great 

neo-Mayan step pyramid.58 In that same year, in Mexico City, work began on the Monumento a la Raza, 

54  Kelsey, Albert . Program and Rules of the Second Competition for the Selection of an Architect for the Monumental Lighthouse which the 
Nations of the World will Erect in the Dominican Republic to the Memory of Christopher Columbus. Washington, Pan-American Union, 
1931, p . 61 .

55  Ibid ., p . 62 .
56  Ibid ., p . 79 .
57  Kelsey, Albert . Program and Rules of the Competition for the Selection of an Architect for the Monumental Lighthouse which the Nations 

of the World will Erect in the Dominican Republic to the Memory of Christopher Columbus. Washington, Pan-American Union, 1928, p . 
18 .

58  Tosto, Pablo . Antografía escultórica, 1914-1964 . Buenos Aires, Librería Hachette, 1966, pp . 125-142 and 171 .
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a pyramid built by the architect Luis Lelo de Larrea to a design by the engineer Francisco Borbolla, 

inaugurated in 1940.

 Returning to the Columbus Lighthouse competition, in that wave of neo-Mexicanism, the 

design by Arnold Perreton (Durham, New Hampshire, US) included on the sides of its pillars the 

paradigmatic serpents of Chichén Itzá as motifs, albeit stylized in keeping with the monument’s 

verticality.59 That same archaeological site was alluded to in the design by the Chilean Rodolfo A. 

Oyarzún Philippi, with a reference to El Caracol.60

 Most of the designs were notable for their verticality, as befits a lighthouse. But oddly the final 

award made in Río de Janeiro in 1931 was for a rather squat design, by the English architect Joseph Lea 

Gleave, aged just 21. The Peruvian architect Emilio Harth-Terré promptly criticized the monument’s 

markedly horizontal character, saying “the symbol will remain so close to the earth, so attached to 

this lowly crust, that it will make us think only that here is yet another of the structures which the 

Saxon temperament erects around the world as milestones of its dominion.”61 The construction of 

the winning project was delayed by almost six decades and it was finally built in the context of the 

commemoration of the so-called Discovery of America; Roberto Segre summed it up as follows: 

“What was retrograde in 1929 is only more so in 1992.”62

As to the Seville Ibero-American Exhibition, this proved to be one of the greatest showcases 

of Spanish and American revivalist architecture, and moreover most of the American country 

pavilions are still preserved. The architect from Lugo Manuel Piqueras Cotolí designed the Peruvian 

pavilion in neo-Peruvian style, integrating neo-pre-Columbian with neo-colonial, as can also be seen 

in that of Colombia, by the Sevillian architect José Granados de la Vega, who took inspiration from 

the country’s religious architecture, limiting “indigenous” input to purely decorative features in the 

form of profuse iconography with Chibchan roots devised by the Bogotan sculptor Rómulo Rozo. 

Granados de la Vega was also responsible for producing the Guatemalan pavilion, with ceramics by 

the Sevillian Ramos Rejano factory, which produced a fine set of tiles with neo-Mayan ornamentation. 

Manuel Amábilis, from Mérida (Mexico), was responsible, as mentioned, for the design of the Mexican 

pavilion in “Toltec” style.

Amid all this, Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla, after winning a gold medal at the 1st Pan-

American Congress of Architects (Montevideo, 1920), was honored again at the 2nd Congress (Santiago 

de Chile, 1923) for a “public monument in the form of a museum”, possibly the seed of what was 

to become his Temple to the Glory of American Art, a project included in History of the Skyscraper 

(1929), which he had previously presented at various exhibitions on either side of the Atlantic.63 This 

was a monumentalist proposal along the lines, as we have seen, of various other neo-pre-Columbian 

designs toward the end of the decade. But in his book Mújica Díez de Bonilla went further, proposing 

the application of primitive American architecture and its ornaments to the skyscraper, with the use 

of reinforced concrete.64

Mújica did not get to see any of his fantastical projects built. He was to rework the above 

design, turning it into a Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus, seeking in 

vain, up to the mid-1970s, to persuade the Spanish authorities to have it built, taking the approaching 

59  Kelsey, Albert, op . cit ., 1931, p . 79 .
60  Ibid ., p . 131 .
61  Harth-Terré, Emilio . “El Faro a la Memoria de Cristóbal Colón” . Arte y Decoración, Havana, year I, No 5, December 1931, pp . 48-49 .
62  Segre, Roberto . Arquitectura antillana del siglo XX . Bogotá, Editorial Arte y Literatura, Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2003 . p . 

