


ABSTRACT 
 
The Aesthetics of the Green Revolution: Art, Architecture and the Agrilogistics of 
Development between the United States and Latin America, 1930-1972.  
 
 
This dissertation analyzes the art, architecture, and agrilogistics linking Nelson 
Rockefeller’s Cold War cultural agenda in Latin America to the techno-scientific 
transformation of agriculture now known as the Green Revolution. First, this project 
examines the role played by transnational art exhibitions hosted by the Rockefeller 
family’s Museum of Modern Art and Nelson Rockefeller’s Office of the Coordinator of 
Inter-American Affairs in laying the groundwork for Green Revolution collaborations in 
México and beyond. Next, this dissertation analyzes the architecture of four 
international institutions at the Latin American origins of the Green Revolution, namely: 
The National School of Agriculture in Texcoco, México, and the Center for the 
Improvement of Maize and Wheat in El Batán, México, as well as the National School of 
Agronomy in Palmira, Colombia and the Center International Center for Tropical 
Agriculture in Cali, Colombia. Drawing from archival research, formal analyses and site 
visits, my work connects Nelson Rockefeller’s cultural agenda in the broader Caribbean 
to the science behind the Green Revolution, to argue that the same aesthetic and 
epistemological lens shaped the art, architecture and landscape transformations of this 
Cold War development strategy and its signature Nobel Peace Prize-winning genetic 
experiments. Contributing to an emerging body of scholarship on the essential role of 
the countryside in the history of modernism, this project marks a shift in humanity’s 
ability to shape its environment as transnational institutions, scientists, technocrats, 
artists and architects moved to not only harness nature but to redesign its so-called raw 
materials, beginning at the scale of human chromosomes and extending to the 
reconstitution of vast rural and urban landscapes. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

I.  
On February 9, 1932, the Rockefeller family’s new Museum of Modern Art 

(MoMA), in New York, opened its first architectural exhibition, Modern 

Architecture: International Exhibition (1932) curated by Philip Johnson and 

Henry-Russell Hitchcock.1 While the Museum would soon be leveraged to create 

connections between Latin America and the United States, beginning with 

Mexico in particular, Modern Architecture focused exclusively on designs realized 

within the Global North in order to challenge Europe’s modern architectural 

hegemony while shaping the aesthetic choices of North American architects and 

the general public.2 Though the exhibition was a resounding success in its time, 

 
1 While a Rockefeller family member sat on the board of the MoMA throughout its formative 
decades, the Museum of Modern Art was founded by Mary Quinn Sullivan, Lillie P. Bliss, and 
Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. Histories of the role of women in creating New York’s modern and 
contemporary art scene are still forthcoming. For an overview of the women who shaped the 
MoMA, the Whitney, and the Guggenheim, see Alexxa Gotthardt, “The Women Who Built the 
New York Artworld,” Artsy, July 6, 2017, accessed April 5, 2019, 
https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-women-built-new-york-art.  For an archival history as 
well as spatial mapping that pinpoints the role of women art dealers in fostering the New York art 
scene, see Susan Jarosi, “Prima Galleristas: Mapping Female Dealers in Mid-Twentieth Century 
Manhattan” (forthcoming).  
2 Replacing Cold War divisions of first-, second-, and third-world denominations, North-South 
designations attempt to mark both political and socio-economic divisions among contemporary 
nations. The Global North, for example, containing approximately one-quarter of the global 
population--namely polities in North America, Europe, Russia, Japan, as well as New Zealand 
and Australia--controls four-fifths of global earned income as well as 90% of global 
manufacturing. The Global South--comprising the nations of Africa, Latin America, the Middle 
East as well as China, India, and so-called emerging economies in Asia--thus makes up the 
remaining three-quarters of the earth’s human population. While the economic North and South 
are contested categories, given discrepancies within each region that defy their given appellation, 
post-Cold War development discourse relied on these distinctions to foster support for 
modernization projects arising both within and without the regions in question. For more on the 
North-South divide, see Nahzeem Oluwafemi Mimiko, Globalization: The Politics of Global 

Economic Relations and International Business (Durham, NC: Carolina Academic Press, 2012) 
and Jean-Philippe Therien, "Beyond the North-South Divide: The Two Tales of World Poverty," Third 

World Quarterly 20, no. 4 (1999): 723–742.  
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its co-publication, The International Style (1932), conceived by Barr and 

Hitchcock before the decision to launch the exhibition, has ensured the 

circulation of the curators’ concerns over the intervening decades.  

 
Figure 1. Cover, Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Jr., and Philip Johnson, The International Style: 

Architecture Since 1922 (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1932). Digital Image © The Museum 
of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, NY. Note the confident claims not only to 
singularity but also to universality through the exclusion of a region or set of nations to which their 
statements, in the bold red text on the cover, apply. 
 

Building from geographically specific examples while proclaiming a certain 

universality of import, in Part 1 of The International Style Hitchcock and Johnson 

attempt to establish a historical framework for their arguments to come. 

Beginning in the eighteenth century, Hitchcock and Johnson argue, stylistic 

confusion reigned as architecture struggled to reconcile new methods of 

construction and new materials with older styles of building ornamentation.3 

Accordingly, the resulting chaos of eclecticism, or more precisely the idea that 

style could be a choice nearly damaged the idea of style altogether. Arguing 

toward what has become Louis Sullivan’s now ubiquitous dictum that form should 

follow function, Hitchcock and Johnson described shifts from mass to volume, 

regularity over symmetry, and the denunciation of ornament, not as contingent, 

but instead necessary conditions for modern architecture.4 Pairing this now 

famous injunctive with increasingly fashionable biological terminology, both 

 
3 Philip Johnson and Henry-Russell Hitchcock, The International Style: Architecture Since 1922 
(New York: W. W. Norton, 1932), 34. In the introduction to MoMA’s Built in USA, 1932–1944 
catalog, the authors revise their earlier focus on volume to instead emphasize the influence of the 
machine age in modern architecture. Elisabeth B. Kassler, Built in USA, 1932-1944 (New York: 
Museum of Modern Art, 1944), 9-13. 
4 Sybil Gordon Kantor, Alfred H. Barr, Jr. and the Intellectual Origins of the Museum of Modern 

Art (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), 251. 
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historian and curator wrote: “The unconscious and halting architectural 

developments of the nineteenth century, the confused and contradictory 

experimentation of the beginning of the twentieth, have been succeeded by a 

directed evolution.“5  

 

What Hitchcock and Johnson thought they had found in the International Style 

was twofold. For practitioners, they offered guidelines that, when followed with 

skill, could shape volumes into signifiers of their time. For astute readers of the 

built environment, they argued, the new style had already begun to shape 

architectural possibility in line with the functioning of modernity.  While the 

cultural impacts of Modern Architecture and it’s sister publication, The 

International Style, are well documented, the reach of the aesthetics championed 

within these twinned cultural touchstones has been limited to studies of 

modernism, i.e. the impact of modernization on visual culture, per se. Friedrich 

Nietzsche, Jurgen Habermas, Alexander Nehamas as well as theorists of the 

center-periphery debate have duly pinpointed the makings of the modern period, 

marked by the turning away from history and tradition in search of something 

new, bolstered not by the church, monarchies or other forms of deontology, but 

instead by ideas of science, technology, extractive capitalism, and progress. This 

story and its relationship to the International Style has been endlessly told. What 

remains to be uncovered in the history of modernism, and what we are currently 

uncovering as a species, is the degree to which the aesthetics which shaped the 

 
5 Hitchcock and Johnson,The International Style, 2nd ed. (New York: W. W. Norton, 1966) 34–36. 
Author’s italics. 
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International Style exceeded the bounds of art, architecture and visual culture in 

the attempt to shape experiments in science, economics, politics, and the 

humanities by applying the aesthetics of scientific neutrality to more-than-human 

(i.e. human animal as well as non-human animal, vegetable, mineral, etc) 

appropriation.6 

 

Drawing from the fields of art and architectural history and theory, agricultural 

history and the environmental humanities, this dissertation pinpoints the 

commitments of the International Style as they appear within a broader 

mechanism of modern development in the form of what I am calling the 

aesthetics of scientific neutrality. In line with the tenets of positivism, the 

aesthetics of scientific neutrality reveal a way of looking at objects--including 

humans, plants, seeds, reinforced concrete, and soil--as “resources” or “value-

neutral factors,” even undeveloped empty spaces, best handled and optimized 

through a combination of technocratic and scientific approaches. If architectural 

modernism, as perhaps most famously practiced by Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, 

Le Corbusier and Walter Gropius, is defined as an architectural response to--and 

participation within--the twentieth century inclination to propose scientific and 

technological solutions to what were often also cultural and political problems, 

the aesthetics of scientific neutrality proceeds these and other modernist’s 

 
6 The terms “human,” “non-human,” and “more-than-human” are part of attempts to foster 
dialogue that includes humans and all other possible things in the broader worlds of ecological, 
posthumanist, and object-oriented thinking. While object oriented ontology uses the word 
“objects” for all entities, including entities traditionally typed as animal, mineral and vegetable, as 
well as thought-objects, hyperobjects and otherwise, in this dissertation, I am using “more-than-
human” to mean all objects, both human and otherwise.    
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output. It is a mode of seeing shaped directly by the post-World War II Bretton 

Woods reorganization of global power through the creation of the International 

Monetary Fund and the World Bank, which reframed previous “colonial” power in 

terms of the new, purportedly more neutral market-driven forces of industrial 

production, expertise and technocracy.7 Taking up the mantle of this scientifically 

neutral reorganization of the First, Second and Third Worlds, institutions 

including the United Nations, UNESCO, the North American Point Four Program, 

as well as the Rand, Ford and Rockefeller conglomerates, including Nelson 

Rockefeller’s Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, created 

expanding networks focused on the rationalization of domains ranging from 

welfare and farming to tourism, urban planning and economic growth. Yet, as 

Louis Marin has argued, neutrality, is never neutral.  Speaking directly to the 

purported neutrality of a liberal university, Marin describes neutrality as 

something more akin to dissimulation. It is, he states, “not simply an inert 

screening-off of a deeper reality. It is, rather, a means to an end, a means 

possessed by an end for its own self-realization. It is the mark of a force aiming 

at a goal, a mask of the violence of this force or, in different terms, its 

‘reactivity’.”8 Operating under the guise of neutrality, of dissimulation from its 

perhaps sublimated intent, the aesthetics of scientific neutrality championed by 

the International Style, and its adherents within this dissertation, represent a 

forceful attempt to manipulate relationships between objects--be they objects of 

 
7 Arindam Dutta and Ijlal Muzzafar, “Systems and the South Colloquium Call for Papers,” 2017. 
8 Louis Marin, “‘Le Neutre’ and Philosophical Discourse,” Neutrality and Impartiality: The 

University and Political Commitment, ed. Alan Montefiore (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 1975). 
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human thought, microbes or wheat--which both describe and exceed the 

domains of visual culture, the built environment, and stylistic shifts within the 

visual arts. If aesthetics are not only the form that ideas take in the world, but 

also the way that objects reveal and relate to one another, then the history of 

particular aesthetic choices, or what one might call style, merges both an inquiry 

into ideology and an ontological investigation into the agency of things, be they 

seeds or concrete pilotis. Or, in other words, though it could be said that the work 

of architectural history and criticism is to pinpoint and analyze the embodiment of 

a given time within the style of its material output, to limit the analysis of the 

aesthetics of the International Style to the built environment alone is to short-

change the strength, impact and signalling of the work being characterized. If an 

arrangement of windows, a reduction of ornament, and a relationship between 

structure and volume can speak to the workings of a particular set of object 

relations, why would aesthetics stop signifying outside the traditional fields of 

visual culture? Analyzing the agricultural history of the Green Revolution 

alongside the art and architecture at the origins of this Cold War development, 

the answer proposed in this dissertation is that they do not. 

 

II. CONTEXT 

The history of the Green Revolution is often told as a series of hero narratives, 

featuring North American scientists in the foreground, with regional agronomists 

and governments of the Global South in the background. Yet, when examined 

from the point of view of its originating nations, the origins of the global 
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industrialization of agriculture are harder to pinpoint, colonize and romanticize. 

While the first sites of the Green Revolution emerged through small-scale 

transnational collaborations between México, Colombia and the Rockefeller 

Foundation during the 1940s, by the 1950s, these same projects had become 

tests sites for the convergence of agricultural improvement, nation-building, 

development theories and liberal economic policies, consolidated in more-than-

human modernization achieved through architectural modernism. 

Simultaneously, whether raising petitions for land reclamation or pushing back on 

these same modernization agendas through biological means, indigenous groups 

in the Cauca Valley of Colombia and student groups at National School of 

Agriculture at Chapingo joined with other more-than-human entities to resist both 

national and North American attempts to internationalize local cultural and 

biological existence. 

 

The emergence of the Green Revolution, now known as the techno-scientific 

transformation of global agriculture, is rooted in the history of México’s first 

National School of Agriculture (la Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, ENA), located 

on the former Hacienda Chapingo in Texcoco, Mexico. Reclaiming one of the 

nation’s expansive and dominating haciendas (or plantations) for the agricultural 

education of México’s indigenous, mestizo and Spanish descendants, the 

campus’ original casco (or main house) modeled the redistribution of México’s 

more-than-human resources, including land, water, education and cultivation, 

from the elite to the rest of the nation’s people. Dedicated by President Obregon 
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in 1924 and celebrated by a series of lesser-known murals by Diego Rivera 

within the administration building and the hacienda’s former chapel, the National 

School of Agriculture was a living monument to the Mexican Revolution. It also 

became a point of interest for North American technocrats seeking ways to 

overcome the effects of the dust bowl as well as the disenfranchisement, poverty, 

and homelessness brought on by the stock market crash of 1929.   

 

While relations between México and its northern neighbor were historically tense, 

given North America’s appropriations of most of California, Utah, Nevada, 

Arizona and New México through the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848), and 

Mexican President Lazaro Cardenas’ nationalization of oil in 1938, the urgency of 

World War II brought both nations to the negotiating table. Thus, in 1941, North 

American Vice President Henry Wallace traveled to México City to formally 

recognize President Manuel Avila Camacho’s inauguration, in exchange for 

México’s help in fighting Axis influence at home and abroad. During his trip, 

Wallace, the former head of the United States Department of Agriculture met with 

México’s new Secretary of Agriculture and Development, Marte R. Gomez, to 

discuss ways that the two nations might continue to collaborate to support 

regional farmers in the fight against drought, insects, and disease in order to 

escalate domestic production. Avila Camacho’s plans to increase Mexican 

industrialization and modernization through enterprise aligned with Gomez’s 

desire for agricultural modernization through transnational collaboration. Seeking 

to avoid the hurdles created by involving government bureaucracies, Wallace 
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returned to Washington and reported his conversations to Rockefeller 

Foundation President Raymond Fosdick. Both agreed that the potential for 

coordinated agricultural development would be in the interest of stabilizing North-

South relationships while opening up Mexican research facilities and markets to 

North American agricultural science, technology, and machinery. Shortly 

thereafter, Marte Gomez was the first state appointee to formally invite the 

Rockefeller Foundation to collaborate in the interest of modernizing Mexican 

agriculture. 

 

Thus, contrary to the many teleological histories of this Nobel Peace Prize-

winning enterprise, as with many of the world’s most impactful scientific 

discoveries, the Green Revolution was an unexpected result of Gomez’s 

invitation to transnational collaboration. While the name “Green Revolution” now 

marks a period of techno-scientific agricultural development, beginning in the late 

1940s, defined by experimentation designed to escalate yields amongst the 

world’s most fundamental commodities, the project began as a way to decrease 

México’s corn imports, which escalated during the Revolution--due to the 

transformation of farmers and farm regions from agrarian life to war-time 

reorganization--and had yet to stabilize due to drought and other formidable 

blights. As Torre C. Olson’s history of Mexican and North American 

collaborations during the 1940s illustrates, these early partnerships brought 

Mexican scientists to North America and North American scientists to México in 
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an effort to improve agricultural methods as well as social and economic support 

for farmers in both nations.9  

 

In Colombia, the second site of the Green Revolution, agronomists in the nation’s 

fertile Cauca Valley (Valle del Cauca) were building transnational networks for 

increased agricultural productivity and exports as early as 1926 when Puerto 

Rico’s Carlos E. Chardón was invited first to Antioquia and then, in 1928, to the 

Palmira Agricultural Experiment Station to assess and improve the region’s 

agricultural potential.10 Laying out fifteen projects to both diversify and augment 

the growth of agro-industries in the nation’s fertile Cauca Valley, Plan Chardon 

also recommended the development of a degree-granting institution, focused on 

training students in modern, scientific methods of agronomy.11 While regional 

agronomists sought to implement Chardon’s recommendations, Colombian 

agricultural development in the 1920s was largely tied up by the conflicting 

interests of wealthy rural hacienda owners and the nation’s emerging class of 

technocrats. Caught between the conservative rule of the landholding elite and 

liberal efforts to diversify wealth and land tenure through largely techno-scientific 

(rather than expressly political) solutions, the Ministry of Agriculture and the first 

National School of Agriculture, in Bogota, were opposed in 1918 and disbanded 

completely in 1924 and 1925. While national ministries and institutions 

 
9 Tore C. Olsson, Agrarian Crossings: Reformers and the Remaking of the U.S. and Mexican 

Countryside  (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017). 
10 Stuart McCook, “Promoting the ‘Practical’: Science and Agricultural Modernization in Puerto 
Rico and Colombia, 1920-1940,” Agricultural History 75, no. 1 (Winter 2001): 52-82. 
11 McCook, “Promoting the ‘Practical’,” 62. 
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shuddered, regional agricultural associations responded by forming groups in 

Antioquia, Caldas, and Cundinamarca in support of the contested regional 

Normal Schools for agricultural training and experimental stations for agronomic 

improvement. 

 

Though Colombia’s relationship to the United States had decidedly soured in 

1885, when North American President Theodore Roosevelt supported a coup in 

Panama which resulted in the loss of former’s northern-most territory, throughout 

the early part of the twentieth century, the Rockefeller Foundation aimed to 

further the cause of transnational diplomacy through hushed scientific, medical, 

and educational co-development in the Cauca Valley. Keeping a low-institutional 

profile, the Rockefeller Foundation hoped to avoid anti-American sentiment while 

supporting the productivity-through-diversification aims of the Chardon Plan. 

Partnering with self-taught soil scientist and future Minister of Agriculture, Ciro 

Molina Garcés, and later, the Valley’s own Carlos Durán Castro, who established 

the Experimental Station at Palmira, the Rockefeller Foundation began sending 

funds, supplies, and agricultural experts, upon request, to Medellin as early as 

1924. The Foundation was, in fact, a financial supporter of the Palmira Station 

from its earliest stages.12 

 

In the midst of this struggle between rural and urban interests, as well as 

conservative and liberal parties, the 1934 election of Liberal Party President 

 
12 Rockefeller Foundation Officers Diaries, Ulysses J, Grant, RG 12, Box 177, Rockefeller 
Foundation Records, Rockefeller Archives Center, Sleepy Hollow, NY (henceforth RAC). 
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Alfonso López Pumarejo sparked a series of modernization projects in both the 

nation’s cities and the countryside known as the Revolution on the March 

(Revolución en Marcha). Instituting women’s suffrage while shifting the tax 

burden away from the poor, the Revolution on the March supported laborers, 

industrialists and the aims of small farmers, as well as indigenous communal 

farmers, in order to wrest political, economic and social power from the 

landholding rural elite. The National School of Agronomy, in Palmira, was a key 

part of Pumarejo’s rural modernization projects. While Pumarejo’s government 

donated the land for what would become the National School of Agronomy, 

previously part of the Hacienda el Porvenir, situated on lands formerly cultivated 

by the many indigenous communal farmers of the Cauca Valley, the Rockefeller 

Foundation offered to pay for the building, the library and the laboratory 

resources needed to execute Pumarejo’s plan. 

 

From the earliest collaborations to support the National School of Agriculture in 

Texcoco, México to the National School of Agronomy in Palmira, Colombia, in 

the 1940s, the Rockefeller Foundation set out to improve health through 

increased national food supplies, and thus political stability, throughout the 

Americas. While the Rockefeller Foundation worked quietly behind the scenes, 

when Nelson Rockefeller became the Coordinator for the Office of the 

Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs (OCIAA), under North American President 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Rockefeller influence expanded to fill each layer of 

both public and private interest in the Good Neighbor Policy. Overseeing North 
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American outreach to Latin America in the fields of education, science, 

agriculture, film, visual art, archeology, anthropology, and even less savory 

covert operations, Nelson’s Office also contracted with institutions including 

museums, universities, hospitals and other cultural entities to bring Latin 

American science and culture to the United States.  

 

If México and Colombia held the reigns for early agricultural development in each 

nation, respectively, the Cold War changed the terms of Rockefeller Foundation 

influence. Internationalizing regional commodity and farming improvement 

programs through the intensive use of pesticides, fertilizers and irrigation 

methods, the Green Revolution is perhaps best known for the 400% increase in 

wheat yields achieved by the Mexican Agriculture Project’s lead genetic 

agronomist and Noble Peace-Prize Laureate, Norman Borlaug as well as 

increased global cereal yields developed in México and Colombia during the 

1940s-50s, as well as the Philippines and most famously in India during the 

1960s-1970s. Increasing domestic surplus, while creating saleable commodities 

for the global market, the project’s achievements soon became part of a 

technology package, leveraged by the U.S. Agency for International 

Development (USAID), the World Bank and the United States Departments of 

State and Agriculture, for geopolitical gains.13 The Green Revolution’s name--

which arrived long after the development of the high-yield varieties of the world’s 

most basic food-based commodities for which the project is known--points to this 

 
13 David A. Sonnenfeld, “México’s ‘Green Revolution,’ 1940–1980: Towards an Environmental 
History,” Environmental History Review 16, no. 4 (Winter 1992): 28–52. 
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shift from early transnational collaboration to agricultural development’s role as a 

so-called soft weapon of the Cold War. Circumscribing the geopolitical stakes for 

the program’s success and adoption, United States Agency for International 

Development (USAID) Director William Gaud was the first to give the 

industrialization of agriculture its peculiar name: “These and other developments 

in the field of agriculture contain the makings of a new revolution. It is not a 

violent Red Revolution like that of the Soviets, nor is it a White Revolution like 

that of the Shah of Iran. I call it a Green Revolution. “14  While the term 

“revolution” today implies an overthrow of state governance through a show of 

force or political will by the people, the Green Revolution is nothing of the sort. 

Using methods which exceeded the grasp of local and regional farmers, the 

Green Revolution is an elite and capitalist program which metabolizes regional 

resources for the sake of market gains. It also currently contributes 8% of 

humanity’s global carbon footprint. While statistics based on the extension of the 

Green Revolution’s influence into the late twentieth century show that total food 

production in the developing world doubled between 1950 and 1985, evidence 

also shows that hunger grew by approximately 11% during the same period.15 

 
14 William S. Gaud, "The Green Revolution: Accomplishments and Apprehensions," address 

before the Society of International Development, Washington, DC, March 8, 1968, reprint, 

AgBioWorld.org, accessed August 8, 2011, http://www.agbioworld.org/biotech-

info/topics/borlaug/borlaug-green.html. See also Marie-Monique Robin, The World According to 

Monsanto: Pollution, Corruption, and the Control of the World's Food Supply, trans. George 

Holoch (New York: New Press, 2012), 308. 
15 For statistics on the amplification of yields brought about by Green Revolution methodologies, 
see Gordon Conway, The Doubly Green Revolution: Food for All in the Twenty-First Century 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1999). For more on the increasing numbers of hungry 
people during and after the Green Revolution’s transformation of agriculture, see Peter Rosset, 
“Lessons from the Green Revolution,” FoodFirst.org, accessed July 27, 2019, 
http://www.foodfirst.org/media/opeds/2000/4-greenrev.html. See also Michael Lipton, “Plant 
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Overall, Gaud’s naming of the Rockefeller Foundation’s late Green Revolution 

now seems a misnomer.  

 

III. RELEVANCE AND TERMINOLOGY 

Bringing together Latin American architectural history and the environmental 

humanities, while speaking to issues as pressing as climate change and the 

geopolitics of transnational development programs, this dissertation links Nelson 

Rockefeller’s Cold War cultural agenda in Latin America to the Green 

Revolution’s techno-scientific transformation of agriculture. Specifically, this work 

argues that scientists and technocrats in México and Colombia, supported by the 

Rockefeller Foundation, leveraged the aesthetics of scientific neutrality to shape 

not only the art, landscape, and architecture of Mexico and the Caribbean but 

also the hybrid and genetically modified seeds of the global Green Revolution. 

While scholars in genetics and the agricultural sciences have written extensively 

on the Nobel Peace Prize-winning scientific breakthroughs of the Green 

Revolution, this work brings art, architecture, and aesthetics to the core of 

debates on the conjoined roles of science and technology in both the making of, 

and resistance to, one of the Anthropocene’s most impactful rural developments.  

 

 
Breeding and Poverty: Can Transgenic Seeds Replicate the ‘Green Revolution’ as a Source of 
Gains for the Poor?“ Journal of Development Studies 43, no. 1 (2007): 31–62, 
doi:10.1080/00220380601055510. 
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This dissertation takes inspiration from the work of Fabiola Lopez-Duran’s 2018 

publication, Eugenics in the Garden: Transatlantic Architecture and the Crafting 

of Modernity. This book details not only the influence of French eugenicist Alexis 

Carrell’s research and publications on the architectural aspirations of the famed 

architect Le Corbusier but also the role played by institutions of science and 

culture in the attempt to shape human futures through the careful crafting of the 

built environment in France, Argentina and Brazil. While Lopez-Duran focuses on 

the role architecture and planning played in urban attempts to guide human 

evolution, my work moves to the Mexican and Colombian countryside, where so-

called environmentally-attuned, techno-scientific architectural solutions to more-

than-human modernization mirrored the aesthetics of the Green Revolution’s 

most aggressive agro-genetic experiments. 

 

Daniel Barber’s A House in the Sun: Modern Architecture and Solar Energy in 

the Cold War (2016), tracking the petropolitics leading to--and architectural 

transformations brought about by--solar house design in the United States during 

the mid-twentieth century, informed my analyses of both William Brubaker’s Plan 

Chapingo, in Texcoco, México, and Leopoldo Rother’s National School for 

Agronomy in Palmira, Colombia. Pairing Barber’s use of Jean-Luc Nancy’s 

concept of eco-technological enframing with Henri LeFebvre and Jacques 

Derrida’s definitions of mondialisation, the International Style became, for me, a 

symptom of a larger modernist process of “world-making” which used science 

and technology to set the parameters for what could be thought, as well as which 
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solutions could be applied, in the processes of Cold War development in the 

Global South.16 

 

This project is also centered in the work of Cary Wolfe and Donna Haraway who 

frame posthumanism as an after-humanist mode of understanding the world in its 

plurality and kinship. In the introduction to “What is Posthumanism?” Wolfe 

defines the eponymous term as both a recognition of the embodied-animality of 

the human and also a historical moment when human circumscription through 

“technical, medical, informatic, and economic networks” presses us to rethink the 

drives and projects of humanism.17 Therein, Wolfe writes:  

What this means is that when we talk about posthumanism, we are 
not just talking about a thematics of decentering the human in 
relation to either evolutionary, ecological, or technological 
coordinates (though that is where the conversation usually begins 
and, all too often, ends); rather, I will insist that we are also talking 
about how thinking confronts that thematics, what thought has to 
become in the face of those challenges.18  

 

Taking a small step toward what must be a much larger project this dissertation 

aims to rethink the Latin American history of the Green Revolution, one of the 

twentieth-century’s most human-centered development projects, by first 

uncovering and then questioning the aesthetics which shaped its possibilities.  

 

 
16 Henri Lefebvre, “The Worldwide Experience” (1978), in Henri Lefebvre: Key Writings, ed. Stuart 
Elden, Elisabeth Lebas, and Eleanore Kafman (London: Bloomsbury Academic Press, 2017), 
224. See also Jacques Derrida, Rogues: Two Essays on Reason, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and 
Michael Naas (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2005).  
17 Cary Wolfe, What is Posthumanism? (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), xiv-
xvi. 
18 Ibid., xvi.   
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Following that trajectory, this investigation into architectural and agricultural 

history find their convergence in Timothy Morton’s more-than-human 

aesthetics.19 What is at stake in this alignment is at least the question of agency, 

which has too long been framed as a possibility for humans alone. While Bruno 

Latour’s actor-network theory and variants including Levi Bryant’s democracy of 

objects join Cary Wolfe in questioning and decentering humanists ontologies, 

Morton brings architecture, music and visual studies to the heart of these 

theories through the philosophical claim that causality is aesthetic.20 In other 

words, what we see and can know about being and beings-in-the-world happens 

at the aesthetic level.   

 

Whether analysing Colombian architect Leopoldo Rother’s use of reinforced 

concrete in his modernized hacienda at the National School of Agronomy at 

Palmira to both shade and harness biological actors, or the same architect’s 

early forays into Art Deco and the racial implications behind his use of spiral 

staircases, graduated stair plains, and other stylistic choices, each decision, and 

architectural correlate reveal themselves through aesthetic means. At the same 

time, there is more involved in a building than the architect’s intent. To this end, 

Arindam Dutta analyses the relationship between reinforced concrete, 

 
19 See Timothy Morton, Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Environmental Aesthetics 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009); Timothy Morton, The Ecological Thought. 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2012); and Timothy Morton, Realist Magic: Objects, 

Ontology, Causality (Ann Arbor, MI: Open Humanities Press, 2013). 
20 Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory (Oxford, UK: 
Oxford University Press, 2007) and Levi Bryant, The Democracy of Objects (Ann Arbor, MI: Open 
Humanities Press, 2011). See also Morton, Realist Magic.  
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contingency, and incompletion in his analysis of select Team 10 post-Bretton 

Woods development projects operating in the Global South during the 1960s. 

Therein, Dutta argues that concrete, via a “New Brutalism,” combines the erasure 

of scalar distinctions with an ever-expanding sense of the architectural footprint 

from site to environment, articulated through connectivity and linkages, to 

become an economic instrument.21 And, as Fabiola Lopez-Duran and I have 

elsewhere argued, reinforced concrete as used by Mallet-Stevens and Jan & Joël 

Martel in the 1925 International Exhibition of Modern Industrial and Decorative 

Arts became the ideal tool to circumvent the seasonally specific requirements of 

formally unpredictable trees in their garden entry. Creating formable, uniform, 

and undying replications of tree-life, in Stevens and the Martels’ garden, as 

elsewhere, concrete’s ability to mold and morph to the architect’s will made it the 

darling of an era focused on human mastery over nature.22   

 

The aesthetic history of the Green Revolution, written herein, is the history of an 

attempted erasure of agency in all but technocratic systems of thought designed 

to align biological and social entities in the interest of heightened productivity. It is 

a history of biopolitics as expounded by Michel Foucault and it is a history of 

what Morton, tracking Jared Diamond, calls agrilogistics: the human drive to 

utilize and appropriate objects around us as if they were objects-for-us. Whether 

 
21 Arindam Dutta, “Incompletion: On More Than a Certain Tendency in Post-WWII Architecture 
and Planning,” in Systems and the South: Architecture in Development, ed. Arindam Dutta, Ayala 
Levin, Fabiola Lopez-Duran, and Ijlal Muzzafar (forthcoming). 
22 Fabiola Lopez-Duran and Nikki Moore, “From France to Brazil and Back: Le Corbusier, Nature 
and the Ideal Human Type, 1925-1946,” in Across Space and Time: Architecture and the Politics 

of Modernity, ed. Patrick Haughey, 159–74 (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Press, 2017).    
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as Foucault proposes, the appropriative drive started with the reconfiguration of 

state power in the eighteenth century, or as Morton suggests, it arose in 

humanity’s first agricultural gestures in the Fertile Crescent--or in the forests of 

Brazil as architect Paulo Tavares work argues--these metabolizing drives at the 

core of modern, human being-in-the-world were brought to a crescendo in the 

Green Revolution itself.23  

 

For these aims, corn, like concrete, had a privileged for-human position. In the 

early history of the science behind the Green Revolution, corn was seen as an 

ideal material for genetic testing, as each attempt at reproduction produced many 

hundreds of progeny. Each kernel requires individual pollination, and, even if the 

pollen’s origin is consistent, each little kernel of corn on a cob can emerge with a 

different genetic composition from the kernels around it, giving scientists the 

opportunity to create hundreds of variants from a single cross. But, corn is also 

promiscuous. In order to keep genetic lines pure within a single breed of corn, in 

order to further optimize that line, crops must be planted a minimum of 100 feet 

from potential cross-contamination. And even then, a pure cross can be elusive. 

 
 

23 On Foucault’s biopolitics, see Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1990); Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de 

France, 1978-1979, ed. Michel Senellart, trans. Graham Burchell (London: Palgrave Macmillain, 
2008; repr., New York: Picador, 2010); and Michel Foucault, Security, Territory and Population 
Lectures at the Collège De France, 1977-1978, ed. Michel Senellart, trans. Graham Burchell 
(New York: Picador/Palgrave Macmillan, 2009). On agrilogistics, see Timothy Morton’s 2014 
Wellek Library Lectures at the University of California, Irvine, May 21–24, 2014. Timothy Morton, 
Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence (New York: Columbia University Press, 2018). 
See also Paulo Tavares, “In the Forest Ruins” In Superhumanity: Design of the Self, edited by 
Nick Axel, Beatriz Colomina, Nikolaus Hirsch, Anton Vidokle, and Mark Wigley, 293–304 (New 
York: e-Flux Architecture, 2018), doi:10.5749/j.ctt1zctt3b.36; and Eduardo Kohn, How Forests 

Think: Toward an Anthropology Beyond the Human, e-book (Berkeley: University of Calfornia 
Press, 2013), doi:10.1525/california/9780520276109.001.0001. 
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Figure 2:  Neil MacLellan, Corn Improvement, n.d., photograph, Rockefeller Foundation, Photos, 

300D, Latin America: Natural Science & Agriculture, Box 62, Folder 1398A, RAC. A member of 

the Mexican Agriculture Project, the precursor to the Green Revolution, covers corn tassels 

containing male reproductive germplasm to ensure controlled pollination. In the first half of the 

twentieth century, in an attempt to prevent unauthorized fertilization in the process of seed 

optimization, entire fields of hybrid corn required detasseling or other manual methods of 

reproductive control, such as the application of paper bag prophylactics.  
 

At the National School of Agriculture in Texcoco, scientists tried a number of 

means to circumvent corn’s reproductive processes, including the application of 

paper-bag condoms to help prevent pollen from floating on the wind to unwanted 

fields. After paying workers to detassel, or to cut the pollen-making organ from 

each stalk, agronomists finally managed to engineer a handful of neutered, 

pollen-free corn varieties. While these engineered-for-human asexual types now 

make up 90% of the corn grown today in industrialized fields, despite Green 

Revolution scientist’s best efforts, most corn varieties still find ways around 

monoculturalization. A single blue kernel in a field of otherwise yellow corn is 

enough to signal unauthorized reproduction. And, as climate change is making 

clearer every day, even those varieties that have been manipulated continue to 

appear for bugs, soil, bacteria, as well as to human and cow stomachs in ways 

that deviate from the command-control architecture of their laboratory origins. 

