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Abstract
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Colombian architect Alvaro Ortega had a remarkable professional trajectory. Trained

at McGill and later at Harvard under Walter Gropius, Ortega taught at the National
University of Colombia and worked for the country’s Ministry of Public Works in the late
1940s. He contributed to the internationally recognized Cartagena Baseball Stadium
and became known as a pioneer of prefabrication in Colombia. Despite acquiring Karl
Billner’'s Vacuum Concrete patents, his attempts to industrialize construction ulti-
mately failed, leading to his near bankruptcy and departure from Colombia in 1957.
Subsequently, Ortega joined Harvard, worked in Central America for the United Nations,
and eventually secured a temporary position at McGill, where he founded the Minimum
Cost Housing Group. His early advocacy of prefabrication and later focus on architec-
tural ecology positioned him as a pioneering figure internationally. Despite this, Ortega
has received little scholarly attention in Colombia. This paper critically examines this
historiographical gap, particularly in comparison to the recognition given to other prom-
inent Colombian architects of his generation. Two interconnected reasons are identified:
first, the direction of historiography since the 1980s, which prioritized cases fitting the
frameworks of critical regionalism in constructing narratives of “Colombian” modernism;
second, the dispersed nature of Ortega’s archival materials, with collections in Canada
and the U.S.— at McGill, CCA, Harvard, and the American Heritage Center. Had Ortega
left his archives in Colombia, might local historiography have developed differently?
While not aiming to resolve this question, this paper seeks to stimulate discussion.
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design; Prefabrication
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1. Introduction

The life and career of Colombian architect Alvaro Ortega
(1920-91; Fig. 1) were extensive and multifaceted, shaped
by his roles as public official, independent entrepre-
neur, university professor, and consultant to interna-
tional organizations. Ortega belonged to a select group
of Colombians who studied under Walter Gropius and
Marcel Breuer at Harvard, collaborated on major projects
for the Ministerio de Obras Pablicas (Ministry of Public
Works), and spearheaded innovative experiments in
concrete prefabrication in Colombia. He later served as a
United Nations consultant, traveling widely and emerg-
ing as a pioneering figure in ecological design thinking.

Ortega’s trajectory exemplified the postwar shift of
avant-garde architects into reliable technical experts

Fig. 1
Alvaro Ortega, circa 1957. Source:
Alvaro Ortega Fonds, Box 27, McGill
University Archives.
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(Liernur, 2004). As Lee Stickells (2023) observes, Ortega
was one of the “intermediary architects [...] positioned
between the developed and the developing worlds,”
actively mediating between these contexts (Levin, 2015).
Yet for many years Ortega held a marginal place in
Colombia’s architectural history. Only recently has his
legacy begun to be reexamined, through the study of his
built works and writings, and particularly through the
present research, which draws on diverse archival mate-
rials found throughout the Americas.

This article begins by contextualizing issues related

to architectural collections—including disputes and
fragmentation—within the broader debate on contested
archives. In doing so, it also discusses recent progress
within Colombia’s academic circles regarding the iden-
tification and preservation of architectural archives, and
the ways in which these developments have influenced
scholarship over the past two decades. The central sec-
tion of the article then examines Ortega’s life and career,
weaving together his experiences with a critical survey
of the collections and institutions that have preserved
documents crucial to illuminating his multifaceted work.
In fact, his “scattered archives”—as referenced in the
article’s title—mirror his truly cosmopolitan life. The final
section critically engages with Colombian historiogra-
phy, arguing that the absence of a centralized, easily
accessible archive for a figure such as Ortega—and the
same could be said for many other Colombian archi-
tects—not only hindered research on his work but also,
more broadly, helped perpetuate mainstream narratives
of Colombian modernism by obstructing any meaningful
challenge to them.

2. Rescued, contested, scattered archives and the his-
toriographic debate in Colombia

Over the past three decades, academics in Colombia
have undertaken significant efforts to identify, preserve,
and study a growing number of professional archives
belonging to Colombian architects and firms, particularly
in Bogota. The first major milestone came in 1989 with
the enactment of Law 80, which established the General
Archive of the Nation and entrusted it with organizing
and directing a national archival system to safeguard
the country’s documentary heritage. However, it was not
until 2000 that specific regulations began to be imple-
mented." Two years later, the Asociacion Pro Rescate de
Archivos de Arquitectura (APRAA; Association for the
Rescue of Architectural Archives) was established with
the aim of identifying, preserving, and studying profes-
sional archives (Asociacion Pro Rescate de Archivos de
Arquitectura, 2004).
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APRAA, through grants obtained from foreign entities,
organized the private archives belonging to the former
Cementos Samper company and the firm Obregon
Valenzuela & Cia., as well as those bequeathed by archi-
tects Rafael Maldonado Tapias, Eugenia Cardoso, Alfredo
Rodriguez Orgaz, Giovanni Buscaglione, and Constantino
de Castro. In addition, it recovered and contributed to the
transfer of plans and other documents from firms such
as Guillermo Gonzalez Zuleta y Cia., Trujillo Gomez &
Martinez Cardenas, Alberto Manrique Martin y Esguerra
Saenz, & Samper, to the collection of the archive of
Bogota’s Instituto Distrital de Patrimonio Cultural (District
Institute of Cultural Heritage), where they were added