145 .
63  Schávelzon, Daniel; Tomasi, Jorge, op . cit ., pp . 18-19 .
64  On the subject of skyscrapers with pre-Columbian reminiscences, see Carranza, Luis E . . “La arquitectura prehispánica en el imaginario 

moderno” . Arquine: revista internacional de arquitectura, Mexico City, No 38, 2006, pp . 78-91 .
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Fifth Centenary as a pretext. Yet of the various commemorative designs which, like his, underwent 

so many vicissitudes over the decades, only the Columbus Lighthouse would actually be built for 

that momentous date.
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EPILOGUE 





THE «TEMPLE TO THE GLORY OF AMERICA AND THE 
EPIC VOYAGE OF COLUMBUS». PETRIFIED HISTORY OF 
THE FORMATIVE PROCESS OF THE HISPANIC WORLD

María Blanco Conde

Collection Conservator 
Spanish International Development Cooperation Agency (AECID)

1  Letter from the ICH Director to the Director General for Customs at the Ministry of Finance seeking authorization for the 
consignment’s admission to Customs at Barcelona and exemption from duty as cultural material . Signed 14 June 1972 .

2  Instituto de Cultura Hispánica, so called from 1947 to 1977 . In 1978, by Royal Decree, it was renamed Instituto de Cultura 
Iberoamericana (ICI), until 1987, when it became the AECID Agency .

3  De Miranda, F . “Cultura azteca en Madrid” . ABC, Madrid, 25 November 1972 .
4  Blanco Conde, María . “El Archivo ‘Mujica’: Fondo gráfico de la Biblioteca Hispánica de la AECID” . In the blog La Reina de los mares, 

hypotheses .org, 3 April 2018: https://reinamares.hypotheses.org/17036
5  Dated 1 July 1974 . Donation of the Graphic Archive of the Navies of Mexico, Argentina, Chile, Cuba, Peru, and Uruguay, signed by 

the donor and the Director of the Naval Museum, Captain José Luis Morales Hernández .

T 

 

hese grandiose headings were the titles of the chief architectural design of the Mexican 

Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla (1899-1979), who, after 13 years of arrangements, as of the late 

1950s in Buenos Aires, arrived in Barcelona on June 30, 1972 on the ship “Bibi” with 110 packages, 

weighing some 8 tons, en route to Madrid.1 In the port he was received by the director of the library 

of the Hispanic Culture Institute (ICH),2 José Ibáñez Cerdá. The Mexican architect was confidently 

expecting to place a copy of his archive at the Institute, then directed by Gregorio Marañón Moya. 

He was also concerned to keep in contact with other bodies linked to his aspirations, such as the 

Madrid Museum of America. The news of this donation being made to the Institute appeared in one 

of the country’s foremost newspapers a few months after Mújica’s arrival in Spain.3

The so-called “Mújica” archive, part of the collection of the AECID Biblioteca Hispánica library, 

had been kept quietly in store from its receipt in 1974, when the Agency was known as Instituto de 

Cultura Hispánica, to 2016. Subsequently, once its contents had been looked into, an article4 appeared 

on its background, accompanying documents, and constituent items: correspondence, black and white 

photocopies, enlarged print photos, old postcards, etc. – a set of over a thousand graphic elements 

divided into six sections by its creator.