 

IV. CONTENTS 

Through formal art and architectural analyses, as well as site visits to the 

genetics laboratories that fueled the Green Revolution, this research is based in 

over thirty five art, architecture, political, institutional and agronomic archives 

located within three different countries. Moving between North American 
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institutions with global development programs, including the North American 

Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, the Rockefeller Foundation 

and the Museum of Modern Art, New York, this research examines the 

architectural histories of four primary Latin American research institutions, 

namely: the National School of Agriculture at Chapingo, the International Center 

for the Improvement of Corn and Wheat (CIMMYT) in Mexico, the National 

School of Agriculture at Palmira, and the International Center for Tropical 

Agriculture (CIAT) in Colombia. In the process, this dissertation tracks the 

aesthetics leveraged by transnationally circulating experts, including architects, 

scientists, technocrats, politicians, and educators.  

 

Thus, Chapter I: “Blueprints for Development,” interrogates the role of the 

Rockefeller’s Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York and Nelson 

Rockefeller’s Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs in creating a 

particular form of aesthetics--the aesthetics of scientific neutrality--which laid the 

groundwork for both early to mid-twentieth century development between the 

Americas, and for the Green Revolution itself. Tracking the expansion of the 

ideological underpinnings behind the MoMA’s promotion of the International Style 

and Nelson Rockefeller’s mode of transnational artistic, economic, agricultural, 

scientific and educational development programs through the Office of the 

Coordinator, this chapter argues that the aesthetics of scientific neutrality helped 

to draw the attention of Latin America from Europe to the United States, while 

creating a model for future transnational development.   



 

 

23 

 

Next, Chapter II: “Cultivating a Nation” analyzes Diego Rivera’s murals for the 

National School of Agriculture (ENA)’s main building in Texcoco, México. 

Situating the famed muralist’s lesser-known work within the context of the 

agrarian history of the post-revolutionary period, this chapter argues that Rivera’s 

Chapingo murals draw upon the Mendoza Codex, as well as Ambrogio 

Lorenzetti’s Allegory of Good and Bad Government (1338-1339) in Siena, Italy, 

to advance an image of México’s future rooted within its indigenous past and 

politically and agronomically fertile present. This chapter also argues that by 

bringing corn, wheat, land and cultivation to the heart of the Chapingo allegory, 

while aiming to unite México’s human population through agrilogistic 

collaboration, the muralist pinpoints the precise ecological actors whose 

subjugation will be key to Mexico’s modernization.  

 

Chapter III: “To Which Revolution,” examines the architecture of Plan Chapingo, 

the 1967 campus expansion of the National School of Agriculture, designed by 

C.William Brubaker of Perkins + Will, and Mexican architects Augusto H. Álvarez 

and Enrique Carral Icaza to quell rising tensions between agronomists who held 

to the agricultural aims of the Mexican Revolution and those who would engineer 

the industrialization of global agriculture now known as the Green Revolution. 

Attempting to circumvent these same political and ideological divisions, this 

chapter argues that Brubaker championed what he understood to be a 

scientifically neutral approach to his design for the campus’ departmental 
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buildings which mirrored the approach taken by Green Revolution scientists in 

the pursuit of optimized seeds and germplasm. Next, this chapter reveals how, in 

1968, student protests at the National School of Agriculture exposed the failure of 

Brubaker’s purportedly unifying design, and forced the Rockefeller Foundation to 

develop a second and exclusively international campus for the Center for the 

Improvement of Maize and Wheat (known as the CIMMYT), in El Batán, México, 

just 20 minutes away from the original conjoined site. 

 

Finally, Chapter IV: “Evolution Custom Built” analyzes the architecture of three 

agricultural campuses, including the National University of Colombia (1938-48) in 

Bogota and the second site of the Green Revolution at the National School of 

Agriculture (1946-1948) in Palmira, Colombia, both designed by architect 

Leopoldo Rother. Taking inspiration from the International Style, while merging 

the signature climatic solutions of the region’s haciendas with art deco and the 

architectural mandates of social hygiene, Rother’s architecture and plans for both 

Bogota and Palmira campuses illustrate the way that Colombian modernism was 

built on a colonial platform, and complicate our understanding of environmentally 

attuned architecture. This chapter also interrogates the Colombian Green 

Revolution’s second campus, Jaime Ponce de León’s 68,889-square-foot 

eclectic, utopian facility for the Rockefeller and Ford Foundation’s International 

Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT, 1972), to argues that as geneticists at this 

facility developed increasingly aggressive methods for modifying the seeds and 

germplasm of the world’s most basic food sources, the campus’ architecture 
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came to symbolize the project’s almost militant victory over the soil and seeds 

framed in their view.  

 

While the spotlight of modern architectural history is often ceded to the city, this 

research demonstrates how some of the longest-term implications of both 

national and Cold War development advanced by Méxican and Colombian 

governments in partnership with the Rockefeller Foundation converted rural 

farmland and contingent agricultural campuses into the front line of 

modernization. Contributing to an emerging body of scholarship on the essential 

role of the countryside in the history of modernism, this project marks a shift in 

humanity’s ability to shape its environment as transnational institutions, 

scientists, technocrats, artists and architects moved to not only harness nature 

but to redesign its so-called raw materials, beginning at the scale of more-than-

human chromosomes and extending to the reconstitution of vast rural 

landscapes. At the same time, through visual analyses of the colonial haciendas 

at the heart of México and Colombia’s agricultural modernization projects, this 

dissertation argues that the colonial model of brute-force more-than-human 

improvement found its neo-colonial partner in development discourse, as 

orchestrated by the MoMA and Nelson Rockefeller’s Office of the Coordinator of 

Inter-American Affairs. Moving from the aesthetics of the International Style of 

architecture to the aesthetics of scientific neutrality by examining the design of 

seeds as well as the architecture of agricultural campuses, this dissertation also 

attempts to rethink the history of modernism by expanding the history of 
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agricultural and architectural development in México and Colombia to consider 

the roles--of both resistance and appropriation--played by the more-than-human 

constituents of each site and region.  
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CHAPTER 1:  

The Art of Development, the Aesthetics of Scientific 
Neutrality 
 

 

 

Isn’t it possible for the historian and the sociologist to infer from the conception, the 

design, the method of production of man-made objects, an accurate picture of the attitude 

towards life of a particular human group?     

    ----Henri Laugier, Assistant-Secretary-General for Social Affairs at the United Nations 
 

 

On the night of October 23, 1947, the Assistant Secretary-General for Social 

Affairs at the United Nations, Henri Laugier, joined Nelson Rockefeller, architect 

Wallace Harrison along with public servant, humanitarian, and Vice President of 

Bloomingdale's department store, Ira Hirschmann, to inaugurate MoMA’s 

“International Competition for Low-Cost Furniture.”24 Awarding winning entries 

the chance to move from design to production and distribution with support from 

Knoll Industries and other leading North American furniture manufacturers, “The 

International Competition” was built from the same ideological framework as the 

MoMA itself, namely, the idea that great art, design, and architecture, as 

determined by the works’ formal qualities, could and should speak across 

national boundaries. Thus “The International Competition,” assumed not only a 

universal aesthetic to which all could appeal but also a universal yardstick by 

which each design could be fairly judged by the competition’s exclusively North 

American jury. An essential part of this yardstick for the adjudication of each 

 
24 Winners of the competition were published in Edgar Kaufmann, Jr., Prize Designs for Modern 

Furniture from the International Competition for Low-Cost Furniture Design (New York: Museum 
of Modern Art: 1948). 
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design’s potential for universal success would come, as MoMA curator Rene 

D’Harnoncourt stated in the Competition’s final publication, from the applicant’s 

use of new means of production and new types of materials brought about 

through technological advances sufficient to make “brilliant experimental work” in 

the field of furniture design a reality.25  

 

Sublimating or perhaps unaware of the competition’s foundational biases, for the 

Competition’s inauguration, Harrison, the first of the evening’s speakers, began 

with an ode to the artist’s ability to bring the very essence of life and beauty to 

the world. Hirschmann followed, celebrating the potential for private business to 

aid in larger global aims. Next, as the Assistant Secretary-General knit together 

the goals of the competition with those of the Social Affairs Department of the 

United Nations in the wake of World War II, he put his finger on not just the 

pulse, but the raison d’etre behind the entire project. As political hierarchies 

shifted, he said, new maps for the pursuit of the common good could most 

expediently be formed by looking to international, cultural, and economic 

partnerships to bring humanity out from its subservience to political and 

mechanical want and into collaborative production.26  

 

The “International Competition for Low-Cost Furniture” is but one example of the 

deployment of a broader strategy inaugurated by MoMA in the 1930s, and 

 
25 Ibid., 6. 
26 Henry Laugier, “Address Given at the Inauguration of the International Competition for Low-
Cost Furniture Design, Museum of Modern Art, October 23, 1947,” typescript, Early Museum 
History (EMH) Collection, Series 1, Folder:19.a, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York. 
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utilized by Nelson Rockefeller’s Office of the Coordinator for Inter-American 

Affairs (OCIAA), from 1940 to 1944, to strengthen cultural and economic 

collaboration between North America and its hemispheric neighbors.27 In this 

chapter, drawing on MoMA’s exhibition history and accounts of the OCIAA’s 

Inter-American activities, my argument is this: filtered through the lens of modern, 

mass-market design, the International Competition’s inaugural set of actors--

philanthropists, industrialist-entrepreneurs, public servants and designers of the 

emerging modern built environment--reflect the strategy and corresponding 

aesthetic which by the 1940s became the Museum of Modern Art and Nelson 

Rockefeller’s collaborative signature. Fusing the geopolitics of World War II with 

private interests and the belief that form should follow function whether the target 

be architecture or agricultural development, the chapter to follow examines the 

way that MoMA’s curators, exhibitions, and ultimately a very particular brand of 

aesthetics shaped Cold War design and development projects orchestrated 

between the United States and Latin America.28 Opening doors for mutual 

 
27 The position of the Office of the Coordinator lasted from Nelson’s appointment in 1940 until 
1946. Rockefeller left the role in 1944, after which his longtime architectural partner and mentor, 
Wallace Harris, took over, continuing the former Coordinator’s aims and projects. Edwin D. 
Anthony, comp., Records of the Office of Inter-American Affairs: Inventory of Record Group 229 
(Washington, DC: National Archives and Record Services, General Services Administration, 1973).  
28 Development discourse was derived from a range of structuralist and dependency theories of 
economic improvement and leveling. Structuralist theory, most famously embodied by Walt 
Whitman Rostow’s The Stages of Economic Growth (1962), articulated a stair-step model for 
moving so-called underdeveloped or less-developed nations to a developed state. Dependency 
theory models, such as the Prebisch-Singer thesis emerging in Latin America, offered a 
counterpoint, suggesting that so-called underdeveloped nations remained as such not due to a 
purported sluggishness in climbing Rostow’s ladder, but instead due to the resource extraction 
mechanisms of wealthy, developed, or central nations. Other theorists including Karl Polanyi, 
Immanuel Wallerstein, and Samir Amin have furthered conversations on development to include 
Marxist perspectives, Islamic nations, and other previously excluded perspectives. As Arindam 
Dutta articulates in Systems and the South: Architecture and Development (forthcoming), both 
structuralist and dependency theories helped to give development discourse hegemonic power, 
by clothing models of geopolitical economic growth in humanitarian and ethical terms. For more 
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cultural admiration between México, the United States and beyond, MoMA, 

Nelson Rockefeller and the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs 

applied these aesthetics, the aesthetics of scientific neutrality--which took the 

tenets of the International Style and the International Competition beyond the 

worlds of art, architecture, and design--to open gateways for so-called 

development in fields as diverse as visual art, economics, education, archeology 

and agricultural science from the 1930s into the mid-twentieth century.  

 

I. ARCHITECTURE AT THE MUSEUM OF MODERN ART 

 

In February of 1932, the Rockefeller family’s very new Museum of Modern Art 

(MoMA) opened its first architectural exhibition. Titled Modern Architecture: 

International Exhibition, the show featured modern projects from Europe, the 

U.S.S.R., and the United States. Though the MoMA’s very existence has often 

been posited as a counter to the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s conservative 

approach to collections and exhibitions, in the foreword for the show’s catalog, 

written by Alfred H. Barr Jr., MoMA’s Director established another, broader 

context at which Modern Architecture was aimed.29 While in 1922, the United 

 
on development models, see Amin Samir, Unequal Development: An Essay on the Social 

Formations of Peripheral Capitalism, trans. Brian Pearce (New York: Monthly Review Press, 
1976; Jalata, Asafa, “Colonial Terrorism, Global Capitalism and African Underdevelopment: 500 
Years of Crimes Against African Peoples.” Journal of Pan-African Studies 5, no. 9 (2013):1–43.; 
Raul Prebisch, “The Economic Development of Latin America and Its Principal Problems,” 
Economic Bulletin for Latin America 7 (1962): 1–22; H. W. Singer, “The Distribution of Gains 
Between Investing and Borrowing Countries,” American Economic Review 40 (1950): 473–75. 
  
29 While the Metropolitan Museum of Art refused to exhibit or accept donations of then 
contemporary art, the MoMA, the Whitney Museum of Modern Art, the Guggenheim Museum, 
and the Frick Collection were established between 1929 and 1939, in part, to fill the gap. MoMA 
was founded by Lillie P. Bliss, Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, and Mary Quinn Sullivan, with trustees 
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States’ public viewed American skyscrapers as the pinnacle of modern 

architecture, just three years later, then Secretary of Commerce Herbert Hoover 

was forced to turn down a prime spot in the 1925 International Exhibition in Paris 

due to what he and his committee understood as his home country’s lack of 

sufficiently modern art, architecture, and design. As the world looked to France 

for a view of the present and the future, the United States was nowhere to be 

found.  

 

It’s no coincidence that MoMA opened its doors in 1929. Often snidely called the 

Rockefeller’s Museum, or “the Rockefeller Institution” this critique, voiced by 

composer Virgil Thomas, among others, was highly apt.30 While her son, Nelson 

Rockefeller, would more directly utilize the resources of his family’s museum for 

political ends, for founder Abby Rockefeller, the MoMA was intended to be 

culture-shaping institution.31 Thus, following on the heels of the nation’s absence 

at the Exhibition Universelle, the Museum of Modern Art’s Modern Architecture: 

International Exhibition was designed (and titled) to both insert and stimulate the 

construction of America’s place in the history, present, and future of architectural 

modernism.32 In the character of the Museum’s very first sandwich of French and 

American exhibitions, namely Cézanne, Gauguin, Seurat, Van Gogh (November 

 
including A. Conger Goodyear, Paul Sachs, Frank Crowninshield, and Josephine Boardman 
Crane. “The Museum of Modern Art History,” Museum of Modern Art, accessed July 25, 2019, 
https://www.moma.org/about/who-we-are/moma-history.  
30 Kantor, Alfred H. Barr, Jr. and the Intellectual Origins of the Museum of Modern, 193. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Jr., Modern Architecture: International Exhibition (New York: Museum 
of Modern Art, 1932),12–13. 



 

 

32 

7-December 7,1929), followed six days later by Paintings by Nineteen Living 

Americans (December 13-January 12, 1930), later capped off by Painting in 

Paris (January 19-March 2, 1930) from the first, the MoMA was conceived as 

more than a repository for works of art. Displaying photographs and models of 

work by six domestic firms alongside projects designed by Europe’s rising 

modernists--including Le Corbusier, Walter Gropius, and Mies van der Rohe, 

among others--Modern Architecture was one more pointed attempt to find 

common cause between both European and North American audiences.  

 

Facing Europe, Modern Architecture: International Exhibition celebrated the most 

rigorous of the Continent’s works in what the show’s curators, Henry-Russell 

Hitchcock and Philip Johnson, would call the International Style. This attempt at 

connection began with the catalog’s listing of exhibition patrons, which included 

each of the persons funding or supporting the architecture featured in the show. 

From figures of the European nobility, including the Duke of Alva (Spain) who 

was listed as “instrumental in introducing modern architecture into Spain,” to the 

Baroness Helena Von Nostitz-Hindenburg (Germany) and the Princess Edmond 

de Polignac (France), “Patron of the New Salvation Army Buildings, Paris” by Le 

Corbusier, MoMA’s patrons gave the exhibition a colonial connection, through 

positions of power and aristocracy. Reinserting lesser-known North American 

figures into the modern landscape already in vogue across the Atlantic, work by 

architectural firms ranging from Frederick Kiesler to the firm of Clauss & Daub 

showcased skyscrapers, gas stations, private homes, and laboratories designed 
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within the parameters of the new modern style, commissioned by North American 

industrialists.  Grounding the entire aim of the exhibition, Frank Lloyd Wright’s 

Isabell Robert’s House (River Forest, IL,1907), Robie House (Chicago, IL, 1908-

09), Millard House (Pasadena, CA,1920), Taleisin III (Spring Green, Wisconsin, 

1925) and R. L. Jones House (Tulsa, OK, 1931) were included to establish the 

architect as a precursor and forerunner of the International Style. Attempting to 

create parallels between North American industrial families and the European 

elite, like a late arrival-cum-connoisseur attempting to show their prowess to a 

better-known critic, Johnson and Hitchcock also leaned on Bauhaus definitions of 

modern architecture in order to claim the exhibition’s place among the knowing. 

While defining details of the style are now infamous, in 1932 the curators' 

singular interest in projects that focused on the creation of volume, horizontality, 

regularity, flexibility, technical perfection, and lack of ornament was startlingly 

new to North American audiences.  

 
Figure 3: Room A, installation view showing the model of Walter Gropius’ Bauhaus, Modern 

Architecture: International Exhibition, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1932. Digital Image © 

Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, NY. 

 

Figure 4: Room C, installation view, Modern Architecture: International Exhibition, 1932, Museum 

of Modern Art. Digital Image © Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, NY.  

 

 

In total, the exhibition occupied six rooms within the MoMA’s Heckscher Building 

on Fifth Avenue and 56th, thematically divided into two sections, namely “Modern 

Architects” and “Housing.” William Lescaze’s model for the Chrystie-Forsyth 

Street Housing Development (New York) filled the entrance to the exhibition. 
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Noted for their experimentation in prefabricated construction, a model of Monroe 

Bengt Bowman and Irving Bowman’s design for the Lux Apartments (Evanston, 

IL) was paired with Walter Gropius model of the Bauhaus (Dessau, Germany) in 

Room A of the exhibition. Photographs of Gropius’ project lined nearby walls. 

The largest space, in Room C, was split between three European architects and 

one North American, placing the works of Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, and 

J.J. Oud in context with projects by Frank Lloyd Wright. This constellation was 

meant to establish Wright (and thus American work) as a forerunner to European 

modern architecture. American skyscrapers designed for McGraw Hill and the 

Daily News, by Raymond Hood were paired with Richard Neutra’s Project for an 

Ideal City, as well as the Lovell House (Los Angeles, USA) and the Garden 

Apartments (Los Angeles, USA) in Room D. At the last minute Room E, “The 

Extent of Modern Architecture,” was added. This section of the exhibition 

displayed the work of thirty-seven architects, hailing from Europe, the USSR, and 

the United States, offering a glimpse at the extent of the influence and impact of 

the International Style in the fifteen countries represented therein, none of which 

included modernist innovations of the Global South. 

 
Figure 5: Room B, installation view of the Housing Section of Modern Architecture: International 

Exhibition, 1932, Museum of Modern Art. Digital Image © Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by 

SCALA/Art Resource, NY. 
 

Turning toward the United States, the exhibition was designed as nothing short of 

a teaching instrument for architects, designers, and the public sector. The 

“Housing” section of the exhibition and the catalog concretized this function. In 
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Room B of Modern Architecture, dedicated to “Housing,” Otto Haesler’s 

expansive model for the Rothenburg Housing Development (Kassel, Germany, 

1929-31) filled the center of the room. Plans, as well as photographs of projects 

and existing tenements in Queens, Manhattan’s Lower East Side, the Bronx, 

Park Avenue and Radburn, New Jersey as well as Kiefhoek in Rotterdam, lined 

the surrounding walls. “Patrons Who Have Advanced the Study of Housing 

Problems” were listed on pages eight and nine of the catalog, ranging from Mr. 

William Sloane Coffin, then President of the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the 

Vice-President of the City Housing Corporation to Mrs. Joseph Proskauer, 

Chairman of the Housing Section of the Welfare Council of New York City. A 

special invitation to view the exhibition was issued to attendees of President 

Hoover’s Conference on Home Ownership and Home Building in Washington, 

D.C. Focusing on the problem of housing North America’s working class, the 

invitation and press release highlighted Howe & Lescaze design to create vertical 

“suburban apartment-skyscrapers” in New York’s Lower East Side, in order to 

increase density while preserving homeowner’s access to green space. Otto 

Haesler’s model for Siedlung, a housing development designed for minimum 

wage workers, was also called out as particularly instructive. Emphasizing the 

didactic intent for the exhibition, the invitation closes with a quote by Barr, which 

states:  

Never in this country or abroad has an international Exhibition of 
this nature been held. Obviously, it is by far the best way of 
presenting effectively to the public every aspect of the new 
movement. The hope of developing really intelligent criticism and 
discussion depends on furnishing the public a knowledge of 
contemporary accomplishments in the field. Our present limited 
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vision in this respect is caused by the very lack of those examples 
which the Exhibition will supply. The stimulation and direction which 
an exhibition of this type can give to contemporary architectural 
thought and practice is incalculable. It is desirable that we view and 
ponder the new mode of building which fits so decidedly into our 
methods of standardized construction, our economics and our life.33 

 

Aiming to shape modern architectural development in the United States, in this 

quote for those present at President Hoover’s Conference on Home Ownership 

and Home Building Barr fuses the aesthetics featured in Modern Architecture 

with pragmatic concerns around mass housing. In doing so, he highlights three 

points to which those concerns should be aimed: current, standardized modes of 

construction, already present economic conditions, and something he calls “our 

life.” While seemingly banal, this statement and the exhibition to which it relates 

were dedicated to illustrating the importance of fitting architecture to modern life. 

The goal was not, on its face, utopian. While utopian visions are often critiqued 

for their naivety and hubris, MoMA’s earliest operations offer an intricate counter-

narrative. Population increases, mechanization, and socio-economic disparity 

being what they were, Modern Architecture did not attempt to push its audience 

and viewership to transform or even re-envision these factors. Instead, the 

didactic part of the exhibition featured projects that better acclimated and 

accommodated people to these conditions by reorienting space, surface and 

volume--and their in-dwelling populations--to the conditions of modern life. 

 
33 “President and Trustees Invite Members of President Hoover's Conference on Home 
Ownership to Attend Opening of Exhibit of Modern Architecture 2/10/32,” press release, 
November 27, 1931, MoMA Press Release Archives, 1929–97, Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, 3, accessed July 25, 2019, 
https://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/press_archives/63/releases/MOMA_1929-
31_0063_1931-11-27.pdf. 
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Whether progressive or pragmatic, the instructive section of the exhibition offered 

arrangements and adjustments given the status quo, rather than visions of 

inspiration to surmount it. 

 

II. NELSON, THE MoMA and INTER-AMERICAN AFFAIRS 

 

While at Dartmouth in the late 1920s, Nelson Rockefeller, son of philanthropist 

John D. Rockefeller, Jr., and grandson to John D. Rockefeller, founder of 

Standard Oil, was leaning toward a career as an architect. While his mother, 

Abby, delighted in her son’s interest in the arts, she suggested someone of his 

standing might consider a position of greater social responsibility, while his father 

instructed him to join the family business. Nelson, in fact, did both. During his first 

reluctant days in the offices on the twentieth floor of 26 Broadway, better known 

as the Standard Oil Building, Nelson watched as his father’s team worked to 

create Grand Teton National Park, restore Colonial Williamsburg and design a 

museum of medieval art, now the Cloisters, in northern Manhattan. While the 

office’s influence reached from the Rockefeller Institute for Medical Research to 

the General Education Board, in 1913 the Rockefeller Foundation had further 

consolidated the global ambitions and transformational potential of the family’s 

vision. Sidelined by both the immense expertise that surrounded him and his 

father’s reluctance to see him as anything but a child, Nelson, with an architect’s 

vision, developed a series of side gigs that would ultimately shape the art world, 

national policy, and U.S. and Latin American relations during World War II and 
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beyond. He credits the skills for these endeavors to his time at the Museum of 

Modern Art.34 

 

In 1930, Nelson was invited to participate in the MoMA’s Junior Advisory 

Committee, designed to bring young, critical voices into the new institution’s 

decision making processes while grooming them for future positions as 

trustees.35 In 1933, when MoMA’s board members grew tired of Director Barr’s 

disgruntled disposition and his deference to curatorial committees, while still 

valuing his sharp and knowledgeable eye, a decision was made to create the 

position of Museum President, who would oversee each branch of the museum 

and take executive action as needed. When MoMA’s first director was effectively 

sidelined, a power vacuum opened into which Nelson attempted, unsuccessfully, 

to propel his mother. Less than six years later, the young Rockefeller himself 

would be elected to the role of Museum President.   

 

When the board of trustees decided to move the Museum of Modern Art from its 

location in the Heckscher Building to its current spot on West 53rd, Nelson’s 

architectural and political interests found a symbiotic venue. While Barr and 

Rockefeller jockeyed to place their own favored architect at the head of the 

project, the director’s choice--no one less than Mies van der Rohe--lost out to 

MoMA board member Philip Goodwin, who would be assisted by Nelson’s former 

 
34 Nelson Rockefeller famously said, “I learned about politics at the Museum of Modern Art.” 
Quoted in Cary Reich, The Life of Nelson A. Rockefeller: Worlds to Conquer, 1908–1958 (New 
York: Doubleday, 1996). 
35 In 1931, Nelson also joined the board of the Metropolitan Museum of Art. Ibid., 93, 103. 
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acquaintance, Edward Durell Stone. With his architects in place, Nelson became 

heavily involved in the new building as he continued his rise, heading the 

Museum’s finance committee, the endowment committee, and the nominating 

committee. Two days before the new modernist home to the Museum opened, in 

1939, Nelson was made President of the MoMA. Still, in the midst of the design 

and construction process, Nelson came in contact with Anna Rosenberg, a close 

ally of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Seeking a way to arrange a meeting 

between the dynamic young Rockefeller and the president, Rosenberg 

suggested that FDR speak, via a nationwide radio broadcast, at the Museum’s 

upcoming inauguration.36 The speech gave Nelson the opportunity to connect 

with the president, infusing the cause of the museum with political import. 

Broadcasting his voice into the space of MoMA’s inaugural gala, Roosevelt 

dedicated the new building to “the cause of peace and to the pursuits of peace,” 

and stated further that “(t)he conditions for democracy and for art are one and the 

same.”37  

 

While the MoMA’s inaugural gala may have served up Nelson’s first national 

brush with politics, the connection established therein would ultimately launch the 

Museum President’s transnational ambitions as well. After touring México in 

1933, and taking on the Directorship of Creole Petroleum, the Venezuelan 

 
36 Ibid., 176. 
37 Franklin D. Roosevelt, “Remarks on Dedication of Museum of Modern Art,” May 10, 1939, 72-

9:19A and 72:9:19B [dig].RLxA-73, Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library and Museum, Hyde 

Park, New York.  
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Standard Oil subsidiary, followed by a two-month tour through Venezuela, Brazil, 

Argentina, Chile, and Peru, Nelson became fixated on the region and its 

relationship to the United States. Beginning in 1938, Nelson and a collection of 

influential men, known collectively as “The Group,” met weekly to discuss 

pressing global issues, largely related to Latin America. Beardsley Ruml, a 

Rockefeller supporter of the emerging social sciences, Jay Crane, treasurer of 

Standard Oil, University of Chicago President Robert Hutchins and Chase Bank’s 

Joseph Rovensky, head of the foreign department, were ongoing members.38  

In 1939, conversations with “The Group” influenced Nelson’s personal meeting 

with Mexican President, Lazaro Cardenas, after the latter announced his intent to 

expropriate Mexico’s oil, as well as all other soil-bound resources, in the interest 

of México’s dignity and prosperity. While Nelson’s proposal to the Mexican 

President clearly favored American interests and was rejected out of hand, the 

experience shaped his understanding of the importance of North-South relations. 

Amalgamating President Cardenas’ clear rejection of North American influence 

with experience witnessing the effects of Creole Petroleum extraction in 

Venezuela and filtering these and other economic and political roadblocks 

through “The Group’s” expertise, Nelson began to formulate foreign policy plans 

to improve North, South and Central American relations.39 

 

 
38 Reich,The Life of Nelson A. Rockefeller, 165. 
39 For a broader development of Nelson’s first Latin American experiences, see ibid., 166–73. 
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In 1940, as Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Paris fell to Hitler’s 

forces, German efforts in Latin America captured more than just Nelson’s 

attention. With Argentina’s expressly pro-Hitler stance, an attempted Nazi coup in 

Uruguay, and Axis factions in Brazil and Chile, the U.S. Congress approved the 

sale of defense ships and weaponry to Latin American governments while U.S. 

Army chief of Staff George Marshall declared a shift in focus toward his nation’s 

southern neighbors. As the highest ranks in Washington searched for a plan to 

respond, Nelson Rockefeller was at the ready with a four-page memo, formulated 

in concert with “The Group,” which detailed a way forward. Through Anna 

Rosenberg’s connection, Nelson delivered his memo to Harry Hopkins, advisor to 

President Roosevelt and head of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration 

(FERA), the Civil Works Administration (CWA), and the Works Progress 

Administration (WPA). Rockefeller’s plan urged the United States to buy Latin 

America’s surplus commodities, to reduce or eliminate tariffs, and to encourage 

hemispheric investment while instigating a “vigorous program” of cultural, 

educational, and scientific exchange.40 The coordinating structure Nelson 

proposed would be two-fold, with one panel made up of members from the 

Departments of State, Treasury, Agriculture and Commerce and a second panel 

comprised of private individuals. Both entities would be under the directorship of 

one executive, who would report directly to the President. Working to create 

Rockefeller’s proposed structure and its programs in full, in 1940, Roosevelt 

offered Nelson most of the position he had created for himself. First titled the 

 
40 Ibid., 178. 
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Office for the Coordination of Commercial and Cultural Relations Between the 

American Republics (OCCCRBAR) (1940-1941), the Coordinator was installed to 

create economic and cultural connections between the Americas.  

Sitting concurrently atop the structure of the Museum of Modern Art, and 

apprised of advances being made in Latin American by the family’s Rockefeller 

Foundation in health, education, and agricultural development, now with the 

support of the North American President, Rockefeller put every branch of his 

family’s projects to work for the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American 

Affairs.  

III. MoMA LOOKS SOUTH 

Though the first ten years of MoMA history, guided by Alfred Barr, can be seen 

as a conversation between the United States and Europe, through Nelson’s 

influence, beginning as early as the 1930s, the Museum took steps toward Latin 

America. While projects initiated by the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-

American Affairs were designed to create connections between North America 

and its hemispheric neighbors, MoMA’s own exhibition history from the 1930s 

and 1940s illuminates the particularity of the desired connections. Beginning with 

the MoMA’s self-directed exhibition schedule, between December 22, 1931, and 

January 27, 1932, Diego Rivera featured the work of México’s most famous 

painter and muralist. Eight “portable murals” were featured in the exhibition, 

including Agrarian Leader Zapata as well as three unexpected additions which 

centered around social stratification in New York and highlighted the plight of the 



 

 

43 

North American working classes. MoMA’s cultivation of the Mexican Muralists 

began during México’s expropriation proceedings when Rene d’Harnoncourt 

aided American Ambassador Dwight Morrow in seducing México’s famed public 

artists into partnerships with North America’s wealthiest industrialists. While 

Rivera and the Mexican Communist Party were more than aware of the strain 

produced by the pro-revolutionary artist’s willingness to work for a museum 

supported by the world’s very icons of capitalism, the MoMA and the 

Rockefeller’s strained mode of bracketing Rivera’s politics from his work 

infamously came to a head in his commission at the RCA building in Rockefeller 

Center, where the artist forced his patron to recognize the disjunction in their 

pairing.41  

 

Tensions between form and context were also evident in MoMA’s American 

Sources of Modern Art (Aztec, Mayan, Incan) (1933), an exhibition that defined 

“American” in its broad, hemispheric sense, and attempted to put the sculpture, 

textiles, and art of the region’s earliest civilizations into conversation with modern 

art. Inspired by the indigenist movements of México and Brazil, this exhibition 

was designed to consider whether a deeper understanding of the pre-colonial 

origins of the Americas could, in the United States, spur national movements in 

the arts as had been achieved elsewhere. And yet, in the publication 

accompanying the exhibition, Barr’s citations of Alexander Von Humboldt, 

 
41 For a detailed analysis of this most famous Rockefeller-Rivera encounter, see Catha Paquette, 
At the Crossroads: Diego Rivera and his Patrons at MoMA, Rockefeller Center, and the Palace of 

Fine Arts (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2017).  
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Frederick Catherwood and Manuel Gamio, set against the strictly North American 

collections and Museums from which the works were borrowed, highlight for 

contemporary readers the neo-colonial viewpoint undergirding the exhibition 

itself.42 

 

Exposing North Americans to a historic array of art created by their southern 

neighbors, between May 15 and September 30, 1940, the MoMA was filled with 

its most temporally ambitious exhibition to date: Twenty Centuries of Mexican 

Art. During this exhibition, Jose Clemente Orozco painted a public fresco 

supported by the publication of a pamphlet entitled Orozco Explains. An 

associated program of Mexican music by Carlos Chavez and Eduardo 

Hernandez Moncada was undertaken in May of the same year and recorded by 

Columbia Records.43 Brazilian artist Candido Portinari’s work was shown 

between October 9 and November 17, 1940, accompanied by a Festival of 

Brazilian Music, October 16 to 20, recorded by RCA Manufacturing Company. 

Here, as in the Rivera retrospective, social, political and humanitarian drivers that 

are front and center in the above-named artist’s works were either downplayed or 

overlooked in the interest of creating connections and fostering familiarity 

between American nations. 

 
42 Alfred H. Barr, Jr., American Sources of Modern Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1933). 
For more on the effect of both Von Humboldt and Catherwood’s travelogues on European 
readership, see Nancy Lays Stepan, “The Hour of Eugenics”: Race, Gender, and Nation in Latin 

America (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1996).  
43 “Activities of the Museum in Relation to Latin America which Have Been Carried Out Under Its 
Own Program,” Report to the U.S. State Department, Collection Early Museum History, Series II, 
Folder 11, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York. 
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Finally, in 1942, attempting to bridge North American modern architectural aims 

with the work of select modern Brazilian architects, MoMA’s own partnering 

architects, Edward D. Stone and Philip Goodwin, traveled to Brazil with 

photographer G.E. Kidder Smith to collect material for MoMA’s 1943 architecture 

exhibition Brazil Builds. In the eponymous publication accompanying the 

exhibition, Goodwin attributes the show’s emergence to both the importance of 

connecting with “our future ally” and “a keen desire to know more about Brazilian 

architecture, especially their solutions for the problem of controlling heat and light 

on large exterior glass surfaces.”44 While Goodwin points to a future--and 

therefore currently unfulfilled alliance--with Brazil, his quick transition to techno-

scientific solutions foreshadows the shape of future Rockefeller-driven 

development throughout Latin America.  

 

In Lucio Costa’s Brazilian Ministry of Health and Education in Rio de Janeiro, 

Goodwin finds his standout example of Brazil’s “great original contribution to 

modern architecture . . . the control of heat and glare on glass surfaces by means 

of external blinds.”45 Over six pages within the exhibition’s publication the former 

Beaux-Arts architect describes both fixed and louvered as well as horizontal and 

vertical architectonic means by which Brazil’s modern architects were moderating 

the effects of the climate in which they are immersed. Connecting singular 

 
44 Philip L. Goodwin, Brazil Builds: Architecture New and Old, 1652–1942 (New York: Museum of 
Modern Art, 1943) 7. 
45 Ibid., 83–84.  
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human action and techno-scientific solutions to alter the effects of said climate, 

the publication highlights how some designers put control in the hands of the 

people sitting closest to each window, as is done through the Ministry of Health 

and Education’s adjustable louvers, others calculate the building’s orientation 

and relationship to the sun in order to shield the building’s interior through fixed 

shading devices.  