to the existing holdings by Gaston Lelarge, German
Samper Gnecco, Carlos Martinez Jiménez, Dicken Castro,
Gloria Ferro Vela, Alberto Saldarriaga, Pedro Gomez &
Cia., Ricaurte Carrizosa y Prieto, Jorge Rivera Farfan,

and Roberto Londono Dominguez. The archive, which
currently houses one of the country’s largest collections
on architecture and engineering (covering a period from
1864 to 2004), also holds collections by photographers
who documented the urban and architectural transfor-
mations of Bogota during the 20th century, such as Sady
Gonzalez, Leo Matiz, Mauricio Camargo, and Hernan Diaz.

In line with broader efforts to recover collections from
architects and private firms, the Leopoldo Rother
Architecture Museum at the National University of
Colombia stands out as one of the few university centers
with an archival vocation. The museum houses sev-

eral collections, dating from 1894 to 2008, preserving
sketchbooks, plans, drawings, photographs, personal
documents, memoirs, and a number of architectural
models. These collections represent the work of key
figures in early Colombian modernism, including the
German Leopoldo Rother and the Italians Vicente Nasi—
whose documents were acquired through APRAA—and
Bruno Violi. The collections also contain material from
leading architects of the subsequent generation, such
as Fernando Martinez Sanabria, Guillermo BermuUdez
Umana, Enrique Triana Uribe, and the firms Obregon &
Valenzuela and Camacho & Guerrero, as well as from
Anatole Kaskoff, Jiménez & Cortés Boshell, Hernan
Herrera Mendoza & Cia., and José Maria Montoya
Valenzuela—the last two obtained through APRAA. The
museum also safeguards plans for projects developed
by the Banco Central Hipotecario (Central Mortgage
Bank), a mixed institution founded in 1932 to design
and promote the construction of housing for Colombia’s
middle class, which operated until 2001. The University
of the Andes holds two smaller collections: those of

the Italian engineer Domenico Parma, who worked in
Colombia for over fifty years, and of Herrera Carrizosa
Hermanos.
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The Archivo General de la Nacion (General Archive of the
Nation), for its part, preserves all architectural produc-
tion carried out under the responsibility of the Ministry
of Public Works between 1905 and 1960. In particular,

it holds materials by the National Buildings Directorate,
the department tasked with managing and planning
construction projects for the country’s various minis-
tries and public services. These projects encompassed

a wide range of building types, including administrative
headquarters, post offices, urban and rural schools,
universities, prisons, barracks, hospitals, laboratories,
and experimental stations, among others. Carlos Nino
(1991) played a crucial role in the classification and orga-
nization of these documents, carrying out pioneering
research in the field of architectural documentation in
Colombia.

Since then, architectural archives have drawn increasing
academic interest (Carrasco, 2012), leading to the pub-
lication of several monographic studies on construction
companies and architects (Carrasco, 2006; Castellanos,
2010; Saldarriaga et al., 2010; Delgadillo & Cardenas,
2011; Erazo, 2016; Prieto et al., 2017; Escovar et al., 2018;
Téllez, 2018; Ramirez et al., 2019; Roa, 2021). In Bogot3,
these efforts have been supported by both the District
Institute of Cultural Heritage and the Leopoldo Rother
Architecture Museum. The availability of these archives
has greatly facilitated research conducted by groups

at several universities in Bogota, consolidating these
collections as a privileged source for doctoral and post-
graduate theses.

By contrast, in other cities, archives and documentation
centers have limited resources for acquiring and preserv-
ing collections, despite academic interest in promoting
research on local architects and construction profes-
sionals. For example, the Centro de Investigaciones en
Territorio, Construccion y Espacio (CITCE; Center for
Research on Territory, Construction, and Space) at the
University of Valle in Cali was a pioneer in this field.
Since 2000, CITCE has been organizing a significant col-
lection of documents related to architecture and urban
history in municipalities in the southwestern part of the
country. These efforts have faced challenging material
conditions, as—unlike more centralized archives—the
collection is highly heterogeneous, encompassing a
wide range of media and techniques that require spe-
cialized conservation measures. By 2000, the archive
already held more than 4,000 classified maps and plans,
5,000 photographs, and nearly 1,000 manuscripts dating
from 1900 to 1990 (Eusse, 2002). Over time, additional
documents donated by local academics have been incor-
porated, and the collection has subsequently served as
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the basis for research projects and publications (Ortiz &
Iglesias, 2016; Ramirez et al., 2021).