The donation of the archive was requested, following many pleas to senior ICH officials, while 

Mújica was living at the Residencia de Estudiantes in Madrid, from his arrival to the end of December 

1974. This was never really more than an intention, and the Institute’s apathy and disinterest, despite 

paying some of his bills, finally wore Mújica down, and two years after his stay in Madrid he ended up, 

for lack of funds, at Berkeley University (California), after many stops along the way, leaving part of 

his consignment here – as far as we know from the documentation found, these copies and another 

photographic archive at the Madrid Naval Museum.5
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Plan for the Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus. Source: Spanish Agency for International 
Development Cooperation. Library (Code No 1P-3F 3524).

Exterior of the Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus. Source: Spanish Agency for 
International Development Cooperation. Library (Code No 1P-3F 3525).
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Rendering of the exterior of the Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus. Detail of the last 
pavilion. Source: Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation. Library (Code No 1P-3F 3528).
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Rendering of the exterior of the Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus. Detail of the top 
with friezes inspired by Uxmal. Source: Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation. Library (Code No 
1P-3F 3540).

Rendering of the exterior of the Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus. Full side view. 
Source: Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation. Library (Code No 1P-3F 3535).

Rendering of the exterior of the 
Temple to the Glory of America 
and the Epic Voyage of Columbus. 
Axonometric side view. Source: 
Spanish Agency for International 
Development Cooperation. Library 
(Code No 1P-3F 3536).
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The chief aim of Mújica’s stay in Spain was to make a sale in the guise of a donation. The 

archive also included his great architectural design, the Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic 

Voyage of Columbus, which, judging by the prints, was wholly impracticable – although, according 

to his profound and ultraconservative beliefs, its construction would have performed a significant 

sociocultural function. To this design he devoted the fifth volume of the archive,6 with 47 prints 

(photocopies).

The design had a hybrid architectural character which had long since gone out of fashion. In the 

early decades of the 20th century in southern California, an architecture arose in what was known 

as “neo-Mayan style”, and Spain conserves examples of something similar, such as the Peruvian and 

Mexican pavilions built for the Seville Ibero-American Exhibition (1929).

Despite being an archive consisting of photographic enlargements and copies, it is an interesting 

documentary source for observing the significance of photography from the late 19th century and 

through the 20th century in archaeology and art history. Highly useful, in any event, for observing the 

subjects’ state of preservation, changes occurring with the passage of time, restorations, etc. Mújica’s 

selection of Mexican archaeological remains over history shows a thorough knowledge of the various 

Mexican cultures from the pre-Hispanic period to the mid-20th century.

The graphic elements of the architectural design described by the author himself as “artworks 

with value of their own” were originally drawn in ink and painted in watercolors probably between 1926 

and 1928. Despite their being photocopies, Mújica wished to have a permanent hall at the Museum of 

America devoted to showing these “drawings”, and to this end he met with the museum’s then director, 

Carlos Martínez Barbeito (1913-1997), who, like Luis González Robles (1916-2003), ICH exhibitions 

curator, declined the offer and contested Mújica’s assertions. The material consisted, in short, of copies 

and reproductions, as the original drawings had already been sold in Buenos Aires and Lima.

The black and white prints published in 1928 in his book History of the Skyscraper were also 

included in the archive, and this was the design that Mújica would have liked to have had built, albeit 

in any of its versions, to commemorate the Fifth Centenary of the Discovery of America (1992), 

although as an architect he never actually built anything.

The US architect John Sloan (1871-1951) collaborated with him, writing a foreword to History 

of the Skyscraper, which Mújica himself had published in Paris. Sloan called the project “a temple to 

the glory of ancient American art”, and noted that “his design has been drawn with due respect for 

historical documentation in the fields of decoration, color, plan, and form.”

This backing naturally gave a boost to Mújica’s career, and yet it did not prevent him from devoting 

himself, as of the late 1920s, to an obsessive, exhaustive copying of his own archaeological drawings.

Once again, after residing in Argentina and Peru, Mújica, with depleted finances and urgently 

needing to subsist, sought to capitalize on some drawings that he had produced 50 years earlier, from 

which we infer that his work as a researcher had stalled in a period which had passed by, with the 

repeated use of an obsolete bibliography.