 
Figure 6: Lucio Costa, Brazil Pavilion at the 1939 World’s Fair, New York, NY. Photo: Carlos 

Eduardo Comas, Revista ArqTexto no.16.  
 
Figure 7: Lucio Costa, Brazil Pavilion, 1939 World’s Fair, New York, NY, detail of block pattern.. 

Costa’s brise-soleil refines common cement-block structures made by alternating between two 

block sizes, or by expanding the spaces within a standard brick-pattern. The cellular refinement 

achieved by Costa’s sun-shade pattern creates a new, modern skin for the building, just as his 

scientific counterparts aimed to do for the Brazilian population. Photo: Carlos Eduardo Comas, 

Revista ArqTexto no. 16.  

 

 

As Brazil Builds’ curators attempted to position the brise-soleil as nothing more 

(and nothing less) than a universalizable architectural techno-scientific solution to 

what we might now call environmental conditions, they simultaneously leveraged 

a very particular aesthetic framework--the aesthetics of scientific neutrality--to 

support their argument. Between the late 1920s and the 1960s, Brazil was driven 

by a development mindset which “delineat[ed] between civilization and 

wilderness, organization and chance, normal and abnormal, purity and 

contamination, and beauty and ugliness,” in the nation’s more-than-human 

inhabitants.46 Spatializing and aestheticizing government-sponsored narratives 

 
46 Fabiola Lopez-Duran, “Architectural Modernism and Its Discontents: Brazil and Beyond,” in A 

Companion to Modern and Contemporary Latin American and Latinx Art, ed. Robin Greeley, 
Alejandro Anreus, and Megan Sullivan (New York: Wiley-Blackwell Press, 2019), forthcoming. 
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around race, gender, class and species discrimination, modern Brazilian 

architecture was intended to both beautify and transform the nation’s biological 

entities in the image of modern productivity. Dismissing or perhaps unaware of 

the political and socio-economic contexts in and through which the modern 

buildings featured in the exhibition were created, Goodwin looked instead to what 

he saw as the purely technological and scientific architectural solution of the 

brise-soleil (or sun shade), as the meeting point for Brazilian and North American 

modern design and its public.  

 

The fact that Goodwin’s exposure to Lucio Costa’s work, and perhaps Brazilian 

architecture as a whole, first emerged in New York, at the Brazilian Pavillion for 

the 1939 World’s Fair designed in partnership with Oscar Niemeyer, may have 

created the pre-condition for his detached viewpoint.47 In the World’s Fair’s highly 

aestheticized, decontextualized environment, the connection between Costa’s 

work and his involvement with political and pseudo-medical efforts to both 

modernize both Brazilian architecture and the nation’s indigenous and more-

than-white populations may have been difficult to read. In context, however, it 

would have become clear that Costa’s sun-shade pattern refines common 

cement-block structures made by alternating between two block sizes, or by 

expanding the spaces within a standard brick-pattern. Both a “technical 

appliance” and a “decorative applique,” he cellular refinement achieved by 

Costa’s sun-shade pattern creates a new, modern skin for the building, just as 

 
47 Ibid. 
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his scientific counterparts aimed to do for the Brazilian population.48 Goodwin 

had traveled to Brazil in 1942, and thus the question arises: did the aesthetics of 

scientific neutrality so focus his vision on formal aspects of Brazilian Modernism 

that he missed the forceful socio-cultural impetus behind the architecture? Or did 

he choose to that impetus it for the sake of diplomacy and transnational 

relations?  

 

One could charge that it is mere formalism--a mode of art and architectural 

analysis which focuses on elements such as line, form, and composition--that is 

here exemplified by Goodwin and Stone’s approach to Brazil and Alfred Barr’s 

approach to art, architecture, and objects of industrial design throughout his 

Directorship of the Museum of Modern Art. To an unwavering degree, this style 

of analysis was an integral part of the still-young MoMA’s operations and had this 

mode of analysis reached no further than the Museum’s walls formalism might 

remain an adequate descriptor. The exhibition photos of Brazil Builds, however, 

filled with tropical plants and mock-brise-soleils, enact, in-situ, the so-called 

modernization aims to be realized within Brazil’s human and more-than-human 

populations by the nation’s modern built environment.  

 

Figure 8: Installation view, Brazil Builds, 1943, Museum of Modern Art, New York. Photographic 

Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN213.5. Photo: Soichi Sunami.  

 

Figure 9: Installation view, Brazil Builds, 1943, Museum of Modern Art, New York. Photographic 

Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN213.6. Photo: Soichi Sunami.  

 
48 Ayala Levin, “Exporting Zionism: Architectural Modernism in Israeli-African Technical 
Cooperation, 1958–1973,” Ph.D diss., Columbia University, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and 
Theses. 
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Figure 10: Installation view, Brazil Builds, 1943, Museum of Modern Art, New York. Photographic 

Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN213.7. Photo: Soichi Sunami.  
 

In the modern galleries of the exhibition, Goodwin and Stone reproduced three 

forms of sunshades (fig. 8). The left-most form is comprosed of large, horizontal 

louvers, which can be fixed or they can pivot on their central axis to function like 

oversized individual blinds. The central brise-soleil is made of fixed, vertical 

louvers which allow only indirect light into the gallery space, softening any glare 

and heat which might arise from without. On a cloudy day, however, given this 

form’s fixity, the same effect would be enacted, preventing light maximization if or 

as needed. On the right side of the same brise-soleil insulation, vertical, 

adjustable louvers pivot on a vertical axis, to accommodate climate, time of day 

and mood as desired. As in a technical display, the curators seem to invite 

gallery visitors to experience each of the three solutions to architectural sun-

blocking. Yet in the center of the display, a potted tropical plant, sitting atop a 

plinth, reaches out and interferes with a would-be viewers interaction with the 

brise-soleils. It is this plant, not MoMA’s viewers, that is the object of the display’s 

actions as the technological sheltering and shading are designed to do for the 

plant what it seemingly cannot do for itself. Pointing to the plant’s fragility and 

lack of cultural resources, in this sun-shade installation, human ingenuity and 

invention come to the unwitting plant’s aid. Yet, if that were strictly the case, any 

North American plant would have been adequate to illustrate this point.  
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The use of tropical plants in the galleries of Brazil Builds point once again to the 

brise-soleils’ prosthetic function. For the unaided viewer (and perhaps curator), 

the plants are meant to bring tropical nature into the exhibition to provide context 

and help the viewer to see more of the landscape and context for the architecture 

on view. Yet, recent research on the architectural histories of the brise-soleil, the 

Ministry of Health and Education project and the strategic role played by the 

tropicalization of the Americas during the colonial period pinpoint the less than 

scientifically neutral aims behind the aesthetics championed by Brazil Builds. 

Ayala Levin’s forthcoming Architectures of Development: Israeli-African 

Technical Cooperation, 1958-1973 examines the racialized use of the brise-

soleil, uncovering its use as a marker of so-called developing populations in the 

Global South from mid-century through the Cold War.49 Patricio del Real’s 

research demonstrates how MoMA exhibitions including Brazil Builds and Latin 

American Architecture Since 1945 ignored political boundaries and cultural 

difference throughout the nations of North, South and Central America in order to 

create one continental identity for what was an inherently diverse region.50 

Furthermore, Fabiola López-Durán’s Eugenics in the Garden: Transatlantic 

Architecture and the Crafting of Modernity illuminates the correlation between the 

existence and architecture of Lucio Costa and Le Corbusier’s Ministry of Health 

building and Brazil’s desire to project and create an image of whiteness from its 

 
49 Ayala Levin, Architectures of Development: Israeli-African Technical Cooperation, 1958–1973 

(forthcoming). 
50 Patrico del Real, “Building a Continent: MoMA's Latin American Architecture Since 1945 
Exhibition,” Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies 16, no. 1 (2007): 95–110, 
doi:10.1080/13569320601156803.. 
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diverse human populations through expropriative urban development, modern 

architecture and, ultimately, eugenics.51 Thus, as a stand-in for the more-than-

human populations at which Brazilian modernization was aimed, the plants, like 

the nation’s people, are once again being portrayed as wild and in need of a 

more logical, scientifically driven, architectural domestication.52  

IV. COORDINATING THE INTERNATIONAL MODERN  

Reaching beyond the gallery space, into the far corners of the Office of the 

Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs early influence, an implicit and purportedly 

scientifically neutral aesthetic judgment was about the business of shaping 

hemispheric relations. In the archives of the MoMA’s Early Museum History, a 

report created by a key part of Rockefeller’s brain-trust and future director of the 

Museum’s Circulating Exhibitions, Porter McCray, details the Coordinator’s 

“Projects in Planning” for 1941 and 1942.53 McCray’s report begins in 1941 with 

two projects completed in the domain of art, including a “Field Survey of Latin 

American Art Interests” conducted by Dr. Grace McCann Morley to “determine 

opportunities for art interchanges between the United States and other American 

 
51 Fabiola López-Durán, Eugenics in the Garden: Transatlantic Architecture and the Crafting of 

Modernity (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2018). 
52 For more on the connection between race and so-called tropical nature, see Nancy Lays 
Stepan, Picturing Tropical Nature (London: Reaktion, 2001) and Stepan, “The Hour of Eugenics.”  
53 Office of the Coordinator of Commercial and Cultural Relations Between the Americas, 
“Schedule of Cultural Projects as of July 1, 1941,” Collection: Early Museum History, Series II, 
Folder 13, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York. Porter McCray was instrumental in the 
rise of North American art from the 1940s, in his work for Nelson Rockefeller in the Office of the 
Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, and into the 1950s and beyond through his later work as 
the MoMA’s Director of Circulating Exhibitions. McCray graduated with a degree in architecture 
from Yale, and met Nelson Rockefeller while working on the Rockefeller Center project with 
William Harrison.  
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Republics.”54 An Inter-American Design Competition was also undertaken by the 

MoMA in support of Inter-American Affairs. Allotting $10,000 dollars to the 

project, five furniture designers won the opportunity to come to the U.S to study 

industrial design. Under “Projects in the Course of Execution,” the first line item in 

the field of art detailed ten archeological expeditions, totaling $114,000 in 

expense. The expeditions aimed to link the hemisphere’s past with a 

collaborative present through “detailed studies of relatively known regions in 

order to conform inter-relations and sequences in pre-Columbian America, 2) 

explore unknown regions, 3) link regions of high archaeological civilization, 4) 

study pre-Columbian migrations, and 5) study pre-Columbian arts and 

sciences.“55 On the other end of the temporal spectrum, the second project, 

“Latin American Exhibitions of Contemporary Art,” coordinated by the American 

Museum of Natural History, the Brooklyn Museum, the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art and the Whitney Museum of American Art, had already sent three exhibitions 

of contemporary art to Latin America.  Each exhibition was regionally targeted, 

with one traveling to the “West Coast of South America,” the second was bound 

for the “East Coast” while the third circulated throughout the Caribbean. 

Conjoining art and politics in a time-honored manner, in 1941, the sculptor Jo 

Davidson was commissioned to sculpt portraits of each of the chief executives of 

 
54 Grace McCann Morley had been nominated to the position of director of the San Francisco 
Museum of Modern Art in 1935. Grace McCann Morley, “Field Survey of Latin American Art 
Interests,” Collection: Early Museum History, Series 11, Folder 13, Museum of Modern Art 
Archives. 
55 Porter McCray, “Projects in the Course of Execution,” Collection: Early Museum History, Series 
11, Folder 13, Museum of Modern Art Archives. 
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Latin American states, ensuring that knowledge of the Coordinator’s program 

would be known at the highest levels.  

 

The fourth line item in McCray’s report of projects already in the works, is a trip 

by Rene d’Harnoncourt to Latin America to investigate indigenous arts and crafts. 

It would not be the curator’s first trip. As early as 1930, d’Harnoncourt had 

curated the Mexican Arts and Crafts exhibition at the Met. By 1940, he and 

Commissioner for Indian Affairs, John Collier, saw in México’s approach to 

modern art a way of directly revitalizing and even creating, a completely new and 

uniquely North American art movement.56 As Mexico’s revolutionary artists, 

including Diego Rivera, Jose Clemente Orozco, and David Siqueiros had looked 

to the region’s indigenous past to create a mode of art freed from European 

tradition, d’Harnoncourt, with Rockefeller’s support, was in pursuit of the same. 

 

In neither 1941 nor 1942 was money allocated for future projects in the field of 

art.57 Yet in 1942, the Latin American program files for Early Museum History at 

the MoMA show a flurry of activity and contracts between the Museum and the 

Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs.  Perhaps the largest endeavor 

taken on by the MoMA included three regionally targeted versions of three Latin 

American exhibitions, namely the Latin-American Pre-Colombian Exhibition, 

Latin-American Colonial Art, and Latin-American Contemporary Art which 

 
56 Ana Filipa Vrdoljack, International Law, Museums, and the Return of Cultural Objects. 

(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 154.   
57 McCray, “Projects in the Course of Execution.” 
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circulated throughout the United States beginning in 1941, lasting approximately 

eighteen months.58 Numerically designated, Exhibition #1 moved from locations 

in New York (examples include Russell Sage College, in Troy and Adelphi 

College in Garden City) to Virginia, Florida, Alabama, Tennessee, and Florida. 

Exhibition #2 traveled to a series of art institutions in the state of Washington, 

namely: the Tacoma Art Association, the Seattle Art Museum, and the Maryhill 

Museum and, finally, to Mills College in Oakland, California. And Exhibition #3 

moved from New York, Boston, and New Haven to the middle of the country, 

exhibiting in locations including the Yale University Art Gallery as well as in 

department stores including Stix, Beer & Fuller in St. Louis, Missouri. Contracts 

for the reimbursement of said exhibitions, including receipts, are contained with 

the MoMA’s Early Museum History Archives. 

 

 

While examples of MoMA undertakings designed to fill the Coordinator’s 1941 

and 1942 Art objectives are abundant, one project stands out. In 1942, the 

Museum of Modern Art designed “Five small exhibitions on cooperation of the 

Americas for national circulation.”59 Made of freestanding panels ranging from 

thirty to fifty feet long, each iteration of The Americas Cooperate for Victory 

featured graphically accentuated photography and text, designed by Austrian 

artist Herbert Bayer, former director of printing and advertising for the Bauhaus. 

The exhibition, which originated at the Museum of Modern Art was first shown at 

 
58 “Schedule of Exhibitions of Latin American Art Sponsored by the Coordinator of Inter-American 
Affairs,” Collection: Early Museum History, Series II, Folder 4.a, Museum of Modern Art Archives. 
59 “Five small exhibitions on cooperation of the Americas for national circulation.” Collection Early 
Museum History, Series II, Folder 3.b., Museum of Modern Art Archives. 
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the Library of Congress in Washington, and was afterward slated for exhibition in 

“libraries, railway stations, city halls, labor union headquarters, and so on” across 

the United States. The following four points made up the exhibition themes: 

- Latin American Raw Materials are Essential to United States War 

Production 

- Photographs of raw materials from Latin America: copper from Chile, 

manganese from Brazil, Cuba and México, rubber from Brazil and 

Venezuela, mercury from México, etc. 

- Establishment of the peace of the Americas 

- 250 million Americans make the same sacrifice in War, share common 

problems in Peace60 

 

Aesthetically and functionally, each display was a two-dimensional iteration of the 

properties that defined the International Style. Supported by no more than thin 

wood poles, the modern proportions of the photographic body of the exhibition 

appear to float above the ground, defying gravity and expectation, as if on pilotis. 

Tiled across the exhibition space, Bayer created a horizontal grid of square 

photographs which mimic the regularity of window placement noted and praised 

by Hitchcock and Johnson in their own exhibition of the new modern architectural 

style, and championed by Le Corbusier in Vers d’un architecture. Joining 

together in purpose, bulwarked by the aesthetics Bayer helped to translate from 

three dimensional built space to two dimensional printed space, both the 

composition of the objects photographed and Bayer’s use of clean, modern sans-

serif type move the eye forward from one image to the next. Tightly cropping 

each photograph, Bayer’s composition confirms that the action featured in each 

 
60 “Museum of Modern Art Designs Five Small Exhibitions on Cooperation of the Americans for 
National Circulation,” press release, Collection: Early Museum History, Series II, Folder 11, 
Museum of Modern Art Archives. 
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image continues beyond each and every frame. The effect invites the viewer into 

the imagined architectural space of the exhibition where the machine-age meets 

a dynamic display of Latin America’s vast wealth of commodifiable resources. 

Creating the illusion of architectural depth through the careful use of form, 

composition and judicious use of font as ornament, Bayer’s project invites a very 

particular viewer into the space beyond the photographs, into the sphere of 

industry, modernity and the investment-oriented collaboration it is championing. 

While one cannot physically walk into the modern building the exhibition format 

utilizes, one could, the exhibition implies, move into the space of economic 

partnerships here seductively displayed for the right investors, industrialists, and 

entrepreneurs.  

 
Figure 11: Installation view, The Americas Cooperate, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1942. 

Photographic Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN198.2. The exhibition was 

designed by Austrian artist Herbert Bayer, former director of printing and advertising for the 

Bauhaus and executed by Carlos Dyer. Measuring between thirty to fifty feet in length, each 

exhibition display was composed of freestanding panels showing photographs of commodities 

that Latin America was contributing to the U.S. war effort.   

 
Figure 12: Cover, The Americas Cooperate for Victory (Washington, DC: Government Printing 

Office, 1942). Collection: Early Museum History, Series II, Folder 9, Museum of Modern Art 

Archives. The book was a joint publication of the Museum of Modern Art, New York, and the 

Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, Washington DC.   

 

Figure 13: Page spread from The Americas Cooperate for Victory, featuring an image of an 

“educational installation” of the exhibition The Americas Cooperate (bottom left).  

 

An approximately 8-inch by 10-inch card stock book, titled The Americas 

Cooperate for Victory, compliments the exhibition’s economic intent.61 In military-

 
61 The Americas Cooperate for Victory (Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1942), 
Collection: Early Museum History, Series II, Folder 9, Museum of Modern Art Archives. 
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laden language, the publication begins by creating an image of hemispheric 

unity, based on the coordination of human, natural and economic resources, 

rooting the solidarity of North, South and Central America, first and foremost, in 

efforts to reduce barriers to trade.62 The color block graphics throughout the 

publication, designed for easy reproduction, tell the same story. In a centerfold 

spread featuring a world map, the American hemisphere is positioned at the 

globe’s mid-center. From each side, menacing nations, depicted in solid black, 

surround a group of United Nations, marked in vibrant green. Much of South 

America is depicted as having either broken with Axis countries or as neutral, 

despite Washington’s concern over the loyalties of Argentina, Chile, Uruguay and 

aforementioned nations who were, in the least, vocalizing support for German 

and Italian interests.  

 

Figure 14: World map, from The Americas Cooperate for Victory. 

 

Figure 15: Map showing “Principal War and Export Products,” from The Americas Cooperate for 

Victory. 

 

A subsequent map pinpoints the same commodities on display in Bayer’s 

exhibitions, creating a clear guide to available natural resources in the Latin 

Nations. In the MoMA’s The Americas Cooperate for Victory press release, the 

importance of natural resource access is reinforced. As “drugs from Brazil, Cuba 

and México; copper from Chile; mercury from México; manganese from Brazil, 

 
62 Ibid., 2. 
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Cuba and México; and rubber from Brazil and Venezuela” are singled out, over 

and above political alignment or cultural support for the war.63 

 

While The Americas Cooperate for Victory utilized photography and graphic 

design to convey clear state propaganda, the exhibition was aimed at a North 

American audience. The tone of the publication was intended to reassure its 

reader of both the strength of inter-American collaboration and of the resources 

each side was contributing. Yet, if the aim of the project was to illustrate precisely 

how trust between nations was both financially and politically advantageous, the 

exhibition did so by putting the same center-periphery dynamics on display which 

would be the bedrock of post-war and Cold War development. While the nations 

from which each product was derived were noted, neither Latin American 

companies nor national corporations were acknowledged in the exhibition. Thus, 

featured commodities appeared as if they were the fruit of their own making. 

Giving form to faith in efficiency, reproducibility, technology and natural resource 

appropriation to solve one of the world’s most pressing international problems, 

Bayer and MoMA chose the purportedly apolitical aesthetics of the International 

Style to do the work of conversion in order that questions about resource 

management, including each nation’s rights to the products of their soil, labor, 

and what we might now call environmental soundness, were excluded from the 

conversational frame.  

 
63 “Museum of Modern Art Designs Five Small Exhibitions on Cooperation of the Americas for 
National Circulation.”  
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X. CONCLUSION: FROM THE MUSEUM TO THE FIELDS 

 

While the MoMA was producing external exhibitions for the Office of the 

Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs to be circulated throughout the United 

States, internally, the Museum continued the two-pronged work of educating the 

American eye while fostering and showcasing modern American art, architecture, 

and design on the world stage to build cultural affinities. Historically, the domain 

of U.S. art diplomacy had been an affair of civilian museums, galleries, and other 

non-state institutions, who filled the roles of official patrons.64 Nelson 

Rockefeller’s efforts as the Coordinator of Inter-American affairs escalated the 

status-quo, utilizing his own powerful set of connections through the MoMA, the 

Metropolitan Museum of Art and other U.S. institutions to bring American art and 

state into a collaborative partnership. Through the auspices of the Department of 

Circulating Exhibitions and its subsequent iteration, the International Council, the 

MoMA created nineteen exhibitions of contemporary American painting which 

were hosted by institutions throughout Latin America. Joint publishing projects 

aimed at bringing a North American perspective on modern painting, 

architecture, and industrial design spread MoMA and the Coordinator’s message 

even further, correlating modern painting and the modern International Style with 

futurity, progress, and productivity. By the close of World War II, MoMA had been 

reimbursed by the Office of the Coordinator for over $1,590,234 for 

approximately 38 cultural projects. Given the overlap between the MoMA’s own 

 
64 Eva Cockcroft, “Abstract Expressionism: Weapon of the Cold War,” Artforum 12, no. 10 (June 
1974): 39-41. 
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curatorial agenda and projects taken on under the auspices of collaboration with 

the War effort, the true outlay and earnings for related projects are difficult to 

tally.  

 

Meanwhile, in the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs’ first years, 

following the Rockefeller Foundation model, experts from each nation in fields 

from downhill skiing to jurisprudence were given scholarships to travel North from 

Latin America, or South from the United States, in the interest of cross-cultural 

understanding.65 Conferences, concerts, field schools, literature exchanges, and 

homestays were established in disciplines ranging from music, film, dance, and 

education to tropical nutrition and library science. Artists including Misha 

Reznikoff and his partner, photojournalist Genevieve Naylor were Goodwill 

Ambassadors for the Office of Interamerican Affairs from October 1940-May 

1943, as were musicians including Bing Crosby (August-October 1941) and 

Aaron Copland (August-December 1941).66 As part of his Goodwill 

Ambassadorship, Orson Welles began work on the unfinished It’s All True  

feature film. While much of the film, particularly the sections for “My Friend 

Bonito,” filmed in México in 1941, and “Jangadeiros,” filmed in Brazil in 1942, are 

extant, much of the film stock for Carnaval, also known as “The Story of Samba,” 

was thrown into the Pacific Ocean sometime between the 1960s and 1970s.67 A 

 
65 “Schedule of Cultural Projects as of July 1, 1941.”  
66 Gisela Cramer and Ursula Prutsch, "Nelson A. Rockefeller's Office of Inter-American Affairs 
(1940-1946) and Record Group 229," Hispanic American Historical Review 86, no. 4 (2006): 
785–806, doi:10.1215/00182168-2006-050. 
67 Orson Welles and Peter Bogdanovich, This is Orson Welles, ed. Jonathan Rosenbaum (New 
York: HarperCollins, 1992). See also Catherine L. Benamou, It's All True: Orson Welles's Pan-
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precursor to the television station of the same name, the early radio division of 

CBS Broadcasting Inc. featured musical performances by North and South 

Americans including Mexican-American singer Eva Garza and Puerto Rican 

vocalist Elsa Miranda, along with programs staring Edward G. Robinson and Rita 

Hayworth, as part of La Cadena de Las Américas (Network of the Americas).68 

Walt Disney was also commissioned to make a series of animated films for Latin 

American audiences, and though their six-per-anum contract fell through, they 

did produce Saludos Amigos (1942) and The Amazon Awakens (1944).69  

 

Shortly after 1942, when the Office of the Coordinator was restructured in order 

to more fully coordinate structural efforts across the U.S. State Department, the 

Treasury, the Department of Commerce and the Department of Agriculture 

related to Latin America, Rockefeller sat atop an infrastructure composed of 

1,100 employees located in the United States and at least 300 experts and 

associates based in Latin America.70 While relatively small compared to other 

government agencies which were rapidly expanding at Roosevelt’s behest, The 

Office of the Coordinator created five subsidiary corporations to work in close 

 
American Odyssey (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), and Robert Stam, "Orson 
Welles, Brazil, and the Power of Blackness," in “Orson Wells,” ed. William G. Simon, special 
issue, Persistence of Vision: The Journal of the Film Faculty of The City University of New York 7 
(1989): 107. 
68 Deborah R. Vargas, Dissonant Divas in Chicana Music: The Limits of La Onda (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2012) 153. 
69 Cramer and Prutsch, "Nelson A. Rockefeller's Office of Inter-American Affairs.” 
70 Office of Inter-American Affairs, History of the Office, 8. See also Gisela Cramer and Ursula 
Prutsch, ¡Américas Unidas! Nelson A. Rockefeller's Office of Inter-American Affairs, 1940-46. 
(Madrid: Iberoamericana Vervuert, 2012): 15–52.  
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partnership with Latin American authorities, namely: the Institute of Inter-

American Affairs, The Institute of Inter-American Transportation, the Institute of 

Inter-American Navigation, the Inter-American Educational Foundation and 

Prencinradio, designed to carry out less savory covert projects.  

 

Leveraging the aesthetics of scientific neutrality, the Office of the Coordinator of 

Inter-American Affairs brought the MoMA’s formalist aesthetic out from the 

gallery and into the realms of geopolitics, aid, and development discourse both 

constituting and exceeding the framework of the Good Neighbor Policy.  Rather 

than art mirroring or interpreting science, this time, under Rockefeller’s guidance, 

the art and aesthetics of the International Style of architecture influenced fields of 

science ranging from the study of public health and botany across the Americas 

to chemical research in Argentina.  Moving from New York to the Latin American 

countryside, Nelson’s approach worked to address both urban and rural 

collaborative potential, creating networks of scientists, technocrats, artists, and 

educators united by their belief in the aims of development discourse. Working 

with the Secretary of the Department of Agriculture, Henry Wallace, Nelson 

Rockefeller’s Office of the Coordinator, in partnership with the Rockefeller 

Foundation, supported one such early survey, aimed to assess Mexico’s 

agricultural productivity.  In July of 1941, three North American agricultural 

scientists, Dr. E.C. Stakman (University of Minnesota), Dr. Richard Bradfield 

(Cornell University), and Dr. Paul Mangelsdorf (Harvard University), set out on a 
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two-month road trip across Mexico.71 Traversing the countryside on foot, horse 

and by truck, these professors of plant protection, agronomy, and genetic plant 

breeding took the measure of Mexican agriculture.72 The shape of the 

collaborations to follow, as the rest of this dissertation argues, made visible in the 

fields, laboratories and even seeds of the resulting Green Revolution were 

sculpted by the aesthetics of scientific neutrality, born out in the workings of the 

MoMA and the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs.   
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CHAPTER 2:  

Cultivating a Nation 
 

I.  CHAPINGO 

In 1923, Diego Rivera set to work on a series of murals in the recently 

reappropriated Chapingo Hacienda near the town of Texcoco, just outside of 

Mexico City. Formerly the Hacienda de la Señora de la Concepción, reclaimed 

by Revolutionary forces from the descendants of former Mexican President 

Manuel Gonzalez Flores (1880-1884), the significance of this site’s redistribution 

in the interest of post-revolutionary reconstruction was unparalleled. Here, on 

land that was once considered a shining example of Dictator José de la Cruz 

Porfirio Diaz Mori’s success in both taming and cultivating the countryside, this 

new campus for the National School of Agriculture, La Escuela Nacional de 

Agricultura (ENA) would reclaim Mexico’s fertile Central Valley and the nation’s 

agricultural future for small farmers and indigenous farming collectives, known as 

ejidos. Building the foundation for his early homage to the Revolution directly into 

the walls of the school’s administrative offices in fresco, Rivera’s mural series at 

the National School of Agriculture ties the site’s past to the nation’s future in a 

mytho-historical epic of Chapingo’s Nahuatl (Aztec), Colonial, Revolutionary and 

Post-revolutionary destiny. Yet, moving beyond this standard characterization of 

Rivera’s work, this chapter argues that, by weaving this narrative through the 

more-than-human contributors to national prosperity and fertility, the Chapingo 
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mural series marks the uniquely ecological actors whose subjugation would be 

key to Mexico’s modernization.  

 

While literature abounds on the paintings, sketches, and murals of Diego Rivera, 

all but scant scholarly attention has been paid to the expansive Chapingo 

program created by Director Marte R. Gómez’s vision for the school and Rivera’s 

vision for the site. And yet it is these little-discussed murals, executed at 

Chapingo, that situate Rivera’s work directly into the broader agricultural history 

of Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary México in order to construct an image of 

the nation’s futurity. When, in 1924, Marte R. Gómez was put in charge of the 

reconstitution of the National School of Agriculture at the former Hacienda 

Chapingo, the project gave him the opportunity to enact all that was left behind in 

the plans of the early revolutionaries, fighting to return the nation’s fertile lands to 

the hands of the region’s earliest inhabitants.73 The new school within the old 

hacienda was to be a landmark and showcase of the post-revolutionary 

government’s redistribution of the nation’s oldest estates, bearing the promise of 

land tenure to those who had long been pushed off both private acreage and 

communal holdings. While the land grabs of previous decades, which expanded 

the largest haciendas while shrinking the ejidos, were then justified by the elite as 

 
73 Born in Tamaulipas, Mexico, Marte R.  Gómez (1896-1973), after completing his studies at the 
first National School of Agriculture, completed a course in Agrarian Reform at an affiliate of the 
Sorbonne, in Paris and was named Director of the Escuela Nacional de Agricultura at Chapingo 
from 1923-24. He was named Secretary of Agriculture and Development under both President 
Emilio Portes Gil (1928-1932) and was appointed to the same post (then titled the Secretaria de 
Hacienda) again in 1933, under the presidency of Manuel Ávila Camacho. Between 1935-36, he 
was Mexico’s ambassador to the United Nations and Governor of Tamaulipas from 1937-1940.   



 

 

66 

necessary to heighten the agricultural productivity of a nation with a growing 

population, here, on soil previously owned by the height of the Porfirian inner-

circle, Mexico’s new agronomos would be trained to put the benefits of modern, 

scientific agriculture to work to increase the productivity of small farmers. Pairing 

agricultural education with hands-on experience training the school’s partnering 

indigenous farmers in El pueblo cooperativo Ramón de Negri, the National 

School of Agriculture would be the site of an agricultural renaissance, a rebirth of 

the nation in the hands of students equipped with modern tools in the service of 

an ancient pursuit: farming the land and bringing its fruits to the people.74  

 

To give form to the school’s calling in plaster and pigment, Gómez began to 

formulate a proposal to bring the mural painter, Diego Rivera, to the National 

School of Agriculture. Gómez had seen Rivera’s work at the Secretaría de 

Educación Pública (SEP) and admired his ability to transform Revolutionary 

vision into a paint-based mythos. Yet, unlike parallel mural work which was 

transmuting the walls of Mexico’s institutes for public education, including both La 

Escuela Nacional Preparatoria and the SEP in Mexico City which fell under the 

purview of Secretary of Education José Vasconcelos, at Chapingo the Secretary 

of Agriculture, Ramón de Negri, would oversee the official commission.75 While in 

 
74 Antonio Carrillo Flores, Vida política contemporánea: Cartas de Marte R. Gómez. 2 vols. 

(Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1978), 1:58-59. 
75 Ramón P. de Negri was the Secretary of Agriculture and Development (Agricultura y Fomento) 
in 1924, during which time he founded La Escuela Nacional de Agricultura and appointed Marte 
R. Gomez as the school’s director. He went on to become the Secretary of Industry, Commerce, 
and Employment in 1929, before becoming the Ambassador of Mexico to Belgium (1930), Chile 
(1935), Turkey (1936), and Spain (1936). De Negri helped pass the first Federal Labor Law in 
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the Capitol, Rivera faced both threats against his work and his person from 

wealthy students and their parents, protesting his aggrandizement of socialism 

on the walls of their Preparatoria, or preparatory school, the Chapingo 

commission, located in an agricultural college on the outskirts of the remote town 

of Texcoco, afforded the muralist both a cohort of like-minded ideologues and a 

space to work just beyond the reach of the hounding press.  

 

The opportunity to work in peace was no small matter. Rivera had, by the start of 

the Chapingo commission, begun wearing cross-body holsters while up on the 

scaffolding of his urban commissions. As protests wore on, in the face of an 

increasingly antagonistic relationship with Vasconcelos, the National School of 

Agriculture commission provided more than just a physical sanctuary. Recalling 

the spirit that pervaded the National School of Agriculture, conjured by like-

minded thinkers who saw agricultural training as the logical extension of the 

Revolution, in their fifty-year history Ramón Fernandez y Fernandez writes: 

To us, in the quiet atmosphere of the classrooms, we heard the 
echoes of the struggle and kindled our enthusiasm. This sowing of 
ideas was reinforced in 1924 when the school moved to Chapingo. 
It is not an exaggeration to say that Chapingo had been converted 
by Marte R. Gómez into an altar of the Revolution. There we 
breathed the air of social vindication. We saw our beautiful 
proclamation stamped and recorded, by Diego Rivera, into the 
walls of our school’s new home at the entrance to the classroom 
building. We saw it decorate the chapel, which illustrates the 
revolutionary process, and we heard from Diego himself the 
explanation of the concepts which he converted here into 

 
1931, which protected the right to strike and established the state as the final arbiter in labor 
disputes. 
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monumental art. . . .Chapingo was our revolutionary Alma Mater. 
We would not betray her.76 
 

Charged with utopian fervor, the National School of Agriculture was to fulfill the 

nation’s Revolutionary destiny. One of the earliest of the twentieth-century 

revolutions, taking place before Russia, China or Cuba, this revolution would 

carve out the path for its own reconstruction and national formation through a 

combination of institution building and national myth creation which had few 

precedents.   

 

Painting both the school’s rectory and the school’s chapel, here, as elsewhere, 

Rivera reinvented the allegorical fresco styles of Medieval and Renaissance Italy, 

transforming their transcendental theology into a materialist mythos and visual 

manifesto to the Mexican nation.77 But, uniquely here, in the cradle of Mexico’s 

agricultural past and future, the muralist did so by melding ancient Nahuatl visual 

language and Renaissance forms with the agricultural history of Mexico’s Central 

Valley, emphasizing the role that landscape and Mexico’s foremost agricultural 

commodities played in the history of the nation. Seeing in Chapingo the site of 

Mexico’s modern agricultural regeneration, here as nowhere else, the artist first 

articulated what one might call, anachronistically, a posthumanist iconography of 

the nation--or the pre-Columbian symbolism of the same--as sun and wind as 

 
76 Ramón Fernández y Fernández, Chapingo: Hace 50 años (Chapingo, Mexico: Colegio De 

Postgraduados, 1991), 167–68. Author’s translations, unless otherwise indicated. 
77 Diego Rivera, “La Escuela Nacional de Agricultura en Chapingo,” El Arquitecto (Órgano de la 

Sociedad de Arquitectos Mexicanos) (Mexico City) 2, no. 5 (September 1925): 27–35, 

International Center for the Arts of the Americas at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 

ICAA Record ID: 732898. 
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well as soil, corn, wheat, human bodies, and their hybrid genetics became key to 

Mexico’s own distinctly modernist revolution.  