Similarly, other Colombian universities have promoted
monographic studies on distinguished graduates and
professors, drawing on both private and institutional
archives (Echeverria, 2009; Garcia, 2010; Cardenas,
2015; Minera, 2016; Llanos & Angel, 2019). Outside the
academic sphere, only the Banco de la RepUblica—a
public institution with a robust cultural department and
offices in various cities across the country—has suc-
ceeded in acquiring collections related to architecture
and photography for its regional documentation centers
in Monteria, Medellin, Clcuta, Armenia, and Cali. Among
the most notable of these are the archive of the archi-
tectural firm Borrero, Zamorano & Giovanelli—one of the
most interesting firms active in Cali during 1950s and
1960s—as well as the collection of photographer Otto
Moll, both housed at the Cali center.

In Ortega’s case, the absence of a personal or profes-
sional archive in Colombia has prevented the devel-
opment of relevant monographic studies on his work.
The book Alvaro Ortega. Prearquitectura del bienestar
(Carbonell, 1989) was the result of a collaborative work
between the architect himself and the Universidad de
los Andes, seeking to reassess his work after a long
period of absence from Colombia. However, it presented
a mixture of personal memories, interviews, and project
descriptions without a critical and theoretical frame-
work. An article by Rafael Villazon (2001) highlighted
just one of Ortega’s projects, relying exclusively on
photographs and texts from the magazine Proa. Luis
Vega (2012) provided a formal analysis, again based

on material from Proa, a periodical rich in images and
drawings but often lacking a critical apparatus. Indeed,
only in more recent contributions, has fragmented
documentation from new archival sources been consid-
ered. In particular, Galindo-Diaz et al. (2022) examined
Ortega’s experimentation in prefabrication through
archival material related to the Centro Interamericano de
Vivienda y Planeamiento (CINVA; Inter-American Center
for Housing and Planning) in Bogota. Lee Stickells (2023)
investigated Ortega’s role in launching the so-called
ECOL project at McGill University’s Minimum Cost
Housing Group (MCHG), a topic also studied by Meredith
Gaglio (2024). Although neither Stickells nor Gaglio
specifically focused on Ortega, their work shows how
scholars based outside Colombia—Stickells in Australia
and Gaglio in the United States—engaged with the work
of the Colombian architect, uncovering stories of key
importance largely unknown within Colombia itself. This
has been possible thanks to access to archival materials
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located in North America, more readily available to
scholars based in the region or working with stronger
institutional resources and research support.

Before analyzing the connections between Ortega’s life
and career and the archival sources that document them,
three points merit clarification. First, the presence of
archival materials related to Ortega outside Colombia—
which will be reviewed in detail in the next section—has
not resulted in comprehensive studies of his work, but
rather in targeted investigations into specific periods of
his career, often without Ortega himself as the central
focus. Second, the absence of a personal and profes-
sional archive in Colombia does not constitute a case
of “displaced archives,” understood as “records that
have been removed from the context of their creation
and where the ownership of the records is disputed”
(Lowry, 2019), nor does it represent an instance of archi-
val politics or institutional dispute between the Global
North and South. As will be discussed, the donations
and acquisitions of archival materials related to Ortega
have been uncontroversial.? Finally, Ortega’s archive is
fragmented across several collections and institutions,
with some of the most important documents kept in the
archives of other professionals.

This fragmentation is the result of Ortega’s cosmopoli-
tan career. His professional trajectory unfolded in what
Nasr and Volait (2003) have described as a “flattened
world”—characterized by complex, multidirectional
exchanges of people and ideas that require nuanced
approaches to understanding how knowledge circu-
lates in architectural culture. The concept of “contact
zones”"—defined by Avermaete and Nuijsink (2021) as
sites of intense interaction between architectural cul-
tures where approaches and ideas are negotiated and
adapted—aptly describes Ortega’s career, spanning his
collective work at the Ministry of Public Works, his ties
with CINVA, his involvement in United Nations interna-
tional cooperation, and his role in the founding of MCHG.
Consequently, research on Ortega—much like research
on context zones—*“cannot rely on one archive alone”
(Avermaete & Nuijsink, 2021). Geographically dispersed
archival and bibliographic sources must be sought both
in local architectural debates and broader international
discussions.

The research presented in this article is therefore the

result of the identification and study of multiple archi-
val collections that, taken together, provide a broader

and more solid documentary foundation to investigate
Ortega’s trajectory.
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3. Scattered archives: Ortega’s cosmopolitan life

The puzzle that constitutes the life and work of Alvaro
Ortega is not easy to assemble (Fig. 2). Many pieces

are dispersed across time and space, with some acces-
sible only in archives located in various parts of the
Americas. This “kaleidoscope of sources” (Avermaete

& Nuijsink, 2021) has made research on Ortega partic-
ularly challenging. Indeed, such dispersion mirrors the
cosmopolitan nature of his life and practice. The neutral
term “scattered” is used here to avoid any implication
of dispute or contested ownership that would otherwise
be suggested by the notion of “displaced archives,” as
discussed above.