For his temple design he wrote a typewritten text for the Hispanic Culture Institute consisting 

of five sheets setting out guidelines for his ambitious scheme whose execution, in his view, coinciding 

with the Fifth Centenary of the Discovery, would settle a “historic debt” with the past. It was an 

unrealistic project, much as he asserted in his letters7 to the Institute’s directors that it would have 

been appropriate for the occasion.

6 Divided into six volumes or sections under the title “Artistic Treasures of Mexico”, containing none of the supposed original drawings 
spoken of in the description (Code Nos 1P-3F 3000-4022) .

7 The letterhead on his letters to the ICH authorities in 1973, when his donation had already been declined, said “Architect of the 
Universities of Mexico and Chile”, whereas these positions dated from over 20 years earlier .
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Rendering of the interior of the Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus. Chamber modelled 
on the Palace of Palenque. Source: Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation. Library (Code No 1P-3F 
3558).

Rendering of the interior of the Temple to the Glory of America and the Epic Voyage of Columbus. Axial section 
modelled on the Palace of Palenque. Source: Spanish Agency for International Development Cooperation. Library (Code 
No 1P-3F 3559).
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In its conception he liberally included life-size reproductions of monuments and sculptures in 

a delusional baroque scenography heavy with symbolism.

As ordered by the author, the fi rst prints contain plans, with a three-story arrangement. The 

details of the architectural elements to appear on the various tiers are shown along with exterior 

views of a pyramidal base with high reliefs, sloping walls, and stairs at the front. The entrance was 

to have the form of a Quetzalcoatl head and the sides were to feature friezes inspired by Palenque, 

Uxmal, etc., with plenty of pillars modelled on the idol at Copán as well as decoration with lattices 

and meanders.

Inside are rooms imitating the Palace of Palenque, with relief details from the Temple of the 

Sun and the Panel of the Cross. The various rooms are named accordingly, in Art Deco type: on a 

Letter dated September 12, 1973 from 
Francisco Mújica Díez de Bonilla to 
HRH Alfonso de Borbón y Dampierre, 
President of the Hispanic Culture Institute. 
Source: Spanish Agency for International 
Development Cooperation. Archive.
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rectangular plan, the shrine-halls are called Quechua, Aimara, Maya, Nahual, Zapotec, and Mixtec, with 

replicas of the corresponding ruins on the side walls.

In a word, a monumental structure of neo-Mayan and pre-Columbian inspiration on a plan 

recalling that of the Monastery of El Escorial. Out of place at that time, which had left behind the 

historicist references that had been so in vogue in the time of Alfonso XIII and the Primo de Rivera 

dictatorship, and later under Franco. On the threshold of Spain’s democratic transition, Hispanicity 

policy had already served its purpose.
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On the back cover we show some examples of our projects in the various parts of the world where 

we operate, on this occasion highlighting our current work on Spanish World Heritage buildings such 

as the Royal Palace of Aranjuez or Seville Cathedral, or in the historic centers of Toledo, Madrid, Lisbon, 

Santiago, or Valparaíso, with full rehabilitations of residential buildings for investment groups, or for 

hotel and retail uses or for private schools and colleges, along with some of our current projects in 

the United States or in Paris at the iconic Georges Pompidou National Center for Art and Culture. 

Committed to the protection and restoration of historic and landmark buildings, we remain devoted 

to revitalizing our heritage.

Palace of Aranjuez, Casa del Labrador, 
Spain
After monitoring of cracks in the building, protection 
of exposed items, and removal of cultural artifacts, 
the structure was consolidated with stabilization of 
vaults, facades, and floors, and the foundations were 
underpinned with micropiles. Finally the building’s 
facilities, roofing, and flooring, among other parts, are 
being restored. Our practitioners have expertise in 
undertaking this precision work in a way compatible with 
the preservation of such invaluable World Heritage.

Iquique Municipal Theater, Chile
Third phase of work on this building, following a heritage 
asset inventory and facade renovation. The current 
project is for a full restoration, including decorative 
paintings on the house ceiling and standardization of the 
various systems that will allow the theater to function 
again.