 
Figure 16: Ambrogio Lorenzetti, The Allegory of Good Government (south wall), 1338–1339. 
Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, Italy. One of four walls in the Hall of Nine covered with frescoes 
depicting the Allegory of Good and Bad Government, this painting depicts the magistrates of 
Sienna tied to the scales of justice. Governing over them are six female figures: Peace, Fortitude, 
and Prudence, on the left, and Magnanimity, Temperance, and Justice, on the right. The murals 
were painted inside the Palazzo so that they might speak to the city rulers as warning and 
inspiration. Image: SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, NY © 2006.  
 

In 1923, moving between the mural movement’s all-too-public projects at La 

Escuela Nacional Preparatoria, where he was joined by José Clemente Orozco 

and David Siqueiros, and the quiet, remote countryside of Texcoco and 

Chapingo, Rivera and his assistant, Xavier Guerrero, began work on Mexico’s 

own allegory of good and bad government, taking inspiration from Ambrogio 

Lorenzetti’s famed mural series in Sienna, the Allegory of Good and Bad 

Government, painted in the Hall of Nine of the Palazzo Pubblico between 1338-

1339, in order to instruct the city-state’s magistrates in good and bad 

governance. In scene after scene around the entire room, the Italian artist 

painted a narrative of effects of good and bad government on both the city of 

Siena and the surrounding countryside. Taking inspiration from Lorenzetti’s 

program, in both form and content, and applying it to the post-revolutionary 

Mexican state, Diego Rivera’s mural sequence at the National School of 

Agriculture, the Allegory of Good and Bad Government also culminates in four 

large frescoes depicting the effects of good and bad government on the walls 

surrounding the second floor antechamber of the school’s main building, through 

which students passed on their way to and from classes. Their relationship to 
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Lorenzetti and to the Mexican context will be discussed in further detail in this 

chapter.  

II.  THE GROUND FLOOR MURALS 

i. Fertility and Fecundity 

Entering the administrative building, the former home of President Manuel 

Gonzalez, one is first greeted by a view to the building’s open courtyard, the 

sunlight from which illuminates the first of Rivera’s frescoes. On the left and right, 

the viewer is flanked by two murals surrounding the doors to the school’s highest 

administrative offices. While Bertram Wolfe describes these works as depictions 

of the seasons, I argue here instead, through detailed formal analysis, that as 

one passes into the main hall of the hacienda, Rivera has filled the space around 

the adjacent office doors of the Secretaria Particular and the Rectoria with 

images which integrate Mexico’s human and agricultural heritage, laying the 

groundwork for his contribution to the discourse on agricultural modernization in 

fresco.78  

 
Figure 17: Diego Rivera, Sol y tierra (Sun and Earth: Men and Women of Tehuantepec in 
Mountain Landscape with Sunburst), 1924. Fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, 
Texcoco, Mexico. Image: 2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for 
Artstor.  
 
Figure 18: Aztec culture, Human figure: maize goddess, ca. 1300-1500. Basalt or andesite lava. 
American Museum of Natural History, New York, acc. no. 1931-39, cat. no.  30.1/1201. 
 

 
78 Bertram Wolfe, The Fabulous Life of Diego Rivera (New York: Stein and Day, 1963; repr., New 
York: Cooper Square Press, 2000). 
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As the viewer enters the large front doors of the former Hacienda Chapingo, the 

wall to the left of the entry is covered with Rivera’s Sol y tierra (Sun and Earth), 

1924. In the bottom left corner of the mural, a young, dark-skinned man in white 

linen, wearing a sombrero, holds a chaff of wheat. Below him, a warm-skinned 

woman sits on the ground with legs folded beneath her in the shape of the Maize 

Goddess (fig. 18), whose totem was discovered at the Ixtapalapa site in Mexico 

City. With arms bent up at right angles, extended beyond the range of the Aztec 

statue she mirrors, Rivera gives this maize (or corn) goddess a modern partner, 

as she reaches up to take said wheat from the man standing above her. Flanking 

the entry with images of wheat and corn, Rivera uses these first segments of the 

entry murals to signal the cultural integration of European and Indigenous 

people, as well as their plant-based food and cultures, in the making of post-

revolutionary Mexico. These figures, the man holding wheat to represent the 

agricultural contributions of the Spanish, and the Aztec maize goddess who 

receives the fruit of his offering bring fertility, fecundity and both human and 

agronomic hybridity to the fore of the muralist’s visual narrative.  

 

Figure 19: The Founding of Tenochtitlan, from the Codex Mendoza (mid-16th century), folio 2r. 
Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, UK. 
 

As the eye moves to the right, past the door of the Rectoria, “Sol y tierra” 

continues as the viewer encounters three indigenous women, marked by their 

chestnut brown skin and colorful Tehuana clothing, denoted by their huipil tops in 
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deep red with yellow trim.79 Mirroring the posture of the maize goddess on the far 

left of the mural, on the far right a second kneeling figure, clothed in a deep blue 

skirt and a huipil, holds out a small bowl. Above her, a third woman with slightly 

greyed hair fills that bowl with water which pours forth from a dark vessel. 

Finishing this close triad, a fourth woman sits with legs crossed over one another, 

holding a bright yellow pineapple cradled in her hands atop the deep blue of her 

lap. Through their tripartite arrangement, these three figures create a grounded 

pyramidal composition, not unlike medieval and proto-renaissance images of the 

Virgin Mary, painted by Giovanni Bellini and others, to evoke images of grounded 

stability and blessed fertility.80 Their proximity to the succulent-shaped plants 

frescoed around them further solidifies the women’s relationship to reproduction 

and fertility.   

 

If Rivera intended to evoke the image of the Christian Virgin Mary, he also 

deconstructs that same singular deontological form in his own, feminine, 

 
79 There is confusion in the literature as to the dates of the Chapingo Stairwell Murals. Numerous 
sources date the project to between 1925 and 1927, based on pencil sketches of the murals 
which have been pinpointed to that date. Numerous indications point to 1923–1924 as the period 
in which Rivera completed the murals within the Chapingo Administrative building, formerly the 
original hacienda building. In September of 1925, Rivera discussed the project as complete in El 

Arquitecto. Images of the completed murals accompany that article. Gomez himself dates 
Rivera’s work in the administration building from 1923 and states that as early as January 1924, 
the muralist was working there three days per week for 600 pesos per month, while spending 
another three days of each week at the Ministry of Public Education building.  Again according to 
Gomez, by the May 1924 inauguration of the school, at which Rivera was present, the artist had 
completed the entire second floor mural program in the school’s antechamber. Juan Pablo Pina 
Garcia, as well as Jennifer Krzyminski Younger, also date the murals to 1924, rather than 1926. 
For a thorough explanation of the dating discrepancies, see Jennifer Krzyminski Younger, “Utopia 
Mexicana: Diego Rivera’s Program for Chapingo Chapel, 1924–27,” Ph.D. diss., University of 
Maryland at College Park, 1999, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. See also Diego Rivera, “La 

Escuela Nacional de Agricultura en Chapingo. 
80 Giovanni Bellini, Madonna of the Meadow, ca. 1500, oil and egg on synthetic panel, transferred 
from wood, National Gallery, Washington, DC. 
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indigenous and clearly secular representation of a fertile trinity within Sol y Tierra. 

In this, Rivera’s own telling of the region’s history and mythology, it is the sun 

itself which has coupled with the matriarchs of Mexico--who are the very land 

itself--in order to bring the children of the future nation to fruition. Painted with a 

masculine face, the sun becomes one of the figures within the community of 

Mexico’s first peoples, as his rays alternate between triangular spikes and 

waves, signaling movement and radiant heat. While the sun brings light and 

warmth to the women below, the water pourer balances his heat with her own 

offering in a clear symbiosis between humans and the regions other ecological 

actors.  

 

The architectural structure positioned directly behind the three-in-one women 

begins to set the scene for the further nuancing of European and Mexican 

mythologies. Under the shade of the architectural form topped with a thatched 

roof, the cross-legged woman holds the progeny or fruit of the union between the 

fertile maize and the agronomist first pictured in the entry. The simple building is 

itself a direct reference to the form of the temple structure in the Codex Mendoza, 

painted by colonial priests in order to record the practices of the Nahuatl within 

the territory surrounding Chapingo for the benefit of Charles the V, the Holy 

Roman Emperor and King of Spain.81 And, like the Codex, Rivera’s life-sized 

 
81 The Codex Mendoza (1541–42) was commissioned by the first viceroy of New Spain, Antonio 
de Mendoza, to record the visual and oral histories of the Aztec (Nahuatl) empire. For full 
analyses of the Codex Mendoza, see Frances Frei Berdan and Patricia Rieff Anawalt, The 

Essential Codex Mendoza (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997); and Elizabeth 
Baquedano and Gary M. Feinman, The Aztec World (New York: Abrams, 2008). 
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documentation of the practices of the region’s more-than-human actors serves to 

preserve an idyllic, even nostalgic vision of the relationship between nature and 

its people in the face of change.  

 

Seeking a vision of the modern nation which was freed from Spanish colonial 

influence, Mexico (like Brazil and other Latin American post-colonial nations), 

made a half-turn toward their first inhabitants. Usually invoked as symbols, rather 

than included, volitional populations, Mexico’s diverse indigenous peoples, elided 

into a single group, became key to the country’s post-revolutionary reconstruction 

attempts in paint, on paper and across the landscape. Matriarchal and 

communal, the clothed women of the entry murals, in dress and in figuration, 

were modeled after drawings Rivera made during a trip, in 1922, to the Isthmus 

of Tehuantepec, where, after his return from Europe, he was sent by then 

Secretary of Education, Vasconcelos, to connect with Mexico’s indigenous 

culture.82  

 

 
82 Much has been written on the role played by Vasconcelos in the Mexican Mural movement. 
Amply supported by President Álvaro Obregón’s national budget, Secretary of Education 
Vasconcelos mapped out and, in the years of his tenure, took action to create what he called a 
Mexican Renaissance in art, literature, and performance. Reprinting classical European literature, 
establishing literacy programs for rural populations, and putting muralists on the secretariat’s 
payroll, Vasconcelos sought to improve Mexico’s cultural literacy through public works and 
programs. His attitude toward the most indigenous, rural populations he sought to influence is 
highly controversial.  For more on the influence of his neoclassical and racial biases in the work of 
Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, David Alfaro Siqueiros, Francisco Leal, and Jean Charlot, 
see Leon Folgarait, Mural Painting and Social Revolution in Mexico, 1920–1940: Art of the New 

Order (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998). See also Alan Knight, The Mexican 

Revolution, 2 vols. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990). 
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Living in Europe for 14 years, from age 21 to 35, the muralist returned to his 

home country in 1921 through the invitation of Secretary Vasconcelos to join and 

shape his Mexican Renaissance. Re-entering Mexico after the civil war, namely 

after the fighting which had defined generations to come, Vasconcelos found 

Rivera to be more European than Mexican, out of sync with the people and the 

time. After several months drawing and photographing the famous women-run 

marketplace and townspeople of Tehuantepec, Rivera began to formulate his 

own sense of Mexico’s First Nations.83  

 

Figure 20: Diego Rivera, La Creacion (Creation), 1922-23. Encaustic and gold blade. Antiguo 
Colegio de San Ildefonso, Anfiteatro Simón Bolívar, Mexico City. Image: 2012 Artist Rights 
Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
 

In his first mural on Vasconcelos’ payroll, La creación (The Creation) of 1922-23, 

however, the artist’s work was overwhelming shaped by Vasconcelos own 

racialized view of Mexico’s historical destiny. Blending indigenismo, which found 

Mexico’s unique modern character in the strength and fortitude it ascribed to its 

indigenous populations, with an embodied vision of the Hegelian dialectic--

wherein the intermixing of two initially conflictual entities leads to a greater 

synthesis, Vasconcelos looked forward to the creation of the “cosmic race,” or La 

Raza Cósmica, through a rigorous consolidation of Indian, mestizo, and 

European bloodlines.84 Rivera’s La creación at the National Preparatory School’s 

 
83 Viewing their communities through the lens of his readings of Karl Marx, Rivera has been 
criticized for eliding the land tenure systems of the regions Maya, Aztec and Mexica peoples with 
his own communist ideals. 
84 In 1925, Vasconcelos published La raza cósmica (The Cosmic Race), which put forward the 

idea that México’s strength would lie in the genetic agglomeration of its peoples into a single, 
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Amphitheater Simón Bolívar set the Secretary’s ideas in hardened wax. At the 

base of the mural, flanking each side of the stage, a dark-skinned woman (left) 

and man (right) sit naked on the grass, in direct contact with nature, looking up to 

the increasingly lighter skinned persons depicted above them. On both the left 

and right side of the stage a total of nine women (four on the left, five on the 

right) are clothed in ever-more rich and elaborate fabrics, while their painted 

bodies rise higher and higher up on the plane of the proscenium arch. Above 

these two groups stand two clusters of saintly women, noted as such by their 

golden medieval-style halos. Above them still, sit two angels floating on clouds 

whose billows evoke the shape of wings. In the center of the stage, in an angled, 

recessed area that connects each side of the proscenium, a white-skinned, 

Christ-like figure with brown hair spreads his muscular arms wide, as if to bring 

all the aforementioned figures into his fold. Naked, he is covered from his 

pectoral muscles downward in stylized leaves. Spreading out to exceed the 

reach of his hands and connect each side of the arched mural, these leaves hold 

within them a series of plants and animals, including an eagle, lion and an agave 

plant, symbolizing the whole of nature which exists and proceeds from the central 

figure.  As the eye follows the downward sloping sides of the triangular form of 

this Christ figure’s head and leafy, extending body, it moves, both left and right, 

back to the naked figures at the bottom of the mural. The hierarchy is clear: dark-

 
unified race. While on the surface this mode of thinking seemed less racist than arguments for 

racial purity which prevailed throughout Latin America, the United States, and Europe in the early 

twentieth-century, Vasconcelos’ championing of miscegenation was largely intended to whiten the 

population by watering down the influence of the nation’s people of color over time. José 

Vasconcelos, La raza cósmica, 3rd. ed. (Mexico: Espasa-Calpe Mexicana, 1966). 
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skinned indigenous men and women are at the bottom of the human ladder, part 

of a primitive, natural world, from which lighter and lighter skinned women and 

then saints rise in their approach to heavenly perfection. Notably, all exist within 

the domain of one perfect light-skinned man: creator and master of all.  

 

By June 26 of 1924, less than two years after Rivera’s year-long work on The 

Creation, the mural program first initiated under Vasconcelos’ leadership was 

under direct attack.85 While Jennifer Krzyminski Younger provides a thorough 

review of the mural program at the SEP and Prepatoria, as well as events 

leading up to Vasconcelos’ resignation, Chapingo’s ground floor murals make 

clear that as the Secretary was stepping down, Rivera was reworking the 

Eurocentric impact of his influence.86 Revisiting ideas raised in The Creation, at 

Chapingo the indigenous are now fully clothed. They are on                                                                                                                                              

ce again Mexico’s foundation, but they are also its present and its future.   

 

Figure 21: Diego Rivera, Aire y agua (Air and Water: Men and Women of Tehuantepec Under 
Wind and Cloud Symbols),1924. Fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. 
Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
 

Flanking the opposite wall of the Hacienda Chapingo entry, on the wall of what is 

now the office of the Secretaria, in Aire y Agua (Air and Water - Men and Women 

of Tehuantepec Under Wind and Cloud Symbols) (fig. 21), Rivera created a near 

mirror image of Sol y Tierra. In this mural, the action of the scene begins in the 

 
85

 “La acción directa contra las pinturas estridentistas,” El Excelsior, June 26, 1924. 
86 Younger, “Utopia Mexicana.” 24-34. 
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upper left corner of the sky, where the figure of the wind floats with full cheeks 

and plump lips, rust-colored skin and dark hair--the most articulated human 

details on a wall otherwise filled with Rivera’s largely abstracted lumpen figures. 

From this visage’s lips radiate an array of soft, white, regularly staccato lines, 

setting the wall to action. Blown by gusts emanating from the figure of the wind, a 

seemingly genderfluid, angelic body, with broad shoulders like the figures of 

Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling, drifts, covered in yellow drapery, across 

the administration’s doorway. Their hands gesture a sign of approbation and 

approval to another young pairing below. Therein, the bent legs of another nude 

and kneeling maize goddess meld, in color, into the swelling soil beneath her.  

Above her, melding the image of Zapata’s revolutionaries with the look and 

humility of a missionary, stands a man dressed in the unbleached linen of the 

campesinos--again figured as one of the school’s agronomos, indicated by his 

crossbody seed satchel--who inclines his right hand toward the woman below in 

gentle, tentative gesture as he looks out directly toward the viewer.  

 

Between the floating angel figure’s supportive hands, and the hands of the 

kneeling nude, the man between becomes a passage in himself.  As signaled 

through his white clothing he is the gift of the wind and the angel. He carries in 

his satchel the seeds the kneeling goddess will plant in the mound of dirt that 

rises below her. She, like her mirror image across the entry, is one with the soil to 

be planted by the standing agronomo, encouraged by this angel of Mexico’s 
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indigenous maize, which floats above him, to plant the seeds that will grow the 

modern nation.  

 

To left of these figures, mirroring the first trio described above, Rivera mirror’s 

“Sol y Tierra’s” trinitarian composition, made up of three Nahuatl-by-way-of-

Giotto women,  in this third phase of “Aire y agua” and the third stage of the 

tripartite narrative of the birth of Mexico’s people from the seeds of the couple 

just described. Here, the standing female figure, dressed in a simple white blouse 

and flowing red skirt, is a symbol of youthful promise. She carries a large basket 

of calla lilies in white and pink on her back. Signaling Mexico’s sensuous fertility, 

this nationally abundant flower is a recognizable theme in Rivera’s larger oeuvre 

and is in conversation with the welcoming pineapple-bearer directly across the 

hall. While the pineapple-bearer looks straight at the viewer, she also looks 

directly across to another counterpart, seated in a similar cross-legged posture, 

wearing a head wreath made of the same pink flowers. This wreathed woman is 

the girl and the maize goddess in her adulthood, still flowering but grounded and 

unavailable. The third figure represents the girl in her maturity, closed off to the 

viewer by her aubergine cloak, she looks across the doorway to the young girl 

she once was. Behind her, a gabled house and roof replicated the formal 

arrangement of the trio on the ground, while acting as an arrow, in the 

background, to draw the eye back up to the figure of the wind, as the cycle of 

fertilization starts all over again. 

 



 

 

80 

Through two seemingly simple murals, Rivera has created a new narrative 

history of the new modern nation, bringing more-than-human actors, including 

the sun, wind, corn, soil as well as inter-cyclical human narratives and the fresco 

that holds them. For a school that first began by training boys and men alone, 

Rivera’s mural provides a virile image of each student’s role: one in which 

procreation and agricultural duty converge in the body of the waiting maize 

goddess, who represents the soil in which he will plant his seed. On the one 

hand, like the Tehuana women represented here, Rivera’s depicted Mexico is 

matriarchal, sustained by incarnations of women who give birth to the future. And 

yet at the same time, the action is traditional and stereotypical, as the passive 

woman’s body exists to provide a welcoming home for the agronomos’ active 

labors, as he goes out to unsown fields to shape the nation’s future. In the middle 

of both Aire y agua and Sol y tierra sit the doors to the National School of 

Agriculture’s administrative offices. They, too, play a role in the dramas unfolding 

before us, as matchmakers, as go-betweens, and as figures in the history of 

México itself who must ensure that the planting and cultivation depicted by 

Rivera continues, as they properly train the school’s young men to take on the 

role that the muralist has laid out for them. 

 

ii. A New Codex 

Figure 22: Diego Rivera and Xavier Guerrero, Enseñar la explotación de la tierra, no la del 

hombre, 1924. Fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki 
Moore, 2018.  
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Moving through the archway from the entry murals to the space between the 

courtyard and surrounding the stairwell, the viewer moves forward in time, to 

what was then the present for the muralists at work at Chapingo during the last 

few months of 1924. Simultaneously, through a series of grisailles, or 

monochromatic frescoes, executed by Rivera’s assistant for this project, the artist 

Xavier Guerrero, this second area of the administration archways signals 

antiquity and timelessness as the artist creates a new version of the Codex 

Mendoza (fig. 19) sketched into the walls of the National School of Agriculture. 

Highlighting the fecundity of the region both through human speech as well as 

plant-based procreation, this juncture surrounding the stairwell will be watered, 

like the regions identified in the Codex, by the flow of eager students as they 

move from the world outside the school walls, into the upper classrooms, and 

back out again to bring Mexico to peak fertility and productivity. 

 

On the wall flanking what is now the office of Public Relations, opposite the 

stairwell whose upper level leads to the building’s most expansive expression of 

Rivera’s program, Guerrero wrote out Marte Gómez’s inaugural speech from the 

second of Chapingo’s inaugurations, held November 20, 1923.87 Eager to 

 
87 Born in San Pedro de las Colonias, Xavier Guerrero (1896-1974) learned to paint at an early 
age by working with his father, who was a bricklayer and craftsman. In 1912, Guerrero painted his 
first mural, then moved to Mexico City in 1919. There, he researched the pre-hispanic fresco 
technique, before joining the state-sponsored muralist movement, under the guidance of 
Secretary of Education, Jose Vasconcelos. Guerrero’s own work is little known, in part due to his 
collaborations with more famous muralists, including David Alfaro Siqueiros, José Clemente 
Orozco, and Diego Rivera. Guerrero began collaborating with Rivera in 1921, in the execution of 
murals at San Ildefonso College, La Escuela Nacional Preparatoria and Anfiteatro Bolívar.  

During this time, Guerrero taught Rivera the pre-hispanic fresco technique that was later credited 
to Rivera. At Chapingo, Guerrero executed a twenty-two-panel mural series in the house of the 
school’s director, first occupied by Marte Gómez. Though the home was demolished with the 
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present the repatriation and reclamation of this site to the Mexican people, the 

school was in fact inaugurated three times. On October 4, 1921, Revolutionary 

hero and President Álvaro Obregón, after authorizing the transfer of the National 

School of Agriculture from the Convent of San Jacinto to Chapingo, first 

inaugurated the grounds of the more ample future school even before the state 

had completed its official seizure from the former González family, which finally 

took place in 1923.88 The second inauguration, lead by Gómez and de Negri, 

took place on November 20, 1923 before the school had been fully remodeled. 

Finally, the third and final inauguration took place on May 1, 1924, to celebrate 

the start of classes. It was at the second inauguration, however, when the 

school’s first director laid out his vision for La Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, 

now frescoed into the walls of the institution itself. It reads: 

Today, November 20, 1923, the new National School of Agriculture 
was inaugurated in this hacienda Chapingo, reformed in its 
methods, aims and aspirations, according to the fundamental idea 
that has animated me, and Mexico’s working class, for the last ten 
years, to launch a successful revolution against the state of things 
that in social and economic matters, has prevailed in this country 
since the days of the [Spanish] conquest. Moved by the goodwill of 
the Mexican proletariat, convinced of the truth, and their longing for 
justice, I am now realizing their aims, in the reforms, methods as 
well as moral and spiritual practices that constitute the life of this 
school. Here we will create what has been missing: a core group of 
people who believe in the nearly sacred work of fostering human 

 
implementation of the Chapingo Plan, several of his panels were salvaged in the 1960s and are 
on display in the University’s Museum of Agriculture. For more on Guerrero, see Leticia López 
Orozco, “Los Murales de Xavier Guerrero en la casa de los directores de Chapingo,” Crónicas. 

accessed September 29, 2018, 
http://www.revistas.unam.mx/index.php/cronicas/article/view/17156. For more on Guerrero’s pre-
hispanic fresco technique, see Mario Herrera, "Mario Herrera / Xavier Guerrero: Un Gran pintor 
coahuilense olvidado," Palabra (Saltillo, Mexico), June 13, 1998, 5; and Guillermo Tovar de 
Teresa, Repertory of Artists in Mexico: Plastic and Decorative Arts, 3 vols. (Mexico City: Grupo 
Financiero Bancomer, 1996), 2:116. 
88 Silvia González Marín, Historia de la hacienda de Chapingo (Chapingo, Mexico: Universidad 
Autónoma de Chapingo, 1996), 57. 
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cooperation.  From here, as long as the backward and antagonistic 
elements do not get in the way, free and healthy men will leave as 
serious and devoted children of the soil, to whom they owe 
everything.  
 
Unlike the insincere schemes of agricultural capitalism typical of the 
age in which we live, whereby millions are enslaved to production, 
while others dedicate themselves to inflate costs of living, this 
National School of Agriculture has a more intimate ideal and a more 
modest point of view. It is dedicated to benefitting that small, but 
privileged group of people who can steer their own welfare and 
livelihood. 

 
The spirit of this school is not oriented towards ambitions for profit, 
nor toward the economic dogmas of the herd-like cranks and 
craniums of the sad European collapse of 1914.This school does 
not advocate the type of agricultural exploitation which thrives on 
the suffering of the multitudes of hopeless laborers, it advocates the 
ideal of simple human cooperation and an easy companionship 
among men who work the earth.  We have dedicated our school to 
a different economy, one that acknowledges that the small farmer is 
his own authority and is the foundation for campesino culture. This 
social truth will guide and prepare our way.  
 
To future generations, we say the land does not have owners. It is 
the caring and fecund mother to all who carry their humanity with 
humility and loyalty to her.  We are devoted to a philosophy of effort 
without egoism, without slavery, without privilege. We believe that 
the supreme way of being free is to join together in agricultural 
groups, producing for good rather than flattering the lust of masters.  
If it turns out that we are not the ones called for the fulfillment of this 
enormous task before us that we have outlined here, then it will be 
for others stronger and better trained than us to teach the 
exploitation of the land, and not the man. 89 

 

Tying the history of this National School of Agriculture to the history of the 

emancipation of Mexico’s campesinos from oppression by both the capitalist 

practices of the hacienda system and their political liberation through the 

 
89 Author’s translation. 
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workings of the Mexican Revolution, Gómez ended his rousing speech with 

words said to have first been uttered by Emiliano Zapata, now the school’s 

slogan: “Enseñar la explotación de la tierra, no la del hombre,” or “Here we teach 

the exploitation of the land, not of man.” Dedicated to the self-determination of 

the small farmer and the nearly sacred tool of human cooperation, the National 

School of Agriculture at Chapingo would aim for nothing less than to carry out to 

the aims of the Mexican proletariat, training men to bring their agricultural skills to 

bear for the good of the nation. It was also the fulfillment of Gómez’s own 

personal place in revolutionary history. Frescoed into the very walls of the school 

as if carved from history, Gómez’s speech, tied to the words of Zapata himself, 

was to be one with the school’s architecture and structure. Here the school’s 

guiding text would stand with the walls of the administration as a reminder for all 

faculty, staff and students who passed through this formative archway.  

 

Giving Gómez’s speech, and the program’s other grisailles discussed below, a 

painted setting that is both the color of warm limestone and ancient parchment, 

Guerrero raises the eye to the top of the text itself by placing two sickles, laid on 

end, at the top of the panels to create crown or sun like structures, embellished 

with classical fruits. Between these two panels, above the third and final 

administrative portal in the building’s entry, the date of the inauguration of the 

National School of Agriculture, on the former site of the Chapingo Hacienda, is 

commemorated in a deep topaz blue, which like the sky in the two entry-way 
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murals, as well as the skirts of the Tehuana women therein, reference the deep 

blue in the background of Lorenzetti’s Allegory of Good Government (fig. 16). 

 

 

iii. Indigenismo at Chapingo 

Moving past the administrative office and toward the stairwell, the viewer passes 

through a pier and beam structure, framed in stonework. This structural support 

is filled by two grisailles, one on each side, again executed by Guerrero. 

Featuring single stalks of corn, reminiscent of the corn stalk symbols painted in 

the Codex Mendoza which are both symmetrical and geometrically abstracted, 

each stalk rises up from a triangular mound at the bottom of the image space 

which on first glance seems to unify the grisaille work installed throughout the 

bottom floor, stairwell, ceilings, and cupola. Under close consideration, they also 

call to mind Texcoco’s neighboring Nahua (often called Aztec) pyramids at 

Teotihuacan, recognizing Chapingo’s ancient history as part of the Aztec Empire, 

or the Triple Alliance (1428-1521). While a handful of archeological projects were 

undertaken by foreign archeologists during the Porfirian dictatorship, namely 

Ernst Forstemann, William Holmes, Alfred Maudslay, Eduard Seler and Alfred 

Tozzer, the founding of the Department of Anthropology, by Manuel Gamio, at 

the new Autonomous University of Mexico in 1917, followed by its successor, the 

Department of Anthropology, headed by Alfonso Caso at the National 

Polytechnic, brought about a flurry of nationally guided excavations and 
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publications.90 Gamio’s excavations in both Azcapotzalco consolidated evidence 

on the expanse of the Mexica civilization in the Valley of Mexico, now known to 

supersede that of the Maya. His work at Teotihuacán, published in La Población 

del Valle de Teotihuacán (1922) unearthed the Temple of Quetzalcoatl, whose 

dominion included the land now occupied by the National School of Agriculture.91  

 

Figure 23: Xavier Guerrero, Untitled [archway with corn] (left) and Untitled [archway with trumpet 
flower and sunflower] (right), both 1924. Grisaille fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, 
Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. The archway leads to the administration building’s 
interior courtyard.  
 
   

While the findings of these and other studies were alive in conversation and 

publications of the period, collaborating with Gamio and Caso on the magazine 

Mexican Folkways put Rivera--director of the magazine while Gamio served as 

an advisor to the publication--in direct conversation with the anthropologists at 

the head of these very same discoveries.92 During this period, Guerrero himself 

made frequent trips to Teotihuacan to study recently excavated murals found on 

the inner walls of temple and dwelling structures which used the region’s nopales 

cacti as a binder in the fresco process.93 Rivera’s own collection of art made by 

 
90 Manuel Gamio, founder of the International School of Archeology and Ethnology of the 
Americas, with support from Germany and the United States, was a Mexican anthropologist, 
archaeologist, sociologist who is credited to be the leader of the modern indigenismo movement. 
One of the infamous Cientificos, or purportedly science-minded leaders surrounding Porfirio Diaz, 
his approach to the social and archeological history of the nation greatly influenced government 
policy and actions. While Gamio brought historical indigenous culture to the forefront of the post-
colonial and nation-building project, he did so with little faith in the indigenous communities of his 
time, who were initially largely excluded from the form of indigenous modernism he perpetuated. 
On the excavations, see Barbara Braun, Pre-Columbian Art and the Post-Columbian World: 

Ancient American Sources of Modern Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1993) 186–87. 
91 Ibid., 188 
92 ibid. 
93 Using nopal as a binder caused difficulties, which ultimately led Guerrero and Rivera to 
abandon the method, but not before announcing their discovery to be a pre-Columbian basis for 
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ancient Nahua and other pre-conquest peoples was also a direct influence on the 

forms incorporated in the artist’s work at Chapingo, as well as the Preparatoria 

and Ministry of Public Education murals he was simultaneously executing.94 

 

While Rivera most certainly gleaned knowledge of the region’s archeological 

findings from his direction of Mexican Folkways, Gamio, along with other 

intellectuals tracking the development of the National School of Agriculture was 

perhaps also made aware of the modernization of agriculture the school was 

undertaking through his contact with Rivera. Despite their collaborations, Rivera’s 

approach in the Chapingo murals seems to suggest that the two stood in 

opposition to one another on the so-called “Indian Question.” In 1926, Gamio 

published an essay on the problem of agrarian reform in Foreign Affairs. Writing 

for a North American audience, therein the anthropologist lays out the 

complications and benefits of modern land redistribution through a historical 

reconstruction of a tug of war over arable land, waged between the campesinos 

and the latifundistas, or their pre-Columbian equivalent, since the time of the 

Aztec Alliance. While arguing that the most productive lands in Mexico should 

still be set aside for cultivation by those who have the modern equipment and 

knowledge to reap their benefits, the author notes that the National School of 

Agriculture’s new program has been designed to do just that. As to the small 

stakeholders on Mexico’s fertile soil, Gamio suggests that despite being the 

 
fresco. Jean Charlot, An Artist on Art: Collected Essays of Jean Charlot (Honolulu: University 
Press of Hawaii, 1972), cited in Braun, Pre-Colombian Art and the Post-Columbian World, 191. 
94 Gilbert Medioni and Marie-Therese Pinto, eds., Art in Ancient Mexico: Selected and 

Photographed From the Collection of Diego Rivera (New York: Oxford University Press, 1941).  
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originators of modern corn and setting aside their own ancient traditions of maize 

cultivation, perhaps this group might be better served by growing modern grains. 

In fact, the Mexican anthropologist, whose faculty was governed by the Secretary 

of Agriculture, suggests that “In view of these facts, perhaps it would be 

advisable for Mexico to lift the import duty on foreign corn for some years. 

Imported corn could then be bought at lower prices than regional corn, because 

the methods used in its cultivation in the United States, Argentina, and other 

countries are more economical. And Mexican farmers would be forced to take up 

other crops.”95 In a statement that roots the history of trade deals such as NAFTA 

and its subsequent variations, a voice near to Mexico’s own Secretary of 

Agriculture suggests that it might make more sense to import his own nation’s 

primary commodity, rather than increase its own production for both foreign and 

domestic markets.  

 

What would induce Gamio to make such a statement? The answer to this 

question gets to the heart of Rivera’s project in both the administration building 

murals as well as those in the school’s chapel next door. Gamio’s position, 

rooted in the way he interpreted the archeological findings of Mexico’s Central 

Valley, home of corn’s earliest ancestor, teosinte, is one of many positions 

staked out by the elite in an ongoing discourse on how best to modernize, and 

make productive, Mexico’s first nations. While intellectuals of the period sought to 

 
95 Manuel Gamio, “Mexico’s Agrarian Problem,” Foreign Affairs (April 1926), accessed July 25, 

2019, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/mexico/1926-04-01/mexicos-agrarian-problem. 



 

 

89 

distance themselves from the Porfiriato’s pseudo-evolutionary arguments for 

indigenous “improvement” Gamio’s position in relation to the importation of corn 

barely sidesteps the explicit anti-nativist arguments of Porfirian Senator 

Francisco Bulnes. During the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz, Senator Francisco 

Bulnes wrote a scathing, albeit unfounded critique of all of his own countrymen, 

which moved the site of racial stigma from something-in-the-blood to something-

in-the-food. In his book, El Porvenir de las naciones hispanoamericanos (The 

Future of Hispanic-American Nations), Bulnes divided Mexican people into three 

types: those of maize, wheat, and rice.96 Drawing on highly questionable 

nutritional speculations--the science of which was yet very new--Bulnes 

concluded that “maize has been the eternal pacifier of America’s indigenous 

races and the foundation of their refusal to become civilized.”97 As indigenous 

populations raised on agrarian schedules confronted the pace of factory life, 

supervisors blamed both their diets and harvest schedules on the indolence of 

maize-eating. Thus, Bulnes claimed, salvation of the sort that would integrate 

Mexico’s campesinos into the elite’s vision of the modern industrialized nation 

would be brought about by converting rural populations to the breaking of bread, 

not maize tortillas. This Tortilla Discourse, as it came to be known, championing 

wheat over maize, held sway in Mexico for over 50 years to become part of a 

 
96 Francisco Bulnes, El Porvenir de las naciones hispano americanas ante las conquistas 

recientes de Europa y los Estados Unidos (Mexico City: M. Nava Press, 1899). 
97 Jeffrey M. Pilcher, Que Vivan Los Tamales! Food and the Making of Mexican Identity. 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1998), 77; Bulnes, El porvenir de las naciones 

hispano americanas, 6, 19.   