Ortega was born in Bogota in 1920 and, at the age of 17,
moved to Paris to study at the Ecole Spéciale d’Architec-
ture, where he remained until 1939. After the outbreak
of WWII, he completed his studies at McGill University
in Montreal. After obtaining his professional degree in
1944, Ortega received a Wheelwright Scholarship and
enrolled at the Harvard Graduate School of Design,

McGill U. Archives, Montreal, Canada
Alvaro Ortega fonds *

CCA, Montreal, Canadal

Minimum Cost Housing Group fonds, 1947, 1970-2012
* The GSD History Collection, Student Affairs
Montreal, Canada The GSD History Collection, Academic Affairs
1939-44 McGill U.
1970-71 McGill U./MCHG
1971-91

u
New York, NY, USA
1965 UN Inter-Regional Adviser

Cambridge, MA, USA
American Heritage Center at the * 1944-45 & 1957-58 GSD Harvard
U. of Wyoming, Laramie, WY

Karl Pauli Billner papers, 1916-1964

México DF, México
1960-64 UN Economical Commission
Consultant

Jamaica, 1973
A

Central America
B 1950-60 UN Mission for
Standardization of Building Materials A
Bogoté, Colombia .* Archivo Central e Histérico, UNAL, Bogota
1920-38 & 1945-57
Archivo de la Nacién, Bogota
Ministerio de Obras Piblicas
Lima, Peru
1969 PREVI

Buenos Aires, Argentina
1948-49

Fig. 2

returning to Colombia two years later. As part of his
training in the United States, he developed academic
projects under the guidance of Walter Gropius and
Marcel Breuer and shared classrooms with compatriot
Gabriel Solano and the Argentine Eduardo Catalano,
among others.

Documents related to Ortega’s student years at Harvard
(1944-45) are kept in The GSD History Collection,
Student Affairs, part of the Special Collections of

the Harvard Frances Loeb Library (Harvard University,
Cambridge, MA).® They consist of his school projects,
including plans and perspectival views. Thanks to these
materials, we know that Ortega took a first course
(August and September 1944) led by Marcel Breuer, for
which he developed two projects: a building for health
services at Harvard—together with fellow student Basil
Yurchenco—and an extension to a library building in
Thief River Falls, MN. In the first project, the proposal
consisted of two buildings of eight and three levels,
respectively, connected by an elevated corridor; the
taller volume accommodated hospital functions, while

The Frances Loeb Library, Harvard U., Cambridge, MA (USA)

Paris, France

. 1938-39 E.S.A.

] Cyrpus
1965 UN Adviser
A Pakistan, 1983
] UAE

Saudi Arabia, 1982 A
1975-78 UN Adviser

Niger, 1984
A Niger, 198 A Thailand, 1968

A Philippines, 1976

Togo,1984 A Ceylon, 1964

Centro Inter-Americano de Vivienda y Planeamiento

Main archives

Stable stay (education and work)
Long missions / Assignments
Short missions / Technical reports writing, etc.

>»me %

Map highlighting the locations of Alvaro Ortega’s life, work, and major archival collections. Drawing by the authors.
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the smaller one housed administrative areas and student

spaces (Fig. 3). In the second project, which was handled

individually, Ortega proposed a compact, single-story

building with a flat roof, its exposed-stone walls intro-

ducing a marked textural contrast with the simplicity

of the overall volume. In December 1944 Ortega took

a second course, this time under the supervision of

Walter Gropius, with whom he developed one of the

themes that would become central to his later profes-

sional work: the design of a post-war dwelling. The brief

called for simplified construction methods and the use

of standardized or prefabricated modules and compo-

nents. Ortega’s response was a one-story house of 1,453

square feet (135 square meters), whose floor plan was

precisely inscribed within a grid that organized all inte- Fig. 3

rior spaces—from the kitchen to the bedrooms. Design by Alvaro Ortega and Basil Yurchenko in Marcel Breuer’s
studio at the Harvard GSD, 1944: model photograph. Source:

Back n Colombia, i 1947,and serving i the Ministy of B e see o oo

Public Works, Ortega participated in the design of one 010247279, CO00, Box: 1, Folder: CAO18, [Courtesy of] Frances

of the most emblematic buildings in the country’s archi- Loeb Library, Harvard University.

tectural history: the baseball stadium in Cartagena de

Indias (Fig. 4). The project—developed with his Harvard

classmate Solano, Yale-educated Jorge Gaitan Cortés,

Edgar Burbano, and engineer Guillermo Gonzalez

Zuleta—was internationally praised for its simple

yet beautiful, functional yet “bold” structural design

(Architectural Record, 1948): C-shaped concrete frames

supporting thin membranes for the canopy (Galindo-Diaz

& Vargas Caicedo, 2017).

PITCHING A BOLD CURVE IN CONCRETE

Baseball Stadium at Cartagena, Colombia, South America

STRUCTURAL ENGINEER
Guillormo Gonzslex

4 i
CONSTRUCTING ENGINGERS bt \V i
oo Meia \ /
Moris Borahona /
ot Noo Monenecro \ /

COORDINATOR
Corlos Somtocruz

Fig. 4
The “11 de Noviembre” baseball stadium in Cartagena de Indias: photographs and plan featured in a dou-
ble-page spread of Architectural Record. Source: Architectural Record (1948).
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ESTUDIO DE LA FACHADA

TRANSVERSAL

clon

Fig. 5

VISTA DE CONJUNTO

A house in Bogota by Ortega & Solano: exterior photographs, plan, section, and elevation featured in a

double-page spread of Proa. Source: Proa (1950).