Seville Cathedral, Spain
Various tasks on this outstanding World Heritage 
ensemble, including reinforcement of foundations and 
adaptation of interiors, consolidation of the facades of 
the Giralda tower according to conservation criteria 
agreed by an eminent expert team overseeing the work 
on this exquisite building, and, at present, restoration of 
the Sagrario Church in various phases. 

Palace of Versailles, France
On this magnificent World Heritage site we are restoring 
roofs in various interventions involving Angers slate tiles 
and lead ornaments, with gold leaf applied to plant motifs 
on ridge friezes, flaming-vase finials, and fruit garlands, 
among other features.

Château of Chenonceau, France
Full restoration of the roofs of this landmark of the 
Loire Valley World Heritage cultural landscape, deploying 
every craft involved in restoring its slate roofing, copper 
campanile, and lead in sculptures and ornamental 
features. 

Spanish Consulate in Oporto, Portugal
Various rehabilitation tasks on this institutional building 
in the historic center of Oporto. Structural damage due 
to damp and wood-boring insects is being remedied and 
the building is being refurbished, with renovation of some 
interiors and improved accessibility.

Hotel Asturias, Madrid, Spain 
Work on the various facades of the former Hotel 
Asturias in Madrid, with restoration of brickwork and 
plaster, refurbishment of protruding volumes, ironwork, 
balcony decking, and damaged ornamental features with 
in situ molding using a template system or replication 
of missing elements with molds made from the original 
items.

Nuestra Señora del Pilar School, Spain
Our work on the facades of this landmark school, 
designated a Cultural Heritage Asset, has notably included 
the restoration of plaster, masonry and ashlar facing walls, 
reinforcement of spring lines and cornices with fiberglass 
rods, and work on singular decorative features such as 
pinnacles, balustrades, and entrance ornamentation.

Retail Premises in Madrid, Spain  
Comprehensive refurbishment of this downtown 
property for conversion into a retail venue. The 
characteristic traditional timber-frame structure was 
much deteriorated and had been propped up by 
numerous struts and braces. The project involves major 
structural and foundation reinforcement work with 
partial replacement of wooden beams and uprights, 
complete refurbishment of roofs and courtyards, and 
meticulous and specific facade restoration on this 
building listed with special protection.

Residential building in the Upper East Side 
Historic District, Manhattan, NY,  
United States
On this fine protected New York building we are 
performing various cleaning and restoration tasks on the 
facade masonry and its metal cornice and on the roofing, 
as well as laying porcelain terrace tiling and servicing and 
repainting windows.
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Residential and Retail Building in Praça do 
Rossio, Lisbon, Portugal
Full rehabilitation of a historic building in Lisbon’s well-
known Praça do Rossio for residential and retail use. 
Structural consolidation, accessibility, restoration of 
historic interior features, work on the stairs and building 
envelope, and upgrades and finishes using traditional 
materials and techniques to maintain the building’s 
character alongside enhanced living comfort and 
contemporary standards. 

Rental Housing in Madrid, Spain 
Full rehabilitation of this downtown building for 
conversion into luxury apartments, with delicate finishes 
and improved accessibility. A meticulous project involving 
artisanal work and craft techniques and the restoration 
of timber structures and characteristic features such as 
the building’s facades and legally protected parts or the 
front entrance steps.

Benno Besson Theater, Switzerland
The Benno Besson theatre was built in 1898 as a casino 
modeled on that of Monte Carlo. A century later it was 
repurposed under the name of a celebrated actor born 
in this Swiss town – Yverdon-les-Bains. We are restoring 
its roofing together with lead and copper elements.

Hotel in the Center of Toledo, Spain
Full refurbishment of seven listed buildings for reuse as a 
four-star hotel in Toledo’s World Heritage old town. Our 
interdisciplinary team is consolidating the structure of 
the ensemble with concrete, metal elements, laminated 
timber, etc., including the building shell, with delicate 
controlled demolitions, shoring, restoration, cataloguing 
and conservation of historic features, along with facade 
stabilization.  