 

 

90 

positivist discourse that supplanted racist theories of Social Darwinism with 

nutritional explanations for the first nation’s so-called under-development.98  

 

In true biopolitical terms, the making of modern Mexico was enacted through the 

attempt to reconstruct the very bodies of the indigenous peoples of the nation, 

elided into a single group--the Indians and campesinos of the countryside. While 

publications abound on Gamio’s paternalist position regarding his views against 

modern, indigenous populations’ ability for self-governance, specifically his 

reconfiguration of positivist racial theories of the Porfiriato into studies on the 

degenerate nature of indigenous production, Rivera’s work at Chapingo counters 

this prejudice with what many Rivera scholars acknowledge to be a naive 

equation of Mexico’s first people’s with the aims of modern communism including 

collectivization and the dissolution of private property. While Gamio, Vasconcelos 

and many of Rivera’s contemporaries found the muralist’s stance to be a 

whitewashing of history, Rivera resituates the conversation in a visual claim that 

Mexico’s future lies in its ancient fertility. In doing so, he articulates not only a 

position in opposition to Gamio’s import strategy, he gives visual form to one half 

of the bifurcation of modernization strategies that Chapingo will come to 

represent nearly four decades into the school’s future. This is not by accident. As 

the future school divides itself between those who seek to feed the rural small 

and communal farmers who were at the center of the new National School of 

Agriculture’s utopian charter, the other half will opt for a universalization of seeds, 

 
98 Pilcher, Que Vivan Los Tamales!, 80. 
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soil conditioning and farming methods in order to feed the people of the world 

who, purportedly, cannot feed themselves. While the artist certainly could not see 

into the future, the roots of the divisions that would plague the collaboration 

between the Rockefeller Foundation and the Mexican Government in Plan 

Chapingo were already being sewn in public discourse. Rivera, between 1924 

and 1927, was already taking a side.  

 
The heart of Rivera’s agricultural as well as political claim comes in his continued 

articulation of the place for both corn and wheat in Chapingo’s past and future. 

Returning to the archway grisailles, the triangular motif which started this 

discussion is again our point of departure. While this triangular, or pyramidal, 

motif appears in the two groups of Tehuana women in the first frescoes of the 

entry archway, in the corn, its placement at the base of the grisaille plant serves 

to emphasize the corn stalk’s phallic, energized thrust up and out of the ground, 

to peak in a radiating, five-point starburst composed of the plant’s tassels: corn’s 

male reproductive organs. While each kernel of corn on the very same cob can 

be fertilized by the pollen of a different plant, it is a combination of wind and 

chance that are required to blow that male pollen onto the silks of each ear of 

corn to induce fertilization. Returning to one of the entry panels, we see again 

new resonance in the figure of the wind, blowing a figure wrapped in corn-yellow 

drapery in the direction of the standing agronomo and the kneeling corn goddess. 

Articulated once again, this dance of fertility is emphasized in the long, straight 

stalk of the grisaille maize, which is revealed in its entirety as the accompanying 

leaf blades sensuously open around it. Corn, the symbol of Mexico’s fertility, 
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becomes at once a symbol of indigenous virility, frescoed into the architectural 

supports of the University’s administrative building.  

 

The connections between corn, or maize, and Mexico are ancient and fecund.99 

The domestication of maize by humans and of humans by maize, dating back to 

approximately 8000 BCE, began in and around the state of Puebla, in what is 

now central Mexico. Due to early maize’s tightly fixed seeds, this plant first 

dispersed its seeds with the help of strong winds, along with humans and other 

predatory animals who happened to shake loose its small array of kernels. 

Endearing itself to its consumers while ensuring its own survival, early maize, 

whose seeds were high in starch and thus resisted dissolving in water, could 

weather years of rain, drought, inclement winters and transport without losing its 

caloric value.100 Well packaged sunshine, it supplied the humans and work 

animals of central Mexico with the means to survive for millennia, embedding 

itself in the bodies, soils and cultures of the region.101 In return, humans 

developed advanced cultivation methods to provide their food source with well 

fertilized soil in order for it to grow and multiply. Intercropping corn with beans 

 
99 According to scientific nomenclature, the names maize and corn, both describing Zea Mays, 
can be used interchangeably. 
100 Thanks to Norihito Nakamachi, associate professor of Institute of Transformative Bio-
molecules at Nagoya University in Nagoya, Japan, for this biological history ,which draws upon 
work documented by the Nobel Laureate in genetics George Beadle. George Beadle, “The 
Ancestry of Corn,” Scientific American 242, no. 1 (1980): 112–19, 

doi:10.1038/scientificamerican0180-112. 
101 Alfred W. Crosby, Children of the Sun: A History of Humanity’s Unappeasable Appetite for 

Energy. (New York: W. W. Norton, 2006), 7. 
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and squash, Mexico’s first nations created what geneticist and Nobel Laureate 

George Beadle calls “man’s most significant achievement.”102  

 

In Rivera’s full articulation of Mexico’s Allegory of Good and Bad Government, 

waiting in the antechamber above the ground floor, the promise of the nation’s 

indigenous agricultural history, as well as the perils of its failure, are 

foreshadowed in the corn-based mural segments of the ground floor. While 

wheat, the representation of European influence, will figure in the grisaille 

program, it is corn and the natural symbiosis with Mexico’s more-than-human 

actors that figuratively and structurally hold up the walls of the National School of 

Agriculture. One last series of groundfloor grisaille further emphasize and finalize 

this point. 

 
Figure 24: Xavier Guerrero, Untitled [archway with fruit trees and sunflower],1924. Grisaille 
fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018.  
 
Figure 25: Diego Rivera, Mujer con Girasoles (Kneeling Woman with Sunflowers), 1946. Oil on 
canvas and masonite. Colección del Gobierno Veracruz, Xalapa, Veracruz, México. Image: 
@2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
 

At the far end of the archway, just past Gómez’s inauguration speech, the 

building opens into a courtyard. At this opening, replicating the stone arch in the 

middle of the archway, Guerrero frescoed a grisaille stalk of trumpeting flowers 

on the viewer’s right, and an abstracted fruit tree on the viewer’s left. Above, a 

band of sunflowers lines the upper archway. Two triangles point inward, from 

opposite sides of the imagery, as the bulbous center of the flower is emphasized 

 
102 Charles C. Mann, 1491: New Revelations of the Americas Before Columbus. (New York: 
Knopf, 2005),197–98. 
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by four radiating and nearly heart-shaped leaves. Rivera gave full attention to this 

flower in his Kneeling Woman with Sunflowers of 1946. In this oil painting, a 

dark-skinned woman, naked, leans forward to embrace wilting, bulbous 

sunflowers as one lays dying on the floor to her left. With legs folded under her, 

not unlike the Maize Goddess mentioned above, she bends forward from a 

seated position on a yellow quilted ground that recalls a corn cob full of kernels, a 

look that is further emphasized by the leaves of the dying sunflower on top of it.  

 
Figure 26: Diego Rivera, La Sangre de los mártires revolucionarios fertilizando la tierra (The 
Blood of the Revolutionary Martyrs Fertilizing the Soil), 1926. Fresco. Chapingo Chapel,  
Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society 
(ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
 

In clear conversation with Vincent Van Gogh’s Sunflowers (1888-1889), as well 

as Paul Gauguin’s 1901 Sunflower, given both the impressionist manner in which 

the muralist paints the wall behind his 1946 flowers as well as its resonance to 

the color of the basket and appearance of a female face in Gaughin’s work, 

Rivera’s painting politicizes the impressionist’s fascination with this flower 

through the insertion of his rich skinned, nude woman, mocking his 

predecessor’s lack of social engagement.103 The political symbolism of the 

sunflower will become dramatically heightened and clarified in the muralist’s 

expansive work in the Chapingo Chapel next door as Rivera places this same 

botanical in the center of the scene in which revolutionary heroes Emiliano 

Zapata and Otilio Montano are honored in burial. In La sangre de los mártires 

 
103 Vincent Van Gogh’s Sunflowers (1888-1889) can be found in the collection of the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art, in Philadelphia, USA.. Paul Gauguin’s Sunflower (1901) is part of the Hermitage 
Museum collections in St.Petersburg, Russia. 
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revolucionarios fertilizando la tierra (The Blood of the Revolutionary Martyrs 

Fertilizing the Soil), the sunflower rises from the ground that these heroes have 

fertilized with their blood and sacrifice. It is the hope of the Revolution rising from 

the soil, to follow and be the sun for those whose job it is to till and feed the 

people. Marking the archway from the interior space of La Escuela into the 

outdoor space of the courtyard, Guerrero’s grisaille sunflowers are a christening 

and a reminder to the students and educators who pass below that theirs is both 

a political and an agricultural task.  

 

III.  THE STAIRWELL GRISAILLES 

Figure 27: Xavier Guerrero, untitled mural (lefthand wall and ceiling of stairwell), Universidad 
Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
 
Figure 28: Xavier Guerrero, untitled mural (righthand wall and ceiling of stairwell), Universidad 
Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
 

On the walls lining the administrative building’s split staircase, leading up to the 

National School of Agriculture’s classrooms, Guerrero used grisailles, once 

again, to give Rivera’s full mural program an air of classicism rooted in both 

Mexican and European fresco traditions. His work on the ceiling and walls of the 

stairwell couples both the Renaissance tradition of painting monochrome 

accompaniments to polychrome fresco cycles, with the abstracted logograms 

and the gridded glyph placement found within the Codex Mendoza of 1541-42 

(fig. 19). The frontispiece of the Codex Mendoza, analyzed in full by scholars 

including Frances Berdan, Elizabeth Baquedano and Gary Feinman, but 
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essential here to Rivera and Guerrero’s grisaille program, charts the conquest of 

the territory surrounding Chapingo.104 It is composed of one square with two 

intersecting diagonals, representing the canal system created by Quetzalcoatl, 

surrounded by a calendar of fifty-one-year glyphs, the first beginning in 1325 

C.E., articulated in a gridded perimeter. One third down the page, near the 

center, an eagle sits on top of a cactus which grows out of a rock, representing 

the sign given to the Nahuatl that, when they found this trio, they would have 

found the site on which to found their civilization. Key to modern México’s flag, 

the Codex Mendoza serves as a record of the Aztec empire’s geographic origins 

on an island in the center of nearby Lake Texcoco. Within the primary square, 

human figures, with rounded, bulbous bodies, sit grounded by the earth, 

interspersed with both images of maize and agave plants which point to the 

regions’ fertility and agricultural importance. A temple in the upper quadrant 

signals the site’s sacred meaning, while a war shield just below the central eagle 

configuration indicates that the Mexica did not easily settle this region. Below, 

warriors re-enact the Aztec defeat of their enemies, who figure much smaller 

than their towering conquerors.  

 

Drawing on the form of both the Codex Mendoza and other painted and written 

mesoamerican linguistic records on the ceiling of the stairwell, Guerrero 

recreates the gridded glyph structure of pre-Columbian art and records. Yet 

 
104 For full analyses of the Codex Mendoza, see Frances F. Berdan, The Essential Codex 

Mendoza, (University of California Press, 1997); and Elizabeth Baquedano, Gary M. Feinman, 
The Aztec World. (Abrams, in association with the Field Museum, 2008). 
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where the Nahuatl used symbols from water, wind, and grass to lizards, 

monkeys, and even death, Guerrero’s program inserts symbols of labor, harvest, 

and communism in icons ranging from the scythe, ax, pitchfork, and gearwheel to 

the five-pointed star of the Communist party.105 This new iconography records 

the language of the revolution on the ceiling of Chapingo, on a site very near to 

the nation’s mythical founding.  The meaning of the gesture is not lost, as Rivera 

and Guerrero reframe the nation’s center within the heart of the National School 

of Agronomy. In keeping, the two sets of stairs below the glyphed ceiling, 

meeting in one half of the Mendoza X, become the life-giving canals of the Codex 

filled not with water, but with the students of Chapingo, on their way to their 

classes above, who will bring life and rejuvenation to the region’s fields.  

 

Lining the stairs, on the left wall, Guerrero has executed a series of larger 

grisaille, wherein the agronomo, equipped with surveying equipment and a 

notebook looks to a goddess of industry, holding a hammer in her extended left 

hand. On the right far wall, another agronomo looks to a tech-savvy goddess of 

the harvest, signaled by a scythe in her right hand and a gear in her left. While 

the agronomos are standing on the ground, the goddesses are sitting near the 

top of a painted staircase, in an aspirational position symbolic of the Mexican 

people’s struggle upwards, toward a higher socialist ideal. Between the left-side 

 
105 By the 1930s, the Uruguayan artist Joaquín Torres-García would create a similar system of 
combining art, thought, and futurity, which he called “Constructive Universalism.” By floating both 
pre-Columbian and modern symbols within a grid pattern, for both sets of artists, he made 
pictographs that were to be more than a pre-colonial replacement of European art in the 
Americas. His art signaled a future to be derived by bringing the past into the present as universal 
forms. 
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figures, a mill for grinding grain floats, along with another bundle of wheat, 

between the male and female bodies. Between the right-side figures, a stalk of 

maize sits on the stairs as a bundle of wheat floats above. The abstract objects 

and bodies, with little more than the drawn profile of a staircase for background, 

borrowed from the timeless figuration of the Codex, as well as other abstracted 

religious icons whose lack of context is intentioned, in order to signal their 

universality.  

 

As students walked to the top of each stair, just before the sets of stairs join and 

become one large flight, they would be met by two pair of red rectangular 

graphics that consolidate the ideology of the stairwell and ceiling grisaille project. 

Lining the outer wall of the stairwell landings, Guerrero has painted a star within 

a gear, held by two scythes with radiating starlike points. While separated into 

two different formal elements, the scythe of the afore-described goddess reaches 

toward this red layered icon and is echoed again in the second rectangle on the 

adjacent wall. Here, meeting students head-on as they ascend to their classes, is 

another scythe, triangle, and hammer to tie the iconography of the aspiring 

agronomos and the goddesses to the Communist party and its socialized, 

communal farming aims. 

 

Tying the school director Marte Gómez’s founding ideological vision to the entry 

way’s first murals, Rivera and Guerrero’s ground floor series paints a founding-

myth story, rooted in the idea that the soil Chapingo’s students will till was 
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prepared by the pre-conquest people of maize who, communally, cultivated the 

land, developed it to fertility and prepared the ways, both agricultural and 

political, for the future of Mexico that La Escuela Nacional will bring to fruition. 

The tripartite figures, signaling community, solidarity and direct ties to the land, 

wind, sun and water, are modern Mexico’s direct more-than-human ancestors 

who live in a pre-categorical world, where the pre-Columbian imagery of the 

Nahuatl people, as well as environmental elements and native plants, figured as 

eminent forces, on par with human actors. The key to this analysis lies not only in 

the history of the region and the National School of Agriculture that Rivera is 

unfurling. It is trumpeted in Rivera’s figurative style. 

 

In Sol y tierra as well as Aire y agua, and in fact the whole of the Chapingo 

program, Rivera’s figures are, as David Craven has described them, “at once 

Western and non-Western, while being both pre-colonial and colonial, as well as 

anticolonial.”106 They figure in Rivera’s project of bringing the ancient art of 

Mexico to bear on the walls of the nation’s modern institutions in a rekindling of 

nationalism, and the construction of futurity, rooted in the region’s pre-colonial 

arts.107 But just how they do this or the power with which they mobilize this pre-, 

colonial and anti-colonial stance comes to a full crescendo in the National School 

of Agriculture project. While many art historians have marked Giotto’s painted 

 
106 David Craven, Art and Revolution in Latin America, 1910–1990 (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2002), 39. 
107 On Rivera’s use of pre-columbian art, see Antonio Rodriguez, Stanton Catlin, Betty Ann 
Brown, Francis O’Connor, Beatriz de la Fuente, Barbara Braun and Abrams. On the role of the 
mural movement in national post-revolutionary reconstruction, see Folgarait, Mural Painting and 

Social Revolution in Mexico and Knight, The Mexican Revolution. 
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bodies, particularly their rounded, amply-draped forms showing the first hints of 

real limbs, joints, and human emotion as inspiration for Rivera’s own figurative 

work, the ecological implications and the future-orientation of this choice, here 

explored, have heretofore gone unnoted.108 Famed for his transformation of 

previously staid articulations of religious stories into early humanist frescoes, 

Giotto moved to insert human emotions into what had otherwise been a tight 

layering of abstracted figures, whose posture and gestures (along with what we 

now see as plain awkwardness) were meant to signal an otherworldly, or 

heavenly, quality. Giotto’s more human, more articulated style of painted human 

figuration represents a point of limbo between a world in which the Christian god 

and his actions dictate the path for all that exists, and what Giotto perhaps 

understood as the human-lead present and future, where real people, with real 

emotions and personal stories, not only passively participate in, but actively 

shape the world around them. Rearticulating this move at the National School of 

Agriculture, giving his indigenous figures the same rounded, not-quite 

anatomical, amply draped shapes, Rivera resituates Giotto’s break into the 

modern context, where mastery over nature serves as the new Renaissance, the 

new path to enlightenment. Rivera’s pre- and post-revolutionary figures reach out 

from their pre-colonial, regional past wherein they are positioned not between 

Giotto’s god and self-determination, but between what the artist sees as the 

more-than-human integrated worldview of the region’s first inhabitants (right or 

wrong) and a future of human self-determination defined by mastery of those 

 
108 Craven, Art and Revolution in Latin America, 39. 
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ecological factors. Bringing together the formal quality of his figures with the 

stories told in the ground floor murals, Rivera, as we see as the Chapingo 

program unfold, is far from painting a quaint image of pre-colonial Mexico. He is 

painting the teleological map to modernization in the shift Mexicans will and must 

make from passive participants in a drama written by the sun, wind, land, and 

water, to active cultivators, farmers, and masters of these same elements. 

 

IV.  THE ANTECHAMBER MURALS  

Figure 29: Diego Rivera, Alianza obrero-campesino (Meeting of Peasant and Worker), 1924. 
Fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Image: @2012 Artist Rights 
Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  

 
Figure 30: Diego Rivera, Buen gobierno (Good Government) (left) and El reparto de las tierras 
(The Division of the Land) (right), both 1924. Fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, 
Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
 

If, on the ground floor, Rivera cleverly incorporated the two-way traffic that would 

pass through the entry archway into the cyclical murals that flank each side, in 

Alianza obrero-campesino (Meeting of the Indigenous Farmer and Worker), the 

first of the antechamber murals, the artist created a masterful fusion of 

architectural space, visual theatricality and somatic as well as a revolutionary 

ascent. Turning from the two split stairways to the single, wide, conjoined 

expanse of stairs the viewer moves out of the unlit stairwell to rise into a naturally 

lit space. At that same moment, Rivera’s Alianza obrero-campesino lifts the eyes 

up to a scene that fuses the form and glory of Raphael’s Disputation of the Holy 

Sacrament (1510), with a vision of the school’s materialist destiny. This first 
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fresco of the series spans 2.99 x 5.2 meters of the south wall of the 

antechamber. As the viewer completes their stairwell ascent they find themselves 

surrounded on all four sides by two panoramic scenes and two more focused 

considerations of the theme. The ceiling is lit by a sky-light, while the room is lit 

by two windows facing the hacienda’s inner courtyard. To the viewer’s right, one 

of two doors, now closed off, once opened into the school’s classrooms. 

 

Figure 31: Diego Rivera, [name of mural], 1923–1928. Details: Otilio Montaño, Martir (Martyr 
Otilio Montaño) (left), Cuauhtemoc, Martir (Martyr Cuauhtemoc, David) (center), and Emiliano 

Zapata, Martir (Martyr Emiliano Zapata) (right). Fresco. Secretary of Public Education, Mexico 
City, Mexico. Repository: Instituto Nacional de Belles Artes (INBA). Image: @2012 Artist Rights 
Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
 
Like Lorenzetti’s Allegory, the antecendent to Rivera’s Chapingo program, 

Alianza obrero-campesino is one of four murals surrounding what is often called 

the stairwell, but might properly be called an antechamber. At the center of this 

first mural, a single indigenous figure stands, arms open in a classical cristolic 

pose, with worn hands reaching out to the limits of a surrounding goldenrod 

aureola. Clothed in a red gown that runs from shoulder to toe, the robe’s length is 

decorated with two simple black lines, running vertically and parallel across the 

same red ground of the program’s communist symbolism, creating a pathway for 

the eye to move between the mural’s two foregrounded human figures and a 

banner spread across the top of the fresco that carries the school’s slogan. While 

at the SEP, Rivera would later replicate the rising figure in a red robe within a 

yellow-orange aureola to depict a series of martyrs from Cuauhtemoc to Zapata, 

here in 1924, he brings the martyrs of both the Revolution and Mexico’s first 

people together in the form of Justice. 
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Figure 32: Raphael, Disputa (Disputation Over the Blessed Sacrament), 1509. Fresco. Stanza 
della Segnatura, Papal Palace, Vatican. Image: (c) 2006, SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, 
N.Y. 
 

Before Justice, two former factions of Mexico’s laboring class stand facing one 

another, united in a handshake, bound in partnership. On the right, the 

campesino in his sombrero, huarache sandals, unmistakable poncho and 

cropped white pants puts his scythe over his shoulder in order to reach out to this 

partner and comrade with his right hand. With his left, he gestures to the ground 

beneath their feet, with his eyes to the industrialist in an indication that it is this 

soil that unites these two men. The industrialist, in turn, dressed in overalls, boots 

and a bright red shirt, reaches out with his right hand, to join with his compatriot 

in a handshake whose form is the complement of the central figures’ outstretched 

hands above. If, in Disputation of the Holy Sacrament, the body of Christ as 

taken in by the faithful in communion was the centerpiece of Raphael’s work, in 

the Alianza, it is the union of the working classes in the interest of justice for the 

people that, for Rivera, constitutes the materialization of the revolution’s Word-

made-flesh. And here, in Rivera’s version of the Allegory of Good and Bad 

Government, Justice is meted out not by a rope that ties each figure to its fate, 

but by outreached hands. Hands extended in goodwill, care, and open 

community. Just as the Nine in the Palazzo Pubblico at Siena would pass under 

Lorenzetti’s Allegory, here at Chapingo, this image of Justice painted just above 

eye level would serve as both the promise and a reminder of the calling of the 

school in which it was painted.   
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To the right and left of this materialist christ-figure-cum-Justice, sit a chorus of 

eight women, with skin the color of lightly roasted coffee beans. Held up by the 

same cloud that lifts the central figure, these women recline in poses that 

replicate the heavenly figures in Raphael’s Disputation. Just as the famous mural 

of the Italian Renaissance painter featured saints and leaders of the Catholic 

Church reclining on a cloud around Christ, while holding symbols of the faith to 

illustrate the heavenly origins of the papal palace in which this scene was 

painted, so Rivera’s eight women, not unlike the nine Greek muses in Raphael’s 

work or the muses in Lorenzetti’s Allegory of Good Government, hold within their 

hands a series of gifts. Surveyors’ tools, a compass, water, a maize seedling: 

these and other instruments are the gifts given to man when there is Justice. 

They are also the gifts the school’s initiates will leverage to remake the earth, 

redistributing land to the Mexican people while improving their harvests to fulfill 

the National School of Agriculture’s depicted destiny.  

 

Below the floating chorus of muses sits Chapingo, whose streets, like the tile 

work in Raphael’s painted precedent, function as orthogonals that draw the eye 

not to a central mantel of the church, but in Rivera’s retelling, they lead the eye 

back to the central figure, reaching through and past Justice itself, as they reach 

toward the promise of the land and its future. In the sienna-colored architectural 

representation in the bottom left of Alianza, the artist includes the famed 

pulqueria distillery of the former hacienda Chapingo, now part of the people’s 
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estate.109 Nearby, surveyors assess the field, as workers gather and people walk 

the tree-lined streets of this former private plantation. On the right, a farmer 

plows the field using a modern tractor and machinery. Animals graze just in front 

of the Ejido de Negri, which was to be both a key part of the National School of 

Agriculture’s hands-on curriculum and one more physical sign that the land that 

once belonged to the Porfirian elite was being reappointed for the wellbeing of 

the campesinos.  

 

Revising Rivera’s Creation, executed under Vasconcelos influence, the Alianza 

at Chapingo presents a dark-skinned central figure whose reach no longer ties 

Mexico’s first peoples to primitive nature, just as the women at his right and left 

no longer represent the racial hierarchy of Vasconcelos’ La Raza. All are brown. 

All are on equal footing. All float above the earth, offering their gifts to Chapingo, 

and, as we will see shortly, to the men in the mural directly across the room. In 

Alianza, the hands of Justice motion to the cultivated land and peoples below. 

They gesture to the east and west walls of the room, to Rivera’s allegories of 

good and bad government as if to say that it is governance that needs to rise to 

the occasion, not the first nations of Mexico depicted in Creation.  

 

Figure 33: Diego Rivera, El reparto de las tierras (The Division of the Land), 1924. Fresco. 

Universidad Autonoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
 

 
109 Pulque is an alcoholic beverage made from fermented agave plants. The process takes place 
in a pulqueria. 
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Across the room from Alianza, mirroring the span of the first panel at 2.99 x 5.2 

meters, is El reparto de las tierras (The Distribution of the Land) (fig. 33). While 

the first mural on the southern wall is filled with symbolic women holding 

symbolic gifts, El Reparto is crowded with men with individuated facial features, 

gathering to hear the words of a man in a black suit describe the blueprints for 

land redistribution on the table to his left. Holding those blueprints, unfurling them 

like a scroll, is the figure of Marte Gómez in a yellow shirt and red tie. Wearing 

his iconic round spectacles, dressed in the military khakis and the suit coat he 

would wear in his role as the National School of Agriculture’s Director, the figure 

in the mural elides Gómez past and, at the time of the murals’ painting, his 

present. Here at Chapingo in 1924, Gómez brings the unfulfilled plans he drew 

up between 1914-16, for Emiliano Zapata, to fruition.  

 

Barefoot or sandal-clad, the bright linen clothes of the campesinos surrounding 

Gómez, and a small cluster of administrators, appear as white, almost heavenly 

robes. Behind the administrators, in the center of the image, a group of chairs sit 

empty save a few sombreros. Whether these seats are reserved for the men who 

gave their lives for the cause before them--the redistribution of land in the interest 

of Mexico’s common man--is undetermined. It’s possible that the men stand to 

crowd in, or that the difference between sitting and standing points to the 

hierarchies of authority framed in this scene. Of the men in white, with a few in 

chambray blue shirts and denim overalls, many are barefoot. They carry their 

rifles, swords, and for the two likely-students in the upper left, their surveyor's 
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sticks, both in defense of the cause around which they gather and in their own 

defense as a reminder that Mexico’s civil war was still fresh in the minds of all 

who are gathered here. On foot or on horseback, all eyes, save those of three 

menacing, suited men, are on the speaker. Like a prophet, the man in the black 

suit and red tie points to Gómez’s blueprints and tells the listening men about the 

restoration of land to come.  

 

Behind the crowd, Rivera, like Lorenzetti, inserts both pre-conquest and colonial-

cum-modern architecture in order to give a precise sense of place, as well as 

historic monumentality, to his modern scene of land distribution. In the upper left 

quadrant, behind the student surveyors, Rivera painted an image of the very 

building in which these murals stand. Flanked with scaffolding, workers raise the 

school bell into the bell tower on ropes that complete the conversion of the 

hacienda into the newly renovated National School of Agriculture. Opposite the 

school, ancient, mesoamerican, pyramidal forms, like those just miles down the 

road at Teotihuacan, provide the spiritual and historical backdrop for the scene of 

congregating men in the foreground. On the far right, we see just the left-side 

slope of the highest structure, quite possibly the Pyramid of the Sun, supporting 

onlookers, perhaps Nahuatl ancestors, who watch the scene from a great 

distance. Mountains rise up gently behind this mesoamerican city-scape. Their 

red-clay tones offset the deep blue sky, whose color and cloudless horizon are 

echoed back in the exact color of Gómez’s blueprints on the table below. This 

pairing of Lorenzetti’s cobalt brings nature and architecture together in the 



 

 

108 

articulation of Justice, implying these land divisions bring balance between the 

view from the heavens and the earth; placing the world back into alignment with 

what it should have always been.  

 
Figure 34: Primero reparto de las tierras, (The First Division of the Land) Matamoros, 

Tamaulipas, August 6, 1913. Source: Instituto Nacional de Estudios Historicos de las 
Revoluciones de Mexico. Photographer: Noé Solchaga Zamudio.  
 

Rivera’s composition for Reparto amalgamates photos of revolution-era land 

restitutions, circulated in the press during the decade prior to Chapingo’s 

inauguration. One such photo, taken by an unnamed photographer, documents 

Mexico’s first revolutionary division of land in the north of the country, namely the 

Hacienda Los Borregos, owned by Felix Diaz, Porfirio Diaz’s nephew, outside of 

Matamoros, in the state of Tamaulipas. The instigator of this reclamation, Lucio 

Blanco Fuentes, was a newly appointed colonel in the Constitutional forces, 

organized by then governor Carranza, to oppose Victoriano Huerta’s coup d’etat 

and ultimate murder of then Mexican President Francisco Madero. In April of 

1913, Blanco and the Constitutionalists took the city of Aldamas, Tamaulipas, 

from Huerta’s forces. By the end of the same month, Constitutionalist troops 

controlled most of the state, and by June 4, 1913, they gained control over the 

city of Matamoros.110 Cognizant of Carranza’s opposition to agrarian reform, and 

in step with Emiliano Zapata’s forces who were fighting to liberate land in 

Southern Mexico, General Blanco moved on his own initiative to reclaim Los 

 
110 Blanco’s leadership within the Constitutionalist forces was not unblemished. He has been 
blamed for atrocities committed by his soldiers, and his relationship to Carranza and later 
Obregon was compromised by his alliances with the Emiliano Zapata. Alfonso Sapia-Bosch, “The 
Role of General Lucio Blanco in the Mexican Revolution, 1913–22,” Ph.D. diss., Georgetown 
University, 1977,  ProQuest Dissertations and Theses, 21, 25-33. 
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Borregos for the people. After a survey of needs of those men who had already 

been working on the hacienda, at 4 p.m. on August 30, 1913, a ceremony was 

held to divide 152 hectares of the Diaz’s hacienda amongst 11 recipients.111 

 

In the black and white photograph of the ceremony, most likely taken by 

Revolutionary General, journalist and right hand to Blanco, Francisco J. Mujica, 

four men surround a central table in what appears to be an open field, backed by 

soldiers of the First Regiment, called “Los Libres del Norte.” With papers before 

him and a pen in hand, we see General Blanco, with curly hair and a white tie, 

signing new deeds and titles. Generals Gabriel Gavira Castro and Alejandro 

McKinney, along with the mayor of Matamoros, Samuel Vázquez, were official 

witnesses for the transfers. In the background of the now iconic photo from this 

first repatriation, soldiers sit on horseback. In the foreground, a general stands to 

shake the hand of an unknown man. One of the generals looks directly into the 

camera, aware, perhaps, that this moment will become Revolutionary history.  

 

Figure 35: R. Runyon, Los que recibieron los títulos, 1913. Photograph. Secretaria de Cultura, 
Mexico.  
 
Figure 36: Underwood & Underwood, New York. El Gral: Zapata licenciado sus tropas, 1912. 
Photograph. Secretaria de Cultura, Mexico.  
 

A second photo supplements the first. Here, likely seated to face the table just 

described, sit Octaviano Govea, Ventura Govea, Apolinar Govea, Higinio 

 
111 Raul Espinosa, “Recuerdan el primer reparto agrario, a 103 años,“ Expresso Press, August 
30, 2016, accessed July 25, 2019, https://expreso.press/2016/08/30/recuerdan-el-primer-reparto-
agrario-a-103-anos/. 
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Gámez, Pedro Vega, José Izaguirre, Florentino Izaguirre, Francisco Hernández, 

Juan Campos, José Garcia, and Esteban Reyna.  Dressed in collared shirts, 

slacks and with rolled up pieces of paper in hand, these eleven men, many of 

them brothers, have been given titles to their own plots on the former Los 

Borregos Hacienda. In the background, men sit on horseback and look upon the 

scene. No one smiles. It is a solemn moment or does the materiality and 

slowness of the camera just make it seem so? To the right, behind the landed 

men, a tuba player blows into his instrument, hinting toward a more festive 

atmosphere than the photograph reveals.  

 

Back in El Primero reparto de las tierras, a rickety table covered with plaid, 

woolen blanket centers the photograph. In the black and white photo, the black 

and the white of the plaid perhaps unknowingly, yet symbolically weaves together 

the black suits of the local politicos and the white collared shirts and customary 

linen of the campesinos who gather around them. Functional and formalizing, 

that table, or rather its likeness, will appear in photo after photo taken during 

ceremonies of the redistribution of lands. Not that this particular table holds any 

meaning. It is the fact of its tableness that matters: it is a place to break bread, 

together, as a family or community. It is a stable foundation upon which deeds 

can be signed without straining. It is a place of new authorities, drawn from the 

battlefield into new positions of restitution, justice, and peacemaking. The table is 

perhaps the common denominator between photographs documenting the 

distribution of land and a photograph documenting the graduation of Zapata’s 
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troops, “Licenciado sus tropas,”  Bringing together the photo from Matamoros, 

with this photo of troops being authorized to fight for the Revolution, Rivera 

inserts these essential non-human signifiers from each set of scenes into his 

Reparto at Chapingo. The revolutionary guns and the resolution-making table 

conjoin means and ends in this post-revolutionary work.  

 

Figure 37: Raphael, The School of Athens, 1509-1511. Fresco. Stanza della Segnatura, Papal 
Palace, Vatican. 
 

In placing the Reparto directly across from the Alianza, Rivera draws once again 

from Lorenzetti as well as Raphael’s Stanze di Raffaello, commissioned by Pope 

Julius II in 1508 to decorate four rooms of the Papal Palace, including the 

Signatura, or the papal library, where the Pope’s tribunal met. Herein, in 

Raphael’s Disputation (fig. 32) a frescoed representation of Theology, was 

painted opposite the artist’s School of Athens (fig. 37). The latter, filled with 

depictions of scholars from Aristotle and Plato to Archimedes, Ptolemy and 

Michelangelo set in a classical, one-point perspective structure, gave 

architectural and human form to all of earth’s actionable wisdom. Following 

Raphael’s composition, roughly, in the Alianza, and juxtaposing it with the 

Reparto, Rivera unites his materialist theology, or onto-theology, with its earthly 

acolytes and their creation in the antechamber murals at Chapingo. In other 

words, if Rivera’s socialist Justice, overseeing the cooperation of the worker and 

the farmer populate the artist’s spiritual (I say this without theological overtones) 

vision for Mexico, it is the redistribution of the land, filled with campesinos, 
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revolutionaries and students of the National School of Agriculture alike that make 

up the earth-bound, socialist emergence of that vision.   