Fig. 6
Construction photograph of the bus terminal canopy in Bogota,
designed by Ortega & Solano with Guillermo Gonzalez Zuleta,
1953. Source: Duarte, C. (1953). Introduccién al estudio de los
materiales prefabricados (CINVA report), Collection Centro
Interamericano de Vivienda y Planeamiento, Box 33, Archivo
Central e Historico, Universidad Nacional de Colombia.
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From the same office, Ortega participated in several
urban renewal projects in Bogota, none of which were
ultimately built. As political instability began to affect
Colombian institutions in 1948, he moved to Buenos
Aires, Argentina, at the invitation of Catalano, where
he had a brief professional experience. A year later, he
returned to Colombia for the second time and, together
with Solano, began a prolific period of designing and
building single-family houses and rental buildings—
work soon recognized nationally and internationally
through publications in specialized magazines (Fig. 5).

By the turn of the decade, the duo, together with
Gonzalez, had also completed a bus service station in
Bogota, characterized by wide barrel vaults in reinforced
hollow bricks resting on a limited number of columns
(Fig. 6). The solution—simple and economical—embodied
the new values of modern architecture promoted in Proa
(1951, p. 14): “The authors expressed themselves with

a minimum of simple clear and functional elements.”
The same issue of Proa also celebrated their use of thin
vaults and the productive collaboration between archi-
tects and engineers. Similarly, Henry-Russell Hitchcock
(1955, p. 103) highlighted the design’s functional and
simple, almost frugal, approach: “In these bus repair
shops tile-reinforced shell vaults are used in the most
direct and utilitarian fashion with walls of plain brick.”

Perspectives in Architecture and Urbanism 2 (2025) 100049



Unfortunately, no archives in Colombia have preserved
documents from this period, although the archive of the
Ministry of Public Works—extensively studied by Nino
(1991)—does contain plans for some of Ortega’s projects.
As aresult, much of what is known about his built work
from this decade comes from Colombian and interna-
tional magazines. An exception is a small collection of
correspondence—limited to a few letters exchanged
between 1947 and 1950—available as part of the digi-
tized materials of the Marcel Breuer Digital Archive at
Syracuse University.

Almost simultaneously, Ortega took on the role of con-
struction entrepreneur in Bogota, using the franchise he
acquired from engineer Karl Billner—of Swedish origin
but residing in the United States—to produce prefabri-
cated elements using the vacuum-concrete technique
(Fig. 7). The principle employed was to extract excess
water and air from freshly poured concrete by apply-
ing a suction cup on its surface, allowing atmospheric
pressure itself to compress the mixture before it set.

The process quickly yielded a hardened, wear-resistant, Fig. 7

. . . Prefabricated concrete pipes produced by Inster Ltda., the
compact material with greater mechanical strength than company owned by Alvaro Ortega, 1950. Source: Karl Pauli
conventional concrete. For Ortega, the vacuum-concrete Billner papers, 1916-1964, Box 3, Folder Alvaro Ortega Inster
technique offered a means to build dozens of low-cost Ltda., American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming.

houses and thereby contribute to alleviating Colombia’s
growing residential deficit. At least, this is how he
expressed it to the public entities in charge of the sub-
ject, seeking modest contracts for the construction of
dwellings in the Muz (1950; Fig. 8) and Quiroga (also
known as Urdaneta Arbelaez, 1951; Fig. 9) neighborhoods
of Bogota. However, difficulties in importing specialized
machinery and equipment, as well as broader problems
affecting the country’s economy at the beginning of

the second half of the 20th century, hampered Ortega’s
efforts and pushed him to look, unsuccessfully, for new
markets in the construction of industrial buildings. In
1956, he closed his companies in Colombia and returned
to the United States in search of new professional
opportunities.

Documents related to the Ortega-Billner collaboration
have been identified at the American Heritage Center at
the University of Wyoming (Laramie, WY), which stores
the Karl Pauli Billner papers, 1916-1964 (measuring

one cubic meter)—likely acquired through a targeted
purchase. This archive also holds papers of notable
figures such as Albert Mayer, Alfred Kastner, and Peter
Blake. Billner’s papers consist of more than 60 boxes
of documents, about a third of which contain material

related to Ortega. The collection includes the corre- Fig. 8
spondence exchanged between Ortega and the Swedish Construction photograph of a housing unit in the Muzd
engineer during a seven-year period (1950_57) con- neighborhood in Bogota, 1949. Source: Collection Centro

) ; ' Interamericano de Vivienda y Planeamiento, Box 24, Archivo
cerning the Colombian franchise for vacuum-concrete. Central e Histérico, Universidad Nacional de Colombia.
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Fig.9
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Construction photographs of the Urdaneta Arbelaez neighborhood, in Bernuy Ledesma, Mario, and Marcel
Pereira, El hormigén al vacio (CINVA report), 30 November 1953. Source: Karl Pauli Billner papers, 1916-
1964, Box 60, Folder Reports Foreign, American Heritage Center, University of Wyoming.