Residential building in Lisbon, Portugal 
Full rehabilitation of a residential and retail building in 
the historic district of Graça, currently in a first phase 
of structural consolidation, controlled demolitions, 
stabilization, and reinforcement.

Interior restoration on 5th Ave,  
New York, United States 
Various tasks on the main stairs of this historic building, 
with restoration of Caen limestone and interior facing 
walls involving paint stripping, crack repair, repointing, 
plaster moldings, and redecoration with silicate paint.

Facades of the Canalejas Complex, Madrid, 
Spain
Following earlier work on the emblematic facade at 
Calle Alcalá 14 – an exemplar of 19th-century eclectic 
monumental architecture – we have been restoring over 
7,000 m2 of facades on the seven buildings forming the 
Canalejas Center, site of Spain’s first Four Seasons Hotel, 
together with luxury homes and retail premises.

Pontifical Catholic University of Valparaíso 
and Annex, Valparaiso, Chile
Holistic management of this project: design of the 
restoration plan, processing of construction permits, and 
execution of work in order to fully restore the building 
envelope and interiors.

Work for an Investment Group,  
Madrid, Spain
Comprehensive refurbishment of two buildings by 
the Church of Santa Cruz, notably including structural 
consolidation with ties and compression layers on floors, 
replacement and reinforcement of damaged structural 
elements in wooden and metal beams, pillars, and 
roofs, and execution of all interior finishes and facilities, 
including two new elevators.

Hotel City, Santiago de Chile
Full restoration of the facades of the former Hotel City, 
built in 1938. First stage of a complete rehabilitation 
of the building for conversion into a luxury downtown 
hotel. The work has included a cleanup, restoration, and 
enhancement of facades and ornaments in an eclectic 
style notably including Art Deco and Neo-Gothic 
features, along with renovation of steel joinery. 

Pereira Palace, Santiago, Chile
Restoration of this landmark building for conversion into 
the new headquarters of Chile’s Libraries, Archives, and 
Museums Directorate and National Monuments Council, 
with a comprehensive refurbishment project including a 
new-build extension in order to return this iconic palace 
to public use.

Residential building in Madrid, Spain 
Holistic project on a residential building in Madrid’s 
historic downtown with consolidation of the timber 
structure and full rehabilitation of premises, communal 
areas, and apartments, along with facade and roof 
restoration.

Residential Building in St New Canaan, CT, 
United States 
Work on the building envelope including cleaning 
and restoration of limestone and granite, removal of 
efflorescence by micro-abrasion, repair of cracks, and 
repointing on facades and top walls, as well as servicing 
of windows.

Library of the Pompidou Center,  
Paris, France
Renovation and upgrading of the library on the first and 
second levels of the Pompidou Center so as to make 
it more welcoming and to enhance the usability of its 
various premises, including remodeling work, improved 
accessibility, signage, and facilities.
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kalam.es companies and operational centers
Spain  Portugal France United States Chile Peru Mexico Morocco

Iquique Municipal Theater
Chile

Palacio de la Prensa Madrid
España

Catedral de Toledo 
España

Château of Chenonceau
France

Residen� al building in Lisbon
Portugal 

Pereira Palace San� ago
Chile

Hotel Asturias, Madrid
Spain

Hotel in the Center of Toledo
Spain

Spanish Consulate in Oporto
Portugal

Retail Premises in Madrid
Spain  

Library Pompidou Center
France

Palace of Versailles
France

Benno Besson Theater
Switzerland

Interior restora� on NY
United States 

Nuestra Señora del Pilar School
Spain

Seville Cathedral
Spain

Residen� al Building St New 
Canaan United States 

Palace of Aranjuez
Spain

Facades Canalejas Complex
Spain

Work for an Investment Group
Spain

Residen� al and Retail Lisbon
Portugal

Hotel City San� ago 
Chile

Residen� al building NY
United States

Rental Housing in Madrid
Spain 

Pon� fi cal Catholic University 
Chile

Residen� al building Madrid
Spain 