 
Figure 38: Diego Rivera, El buen gobierno (Good Government), 1924. Detail, left section. Fresco. 
Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society 
(ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor. The portraits of Marte R. Gomez and Manuel 
Avila Camacho, in the doorway (near the right), were painted in 1941 when the doorways to 
classrooms on the upper floors were closed off after a remodel. Sealing access to former 
classrooms, the painted doorways represent the closure of the post-revolutionary period as well, 
as these murals are now archived in a museum space, and are no longer part of student’s 
immediate campus life. The sidelining of Chapingo’s post-revolutionary history is further explored 
in chapter 3.  
 
Figure 39: Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Effects of Good Government in the City, 1338-1339. Fresco. 
Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, Italy. This painting depicts the international city of Siena, representing 
its marketplaces as well as the conjunction of bankers and merchants who did business there. 
Image: SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. © 2006. 
 
Figure 40: Ambrogio Lorenzetti, The Effects of Good Government on Town and Country, 1338-
1339. Fresco. Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, Italy. Image: SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. © 
2006. 
 
 

Flanking this vision, on the east and west walls, Rivera has further reconceived 

Lorenzetti’s Allegory of Good and Bad Government within the landscape of 

Chapingo and its neighboring lake and city of Texcoco. Beginning on the west 

wall, the wall to which students would turn to find their classes on the second 

floor of the administrative building, the muralist creates a sweeping scene of a 

prosperous and peaceful town and countryside, built upon the region’s natural 

geological features. In this work titled Good Government, Lake Texcoco figures 

in the background, at the center of the mural, seated between the region’s hills 

and mountains. In the foreground, beginning on the far left, a trio of surveyors 

assess the land, the scene’s most valuable resource, as it spreads out before 

them. Behind the surveyors, up in the hills, houses that echo the one found in the 

downstairs entry murals sit comfortably between the trees. Livestock, possibly 
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buffalo or cattle, and chickens roam throughout the village, signaling through 

communal grazing that this must be an ejido.  

 

At the heart of the ejido, we see a miniature iteration of what would later become 

Rivera’s La maestra rural (1938). Here, a woman in a red skirt seated at the top, 

or the head of the group that encircles her, holds a book. Other women and their 

children, figuring as small ovoids under a shade-giving tree, sit and learn from 

their teacher. In this good government, no soldiers are needed to guard the 

teacher and her students, as they will be in Rivera’s later and more full 

development of this theme. Instead, neighbors carry water and hang clothing to 

dry in an idyllic symbiosis with the landscape. Down the hill from the ejido, 

campesinos carry their goods to and from the town below. Horses and a cluster 

of men, dressed like Zapata’s soldiers, sit and stand peaceably together. In the 

valley below, electrical lines and railroad tracks signal technological progress, 

and productivity. The city and its port are orderly, clean and productive.  

 

Figure 41: Diego Rivera, El buen gobierno (Good Government) (right section), 1924. Image: 
@2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor. The portraits of 
Álvaro Obregón and Ramon P. De Negri in the doorway (near the right) were painted in 1941, 
when the doorways to classrooms on the upper floors were closed off after a remodel. Sealing 
access to former classrooms, the painted doorways represent the closure of the post-
revolutionary period as well, as these murals are now archived in a museum space, and are no 
longer part of student’s immediate campus life. The sidelining of Chapingo’s post-revolutionary 
history is further explored in Chapter 3.  
 

Moving to the far right side of this west mural, another trio of three men stand 

with their tools and identities in hand. On the left, the industrialist, again in his 

overalls, with a hammer looks to the campesino on the far right. This figure, 
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dressed again in white, wears a sombrero and a crossbody leather belt of bullets, 

ostensibly to fire at game or threats no more devious than coyotes. In the center 

stands the student of Chapingo, dressed in the school’s original green fatigues, 

with leather boots that ready him for fieldwork. The three form one more of 

Rivera’s symbolic trios. With hammer, plow, rifle, and readiness, they are 

shaping the earth into the stuff of modernization and prosperity.  Behind them, a 

group of farmers work and plant a well-tilled field, with orderly field rows created 

by strong mules who easily pull their plows.   

 

At the center of Good Government, two figures dressed again in red recline in the 

foreground.  The figure on the left holds a swaddled baby in her arms, while the 

figure on the right listens, through headphones, to a transistor radio. Like the 

muses around Justice, in Lorenzetti’s Allegory, the two recline to indicate peace 

and tranquility. Full figured, these women are content, they are strong and they 

are both producing the next generation while reaching out to the world around 

them through the benefits of technology. They are the image of socialist peace, 

reclining before the landscape and the México of their own making.  

 
Figure 42: Diego Rivera, El Mal gobierno (Bad Government), 1924. Detail (left side). Fresco. 
Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
 
Figure 43: Diego Rivera, El Mal gobierno (Bad Government), 1924. Detail (center). Fresco. 
Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
 
Figure 44: Diego Rivera, El Mal gobierno (Bad Government), 1924. Detail (right). Fresco. Image: 
@2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
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On the East wall, the wall that looks out only to the center of the building’s 

courtyard, Rivera’s Bad Government depicts an altogether different scene. On 

the far left, three men stand together holding deeds to lands that once belonged 

to the ejido. On the left is a well-dressed figure, most likely a caudillo (or rural 

strongman), holding a pistol in his left hand and an unfurling deed in his right. On 

the right, stands a military figure, dressed in fatigues, with a gun in his right hand 

and another deed in his left. The central figure, Rivera’s iconic capitalist, wears a 

suit and black top hat. He smiles while holding a bag of money in his hands, 

profiting from the decimated land and peoples behind him. On the hill that once 

sheltered a thriving community village, there is war and fighting, as men hang 

from the trees above armed soldiers are destroying what is left of the village. 

Zapatas’ rebel armies sit, inactive in the hills and mountains of the landscape, 

either unable or unwilling to act against the injustices around them. The trees are 

dead. The ground is smoky, and perhaps already burned, as smoke rises from 

the surrounding hills.  

 

Figure 45: Ambrogio Lorenzetti, The Allegory of Bad Government and its Effects, 1338–1339. 
Fresco. Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, Italy. This is one of the four Allegory of Good and Bad 

Government murals, frescoed on the walls surrounding the Hall of Nine in the Palazzo Pubblico 
(Siena, Italy). Lorenzetti’s depiction of devastation in his portrayal of the land, the village, and its 
communal spaces are a direct reference for Diego Rivera’s upper stairwell mural program at the 
National School of Agriculture within the former Hacienda Chapingo, in Texcoco, México. Image: 
SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. © 2006. 
 
 
Like Lorenzetti’s decimated countryside in Bad Government and its Effects on 

the City and Countryside, in the center of the mural, in the background, a fire 

burns in the center of town. The city does not thrive. Only small huts have been 

built. What might have been the town’s great architecture, pictured on the 



 

 

116 

opposite wall, has never been realized. Military ships fill the harbor, and a military 

jeep patrols the road with guns firing. A campesino hangs from another dead 

tree, and the train has careened off of its track. In the foreground, where the 

socialist angels reclined in Good Government, we find both the worker and the 

campesino lying injured, roughshod, and dying. The only spark of life in the 

scene comes from under the trees, where more capitalists have clustered to 

profit from the only spark of nature that is left, as the leaves in the trees above 

give shade for dancing, picnicking and other signs of self-serving pleasure.  

 

In the upper right of the mural, in the background, industrial workers hide behind 

a few small structures that stand between themselves and a factory topped with 

gunmen. Two compatriots lie dead in the no-man's-land in between, as one man 

raises his arms in protest. In the foreground of this far right space, another trio 

stands both fat and happy. The capitalist is paying off a lawgiver, lawyer or 

politico, who holds the word “LEY” (Law) in his hands. The priest dressed in 

black and the traditional white collar of his calling blesses the bribe that is 

happening right before him.  

 

Bleak and foreboding, there is nothing subtle about the future that will arise from 

Bad Government in Rivera’s terms. Positioned on a wall where no students can 

enter, even the architectural placement of the mural causes the passing students 

to turn from this vision to face Good Government as they pass through the two 

doors that lead to their classrooms. Painting two possible futures, two ends to the 
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revolutionary trajectory, Rivera’s message was clear.  Choosing the path of Good 

Government, México’s politicians and administrators could align themselves with 

workers and farmers to create productive harmonies between the region’s more-

than-human constituents. Or it could accept the bribes of capital and destroy all 

that the nation has to offer.  For Rivera, the answer was given in the bedrock of 

the antechamber murals (figs. 29, 30, 33, 38, and 41). Underpinning each scene, 

the artist included a rectangular band, frescoed in the exact red of the 

Communist blocks in the stairwell. Abstract and broken up by little more than 

black gestural lines which signal either waves on the north and south walls, or 

upwardly thrusting horizontals on the east and west walls, for the artist, these 

solid bands formed the political bedrock of Chapingo, and thus the nation’s 

future. 

 

V.  CONCLUSION 

The early twentieth century, stretching out to a future that still exceeded the 

present of the Chapingo murals, would host many agricultural revolutions, 

designed, at least ideologically, to wrest power away from the landed elite and 

place it in the hands of the people.  Before China’s Cultural Revolution in 1966, 

or the start of the Cuban Revolution in 1959, Mexico’s Revolution was building its 

own roadmap from revolutionary bloodshed to a post-war peace. While Mexican 

agricultural specialists consulted with their counterparts in Europe as well as 

North and South America, there were no political or social counterparts to help 
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frame Mexico’s steps toward national reconciliation after more than ten years of 

civil war.   

 

Looking to the art of both Europe and Mexico’s first nations, Rivera and the 

Mexican mural movement, as is well documented, worked to consolidate state 

power while giving the masses a visual signpost which integrated their struggle 

into Mexico’s modern future. If Lorenzetti’s Allegory of Good and Bad 

Government was a call to the Nine of Siena, which governed the resources of a 

city known as the bank to the Papacy, Rivera’s Allegory of Good and Bad 

Government establishes the wealth of Mexico in its agricultural fecundity and 

fertility. Where Lorenzetti gave his work an urban, architectural context, Rivera 

situates his allegory in the fields and hills of rural Mexico. While often described 

as one more iteration of the turn to Mexico’s indigenous roots in order to build, 

from those roots, the modern nation, Rivera’s murals, tied directly to Gómez’s 

vision for La Escuela Nacional de Agricultura are about a deeper, often implicit 

project that marks the shift from feudal agrarianism, whereby men enslaved one 

another to their own ends, to modernization where mastery of the natural 

environment became the scapegoat for human subjugation. In seeking to unite 

the former factions of Mexico--from the ancient fractures between the landed elite 

and the small and communal farmers, to those brought about by industrialization 

which separated the industrial worker from the factory owner--under the banner 

of Mexicanidad, a new target was required, against which all could join in and 

work toward a common cause. In the Chapingo mural series, in particular, Rivera 
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constitutes that modernization in the people’s ability to govern their own lands, to 

take the nation’s resources and build from them both peace and prosperity. In 

one of the classic moves that defines that geological period now known as the 

Anthropocene, Rivera’s vision for modern Mexico comes by uniting the nation’s 

people together, in a common fight not against one another, but against the 

whims of nature which can be tamed through the rightful use of the agricultural 

wisdom to come directly from the National School of Agriculture at Chapingo.  

Together, against poor soil conditions, under-producing crops, biological pests 

and environmental factors such as drought or floods all of Mexico could unite.  

Zapata-cum-Chapingo’s slogan reiterates this truth: “Here we exploit not the 

man, but the earth.” It was more than just a political statement on the side of 

laborers: it was a declaration of a new set of resources to be harnessed in order 

to bring Mexico to its full, modern potential.  
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CHAPTER 3: To Which Revolution? 
 

 

 

In 1924, the Hacienda Chapingo, one of the Mexican Revolution’s prized 

reclamations was officially inaugurated as the nation’s new Escuela Nacional de 

Agricultura (ENA, or the National School of Agriculture). Providing scholarships 

to students from all walks of life, the National School of Agriculture embodied not 

only the Revolution’s triumph over prior decades of elite Mexican autocracy, and 

Spanish rule before that. Extending the tools of science and innovation to the 

indigenous farmers of the school’s own ejido, or communal farming village, as 

well as to small farmers across the region, Chapingo’s fertile land and eager 

students became the test grounds for the nation’s social and agricultural future.   

 

In 1967, in the hands of the Rockefeller Foundation, the Ford Foundation, the US 

Agency for International Development and the Mexican Government, the very 

same National School of Agriculture was in the midst of a campus expansion 

known as “Plan Chapingo.” Designed by William Brubaker’s (Perkins + Will) in 

partnership with Mexican architects Augusto H. Álvarez, Plan Chapingo was 

commissioned to achieve two objectives: to create the educational platform and 

facilities required to create super seeds and germplasm (or genetic material) 

from some of the world’s most fundamental food sources, and to unite the 

national agronomists who supported local tools for local farmers in line with the 

land redistribution aims of the Mexican Revolution with their international 
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counterparts who aimed for nothing less that the techno-scientific transformation 

of global agriculture now known as the Green Revolution. 

 

By 1968, sparked by Chapingo student protest and military occupation, these two 

now-divergent groups and their supporting ideologies split the unfinished 

university campus of the National School of Agriculture in two. Thus, before 

completing Plan Chapingo, Brubaker quickly began work on the Rockefeller 

Foundation’s International Center for the Improvement of Maize and Wheat, 

known as the CIMMYT, in nearby El Batán. Tracing Brubaker’s steps in the 

development of Plan Chapingo, and its logical conclusion in the CIMMYT, this 

chapter argues that by mirroring the Green Revolution’s universalizing 

methodologies for seed and plant development, the architect attempted to 

transform regional architecture, and thus campus politics, through the application 

of environmentally attuned and purportedly scientifically neutral aesthetics--the 

aesthetics of scientific neutrality--which instead staked a highly political claim for 

both the campus’ architecture and the agricultural experiments conducted 

therein.   

 

While with hindsight, the split between agricultural models of development and 

their representative campuses seems almost inevitable, in the mid-1960s Plan 

Chapingo represented the belief that environmentally attuned science, properly 

applied, could reconcile the Mexican Revolution and the Green Revolution’s 
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antithetical aims.112 Emerging from complex political and economic negotiations 

between North American and Mexican institutions, between pre-colonial modes 

of agriculture and the Green Revolution’s techno-scientific transformation of the 

world’s agro-commodities, the Chapingo campus is not only the accretion of its 

history. Leveraging bio-sensitive planning in an attempt to resolve heated 

opposition between proponents of divergent national and international models of 

agricultural development, Plan Chapingo, and the CIMMYT to follow, illustrate 

precisely how the built environment, utilizing a seemingly apolitical, scientific 

method of architectural problem solving, stakes a highly political claim for the 

shape of post-Bretton Woods development. Following a pattern long-set by the 

workings of capital, Brubaker’s plans for modern Chapingo subsume their 

opposition, in the form of the site’s long standing hacienda, and replicate it in 

plan, again and again, until the exception becomes the rule. Though ultimately, 

this solution doesn’t hold, and the campus fails in its attempt to unify growing 

opposition amongst faculty, students, and Mexico’s indigenous farmers, the 

formal iteration of the attempt remains, in the campuses of the National School of 

Agriculture and the CIMMYT, just outside of México City, as both relics and 

reminders of the time when the negotiation of local conditions in the interest of 

international development still seemed possible. 

 

 
112 Joseph Cotter, Troubled Harvest: Agronomy and Revolution in Mexico, 1880–2002 (Westport, 
CT: Praeger Publishers, 2003), 242. 
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I. ONE HACIENDA FOR ALL 

Between 1880 and 1910, during the dictatorship of José de la Cruz Porfirio Díaz 

Mori, or Porfirio Díaz, and the puppet presidency of Manuel del Refugio 

González Flores, commonly known as Manuel González, seventy percent of 

Mexico’s arable lands were owned by less than 1% of its citizens.113 During the 

same period, the country also saw the largest rural populations in its history, who 

had been reduced, by Porfirian maneuvers, to a landless desperation.114 As the 

Díaz regime tightened its grasp on rural Mexico, by 1910, the country erupted 

into civil unrest, war and ultimately revolution.115  While the elite jockeyed for 

political power, diverse groups of campesinos (rural indigenous farmers) began 

to reclaim unused ranch land, as well as plots that had been seized from 

communal farming villages, or ejidos, during the dictatorship.116 The site that 

would become Mexico’s National School of Agriculture was one such seizure.117 

 
113 George MacCutchen MacBride, The Land Systems of Mexico (New York: American 
Geographical Society, 1923), 155–56. Furthermore, defining a hacienda as a land holding of over 
1000 hectares, The Land Systems of Mexico reports that Mexico’s census of 1910 recorded 
8,245 haciendas in Mexico. According to Eyler N. Simpson, of these, “300 contained at least 
10,000 hectares; 116 around 25,000 hectares; 51 had approximately 30,000 hectares, while 11 
are believed to have measured not less than 100,000 hectares.” Eyler N. Simpson, The Ejido: 

Mexico’s Way Out (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1937), 33.  
114 MacBride, The Land Systems of Mexico, 155–56. 
115 The forces leading to the revolution were varied, from the personal power-seeking aspirations 
of the elite to the discontent which the encroaching hacienda system had instituted amongst the 
diverse peoples of rural Mexico. For more on the Mexican Revolution, see Knight, The Mexican 

Revolution. 
116 Robin Greeley, Between Campesino and State: Photography, Rurality, and Modernity in 20th-

21st Century México (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, forthcoming). 
117 Part of the Jesuit’s consolidation of land and rural power, which occurred between 1699 and 
1777, Chapingo emerged from the acquisition of four smaller haciendas, namely Nuestra Señora 
de la Concepción, Nuestra Señora de la Soledad, San Nativitas, and San Bernardino de 
Huexotla, which together became Nuestra Señora de la Concepción, or Our Lady of the 
Immaculate Conception. When the Jesuits were expelled from the country in 1777, the hacienda 
of the Immaculate Conception was confiscated by the state and auctioned off and then changed 
hands multiple times until in the 1880s General Manuel González, the aforementioned puppet 
President, purchased the thirty-four thousand acre property. Marín, Historia de la hacienda de 

Chapingo, 62. 
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As far back as its founding in the mid-1890s, the architectural spaces that 

housed the National School of Agriculture were nothing short of Petri dishes 

where politics, agricultural science, and development strategies came together to 

fester.118  By 1910, the first site of the ENA at the former convent of San Jacinto 

in Mexico City was a breeding ground for revolutionary surveyors after anti-

revolutionary State forces arrived at the school’s gates and attempted to arm its 

students against their will. Bringing the revolution to the school’s doorstep 

caused many National School of Agriculture students to join revolutionaries like 

Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa, where they could apply their agronomic 

education to the business of mapping out the first concrete plans for the 

redistribution of hacienda lands stolen from disenfranchised campesinos.119 

 
Figure 46: Diego Rivera, La Tierra Fecunda (The Fertile Earth), 1925–27. Chapingo Chapel,  
Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Image: Rodrigo Franco, 2012, for the 
National School of Agriculture Museum, Texcoco, México. The Chapingo Chapel mural series is a 
41-panel frescoed anthem to the revolution’s reclamation of México’s fecundity and future for the 
people, created within the former Jesuit chapel of the Chapingo Hacienda. For Marte Gómez, the 

 
118 For the early history of the Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, see Ley y reglamento interior de 

la escuela nacional de agricultura (México: Imprenta de Ignacio Cumplido, 1856). See also 
Ramón Fernandez y Fernandez, Chapingo Hace 50 Años (Colegio de Postgraduados, Escuela 
Nacional de Agrícola, 1976) 35.  
119 The Plan of Ayala, drafted by Emiliano Zapata and Otilio Montaño Sánchez during the 
revolution, denounced President Francisco I. Madero for his betrayal of the aims of the revolution.  
The fifteen-point plan rejected Madero’s presidency and outlined the process for his replacement 
by state representatives and a temporary president. Key to this chapter, the plan also calls for the 
return to the rightful owners of all property stolen by caudillos, cientificos, and landlords, as well 
as the redistribution to villages and the landless of one-third of all monopolized land.  While 
succeeding presidents labelled Zapata an outlaw and put a bounty on his head, the plan did force 
both presidents Carranza and Obregón toward more rigorous redistributions. Additionally, it 
influenced the Mexican Constitution of 1917 on the question of land rights in Article 27. For more 
on Gómez’ss role in drawing boundaries for the Plan de Ayala, see Marte R. Gómez, Las 

Comisiones agrarias del sur (México City: Mexico City: M. Porrúa, 1961).  For more on the 
conversion of ENA students into agraristas for the Revolution, see Gilberto Fabila Montes de 
Oca, La Primera comisión agraria de Chihuahua: Conferencia pronunciada en la III sesión del 

Ateneo nacional agronómico, efectuada el día 15 de abril de 1953 (México: Ediciones Atenagro, 
1954). 
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chapel was to inspire and remind the students and faculty of the National School of Agriculture of 
their role in bringing the aims of the recent past to bear on the nation’s future.  
 

When the Chapingo hacienda was first reappropriated in 1922, then President 

Venustiano Carranza Garza set it aside as the future site of the National School 

of Agriculture. Yet it was President Álvaro Obregón who first inaugurated the site 

for the start of classes in 1924. Built from the acreage, barns, distillery and the 

grand country home (casa de campo) of former President Manuel González, 

puppet for the thirty five year dictator, Porfirio Díaz, the new National School of 

Agriculture within the old hacienda was to be a landmark and showcase of the 

post-revolutionary government’s redistribution of the nation’s oldest estates, 

bearing the promise of land tenure to those who had long been pushed off both 

their own private acreage and communal village holdings. Here, on soil 

previously owned by the height of the Porfirian elite, Mexico’s new agronomos 

would be trained to put the benefits of modern, scientific agriculture to work to 

increase the productivity of small farmers. Pairing agricultural education with 

hands-on experience gained by training the school’s partner ejido farmers in El 

Pueblo cooperativo Ramón de Negri (ENA), as seen through the eyes of it’s 

Director, Marte Rodolfo Gómez Segura, known as Marte R. Gómez, would be the 

site of an agricultural renaissance, a rebirth of the nation in the hands of students 

equipped with modern tools in the service of one of humanity’s most ancient 

pursuits. Honoring and codifying Chapingo’s role in realizing the nation’s post-

revolutionary destiny, the famed muralist, Diego Rivera, would therein create a 

frescoed symphony to Mexico’s agricultural past, present, and future, detailing in 

paint and promise the parts to be played by each student of the National School. 



 

 

126 

Few who graduated from Chapingo could see themselves apart from this political 

and eco-materialist destiny.   

 

When the Rockefeller Foundation joined the faculty on this campus in 1941--

encouraged by United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Director Henry 

Wallace and Nelson Rockefeller’s Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American 

Affairs--they too took part in pushing for land-redistribution while developing low 

entry-barrier agricultural methods.120 Yet, throughout the 1940s and 1950s, the 

National School of Agriculture became an increasingly contested site as strong 

disagreements arose between the post-revolutionary faculty and students who 

continued to work toward improved methods of low-cost agricultural techniques 

to increase rural self-sufficiency, and those who saw agricultural education as a 

path to integrate Mexico’s rural territory into the global economy. The former, led 

by adherents to the goals of the Mexican Revolution worked to develop drought 

tolerate cultivation methods for ancient land-races, or what we might now call 

heritage seeds, which had used time and the slow pace of evolution to adapt 

themselves to the nation’s intense climatic conditions. The latter, led by 

Rockefeller scientists, worked with large landholders who could afford the 

irrigation, pesticides and other cost-intensive inputs required to convert sunshine 

and expensive hybrid seeds into market share.  

 

 
120 Stacy May, “Memorandum Regarding Secretary Henry Wallace and Latin America,” 1938, 
Projects, RG 1.1, series 300.D, Box 6, Folder 36, RAC. 
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In 1960, hoping to force a truce between each sides’ aggressive denunciation of 

the other’s methods of development, Secretary of Agriculture Rodriguez Adame 

brought both research groups under the Secretariat’s management by forming 

the Instituto Nacional de Investigaciones Agrícolas (INIA) at the National School 

of Agriculture at Chapingo. When bureaucracy failed, he looked to architecture to 

force an impossible union. Thus, between March 25 and 29, 1963, F.  Lee 

Cochran and Charles William Brubaker of Perkins & Will Architects Chicago, Mr. 

John Nagel, the Ford Foundation representative in Mexico City, Dr. Ralph 

Richardson, Associate Director for Agriculture at the Rockefeller Foundation, and 

Dr. Edwin Wellhausen, Corn Specialist and Director of the Rockefeller 

Foundation’s Mexican Agriculture Project met together to formulate a campus 

plan for the expansion of the National School of Agriculture. On this, one of 

Mexico’s most layered and historic sites, the North American architects and 

Foundation directors listed above would not only attempt to negotiate the 

demands of expanding a pre-existing campus, with all of the standard challenges 

of site, budgets, and infrastructure, they would also be faced with navigating the 

nation’s aims for agricultural education and training, and therefore, its 

inextricable, national, post-revolutionary politics. 

 

II.  A UNIFIED CAMPUS 
 

On March 27, 1963 Brubaker and Cochran, of Perkins + Will, visited the National 

School of Agriculture at Chapingo. A consultant in school design for the Ford 

Foundation Educational Facilities Laboratory, founded in 1958, Brubaker was the 
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expert choice, with experience in cost-saving, component-based architecture, 

design strategies to support innovative curricula, and a record of successfully 

integrating new media into unconventional learning spaces.121 In order to 

navigate the day to day of campus planning and construction, architects Augusto 

H. Álvarez and Enrique Carral Icaza were hired into the role of Brubaker and 

Cochran’s Mexican counterparts--with a difference, as Álvarez y Carral would be 

paid by Perkins & Will directly.122  

 

 
121 From its earliest days, Perkins + Will centered its work on the design of urban schools, 
focusing almost exclusively on this form through the 1960s. The focus on schools began with the 
firm’s predecessor, Dwight Perkins, co-founder of the firm Perkins, Fellows and Hamilton, who 
designed Collegiate Gothic and Prairie School-style schools in Evanston Township, New Trier, 
and Winnetka, as well as schools from Mishawaka, Indiana to the University of Nanking. Perkins 
+ Will gained national recognition from its work on Crow Island Elementary School (1940), which 
was featured in the Museum of Modern Art’s Built in USA: 1932–1944 catalog. Elizabeth B. 
Kassler, Built in USA: 1932-1944 (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1944), 74-75. In this 
partnership with Eero Saarinen, the inventive arrangement of space coupled with Crow Island’s 
innovative educational program brought student-centered learning to the attention of school 
administrators across the United States. As expanding student populations outgrew aging turn-of-
the-century urban school buildings, Perkins + Will gained commissions for further elementary, 
then secondary, and finally college and university campuses. William Brubaker, Planning and 

Designing Schools (London: McGraw-Hill, 1998), 6. The Educational Facilities Laboratories 
(EFL)(1958-86) received over $26 million in grants from the Ford Foundation in order to explore 
connections between school architecture, classroom design and learning outcomes.  Judy Marks, 
A History of Educational Facilities Laboratories (EFL), rev. ed. (Washington, DC: National 
Clearinghouse for Educational Facilities, 2009), 2–3, ERIC no. ED508011. 
122 The Oral History of Willam C. Brubaker, interview by Betty J. Blum, 1999, Willam C. Brubaker 
Papers, 1958–1999, Chicago Architects Oral History Project, Ryerson and Burnham Archives, Art 
Institute of Chicago (hereafter, Brubaker Papers). In this interview, Brubaker described this and 
other partnerships between firms as part of the functional necessities of the planning and 
execution of large projects. Yet, in the case of Chapingo, and elsewhere in post-Bretton Woods 
international development schemes, the arrangement relies on the functional currency of 
expertise wherein one set of (usually) North American or European architects brings a particular 
skill set based in science and technology that is seen not as a regional skill but as a universally 
applicable core of knowledge to be applied in a variety of untested circumstances. The activist 
and scholar Vandana Shiva describes this phenomenon as follows: ”The models of modern 
science which have encouraged these perceptions were derived less from familiarity with actual 
scientific practice, and more from familiarity with idealized versions of which gave science a 
special epistemological status. Positivism, verificationism, falsificationism were all based on the 
assumption that unlike traditional, local beliefs of the world, which are socially constructed, 
modern scientific knowledge was thought to be determined without social mediation.” Vandana 
Shiva, Monocultures of the Mind: Perspectives on Biodiversity and Biotechnology (New York: Zed 
Books, 1993), 9–11. 
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During Brubaker and Cochran’s Chapingo site visit, the architects inspected the 

central hacienda and existing campus buildings, while determining potential sites 

for the division of animal husbandry, apartments to house professors, 

researchers, graduate, and undergraduate students, as well as skilled laborers. 

Additional classroom, laboratory, research and extension facilities were also 

needed. The original brief also called for a faculty social center rather a student 

center--a point emphasized in Brubaker’s notebook with a series of question 

marks.  

 

Throughout Brubaker’s notes, as well as Ford Foundation reports from 1962-63 

and Rockefeller Foundation reports of the same period, the end goal of all 

proposed construction--209,000 sq ft in total--had one “Ultimate Objective - a 

coordinated program, a unified institution for education, research, and 

extension.”123 Hoping to accomplish this same feat through an act of technocratic 

reassignment, Secretary Adame had already attempted as much by creating the 

INIA in order to force faculty and researchers from the National School of 

Agriculture, born of the Revolution, together with the Post-Graduate College 

created in partnership with the Rockefeller Foundation in 1959, into collaboration 

under his direct supervision. As México’s agricultural nationalists and the 

Rockefeller Foundation’s internationalists continued to face off, tying up student 

and development budgets in the process, the Secretary and the Foundation now 

 
123 National School of Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 1962-
63,19-20, Series 1: Project Papers, Box FF [x], Brubaker Papers. 
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looked to a single, unified campus to achieve what a new bureaucratic hierarchy 

could not.124  

 
Figure 47: C. W. Brubaker, Strong Basic Triangle, organization diagrams from March 17 campus 
visit to Chapingo. National School of Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes 
Sketches, 4, Brubaker Papers. Chapingo Notebook 1, 4. 
 

In three small sketches, the architect wrestles with how best to articulate this 

proposed, forced unity, considering first a molecular or techno-scientific 

arrangement of the school’s research, education and extension entities, with 

each division assigned one of three abutting hexagons. The next sketch attempts 

to naturalize the arrangement, giving it the form a tree with research at the roots, 

education as the trunk while the leaves and branches represent the organism’s 

natural extension. Finally, Brubaker reaches for the classicizing, formal geometry 

of a triangle or pyramid, with research taking the expansive base, education 

coming to fill the center and extension at the top. While the graphic symbol will 

hold together through part of his notes, as the project unfolds, the entities 

represented will not.125 

 
 

124 Whether showing their naivety or expressing their own desire to see the campus’ original 
unifying aim in its finished product, the title for the project’s press release, written for the Perkins 

+ Will Review published in June of 1968, describes Chapingo as a “Three-in-one Campus South 
of the Border.” The article goes on to say, “The new center, about 20 miles east of México City, is 
the result of the Chapingo Plan, created by the Mexican government to group the country’s varied 
national agricultural agencies under the roof of one institution.  Before the existence of the center, 
the activities of México’s federal government in agricultural teaching, research, and extension 
services had been administered separately by scattered agency office throughout the country and 
in México City. . .  The center is designed to embody the triumvirate of research education, and 
extension services, yet maintain the individual identity of the separate institutions.” Source: 
“Three-in-one Campus South of the Border,” P + W Review (June 1968), Brubaker Papers. 
125 See small pyramidal graphic in the bottom right corner of pages 6-8 of Brubaker’s notes, 
wherein he emphasizes the word research when those program needs are at the fore, with 
education and extension to follow. National School of Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico 
Meeting Notes Sketches, 1962-63,6-8, Series 1: Project Papers, Box FF [x], Brubaker Papers. 
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Figure 48: C. W. Brubaker, Map of Chapingo, National School of Agricultural Education, 

Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 1, Brubaker Papers. In this land use diagram, 

Brubaker denotes the entirety of the campus’ architecture through the simplified concentric 

squares plan of the Chapingo hacienda, found right below the words “Walled Campus.” The 

proposed area for expansion is signaled through radiating dots. Chapingo Notebook 1, 13. 

 

Figure 49: C. W. Brubaker, Chapingo Existing Campus Sketch Plan, National School of 

Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 14, Brubaker Papers.  

Brubaker again centers his sketch around what he calls the Main Building ~ The Old Hacienda, 

noting the structure’s current administrative, classroom, and laboratory functions, as well as the 

Chapel filled with Diego Rivera’s murals.  

 

Figure 50: C. W. Brubaker, Chapingo Land Use Diagram, National School of Agricultural 

Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 15. Brubaker Papers. 

 
Brubaker’s unifying challenge plays itself out in his team's proposals for a 

complete campus plan. In the early pages of the architect’s sketchbook, the 

Chapingo hacienda anchors each scheme and composition, just as it anchored 

the revolutionary history of the school’s founding. In a sketch labeled Scheme 1, 

the hacienda, now labeled the alumni center, maintains its centrality with newly 

proposed buildings radiating out around it. In the same scheme, “the old 

hacienda,” once the heart of the school’s educational program, is relabeled a the 

proposed site for the Alumni Center, to which the architect adds new guest 

rooms which would look into a proposed east garden, in an offshoot of the 

original rectilinear courtyard-filled plan.126 While accompanying notes indicate 

that the iconic building may keep its current classrooms and administrative , 

foroffices, this potential reassignment, and a proposed addition, is the first 

indication that the revolutionary heart of the campus may be archived or moved 

from an active participant in the educational aims of the school to one of strict 

 
126 National School of Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 1962-
63, 23, Series 1: Project Papers, Box FF [x], Brubaker Papers. 
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historicity. In this same layout, the undergraduate campus is distinct from both 

the INIA and graduate school research facilities. The proposed library is placed 

as a connecting node between the two.127  

 
Figure 51: C. W. Brubaker, April 1963, Scheme #3, National School of Agricultural Education, 

Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 28, Brubaker Papers.  

 

 

Scheme 2 shifts the campus center to the former green space in front of the 

hacienda, where the student center and library now make up two centralized 

spaces with the former connecting student housing to the undergraduate campus 

and the latter connecting the INIA and graduate schools as well as the 

undergraduate campus. While a fourth scheme is drawn, which could recenter 

the hacienda between expanded student housing and the undergraduate 

campus, ultimately it is Scheme 3 that will be realized. In this final schema for 

Plan Chapingo, the student center joins the centralized library at the heart of the 

campus plan, while the original hacienda moves into the background. As the 

newly proposed library takes center stage, this shift mirrors both the Ford and 

Rockefeller Foundation aims for Plan Chapingo by bringing the findings of 

modern, international research to the heart of this Mexican campus.128  

 

While the National School of Agriculture’s old library was under the librarian’s 

lock and key, with poorly cataloged books available only upon request, it also 

lacked academic journal subscriptions and reading spaces; key elements 

 
127 Brubaker, 26. 
128 National School of Agriculture, Chapingo, Mexico, 1963, Report #000303, Ford Foundation 
Records, FA739A, Box 17, RAC. 
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connecting ENA students to modern methods in science and agriculture. Building 

a new library in the heart of the new campus announced two major shifts at once. 

First, and namely, it heralded the decentralization of the Mexican post-

revolutionary agronomists, whose mission statement was frescoed like a sonnet 

in the entry, stairwell and chapel murals by Diego Rivera inside what Brubaker 

now calls “the old hacienda.” And, focusing the campus around a new library, 

funded by the International Development Bank, the library’s new centrality places 

access to and the study of modern science at the heart of the school’s physical 

configuration.  