The earliest letters adopted a strictly commercial tone,
which gradually shifted over the first months of their
exchange, developing the language and forms of two
friends who had already met in person (Ortega visited
Billner in the middle of 1950). In many letters, Billner
explained technical and operational details of vacu-
um-concrete and offered business advice, including
warnings about professional relationships. The two also
exchanged commercial expectations, opinions on archi-
tecture and comments on other architects of their time.
More importantly, the correspondence reveals that the
results obtained by Ortega during the construction of a
concrete roof-vault system for the housing units in the
Quiroga neighborhood in Bogota were seen by Billner
as an opportunity to explore a new line of business for
himself and his Philadelphia-based company. From this
insight emerged an extensive experimental line—known
as the Ortega-Billner Roof—into which the Swedish
engineer invested technical studies, numerical calcula-
tions, and sustained efforts toward securing a patent.

Such a collection represents an interesting case: it is
the archive of another professional who collaborated
with Ortega for only a few years, yet it has become one

of the main archival sources on the Colombian architect.

Their correspondence reveals that Ortega frequently
consulted Billner, sending him photographs of build-
ings under construction in Colombia that employed
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the vacuum-concrete technique. Ortega also sought
advice on specific aspects and shared details about his
commercial and economic difficulties. The information
contained in these letters is complemented by reports
published in Bogotéa’s local newspapers and by updates
that students at the Centro Interamericano de Vivienday
Planeamiento (CINVA) sent to their professors, docu-
menting the construction of houses in the Muza and
Quiroga neighborhoods—as well as roofs for industrial
buildings, shortly before Ortega returned to the United
States. CINVA, in many ways, served as one of the “con-
tact zones” with which Ortega was briefly involved as
consultant and tutor. As Adrian Gorelik (2017) has high-
lighted, in the context of the Cold War, CINVA’s activi-
ties were a paradigmatic example of multi-directional
knowledge transfer, a “back-and-forth journey” between
North and South America. A comprehensive study of its
activities would indeed require research across multiple
archives, despite the presence of the CINVA archival
collection at the Archivo Central e Historico (Central

and Historical Archive) of the National University of
Colombia in Bogota. Nevertheless, for investigations into
Ortega’s activities at CINVA, this collection remains an
important documentary source. Interestingly, because of
the Ortega-Billner business relationship, some docu-
ments produced by CINVA students also appear among
Billner's papers—as seen, for instance, in Figure 9.
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In 1957, after reaching out to colleagues living in the
United States, Ortega became a guest lecturer at the
Harvard Graduate School of Design, where he taught
for two years with the approval of Dean Josep Lluis Sert.
The Frances Loeb Library (The GSD History Collection,
Academic Affairs) also stores documentation related to
Ortega’s work as a Visiting Critic at the GSD (1957-58).
During this period, Ortega worked with Professor Huson
Jackson. Together, they supervised a wide range of
projects: university dormitories; a library for the School
of Design (September and October 1957); a head-
quarters for a contemporary art institute (October and
November 1957); the urban design of a residential area
(between December 1957 and January 1958); a pavilion
for the Brussels World’s Fair (April and May 1958); and a
regional museum of art, science and industry (November
1958). The collection preserves the syllabus of each
course, including detailed descriptions of the proposed
architectural programs, as well as plans and photo-
graphs of the students’ models.

In mid-1959 Ortega took on the role of advisor to the
United Nations in Central America, marking the begin-
ning a new phase in his professional life. No longer
engaged in business, he returned to his earlier interest
in the design and construction of low-cost housing—
this time exploring unconventional or easily industrial-
ized materials, provided they could meet the principles
of standardization and modular coordination. With

his first achievements in this field and the start of

his international recognition, Ortega served between
1964 and 1970 as a consultant in Cyprus and New York
attached to the United Nations Directorate of Technical
Assistance Operations. From this position, he worked
alongside the British architect Peter Land and the UN
consultant Hira Nagarwala in preparing the documenta-
tion for the Experimental Housing Project competition
(PREVI), held in Lima in 1969 with the aim of obtaining
innovative proposals for both housing design and con-
struction processes from a select group of international
architects. Such an interesting chapter in Ortega’s life is
also one of the most difficult ones to reconstruct, as no
specific or unitary archival sources have been identified.
The United Nations Archives contain only a handful of
documents across different collections—the Department
of Economic and Social Affairs (DESA) (1955-present)
and the papers of Secretary-General Javier Pérez de
Cuéllar (1982-91).

In October 1970, Ortega took a one-year leave of
absence from his functions at the UN to serve as a
research associate in ecology and construction at McGill
University. In Montreal, he founded the Minimum Cost
Housing Group together with Samir Ayat and Witold
Rybczynski, taking on an ambitious research project

in sustainable construction—particularly, the use of
sulfur-based blocks. The initiative, known as Operation
ECOL, resulted in an experimental prototype house in
which new materials, technologies, and self-building
practices were tested (Fig. 10 and 11).

Fig. 10
Construction photograph of the ECOL experimental house by
the Minimum Cost Housing Group, McGill University, 1972.
Source: Minimum Cost Housing Group fonds, 1947, 1970-
2012, Box 149-2009-05, Folder 4 Self-sufficient low-cost
habitable house (1972), Canadian Centre for Architecture.
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Fig. 11
The ECOL experimental house by the Minimum Cost Housing
Group, McGill University, 1972. Source: Minimum Cost
Housing Group fonds, 1947, 1970-2012, Box 149-2009-05,
Folder 4 Self-sufficient low-cost habitable house (1972),
photo by Perspectives Dimanche, Canadian Centre for
Architecture (Montreal).
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After returning to his duties as a UN consultant, Ortega
traveled around the world, providing technical assistance
in the field of housing construction. In his final years,

he was a member of the non-profit group Laborhabitat,
developing environmentally focused proposals address-
ing solar energy, water conservation (through toilets
that reused water discharged from sinks), air-humidity
condensation systems, waste management through
biological decomposition plants, the limitation of pollut-
ing gases, the promotion of electric transportation, and
even the production of concrete from marine materials.
Ortega died in Montreal at the age of 71.

Indeed, the brief period of Ortega’s career at McGill and
his late life in Canada have left some documentary evi-
dence in two Canadian archives. The McGill University
Archives store the Alvaro Ortega Fonds—donated by
Ortega himself before his death. The fonds consists of
at least 36 boxes (including 7.33 linear meters of textual
records), 287 slides, and 46 architectural drawings,
which have been only recently and partially organized.
The documents are highly diverse and include com-
mercial catalogues, reports, travel souvenirs, photo-
graphs, unfinished manuscripts, and press releases,
but, regretfully, almost no correspondence. Even so,
this collection makes it possible to reconstruct at least
certain aspects of Ortega’s early years as a UN con-
sultant in Central America (1959-70), thanks to copies
of typed reports, articles published in local magazines
and newspapers, and commercial information related

to his design of folded asbestos-cement gutters as
roofing systems for low-cost housing—systems that,
within a few years, spread throughout the world through
the Eternit brand. The genesis of this invention, how-
ever, and the subsequent course of its patents are still
unclear. Lastly, at the Canadian Centre for Architecture,
the collection Minimum Cost Housing Group fonds,
1947,1970-2012 contains a small number of documents
related to Ortega’s role in the creation of the Minimum
Cost Housing Group and the experimental housing con-
structed under Operation ECOL (Stickells, 2023).

4. A neglected history: Documentary gaps, geographi-
cal barriers, or conscious marginalization?

Ortega’s cosmopolitan life and his rich, complex pro-
fessional trajectory brought him to cross paths with
architects like Gropius, Breuer, and Catalano; placed
him among the designers of one of the most interna-
tionally acclaimed works of Colombian modernism—the
11 November Baseball Stadium in Cartagena; earned him
recognition as a pioneer of prefabrication in the country
(Proa, 1955); and led him to work across the world as

o11

a UN consultant. All this should have been more than
enough to justify a consistent stream of scholarship
on Ortega. However, no such effort has materialized
and no comprehensive investigation has emerged in
North America resulting in a recontextualization of his
archives.

Conditions have not been fertile in Colombia either

for the development of solid counter-narratives. Both
institutional archives—such as those mentioned in the
introduction—and private collections tend to preserve
documentation produced by prominent architects and
firms (Rogelio Salmona, German Samper, Obregon

& Valenzuela, CuSeGo, J.M. Montoya y Valenzuela,
Guillermo Bermtdez, among others). In terms of con-
sistency, these archives usually contain some blue-
prints but lack other crucial materials such as technical
reports, contracts, or correspondence. As a result,
researchers have limited opportunities to investigate
lesser-known architects, and scholarship continues to
revolve around the same figures, often adopting a for-
malist perspective dictated by the typology of available
documents. The sustained focus on the work of some
architects has long monopolized research in Bogot3,
while scholars from other cities have attempted to shed
light on local architects. Such a narrow orientation

has only reinforced the already established and dom-
inant narrative on Colombian modernism and its few
(Bogotano) heroes.

In Ortega’s case, the absence of a consistent, central-
ized, and accessible archival collection has clearly
hindered efforts to investigate his work. In this context,
it is important not to underestimate how limited finan-
cial resources—especially for early-career scholars, and
even more so for those based in the Global South—can
become an insurmountable barrier, ultimately shaping
the direction of scholarship. The authors of this arti-

cle themselves were only able to undertake overseas
research when specific circumstances made such travel
possible. For instance, for years the existence of an
Ortega collection at McGill circulated merely as a rumor,
mentioned only occasionally. The lack of certainty
regarding the presence and extent of relevant docu-
mentation—its cataloging is relatively recent—made it
difficult to justify the cost of travel. The completeness
of the materials held at Harvard was also uncertain.