 

In the lead up to Plan Chapingo, the school’s curriculum would undergo its own 

equally rigorous reconstruction, which was foreshadowed in Brubaker’s plans.129 

The long-standing plan for graduation in any specialization required seven years 

of education and hands-on experience. Five of these years were spent taking 

highly specialized classes, with long hours spent gaining hands-on experience in 

animal breeding and botany, for example. The final two years required students 

to work and gain experience in the public or private sector, after which time they 

would return for their final examinations and graduation. Noting that 

undergraduate students were required to specialize far too early, in subjects that 

lacked trained faculty, the Ford Foundation's curricular recommendations, 

compiled by Cornell’s Charles Palm, in coordination with the school’s Director 

 
129 In addition to its “excellent library location,” Scheme 3 had the added benefit of exiling training 
facilities for veterinary science and botany--essential to the school’s former curriculum--to a 
remote location.  Lacking expert faculty, these programs would be moved from the heart of the 
campus until such time that strong pedagogy in these areas could be reinstated. 
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Marcos Genel, focused on the development of a solid, shared, semester-based 

undergraduate education.130 Given a strong core in the general sciences, 

coupled with a few classes in the essential humanities, including agricultural 

economics, language classes and possibly home economics, ENA students 

would be equipped to move into more advanced degrees or build on their 

education through public or private employment. This shift in the curriculum 

would also require changes in the faculty structure.  As new faculty would be 

drawn to the institution by lighter teaching loads and an increasing emphasis on 

research, it was hoped that the school would become a center for the agricultural 

education of students throughout Latin America. 

 

With the new campus schema now in place, Brubaker was drawn back to the 

project of integrating the campus’ warring faculty into departmental buildings, 

whose architecture and arrangements were as yet undetermined. As noted in the 

Ford Foundation’s records for the National School of Agriculture, the faculty-

preferred plan for integrating the National School of Agriculture, the Post-

Graduate College, the Federal Agriculture Extension Department and the INIA 

was to give each entity its own set of facilities. The Foundations disagreed. In his 

report on the goals for Plan Chapingo, the Rockefeller Foundation’s Richard 

Bradfield worried that this replication of laboratories and offices would not only 

continue to silo each group, but it would also greatly increase the resources 

needed to aptly house each entity. Bradfield, like Palm, suggested that the new 

 
130 Report on the Proposed Integrated Agricultural Institute at Chapingo, Mexico, 1962, Report 
#000246, Ford Foundation Records, FA739A, Box 14, Reel R-9301, RAC. 
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campus be arranged by subject matter, putting soil scientists from each group 

together in one region of the campus, and so on for each discipline and sub-

discipline. Noting that this change would be ideal, Palm also realized that such 

an elision of the opposing parties may need to take place gradually, over time, 

rather than at the outset of the new campus’ configuration.  

 
Figure 52: C. W. Brubaker, April 23, 1963 Meeting in Chicago, National School of Agricultural 

Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 25, Brubaker Papers.  

 

 
Faced with faculty program preferences which would only reify the institutional 

silos the ENA campus was tasked to overcome, Brubaker saw that the climatic 

requirements of the site suggested another solution altogether. Thus, on 

November 6, at a meeting comprised of only Perkins & Will, Ford Foundation and 

USAID representatives, Brubaker drew from earlier sketches of the site’s 

relationship to the sun to give a strictly rational, and purportedly a-political order 

to the final configuration of laboratory, office and disciplinary space. In order to 

account for the fact that east-facing rooms will warm up first, and noting local 

input that southwest rooms are completely undesirable, Brubaker also 

recognizes that air-conditioning will only be appointed to the library and 

administration center.  In response, he formulates a quick cross-sectional 

diagram where sun, shade, and breezes begin to dictate the architectural forms 

for the labs and classrooms.131  

 

 
131 National School of Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 1962-
63, 25, Series 1: Project Papers, Box FF [x], Brubaker Papers. 
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Figure 53: Library, National School of Agriculture, Chapingo, Mexico. (1967) Detail of façade. 
Photo: Nikki Moore, 2017.  
 
Figure 54: Augusto H. Álvarez, Celosia, Tensores y Rampa Escaler Entrada Principal, July 15, 

1964. Collection: Augusto H. Alvarez sketches for the Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, Archive of 
Mexican Architects, UNAM, Mexico City.  
 

 

Beginning with a sketch ascribed to “Palmer” (possibly Michael Palmer of Perkins 

+ Will) the classrooms moved into their ideal solar orientation, with offices, labs, 

and workrooms facing east, and all corridors between classes facing west to 

create shaded breezeways outside each room. Each breezeway is lined with an 

elongated, checkerboard-patterned, cinder block brise-soleil, which allows light 

into the outdoor hallways while blocking the region’s intense heat.132 Next, 

shading the strongest rays from the east and south sides of each building, 

Brubaker utilized a solution he had implemented in a previous project in Florida 

to block indirect sunlight while preserving the look of a window-wall if viewed 

head-on. He achieves this result by installing a series of extended, shade-giving 

window casings, made from bush-hammered, precast concrete. For the central 

library, Brubaker glazes each exterior wall, yet shades it from the sun through the 

use of another form of brise-soleil which appears to hang, or float from the 

building’s farthest edges. Whether one sees it patterned like a woven, wicker 

basket, or a porous membrane, functionally the trellis-like form creates an 

effective breezeway around the building’s perimeter and blocks the sun from 

entering the library workspace. Symbolically the woven basket pattern reiterates 

this new building’s centrality to both the ENA’s changing curriculum and the 

school’s techno-scientific orientation, as the ENA’s breadbasket, bearing the 

 
132 Ibid. 
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school’s most important harvest: the accumulation and dissemination of 

knowledge and scholarship.133  

 

Figure 55:  C. W. Brubaker, Extension Building (National School of Agriculture Extension Building 

in Plan), National School of Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 

32. Brubaker Papers. In this sketch of the extension building in plan, Brubaker, following solar 

criteria, recreates the courtyard plan of the original Chapingo hacienda.  
 
 
By structuring the school’s architecture around the movement of the earth in 

relation to the sun, Brubaker created a rationale for the department buildings’ 

configurations that went beyond program. By leveraging bio-sensitive science 

and technology, he recentered the social discussion that threatened to destroy 

the unity of the site, asking not to which Revolution--Mexican or Green--would 

the school pay homage. Instead, he announced, resolutely, that a third, more 

fundamental revolution--that of the earth around the sun--would bring the campus 

to order. Brubaker’s solution placed Plan Chapingo’s departmental buildings 

within the realm of eco-technological enframing, a concept formulated by the 

philosopher Jean Luc Nancy, explicated for architecture in Daniel Barber’s book 

A House in the Sun.134 Allowing the sun to set the parameters for architectural 

 
133 The new library was built on an overengineered foundation and structured around a functional 
core that could be extended, in order to plan for the building’s expansion should more floors be 
needed in the future. The modern library would move the stacks out from behind secured walls 
and doors, to give student’s direct access to materials at will. A bindery was included to 
encourage publication of the school’s research findings. A dedicated librarian, Dorothy I. Parker, 
a librarian for the Rockefeller Foundation, was hired to manage the organization and operations 
of the new library. After Chapingo, she became the library expert for all Rockefeller and Ford 
agricultural research schools and international facilities, consulting with each new institution to 
encourage the organization and dissemination of both fundamental as well as the latest research. 
For more on Dorothy’s work, see: Dorothy Parker Papers, RAC.   
134 Barber looks to philosopher Jean Luc-Nancy’s discourse on ecotechnological enframing, 
which describes the possibilities and boundaries opened up by thinking with and through the 
management of ecologies through the application of technology. Daniel Barber, A House in the 

Sun: Modern Architecture and Solar Energy in the Cold War (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2016), 3-4. 
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possibility, Brubaker and Álvarez y Carral’s final plans for Chapingo were 

attempts, in lockstep with the Rockefeller’s scientific approach, to depoliticize a 

campus configuration that instead became all the more political.135  

 

III.  THE AESTHETICS OF ITERABILITY 
 

From its earliest encounters with Mexican health and agriculture, the Rockefeller 

Foundation attempted to sideline political questions, debates, and roadblocks 

through the application of techno-scientific solutions. When, in 1922, “fearfully 

inadequate” living conditions brought yellow fever to Tampico, Mexico, the 

Rockefeller Foundation created a vaccine to eliminate mosquitos in order to 

avoid debates around low housing and water quality standards.136 Equally 

difficult questions around subsistence farming, made explicitly political by the 

land grabs of the Porfirian dictatorship and their rebuttal in the subsequent 

 
135 As Barber explicates this same phenomenon, he writes, “At issue is not the deployment of 
new or better technologies that offer to resolve environmental conflicts, but the capacity of 
ecotechnologies to articulate new desires and to provide a context in which to argue for specific 
future conditions. There is a persistent tradition of theories that see ‘technology as a way out of 
the apparent irresolvability of political controversies--as an anti-political instrument,’ as Andrew 
Barry has recently argued. Yet the technological resolution of social conflicts does not necessarily 
exhaust the potential consequences of such controversies; techniques “become political,” Barry 
argues, “when they are caught up in the constitution of the human and the social. ‘“ Ibid., 5. 
136 Regarding the Foundation’s preference for scientific rather than political solutions, it is 
important to note that the same tack was taken by the Rockefeller Foundation for the eradication 
of yellow fever in the oil camps of Northern Mexico. In 1922, Dr. M. E. Conner reported to the 
Rockefeller Foundation’s International Health Commission (IHC) that the causes of yellow fever in 
Tampico, while transmitted by mosquitoes, were more directly linked to the activities of 
commerce, as the desire for profit created a downward drive toward “fearfully inadequate” public 
facilities in which oil workers lived. Lacking clean water and even the most basic of sewage 
management facilities, Dr. Connor reported, such conditions were breeding not only yellow fever, 
but other noxious socially transmitted pathogens. Despite the report’s call for better living 
conditions, Rockefeller’s IHC and the Oil Manager’s Association in Tampico, Mexico, decided to 
focus only on the scientific eradication of mosquitoes to eliminate direct causes of sloth in the 
working populations rather than improve the overall health in the same working poor. Bruce H. 
Jennings, Foundations of International Agricultural Research: Science and Politics in Mexican 

Agriculture (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1988), 9–19, 30–33. 
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Mexican Revolution, would be quelled by disseminating more productive and 

disease resistant seeds to increase yield on small plots of land, sidestepping the 

national debate about land reclamations through the work of agronomy, genetics, 

and soil science.  

 

At Chapingo, this very act of giving strictly scientific answers to nuanced political, 

ethical and environmental questions gave birth to the methods of the Green 

Revolution itself. While the Green Revolution is perhaps best known for 

improving yields in wheat by upwards of 400%, key experiments behind this 

Nobel Peace Prize winning process, began in the late 1940s at the National 

School of Agriculture. Taking seeds that grew in the central Mexican altiplano in 

the traditional wheat growing season to the northern coastal lowlands of Sonora 

for a second season each year, the now famed scientist Norman Borlaug was 

able to escalate the speed of hybrid crossings. While he first drew upon ancient 

seed races, collected from sites across Mexico, through an essential, almost 

inadvertent bi-product of this process of moving crops between two locations--

now called shuttle breeding--Borlaug selected for flexible seeds which were able 

to adjust to the difference in sunlight exposure (photoperiods), climatic conditions 

and environmental factors experienced in each location.137  While his initial end 

goal was to speed up the process of growing and testing seeds for their disease 

 
137 Leon Hesser, The Man Who Fed the World: Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Norman Borlaug and 

His Battle to End World Hunger: An Authorized Biography. New York: Park East Press, 2010. 
48-49. 
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resistance and yields, his signature triumph was the creation of seeds that could 

thrive when dislodged from their native conditions.  

 

The process was not without its failures. After testing native seeds and bringing 

them to their productive limit, Borlaug found that most of them, expertly adapted 

over centuries to Mexico’s dry soil conditions, when fertilized would, in fact, grow 

such tall stalks that the plants would bend and break under their own weight.  

Rather than limiting himself to the conditions most common to Mexican 

agriculture, after testing more than 20,000 varieties of wheat, success emerged 

by crossing Japanese dwarf varieties of wheat (namely Norin 10) with some of 

Mexico’s top performing seed.   

 

While one could get lost in the science, what is essential to pinpointing the 

resonance between Borlaug’s shuttle breeding process and the architecture of 

Plan Chapingo is this: taking something constitutive, local, and raised from the 

soil, history and cultures of Mexico, Borlaug and Brubaker worked through 

iteration after iteration of that specificity until they could arrive at something 

purportedly universal, adapted to a variety of applications, and de-politicized--or 

so they thought.  

 
Figure 56: C. W. Brubaker, Chapingo Land Use Diagram, 1962–63, National School of 

Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 35, Brubaker Papers. Here, in 

the plan covering the bottom of the page, the “flexible nature of [his] modular concept” is made up 

interlocking, molecular iterations of the original hacienda courtyard plan.  All corridors face west 

and north, for optimal shade and to create breezeways in front of each classroom, while, as the 

architect notes, “All classrooms, laboratories, offices face east or south.”    
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Figure 57: Perkins + Will, Chicago, Model of Plan Chapingo, 1963, photograph, FA003 100-1000 

Photographs, Box 96, Folder 1888, RAC.  
 

In Brubaker’s final design for all but one building that made up the heart of Plan 

Chapingo, he replicated the original Chapingo hacienda’s three-story elevation 

and rectilinear plan, wrapped around an open courtyard. While the outer 

perimeter varied in dimensions from the original, whether one looks at the 

departmental buildings, which took the hacienda plan and replicated it into a 

molecular arrangement of interlocking rectilinear rings, or if one studies the plan 

for the faculty center, dining hall or Plan Chapingo’s central library, it’s clear that 

Brubaker repeated the hacienda plan again and again across the new modern 

campus. In doing so, he not only negated that plan’s historic subjugating power, 

as a space that first and foremost was designed under master and slave 

conditions. Through repetition, he also watered down the very symbol of the 

school’s revolutionary identity, making the original hacienda just one of many in 

the campus’ new Plan Chapingo. Absorbing, like capital, the exception. . . until it 

becomes the norm.  

 

This explicit decentering, born of replication and displacement, was at the heart 

of the Green Revolution’s signature experiments. It is also the foundation upon 

which the early International Style of architecture was built. Emphasizing each 

building’s functional, technical rationale while stripping away signs of locality, 

nationality, and specificity, the Green Revolution did for seeds what the 
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International Style did for architecture. This shared aesthetic--the aesthetics of 

scientific neutrality--are not coincidental.   

Figure 58: (Left) Sketch of MAP Field Tests, Projects, Mexico, National School of Agriculture, 
RAC. (Right) Augusto H. Álvarez, Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, Archive of Mexican Architects, 
UNAM, Mexico City. On the left, one of hundreds of planting charts created for testing application 
of nitrogen, phosphorus, and other chemicals. Their form was repeated in the horizontal windows 
of Álvarez’s Chapingo Campus. On the right, a contemporary photo showing Brubaker’s window 
walls, as completed for the departmental, laboratory, and extension buildings. The window design 
replicated the grid of the Green Revolution’s early planting charts.  
 

 

In fact, the precise form of the Green Revolution’s earliest field tests is reflected 

in Brubaker's final design language for Chapingo. A strong proponent of bringing 

outdoor light into the classroom, here, a practice inspired by Mies, Le Corbusier 

and other exemplars of the International Style, the architect created a series of 

window walls along the south and east facades of each set of laboratories, 

offices, and classrooms. However, Brubaker and Álvarez deviate from Le 

Corbusier’s injunction to horizontal casements by replicating the very form of the 

Green Revolution’s early field experiments in the narrow punctuated vertical 

windows that define the campus expansion.138 While Corbu’s ribbon windows 

serve to create an even distribution of light across the interior spaces of his 

design, their narrowed frame often blocks both the sky above and the land below 

from a viewer situated deep within a room’s interior.  Making the immediate 

invisible while focusing the gaze out onto the horizon alone, they create 

diminished perspective and flatten the viewer’s experience, disconnecting him or 

her from the intimacy of the world on the other side of the pane. At Chapingo, 

 
138 One of Le Corbusier’s “Five Points for Architecture,” his preference for horizontal windows 
was first published in 1920 as Vers une architecture. Le Corbusier, Towards a New Architecture, 
trans. Frederick Etchells (London: John Rodker, 1931).  
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however, Brubaker creates floor to ceiling casements, such that as the students 

and researchers inside the school’s classrooms, offices and facilities look out of 

their laboratories onto the world, they look at it through the same divided field 

rows that propelled the research arm of the National School of Agriculture to its 

success. Dividing everything from the nearfield to the horizon into strict, 

rationalized and controllable furrows, Brubaker’s design moved the ability to 

vivisect the non-human world on paper into three dimensional embodied, 

phenomenological experience by projecting the form of the scientific method onto 

every living and nonliving thing in view. The device which most closely aligns the 

materiality and design of Plan Chapingo with the aims of the scientists within 

emerged, unsurprisingly, from the workings of the grid. Representing an 

imaginary zero point, the grid contracts three-dimensional space and time into a 

two dimensional--and silenced--graphic ideal.   

 
Figure 59. Augusto H. Álvarez, Elevation, Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, Archive of Mexican 

Architects, UNAM, Mexico City. The elevation shows Brubaker’s window walls and the stone 

facade endcaps of the Departmental and Extension Buildings, as completed for the Extension 

Building, replicating the grid of the Green Revolution’s early planting charts.  

 
Figure 60: C. W. Brubaker, Extension Building, National School of Agricultural Education, 
Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 36, Brubaker Papers. Note the separation of the 
Extension, the INIA and Ensenares (Teaching) in Brubaker’s sketch for the Extension Building at 
the bottom of the page. The arrangement continues to be articulated within the context of the 
sun’s angle for each room (sketch mid-left).   
 
Figure 61: Augusto H. Álvarez, “Edificio B,” one of three interlocking departmental buildings (A, B 
and C) designed by Brubaker and realized by Álvarez y Carral, with crisscrossing courtyard 
paths. Departmental, Planta de Conjunto A-6.  Augusto H. Álvarez, Escuela Nacional de 
Agricultura. Source: Archive of Mexican Architects, UNAM, México City.  
 
 

Despite the thorough-going nature of the iterability and attempted 

universalization built into Plan Chapingo, Brubaker’s designs for the new National 

School of Agriculture campus speak to their site in at least four precise ways. 
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First, the biological attunement of the campus represented by the intense care for 

“living with the sun” did point to Mexico’s hot, dry climate.139 While the campus 

has since been retooled to bring air conditioning and other conveniences to its 

classrooms and offices, the architect’s original attempt to utilize building 

orientation, breezeways and brise-soleils forced them to work with area weather.  

 

Next, the use of local stone cladding on the end walls of each extension, 

laboratory, and departmental building--specifically each wall’s angled, pyramidal 

form--point directly to not only the ancient pyramids of Teotihuacan, made from 

the same volcanic stone, and located less than 30 miles away.  It also ties this 

campus to the architecture of the modern campus and University City 

surrounding the Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM). Designed by Mario 

Pani, Enrique del Moral, Domingo García Ramos, Armando Franco Rovira, 

Ernesto Gómez Gallardo, UNAM gave form to Mexican modernism, specifically 

by mixing modern architecture with the nation’s most ancient materials and 

forms.  

 

Perhaps most potently, from elevation drawings to realized buildings, the 

project’s gridded window walls look unmistakably biological. Whether 

symbolically rendering ears of corn with varying size kernels, or the cellular 

 
139 The phrase “Living with the Sun” emerged as the name for the Association for Applied Solar 
Living (AFASE) competition, which was launched in 1957 to further interest in “integrating solar 
technologies into modern living.” While Chapingo was in no way part of this competition, the idea 
of leveraging living with the sun as a techno-scientific tool for design is key to Brubaker’s strategy.   
Barber, A House in the Sun, 214. For more on the full competition, see especially 205–48. 
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structure of biological life, complete with articulated cell walls, both sets of 

imagery tie the campus to the corn and later wheat experiments for which it was 

famed. The brise-soleil of the central library with its organic, interwoven tube-like 

threads, is a signature formal solution in the struggle to integrate the local and 

the purportedly universal. Hanging from the roof, extended approximately nine 

feet away from the library’s fully glazed perimeter, this reinforced concrete 

solution created a breezeway and a microclimate--a literal cooling-off space--for 

campus students and faculty as they moved between the experiments they 

conducted on the ground at Chapingo, and the stores of international knowledge 

to which their work would and should relate. Between local work, conducted at 

Chapingo, and international research brought to Chapingo through the library’s 

acquisitions, the brise-soleil functioned as both a figural and literal permeable 

membrane bringing each into the fold of the other. To further bridge this gap, a 

bindery was installed in the library basement such that the publication of local 

knowledge could be formalized and join the work of international colleagues on 

the library’s open shelves. To support the optimal integration of the local and the 

universal in both the present and the future, the new library was, in fact, built on 

an over-engineered foundation and structured around a functional core which 

could be extended, should more floors be needed in the coming years. It’s more 

than notable that the new library was the only building on campus to be funded 

by the International Development Bank (IDB), in effect uniting the production and 

dissemination of scientific knowledge at the heart of the nation’s potential 

economic growth. To supplement the IDB’s funding for the structure, the 
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Rockefeller Foundation paid for all book acquisitions and scientific journal 

subscriptions for the campus. To make sure these valuable resources were put 

to their best and highest use, the Foundation also sent their own dedicated 

librarian, Dorothy I. Parker, to manage the organization and operations of the 

new library during its first formative years.140  

 

Finally, in the end, Brubaker, Álvarez y Carral did attempt to respond directly to 

the unresolved problem of Chapingo’s opposing faculty groups. Within the 

departmental buildings, while each group filled their own side of the rectilinear 

plans, Brubaker leveraged his experience with the Ford Foundation’s Educational 

Facilities Laboratories to build flexibility into each plan. Thus, none of the walls 

between laboratories, offices, and workspaces were load bearing. If faculty 

configurations changed, spaces could be opened and rooms recombined to 

accommodate the possibility of institutional unity. Álvarez’s plans for the 

departmental buildings, in particular, show a dedicated attempt at organizational 

cross-pollination. In his designs for the courtyard landscape, he created 

intersecting walkways, spanning from corner to corner and meeting in a tree-

shaded space in the middle. In effect saying, that for now, faculty and students 

could best head towards greater camaraderie when stepping outside of the 

breezeways and offices which still divided them and into the hand-crafted 

biological space that connected and interested them all.   

 
140After Chapingo, Dorothy Parker became the library expert for all Rockefeller and Ford 
agricultural research schools and international facilities. Over approximately ten years, she 
moved from Chapingo to Costa Rica, and then to Colombia, consulting with each new institution 
to encourage the organization and dissemination of both local and international research. 
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Yet, these landscape solutions and flexible spaces were not enough to save the 

original plan for the campus.   

 

IV.  BREAKING OUT AND BREAKING DOWN 
By the mid-1960s, an active student movement joined other unions to rise up 

against the country’s authoritarian government. As the benefits of México’s 

import substitution industrialization methods, including the Green Revolution’s 

agricultural exports, failed to trickle down and improve the livelihood of most of 

México’s growing population, protests erupted from the city to the countryside, 

and on the Chapingo campus. While these tensions would reach their peak in 

1968 with the slaughter of three to four hundred university students in Tlatelolco 

Square, this massacre marked but one spectacular instance of President Díaz 

Ordaz’s long-standing and often militarized response to collective 

demonstrations.141 A report issued in 2006 details the kidnapping, torture, 

 
141 Participants in student and faculty strikes at Chapingo pointed to the violent crackdowns 
against railroad strikes, which were organized and executed throughout 1958 and 1959, as early 
signs that the PRI was no longer operating as a democratic force in México. During this period, 
railroad strikers as well as petroleum workers, democratic opposition and communists were jailed 
for their dissention and opposition.  By 1968, a group of students met in Tlatelolco Square, 
northwest of the National Palace and the Zocalo, to demand the release of the 1958-59 railroad 
strike prisoners and the firing of México’s chief of police and his deputy. They also demanded that 
university and college campus be autonomous from both political and military oversight and the 
revamp of Articles 141 and 145 of the Constitution, which authorized imprisonment of all political 
enemies, both foreign and domestic. As police opened fire on the crowd, triggered by gunshots 
issued from Díaz-Ordaz Olympic Protection Unit, hundreds of students were trapped in the 
deadly, open square. While official state reports published in the next morning’s papers counted 
25–28 dead, recently opened state archives on the Tlatelolco Massacre, which include the 
accounts of eyewitnesses, have placed the number at closer to 300–400 students found dead. 
See Hiram Núñez, Jorge Gustavo Ocampo Ledesma, and Rosaura Reyes Canchola, eds., 
Chapingo y el movimiento del 68 (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 
Centro Cultural Universitario Tlatelolco, 2018). See also Antonio Gómez Nashiki, “1968: 
Cronología del movimiento estudiantil mexicano,” Nexos (January 1988), accessed July 26, 
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disappearance, and death of student groups, union workers and leftist guerrillas 

at the hands of the U.S. backed Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) or the 

Institutional Revolutionary Party, in what is now known as Mexico’s Dirty War.142  

 

National conditions hit home for Chapingo students when, in the early months of 

1967, students at the Escuela Superior de Agricultura “Hermanos Escobar” 

(Escobar Brothers Agricultural High School) in Ciudad Juarez brought a list of 

demands to their school’s council. Protesting sub-standard dorm rooms, food, 

and campus conditions, the students of this trade school sought to raise their 

living and working conditions to the point where teaching and learning could be 

more easily facilitated. Rather than addressing the student’s requests, the school 

instead fired three class representatives and brought the entire campus under 

federal jurisdiction. By May 8, as federal police patrolled the unimproved campus, 

the students of Hermanos Escobar launched a collective strike that eventually 

reached every agricultural school in the nation, including the National School of 

Agriculture at Chapingo.143  

 

Figure 62: (left) Consejo Nacional de Huelga, Returning to class without answers to our 

demands, condemns our to death!, poster; (right) Consejo Nacional de Huelga, We don’t 

understand this type of dialogue, poster. Source: Núñez, Hiram, Jorge Gustavo Ocampo 

Ledesma, and Rosaura Reyes Canchola, eds.Chapingo y el movimiento del 68. Mexico City: 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Centro Cultural Universitario Tlatelolco, 2018. 
  
 

 

 
2019, https://www.nexos.com.mx/?p=4996; and Elena Poniatowska, Massacre in Mexico, trans. 
Helen Lane (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2007).          
142 Informe Histórico a la Sociedad Mexicana, 2006: Procuraduría de la República, accessed 
August 1, 2017, https://nsarchive2.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB209/informe/intro.pdf. 
143 Núñez, Ledesma, and Canchola, Chapingo y el movimiento estudiantil popular del 68.  
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Standing together under the new-found banners of the National Federation of 

Students in Agricultural and Forest Sciences and the Consejo Nacional de 

Huelga (National Strike Council), Chapingo students launched their own strikes 

in opposition to the heavy hand of Juan Gil Preciado, the Secretary of Agriculture 

and Ranching, and ultimate authority for the nation’s agricultural high schools 

and colleges. Occupying buildings across campus, the student body learned to 

weaponize the National School of Agriculture’s campus. Yet, while creating 

bunkers and barrack-like spaces within former classrooms, laboratories, and 

offices, the same students also took on the responsibilities of cooking, cleaning 

and conducting basic school functions for themselves and for one another.144  

 

While leveraging campus buildings in an act of national solidarity, Chapingo’s 

students began to formulate their own list of local grievances. Charles Palm and 

the Ford Foundation’s decision to remove students from the committee for school 

governance was one of the first named offenses. Many students also 

consolidated their opposition to the decades-old militarized nature of life at 

Chapingo, including the use of military uniforms and regimented military 

activities, installed by the first school Director, Marte Gómez, in 1924. Moving 

from authority structures to facilities, Brubaker’s architecture fared no better as 

students bemoaned the loss of their former campus plan, voicing direct 

 
144 For a recount of the actions on Chapingo campus in particular, see ibid. Susana Draper’s 
research points to the ways in which students’ vision of themselves as self-conscious, historical 
actors of the student revolution made it possible them to cross societal gender norms regarding 
so-called men’s work or women’s work. Susana Draper, 1968 Mexico: Constellations of Freedom 

and Democracy (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2018). 
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opposition to the administration building which hovered above the school’s 

beloved main road. They demanded new dorms: the only planned structures 

within Plan Chapingo to go unbuilt, as the Mexican government wavered on its 

financial commitment to the project. And, marking a blind spot in the Ford and 

Rockefeller Foundations’ vision for an internationally integrated Chapingo, 

students petitioned for a department of languages, as well as proper audiovisual 

equipment, to aid in translating the newly acquired books and articles in the 

library which they were now required to consult when writing their theses. 

 

While President Díaz-Ordaz and other political leaders of the time, including 

ENA’s former Director, Marte R. Gómez, condemned Chapingo’s campus 

protests as the result of outside communist agitators, student publications 

describe this opposition as a political crutch, used to draw North American 

support for some of the regime’s most heinous crackdowns against its own 

people. As they describe it, using language and references from the Mexican 

Revolution of 1910, most student protestors were more directly inspired by the 

aims of Emiliano Zapata than they were by Marx or Engels.145 While ENA 

director Gilberto Palacios de la Rosa is remembered by Chapingo students and 

faculty for his ability to calm the student body and the Chapingo campus during 

this tense period, he was but one man working to bridge two sides of a national 

 
145 As O’Neill Blacker demonstrates in his case study of Guerrero, the heart of México’s 
demonstrations against Díaz Ordaz’ss policies leading up to the Dirty War, most of the protests 
arising in the late 1950s and 1960s were driven by local grievances, the leaders of which looked 
to the Mexican Revolution for ideological inspiration. O’Neill Blacker, “Cold War in the 
Countryside: Conflict in Guerrero, México,” The Americas, vol. 66, no. 2 (October  2009) 181–
210, doi:10.1017/s0003161500006076. 
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rebellion. Fomented by North American support for Díaz-Ordaz, many students 

had grown to see Rockefeller Foundation researchers and faculty as one more 

apparition of the same appropriative foreign agenda, whose agro-industrialization 

project was draining the resources of the Mexican people.  

 

V.  AN ALTERNATE HISTORY OF BRUTALISM 
In 1966, President Díaz Ordaz and Secretary of Agriculture and Ranching, Gil 

Preciado, signed an agreement giving legal status to the Rockefeller 

Foundation’s International Center for the Improvement of Maize and Wheat, 

which goes by its Spanish acronym CIMMYT (Centro Internacional por el 

Mejoramiento de Maíz y Trigo).146 While the project was first housed and 

inaugurated within the walls of Plan Chapingo, by 1967, after months of 

intractable conditions at the National School of Agriculture, the Rockefeller 

Foundation decided to look for a Mexican campus of their own. As the project’s 

most recent experiment, known as Plan Puebla, unfolded to bring signature 

Green Revolution seeds, fertilizers, and pesticides to ejidatarios (indigenous 

community farmers) and small farmers, it garnered enthusiastic support from 

President Díaz Ordaz, resulting in his commitment to donate the land for the new 

CIMMYT headquarters and research facility.147 Aligning with the President over 

 
146 CIMMYT Charter and Civil Partnership Agreement, México City, México. April 12, 1966, 
CGIAR Legal Records, CGIAR Space, accessed July 26, 2019, 
https://cgspace.cgiar.org/handle/10947/372. 
147 Plan Puebla offers a fascinating study into CIMMYT efforts to bring maize-based crop 
improvements to farmers owning less than two acres of land. While input costs were high, many 
farmers chose to use Green Revolution methodologies on their own seeds.  Going against the 
CIMMYT’s recommendations still increased yields by 18% to 30%, while allowing farmers to keep 
and reuse their own seeds rather than purchase new hybrid or modified seed each planting 
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the protestors, CIMMYT director Wellhausen accepted the offer and began to 

examine the newly proffered sites. 

 

While construction teams hired by Perkins + Will and Álvarez y Carral were still 

completing their first Rockefeller and Ford commission at the National School of 

Agriculture, on December 2, Wellhausen hosted the return of the very same 

architects to Texcoco. During their stay, the architects surveyed two of the sites 

offered by Díaz Ordaz--namely Rancho El Batán and Hacienda San Martin. Both 

plots were the remaining parcels of two larger colonial haciendas, reclaimed 

during the Revolution, to be given back to their rightful owners, or deeded over to 

landless campesinos, according to Article 22 of the Mexican Constitution. While 

the originally reclaimed section of El Batán had been converted into a public park 

and recreational facility, the land made available to the CIMMYT was made up of 

a combination of private land, owned by the Ritchie family, and reclaimed land 

that was never legally reassigned. This unassigned remainder had come to be 

known as government property.  Concurrent farmers and residents therein were 

defined as squatters by the Mexican government. Whether seeking to avoid 

turmoil upon arrival or in a gesture of sympathy for the plight of the occupying 

 
season. Ultimately the project failed, as CIMMYT researchers learned that small farmers could 
not rely on only one seed or planttype. With this knowledge came the understanding that to 
improve the yields, incomes, and ultimately the livelihood of small farmers, a multi-pronged 
approach that would have to address not only corn but also foodstuffs such as beans, peppers 
and squash as well as livestock. For more on Plan Puebla, see Michael Redclift, “Production 
Programs for Small Farmers: Plan Puebla as Myth and Reality,” Economic Development and 

Cultural Change 31, no. 3 (April 1983): 551–70, doi:10.1086/451341; Herman Felstehausen and 
Heliodoro Díaz-Cisneros, “The Strategy of Rural Development: The Puebla Initiative,” Human 

Organization 44, no. 4 (Winter 1985): 285–92, doi:10.17730/humo.44.4.e8h7tw42614l5687; and 
CIMMYT’s own assessment, Jairo Cano and Don Winkelmann, “Plan Puebla: Análisis de 
beneficios y costos,” El Trimestre Económico 39, no. 156 (October–December 1972): 783–96. 
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farmers, to this day the CIMMYT has left a very small corner of the property, near 

the highway, in their care.148  

 

Though Brubaker had learned to juggle competing interests in Plan Chapingo, 

this time the new facility’s programmatic purpose was singular: to create a state 

of the art research facility to house and support scientists focused on the 

development of genetically modified strains of corn and wheat. To do so, the site 

needed to host international researchers, as well as a seed repository from which 

resident scientists and the world population could draw. Easy-access 

transportation nodes were required, to bring shipments of germplasm and other 

supplies in and out of the Center. As the team set deadlines for new construction 

drawings to accommodate the project’s program requirements, they noted that a 

second well would be needed to irrigate surrounding lands and support demands 

for water on campus. Returning to Chicago, Brubaker and the Perkins + Will 

team sketched up their first CIMMYT proposal, reflecting the facility’s status as a 

hub for trans-national genetic and agricultural improvement.  

 

While the emergent plans designed by Brubaker would go unbuilt, within the 

dense history of the Green Revolution as told by economists, cultural historians 

and agricultural historians, the architect’s proposed forms, landscape, and vision 

speak to the previously untold history of the tensions implicit in the CIMMYT’s 

relationship to its environment, host nation and the agricultural materials upon 

 
148 [name], interview by author, [June 2017], CIMMYT. 
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which it would operate. The formal qualities of the facility’s proposed architectural 

identity emerged directly from Brubaker’s vision for the site’s second water tower, 

which featured a geometric pair of semicircles, joined in a boat-like configuration, 

balanced atop an open rectilinear stair-filled column. The focus on water and 

irrigation brought the history of this parcel of land into the facility’s present. As 

early as 1440, drawing from the Texcoco River, the land chosen for the CIMMYT 

was watered by some of the nation’s earliest irrigation systems. Utilizing a series 

of man-made canals, designed during the reign of Nezahualcoyotl, the region’s 

first water wheel (and namesake) was later established on this very site. 