The decision to investigate the American Heritage
Center in Wyoming, where documents were eventually
located within Karl Billner’s collection, was effectively
a gamble. The only reassuring indication came from
Ortega’s name appearing in a typewritten index that
had been scanned and emailed to one of the authors—
even though it did not appear in the online catalog. As
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a result, visits to these archives only became feasible
once the potential aggregation of materials made the
trip worthwhile. Ultimately, these efforts proved justi-
fied, as new insights into Ortega’s life and work have
now been reconstructed through both direct and indirect
documentation.

Still, a second set of considerations links the availability
of documentation to the state of the historiographical
debate. Ortega’s place in Colombian history—and that
of his Harvard peers Gabriel Solano and Jorge Arango,
and Jorge Gaitan—reflects broader cultural dynamics.
The main historiographic tradition that emerged in the
1980s sought to consolidate the legacy of a specific
version of late modernism, interpreted as distinctly
Colombian because it carried clear characteristics and
values (Mondragon & Lanuza, 2008). This perspective
has become dominant in Colombian academic circles,
strongly influencing research priorities and steering
attention away from architects like Ortega, whose
background, ethos, interests, and practice aligned more
closely with a technocratic and internationalist vision
shaped by Euro-North Atlantic centers (Botti & Liernur,
2021).

Inspired by Kenneth Frampton’s (1983) theory of critical
regionalism and by the debates generated within the
Seminarios de Arquitectura Latinoamericana (SAL;
Seminars of Latin American Architecture)*around
notions such as “appropriate modernity” (“modernidad
apropiada;” Fernandez, 1987) and “divergent architec-
ture” (“arquitectura divergente;” Waisman, 1989), key-
words like “identity” and “regionalism” encouraged
critics and historians to foreground architects who

best embodied local values. In Colombia, Salmona,
Martinez, and few others became representative fig-
ures of a national modernism—an approach that local
historiography would characterize as “topological”
(“del lugar,” meaning “of the place;” Arango, 1989; Nino,
1999). The association of some of these architects with
Le Corbusier—the other major historiographic distrac-
tion in every territory he set foot in°—further reinforced
a European genealogy of national modernism consid-
ered more “appropriate” than a possible North American
one.

Carlos Rueda (2012, p. 25) observed that in the 1950s
the mainstream vision promoted by Proa favored the
figure of the anonymous technical architect over that of
the individual creator. By the 1980s, however, this value
system shifted: the architect-artist working in a small
atelier became the new ideal. As Anne Berty and Frank
Renevier (1981) argued, Colombian architecture was
neither mass architecture—as defined by Henry-Russell
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Hitchcock’s (1947) “architecture of bureaucracy,”

a category to which Ortega’s work in some ways
belonged—nor the architecture of ostentatious avant-
garde originality—the “architecture of genius,” again in
Hitchcock’s terms. Instead, Colombian architecture—
the one that would only a few years later be labelled
“topological’—was, according to Berty and Renevier,
an “intermediate” architecture characterized by modest
appearance and artisanal quality.

In contrast to this narrative, Ortega was an architect who
sought universal solutions—or, more precisely, locally
adapted responses to universal problems. It could be
argued that for these reasons his work may have not
been perceived as sufficiently Colombian. Ultimately, it
remains an unprovable hypothesis whether the exis-
tence of more accessible archives in Colombia would
have encouraged further research on Ortega (and on
Solano, Arango, and others), thereby setting a different
course for the local historiographic debate.
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Notes

1. Specifically, Law 594 of 2000 established
the general rules and principles governing
the archival function of public entities and
private entities that perform public func-
tions, and Decree 4124 of 2004 regulated
the National Archives System.

2. By way of comparison, some recent archive
donations from famous architects have
sparked considerable debate. Among them,
the division of Alvaro Siza’s archive between
the Canadian Centre for Architecture in
Montreal and two Portuguese institutions—
including Casa da Arquitectura—has drawn
widespread attention, as have the donations
of Paulo Mendes da Rocha’s archive (by the
architect himself) and Lucio Costa’s archive
(by his family) to Casa da Arquitectura
(Costa, 2022; Machado e Moura & Baia,
2022).

3. Some drawings by Ortega and other
Colombians—including Gabriel Solano and
Jorge Arango, who held a kind of internship
at Harvard during the same years—have
been published in Quintana-Guerrero et al.
(2024, p. 283).

4. The first and second meetings took place
in Buenos Aires in 1985 and 1986, followed
by Manizales in 1987, Tlaxcala in 1989, and
Santiago de Chile in 1991.

5. The case of how Brazilian historiography
and international historiography on Brazil
have consistently perpetuated a narrative
in which Le Corbusier’s role is praised as
the catalyst for the emergence of Brazilian
modernism’s emergence is the most
paradigmatic one, from Philip L. Goodwin
(1943) to Henrique E. Mindlin (1956), as
also emphasized by Sigfried Giedion in his
foreword (p. ix) to Mindlin’s book.
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