Combining natural resources with human ingenuity, El Batán became a prized 

agricultural site for the Nahuatl, as well as colonial Spain and modern México, 

famed for the nation’s earliest wheat harvests, as well as a large supply of pulque 

(also known as agave wine, made from the maguey).  

 
Figure 63: Perkins + Will, Augusto H.  Álvarez, and Enrique Carral Icaza, Water Tower 
(CIMMYT), technical drawing, ca. 1967–1968, Augusto H. Álvarez, CIMMYT, México, Archive of 
Mexican Architects, UNAM, México City. 
 
Figure 64: Perkins + Will, Elevation (CIMMYT), , ca. 1967–1968, Archive of Mexican Architects, 
UNAM, México City. These early elevations feature a sculptural water tower, front and center, 
from which the semi-circular and arched elements of the Center’s formal articulation are drawn.  
 
Figure 65: Perkins + Will, CIMMYT Model 3, photograph, ca. 1967-1968, Brubaker Papers. The 
water tower stands as both functional and sculptural element at the front and center of the facility. 
Its semicircular form is inverted in the facilities upper windows and reappears in the stairwell-cum-
air vent projections that connect one building to the next across the campus plan.  
 

 
At the same time, poised like a chalice at the campus’ entrance, Brubaker’s 

water tower evokes nothing short of the form’s iconic, life-giving, religious futurity. 

It marks the next phase of human history, where, through the agricultural techno-

science developed by the CIMMYT, water, and irrigation would bring dry land to 
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an as yet unseen fecundity. Inverting and replicating this same semi-circular 

geometry across the campus in the form of windows, stairwell lofts, and vaulted 

ceilings, each building carries the water tower’s form forward in its elevation. A 

rendering of the facility’s administration building, signed by an unknown Radke, 

from 1967, reveals Brubaker’s intent. Upending the same semicircular form of the 

water-tower in the facility’s uppermost windows, the tower’s now inverted semi-

circles seem to pour their contents, here the science and agricultural 

improvement methods being developed within, back out onto the land below. At 

the same time, the building’s multi-story collonade seems to draw the landscape 

up and through its columns, creating a reciprocal irrigation system where 

innovation, landscape, and resources are co-produced. Planted within shallow 

pools from which the entire campus seems to rise, each building echoes the 

essential, albeit controversial nature, of one of the Green Revolution’s primary 

tools for success: heavy irrigation.  

 
Figure 66: Radke, CIMMYT Rendering, 1967, from The International Maize and Wheat 

Improvement Center: A Project of the Rockefeller Foundation, Proposal by Perkins + Will in 

association with Augusto H. Álvarez - Enrique Carral Icaza, 11, Brubaker Papers. The 

administration building appears to be growing out of its own irrigated landscape. The water 

tower’s now-inverted semi-circular forms seem to pour their contents--here the science and 

agricultural improvement methods being developed within--back out onto the land. At the same 

time, the building’s multi-story collonade seems to be drawing the landscape up and through its 

columns, creating a reciprocal irrigation system where innovation and resources are co-produced.  
 
 
In the 1960s one of the harshest critiques of the project’s water-intensive 

methods, developed under the project’s earlier name, the Mexican Agriculture 

Project (MAP) came from within the Mexican Secretary of Agriculture itself. Lead 

by Jesus Ruiz Uribe, members of the Institute for Agricultural Investigations 
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(Instituto de Investigaciones Agrícola, or IIA) challenged the MAP’s decision to 

improve only highly irrigated corn varieties. Developing varieties which made up 

only 5.3% of the country’s corn plantings, the MAP had neglected 94.7% of un-

irrigated corn fields, located in the nation’s predominantly dry, arid regions.149 

While Uribe Ruiz’s own research, directly devoted to dry-climate agriculture ran 

counter to that of Rockefeller funded scientists, and may have been competing 

with them for resources, drawing on this same report, in 1964 the United Nations 

Food and Agriculture Organization warned that the CIMMYT’s “technically 

intoxicated techniques” would drive peasants off of their subsistence plots into 

already dense and agriculturally unsupported cities.150  

 
Figure 67: Perkins + Will, CIMMYT: Center for the Improvement of Maize and Wheat, Model 3, 

ca. 1967-1968, Perkins + Will Corporate Archives, Chicago. While, in unbuilt Model 3, the central 

campus buildings retain Chapingo’s Hacienda structure, with an inner courtyard surrounded by 

individuated rectilinear buildings, in the CIMMYT plan, subsequent groupings encircling 

courtyards are built through conjunctions with, rather than separation from, the rest of the 

campus. CIMMYT Model 3 is designed to increase density and, ideally, collaboration across the 

facility.  

 

 

In plan, the proposed project still holds on to the iterated hacienda template first 

developed by the architect for Chapingo.  At the CIMMYT, however, Brubaker 

has reconfigured the National School of Agriculture’s open schema into a dense, 

molecular arrangement of overlapping and interlocking spaces, complemented 

by and replicated within the facility’s transportation and circulation infrastructure. 

These first models announced that at the new CIMMYT, proximity and 

 
149 Jennings, Foundations of International Agricultural Research, 70. 
150 See Adolfo López Mateos Files, Uribe Ruiz, “Problemas y Soluciones,” 506.1/15, Archivo 
General de la Nacion de México. Uribe Ruiz’ss objections are also mentioned in "U.N. Group 
Warns on Push to Cities," New York Times, July 21, 1964. 
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interconnections would replace Chapingo’s ill-connected faculty groups. Dividing 

the facility into groups by research concentration, spiral stairwell-cum-air vent 

spaces, positioned between and yet servicing more than one building at a time, 

took on the form of paddled blenders. As such, they were designed to not only 

facilitate the movement of humans and air between the floors, they were to mix 

the human and more-than-human elements of faculty and research--again the 

fluid and lifeblood of the center--by creating interconnection. Giving form to 

pronounced biological metaphors, the CIMMYT joins a cohort of organicist 

projects from the 1960s. As delineated by Arindam Dutta: 

 
If formal elaboration is de-emphasized, on the other hand, there is an 
over-elaboration of linkages into more and more abstruse patterns that 
highlight flows and connections. Relationships are emphasized over 
composition. . .  It is here that the old organicisms or vegetational images 
rear their head again. There are stems and branches, and there are 
rhizomes; circulation or mobility becomes the device to establish 
continuums between discrete programs or zones.151  
 

 

In elevation, the emphasis on mobility and flows gives the CIMMYT the distinct 

look of a modern airport (Again, see Figure 64). By that metaphor, the water 

tower becomes a signal tower, and each area of specialization is united by 

interior concourse walkways as thought, materiality, and identity--both 

departmental and biological--move and are changed between one laboratory, or 

meeting space, and the next.   

 

 
151 Dutta, “Incompletion,” in Systems and the South. 
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Articulating the CIMMYT’s own unified vision of nature’s inherent pliability in 

Brutalist from, Brubaker’s first proposal for the Center at El Batán was also a 

clear example of the development era’s favorite architectural style. While Reyner 

Banham defined “The New Brutalism” as a part of the drive to bring architecture 

into an ethical relationship marked by a sort of WYSIWYG (or what-you-see-is-

what-you-get) aesthetic, the CIMMYT and the post-Breton Woods development 

planners both turned to molded concrete for the style’s plasticity.152 The 

connection between the two is not coincidental.   

 

While histories of Brutalism often start with Peter and Allison Smithson, creating 

a through-line to Le Corbusier and the heights of modern architecture per 

Banham’s definition, both concrete’s blue-collar and high-brow histories offer 

alternatives. Made from a mixture of fine and coarse aggregate and a slurry, 

usually a lime-based binding agent, concrete has long been used to engineer 

many of humanity’s pronounced triumphs over nature: from the dome of the 

Pantheon (ca. 200) to the Erie Canal (1817-1825), to Eduardo Torroja’s thin 

shelled roofs (1930-35) and the Hoover Dam (1936). In 1925, concrete took on a 

new, explicit meaning with Mallet-Stevens’ attempt to control nature and, 

ultimately, delay death in his solution for the International Exhibition of Modern 

Industrial and Decorative Arts, Paris. Steven’s entry for the exhibition required 

four, tall, identical, living trees. When he realized that seasonal conditions would 

not provide the four trees he needed, Stevens exhibition entry, completed in 

 
152 Reyner Banham, “The New Brutalism,” Architectural Review (December 1955): 354–61; 
reprint, October, no. 136 (2011): 19–28, doi:10.1162/octo_a_00034.  
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partnership with Jan and Joel Martel, put the humanist properties of cement and 

aggregate on broad display.153 Creating four, identical, reinforced concrete, tree-

like structures, Stevens gave nature the sculpted perfection European landscape 

had so long pursued through more tedious methods of cultivation and pruning. 

While, in this exhibition, he showed concrete to be a possible replacement for 

naturally evolving flora, he also demonstrated that in the realm of landscape 

architecture and beyond, there is no need for human aspirations to be 

constrained by biological limitations. 

 
Figure 68: Radke, CIMMYT Atrium, architectural rendering, 1967, Archive of Mexican Architects, 

UNAM, México City.  

 

 
The CIMMYT’s Brutalist facade then, is as essential to the ideology of the Center 

as it is a technical solution to the facility’s programmatic needs. Yes, hydraulic 

concrete’s ability to set while wet made it particularly applicable for Brubaker’s 

well-watered CIMMYT, though it’s properties as a poor insulator would not be 

ideal in Texcoco’s warm climate. More importantly, however, duplicating the idea 

behind the water tower and semi-circular windows by using the same bush-

hammered technique that he specified for the sun-shade casings at Chapingo for 

the facility’s facade, the architect directly implied that the architecture and the 

knowledge held within it would offer the resources needed to withstand regional 

 
153 Fabiola Lopez-Duran and Nikki Moore, “From France to Brazil and Back: Le Corbusier, 
Architecture and Eugenics,” in Across Space and Time: Architecture and the Politics of 

Modernity, ed. Patrick Haughey, 159–74 (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Press, 2017). Lopez-
Duran further analyzes how architecture became a tool to shape so-called human improvement 
through partnerships between architects such as Le Corbusier and leading eugenicists of the 
early twentieth century in Lopez-Duran, Eugenics in the Garden. 
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climatic challenges. Like a large, enclosed, yet visually porous porch, one not 

unlike those found around the courtyards of regional haciendas, the CIMMYT 

was itself a shell and a mediator, molded by human will, to harness the effects of-

-and give humanity a sense of mastery over--an exteriorized nature. In effect, 

through this approach, the facility would also take on the look of an expansive 

and, perhaps, overbuilt greenhouse, equipped with substantially thicker walls, 

and artificial temperature control. Brubaker’s modified greenhouse design was 

not, however, built to house plants derived from the slow time of evolution. 

Inside, CIMMYT scientists were designing super seeds, in order to engineer 

crops which would not only stave off an impending global food crisis. Their goal 

went beyond the mere wintering of temperature sensitive flora, to ultimately lift 

national economies up, around the globe, into a stabilized prosperity, through 

increased agricultural exports.  

 

Thus both biologically and geo-politically, the overbuilt greenhouse would do 

more than protect the humans within from the elements outside. As a product of 

development thinking, it was also a conduit for shaping human-nature with 

human ingenuity, for molding economies and thus nation-states into their own 

heightened state of mastery over their surroundings. Seen in this way, the 

concrete, brutalist exterior of the CIMMYT was all the more the embodiment of 

the research inside. With few formal properties of their own, it seemed, the 

building’s concrete structure and the seeds within, could and would be 

manipulated to best suit the aims of its occupants.   
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VI. CONCLUSION, OR METABOLIZING MEXICO 

 

Upon seeing Perkins + Will’s first maquettes, CIMMYT director Wellhausen was 

extremely pleased with the proposal, stating that this new campus, defined by 

modular, cellular units, filled with lush landscapes, would be something truly new, 

in lock-step with the research to be conducted therein.154 While the scientific 

director was behind Brubaker’s first design, funding for the project hinged on 

whether or not the Ford Foundation was interested in partnering with the 

Rockefeller Foundation on this second facility. Yet their attention had already 

begun to reach beyond the CIMMYT, as further Rockefeller projects, drawing 

upon the fundamentals of Borlaug’s research, were under negotiation in 

Colombia, the Philippines, Nigeria, and India.155 Drawing upon their own 

experience creating expansive private development networks around the globe, 

Ford decided to leverage the Rockefeller Foundation’s scientific expertise to form 

a coalition of economic support. The result was a collaborative source of funding 

not just for the CIMMYT but for a worldwide network of commodity-driven 

facilities, known as the Consultative Group for International Agriculture Research, 

or CGIAR. National governments from Sweden to Japan signed on, as did the 

trans-governmental United Nations and private agro-business. To ensure 

impartiality and protect the intellectual as well as genetic property rights of the 

 
154 Officers Diaries, Edwin J.  Wellhausen, 1967-1968, RG-12, Folder 394, Box 514, RAC. 
155 For the history of the Rockefeller Foundation agricultural facilities in the Philippines, see Diana 
Martinez’ss “From Rice Research to Coconut Capital,” in Systems in the South. 
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CIMMYT’s discoveries, Ford and Rockefeller negotiated special legal recognition 

for the CIMMYT, including embassy-like protections and privileges--ranging from 

tax exemptions to intellectual property rights--for the workers and discoveries 

involved therein.   

 

Creating an atopic organization, without place and yet with extension, the 

CIMMYT’s final, realized plan reflects its untethered disposition. Reducing 

Brubaker’s first elaborate, porous networked plan to three (and later four) 

consolidated insular buildings, the new campus further withdrew from its national 

and ecological surroundings at almost every point of contact. In contradistinction 

to Chapingo’s solar orientation, utilizing brise-soleils, walkways and sun shades 

to harness climatic conditions to human advantage, this new research facility 

ensured a hard and fast separation of air-conditioned spaces from those exposed 

to the natural elements. Constructing a dense series of largely unperforated walls 

around air-conditioned flexible offices, classrooms and laboratories, as well as 

presentation facilities and two communal dining rooms, the final plans for the 

CIMMYT used concrete, brick and a minimum of glass to separate its air, life, 

and functions from the world outside. Relying on Perkins + Will’s experience 

designing flexible urban schools, following corporate models for flex-space, the 

final CIMMYT could easily blend into almost any office park in the U.S. or 

Europe. 
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Inside the final wheat research building, donated by the Japanese government as 

a living monument to the international collaboration behind Borlaug’s success, 

the prevalent courtyards which appeared in Brubaker’s first plans were reduced 

to a single depressed atrium. While sunlight entered the atrium through an 

expansive glass ceiling, this light was pragmatically filtered through an opaque 

film, softening the potential heat and glare of the sun while reducing human 

relationships to climate and weather. Creating a further barrier between the 

space and its intended courtyard-like feel, the architects employed an outsized 

egg-crate-shaped set of concrete cross-beams whose shadows loom over 

bystanders below. Finally, keeping the form of Chapingo’s breezeways, without 

their purpose, exterior walkways designed to serve as a transitional space 

between the sun and the campus’ workspaces were moved inside where they 

lined more interior, air-conditioned, atriums. 

 
Figure 69: Perkins + Will, Álvarez y Carral, CIMMYT Model. Consolidating the individual buildings 
of Model 3, in the maquette shown above, three campus buildings create a semi-circle around 
four greenhouses, while campus housing and dining facilities are moved into the northeast corner 
of the property. Upon donation by the Japanese government, a fourth fully enclosed building was 
constructed just southwest of the main administration building. Source: Archive of Mexican 
Architects, UNAM, México City. 
 
Figure 70: Atrium of CIMMYT, Archive of Mexican Architects, UNAM, México City. 
 
 
While Brubaker’s first plans for the CIMMYT offered visual continuity between 

inside and out through expansive glazing, in the realized CIMMYT, nature and 

biology are placed within a fully curated and controlled set of fishbowl-like 

atriums. Offset by declining staircases, the largest atrium floor housed a single 

standing desk for the building’s secretary or hostess. While her desk at the far 

end of the atrium would draw first-time visitors across the plant-lined floor, this 
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same elaborate foyer was set apart from all other offices, which were more easily 

accessed by the open hallways stacked along the atrium’s perimeter. Removing 

it from natural thruways by lowering the floor, the atrium essentially functioned as 

a terrarium where the facility’s few women and highly curated plant life, housed in 

embedded planters, served as biological decor.  

 

Excising surrounding ecologies, while testing seeds under idealized conditions 

supplemented by fertilizers, pesticides, and intense irrigation, CIMMYT research 

often transformed biological entities into appropriable, manipulable materials to 

be metabolized and decontextualized in the interest of modern development. Yet, 

the CIMMYT and its architects were certainly not the first to bend objects to suit 

human whim and will. The practice is at least as old as agriculture itself. While 

earlier discussions, herein, of the aesthetics of scientific neutrality, pointed to 

projects that leveraged techno-scientific questions to sideline social and political 

battles, by the 1950-60s, at the CIMMYT and other Green Revolution facilities to 

follow, the same aesthetic lens was transforming global ecologies into pliable, 

plastic entities in the service of human ingenuity.  

 

Reframing one of the predominant fixtures of modernity--the illusion of open 

space--the CIMMYT operated as if the tabula rasa of their laboratory benches 

could be projected onto the land itself. While the long view of modernity clearly 

depicts the human cultures--usually indigenous and almost always non-white--

who have been displaced by modernization and so-called development schemes 
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worldwide, the activities of the CIMMYT shifted this operation to the level of 

seeds, insects, and polycultures both above, and below ground, through the 

practice of so-called scientific neutrality.  

 

At the same time, a new form of metabolism was emerging from the attempt to 

control and commodify the generative aspects of life--manifest through the labor 

of women, animals, plants and other biological entities that are culturally 

construed as products rather than consumers of capital. While the term more 

commonly connotes the self-directed chemical and physical breakdown of 

nutrients to power biological organisms, metabolism herein expands this 

definition to describe an unspoken form of appropriation that operates upon, 

within and yet beyond individual biological systems, to be deployed at local, state 

and geopolitical levels in the interest of development during and after the Cold 

War. Metabolism thus marks the fact that by converting solar and other forms of 

energy into grain, muscle, milk, labor, leisure, and progeny, biological entities are 

uniquely capable of creating commodities that human ingenuity may partner with, 

absorb and even digest, but cannot produce on its own.   

 

Squaring off over the future of México’s agricultural development in Plan 

Chapingo, two visions for the country’s agro-economic metabolism collided with 

students protesting the nation’s own increasingly authoritarian government. While 

early histories of México’s development era perhaps too easily delineate the 

stark differences between those who held to the ideals of the Mexican Revolution 
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and those who aspired to the socio-economic transformations promised by the 

Green Revolution, the built environment records a more complex, stair-stepped, 

and nuanced story. In the end, the answer to this chapter’s original question, “for 

whom are México’s resources metabolized?” can be answered most clearly in 

the form taken by two different campuses, located less than 20 miles apart in 

México’s long-disputed, and still contested, agricultural training ground for both 

national and international development. Speaking to a time when negotiations, 

between climate and human needs, between local, national and international 

development planning still seemed possible, Brubaker, followed by Álvarez and 

Carral, articulated a techno-scientific answer to intrinsically political questions by 

orienting Plan Chapingo toward not the Mexican Revolution, nor the Green 

Revolution, but toward a third less contested revolution: that of the earth around 

the sun. Just down the road, the CIMMYT responds that there is often little need 

to negotiate as solutions to some of the world’s most pressing problems--namely 

hunger and overpopulation--must be answered by leveraging the same 

aesthetics of scientific neutrality embodied in the facility’s early and late brutalist 

style.  

 

Setting the stage for Rockefeller and Ford Foundation agricultural schools and 

institutes throughout the Global South, the divided campuses of the first site of 

the Green Revolution were replicated in facilities around the globe. They 

became, in fact, the model. In Colombia, the National School of Agriculture in 

Palmira would soon find itself next door to an international research facility, the 
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International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT), in Cali. In Peru, the same 

division would support both the National Agrarian University in Lima, and the 

International Potato Center (CIP), now in nearby suburbs. In Nigeria, the 

Philippines, India, Japan and even, formerly, in Syria, the bifurcated model would 

hold even if, or primarily because, the original Plan Chapingo campus could not.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

168 

CHAPTER 4:  

Evolution Custom Built 
 
 

Between 1932 and 1972, Colombian architects, scientists, politicians, and 

technocrats attempted to free humanity from the constraints of nature …and 

were met with developments in science and technology sufficient to do so.  

Tracking the late twentieth-century techno-scientific impetus to re/design the 

shape of the future, from the level of genes to the scale of the Colombian built 

environment, this chapter examines three projects which paired the 

modernization of the built environment with the modernization of the population 

in order to escalate productivity in Colombia’s biological entities.   

 

Analyzing the shift from colonial to art deco and finally techno-modern 

architecture, this chapter connects three distinct styles to the ideas, politics, and 

theories of more-than-human improvement of their time to show, how, in the era 

before genetic modification, the built environment played an essential role in 

shaping more-than-human Colombian populations. Thus, this chapter begins with 

an examination of German-cum-Colombian architect Leopoldo Rother’s attempts 

to transform Colombian populations and urbanism in his plans for the National 

University of Colombia in Bogotá (1938). Next, this work interrogates Rother’s 

attempts to design for the evolving Colombian vision of more-than-human 

“improvement” by combining the traditions of Colombia’s architectural haciendas-

-the first industrial model in the new world--with modern experiments in the 
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International Style at the National School of Agronomy (1948), just outside of 

Palmira. Finally, this project finishes with a brief glance at the architecture of the 

International Center for Tropical Agriculture (1972), known as the CIAT, where 

modernization attempts born in the human realm were fully sublimated into the 

realm of commodity production, within the Colombian iteration of the 

technoscientific transformation of global agriculture now known as the Green 

Revolution.  

 

Moving from national and international collaborations which aimed to bring 

advanced education and thus so-called human improvement from the capitol to 

the countryside, this chapter demonstrates how architecture, agriculture, and 

aesthetics marked a subtle shift, rather than a dramatic jump, from the nation’s 

early hacienda model of agricultural, socio-political, and territorial domination to 

the techno-scientific model of biological management and modification. As the 

sections to follow will argue, if early colonial projects sought to transform human 

and nonhuman populations and their surrounding ecosystems through 

mechanical and ideological means, by the late nineteenth and early 20th 

centuries, medical, genetic and agricultural interventions represented the next 

stage of appropriating the biological vitality of on the nation’s so-called natural 

resources, both human and more than human. From the design of the first 

Colombian university campus to the architecture of the nation’s 

internationalization of agricultural development, this chapter argues that the 

modernization of the built environment and the modernization of the population 
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were joined, hand in hand, to escalate the productivity of Colombia’s biological 

populations.   

 

I. DESIGNING MODERN COLOMBIA: THE NATIONAL 
UNIVERSITY OF COLOMBIA 
 
In 1936, Germany’s former Deputy Director of National Building and 

Development, Leopoldo Friedrich Rother, moved to Colombia. Responding to an 

announcement issued by the Colombian government inviting foreign architects to 

join in projects of national importance, Rother took a position in the Colombian 

Ministry of Public Works (la Dirección de Edificios Nacionales del Ministerio de 

Obras Públicas) after structural anti-semitism, embodied in the National Socialist 

Nuremberg Laws of 1935 and their precedents, relieved Rother of his German 

post. His experience planning Clausthal University and working for the office of 

National Building and development made him a desirable candidate for an office 

tasked with creating the Master Plan for the University of Colombia (1938-1945) 

in Bogotá. Facing a second round of racialized conceptions of citizenship 

Rother’s Northern European background would have given his Colombian 

counterparts further incentive to hire.  

 

Rother arrived in Colombia during the first term of Alfonso López Pumarejo’s 

presidency (1934-38).156 After more than fifty years of Conservative rule, buffered 

 
156 Alfonso López Pumarejo served two terms as president of Colombia: the first from 1934 to 
1938, and the second from 1942 to 1945. 



 

 

171 

by two terms under Liberal Enrique Olaya Herrera, the nation’s second Liberal 

President of the twentieth century assumed the office and instituted a series of 

reforms known as the “Revolución en Marcha” (Revolution on the March).157 

Inspired by México’s 1917 Constitution, which included progressive land reform 

measures, support for labor unions and state responsibility for both the national 

economy and education, Pumarejo also incorporated ideas from the American 

Popular Revolutionary Alliance (Alianza Popular Revolucionaria Americana) of 

Peru and Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal into his agenda. Promoting Import 

Substitution Industrialization (ISI) while shifting a larger portion of the tax burden 

from the laboring classes to the elite, and at the same time restricting the role of 

the Church and instituting women’s suffrage, the Revolution on the March aimed 

to support working, urban populations and industrialists while diminishing the 

power of the rural elite. During the first two years of López Pumarejo’s economic 

policies, industrial production rose as much as 12% annually just as the national 

budget increased by just under 70%, bolstered by an increase in tax returns at 

nearly six times their previous rate.158   

 

Figure 71: Oswaldo R. Buckle, Map of Bogotá (Plano de Bogotá), from Revista del Banco de la 

República, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. Buckle’s map illustrates 
the state of urban development in Bogotá in 1933, with parks denoted in teal and housing, state 
and commercial spaces in red.  
 
Figure 72: Untitled (contemporary schematic created from a 1937 urban plan), Archivo Central 
Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. The schematic locates the new campus of the 

 
157 Richard Stoller, “Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo and Liberal Radicalism in 1930s Colombia,” Journal 

of Latin American Studies 27, no. 2 (May 1995): 367, doi:10.1017/s0022216x00010798. 
158 Plinio Apuleyo Mendoza and Alberto Camacho Angarita, eds., El liberalismo en el gobierno: 

Sus Hombres, sus ideas, su obra 1930-1946, 3 vols. (Bogotá: Editorial Antena, 1946): 84–85.  
See also Jesús Antonio Bejarano Ávila, “La economía entre 1930 y 1945,” Nueva Historia de 

Colombia (Bogotá: 1989).  
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National University of Colombia as well as the faculties of Law, Veterinary Science, Architecture 
and the Botanical Institute within the campus plan.  
 

 

With an increase in state revenue to draw from, López Pumarejo focused 

significant efforts on the expansion of education, appointing 10% of all incoming 

taxes between 1934 and 1936 to the equivalent of elementary, high school and 

university campus development.159 Until 1938 the University of Colombia had 

been composed of a series of disparate faculties, including Law, Medicine, and 

Engineering, scattered throughout the city. After making the University 

independent of state authority in 1935, and thus opening matriculation to a wider 

swath of the population, the President began to pursue a location for its new, 

consolidated campus. Given prohibitive costs for vast tracts of land within central 

Bogotá, López Pumarejo took an increasing interest in an area of approximately 

130 hectares which composed part of Jose Joaquín Vargas’ Hacienda El Salitre, 

located in the vacant center of Bogotá’s horseshoe-shaped limits and deeded, 

upon Vargas’ passing to public use. For those who argued the donated location 

was too far away, the President would pull out a map to show them just how 

central the campus would become. Those still unconvinced would be treated to 

an aerial flyover.160 In the end, López Pumarejo’s desired site also became the 

first choice of the University’s architectural planners, Fritz Karsen, former Director 

 
159 López Pumarejo joined in over fifty years of school construction and modern nation-building. 
His predecessors transformed properties developed for education by the Jesuits, creating open-
air schools, Montessori schools, and other novel modes of teaching focused on bringing health, 
productivity and prosperity to Colombia through mass education. Rafael Maldonado Tapias, 
Historia de la arquitectura escolar en Colombia (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 
1999). 
160 Eduardo Zuleta Angel, El Presidente López Pumarejo (Bogotá: Ediciones Gamma 1986), 121. 



 

 

173 

of the Karl Marx Institute in Berlin and current Director of the Dirección de 

Edificios Nacionales del Ministerio de Obras Públicas, as well as as sub-Director 

of the Office of National Buildings, Leopoldo Rother. In their hands, the 

undeveloped center of the region would serve as the modern tabula rasa upon 

which new urban plans, new architectural techniques, and new visions for the 

nation would be built. 

 
A: The Campus Plan 

 

While the University Cities of Latin America--including the University of Caracas, 

(designed by Carlos Raul Villanueva, 1940-1960), the Autonomous University of 

México, in México City (designed by a group of architects including Mario Pani, 

Enrique del Moral and José Villagrán García among others, throughout the 

1950s) and others including the University of Sao Paulo, Brazil (1960s)--became 

signposts for modern architectural development and planning throughout Latin 

America, in 1935, when López Pumarejo began to foster the idea, none of the 

above iconic mid-twentieth century examples yet existed. As the name implies, 

University Cities emerged not only new models for University planning, they were 

designed to set the tone for new urban structures, and as such they looked to 

both utopian and extant models.  

 

Figure 73: Fritz Karsen, Relación entre las materias dictadas y las facultades (Relationship 
Between Required Schools and Their Material (Functional) Fequirements), 1936, from Luz 
Amorocho, Universidad Nacional de Colombia: Planta Física, 1867–1982 (Bogotá: Proa, 1982). 

 

In 1936, Karsen took an inventory of the diverse departments and divisions to be 

brought together within the unified campus of the new National University of 
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Colombia. Representing his findings in graphic form, the National Buildings 

Director drew a series of concentric circles. While the innermost circle stood in its 

pure, unlabeled, geometric form, the second ring hosted a series of smaller 

circles whose numbers, placed in a clockwise manner, correspond to each of 

University's departments, beginning with the Department of Pharmacy at number 

1, and ending with the School of Medicine at number 15. Just beyond the 

outermost circle, Karsen created a radiating list of physical and material 

requirements for each of the departments. Using lines and spokes to connect 

each requirement to its department, Karsen visualized his concern that, “the 

repetition of many of the materials for different departments leads to an 

unnecessary multiplication and an obvious augmentation of costs to conceive the 

University.”161   

 
Figure 74: Leopoldo Rother, Course notes on the development of the University City in Bogotá, 
comparing Rother and Fritz Karsen’s early plan to older Renaissance and utopian plans, 
Biblioteca Central, Universidad Nacional, Bogotá.  

 

While Karsen’s series of concentric circles helps illustrate a way to bring 

efficiency into the design of the National University campus, as noted in Leopoldo 

Rother’s later lectures in the Architecture Department at the National University, 

the Director’s concentric circles point to earlier utopian plans by architectural 

thinkers from Vitruvius to Ebenezer Howard and the social philosopher Thomas 

More which sought to install ideals of equality into their centripetal plans.  

 

 
161 La Universidad del siglo XXI: Plan de regularización y manejo de la Universidad Nacional de 

Colombia sede Bogotá (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2010), 16-17. 
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Figure 75: Luis Prieto Souza and Manuel Parra, Ciudad Universitaria Bogotá, Proyectaron Luis 

Prieto Souza y Manuel Parra, Arquitectos, 1936, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad 
Nacional, Bogotá.  
 
Figure 76: Fritz Karsen and Leopoldo Rother, Plan of Ciudad Universitaria Bogotá, 1936, Archivo 
Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. Taking inspiration from both electrical 
circuitry and the unmistakable imagery of biology’s ovate lifeforce, the influence of Art Deco on 
this early plan is unmistakable.  
 
 
In November of 1937, modernizing the discarded neoclassical model of the 

University’s first planners--Mexican architects Luis Prieto Souza and Manuel 

Parra, who in July of 1936 drafted the first unified plan for the new University--

Rother submitted what he understood to be nothing more than his own direct 

interpretation of Karsen’s concentric diagram.162 Yet, replicating the Director’s 

concentric circles through the construction of concentric walkways and and 

streets, Rother’s combination of rectilinear and curved forms seem to combine 

both the aesthetics of electrical circuitry and biological, even insect-like imagery 

with the influence of Art Deco. Drawing on electrical forms, the bulbous shape of 

the campus perimeter attaches to the city streets at the top of the plan as a bulb 

to a socket, creating an immediate connection between the new campus and the 

populations of Bogotá, whose energy would power the school just as the campus 

would light the nation. Pathways drawn to and from the departmental buildings 

further replicate the graphic form of power lines and electrical cords, which draw 

energy from the unplanned areas surrounding the inner campus, where student 

and faculty housing would be located.  

 

 
162 Carlos Niño Murcia, “La Ciudad Universitaria de Bogotá,” Revista Credencial, August 2018, 
accessed July 26, 2019, http://www.revistacredencial.com/credencial/historia/temas/la-ciudad-
universitaria-de-bogota. 
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Synchronizing modern energy with biological imagery, Rother’s plan, I contend, 

was also heavily influenced by a very different idea of modernization and 

improvement which dominated medical and planning discourses from the late 

nineteenth century to mid-twentieth century: the discourses of eugenics and 

social hygiene--an economic science focused on the medicalized production and 

reproduction of human capital. As architectural historian Fabiola Lopez-Duran 

has elsewhere argued, social hygiene and the pseudo-science Lamarckian 

eugenics, dominant in Latin America, instrumentalized the emerging field of 

genetic research as well as social science and the built environment in an 

attempt to transform the human species in the interest of modern productivity.163  

 

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, translating ideas about racial 

purification through medicalization and built form into an attack on so-called 

racial degeneration, the European Musée Social and North American Rockefeller 

Foundation (then tellingly called the International Health Board) worked with their 

Colombian counterparts, including doctors, politicians, and architects, to 

transform the nation’s populations in the interest of health and productivity.164 In 

1873, the Society for Medicine and the Natural Sciences became the state’s 

 
163 Lopez-Duran, Eugenics in the Garden; Lily E. Kay, The Molecular Vision of Life: Caltech, the 

Rockefeller Foundation, and the Rise of the New Biology (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1993). While foreign bacteria and viruses have played a constitutive role in transforming the 

constitutions of colonized populations for centuries, death and miscegenation were often 

unwieldy, or in other words, unpredictable, tools for achieving such an outcome. See Stepan, 

“The Hour of Eugenics” and Zandra Pedraza, “El debate eugenésico: Una Visión de la 

modernidad en Colombia,” Revista de Antropología y Arqueología 91, no.1 (1997): 115–59.  
164 Lopez-Duran, Eugenics in the Garden.  
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representative for all questions pertaining to public and personal hygiene.165 By 

1886, the newly created National Board of Public Hygiene was authorized to 

work with the Ministry of Public Works in order to instrumentalize the nation’s 

architecture and cities in the interest of modernization and health. This 

partnership oversaw the creation of institutions to eradicate so-called social 

diseases, including tuberculosis and sexually transmitted diseases, while 

fostering new medical facilities and procedures to guide the nation toward future 

health and productivity through close monitoring of pre- and post-human 

reproduction.166 In 1931, the National Department of Hygiene opened what would 

become by 1938 the Department of Child and Maternal Protection, which kept 

statistics on the spread of communicable diseases which might affect 

reproduction and child-rearing, while monitoring demographics and mortality 

indicators in the interest of eugenic breeding programs.167   

 
165 Diana Obregón, Sociedades científicas en Colombia: La Invención de una tradición, 1859–
1936 (Bogotá: Banco de la República, 1992); Mario Hernández, La Salud fragmentada en 

Colombia, 1910–1946 (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2002); Emilio Quevedo et al., 
Café y Gusano, Mosquitos y petróleo: El tránsito desde la higiene hacia la medicina tropical y la 

salud pública en Colombia 1873–1953 (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2004). 
166 Mario Hernández Álvarez, La fragmentación de la salud en Argentina y Colombia: Una 

comparación sociopolítica, 1880-1950 (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Facultad de 
Arquitectura, 2004), 65. For more on the types of facilities created to address so-called 
degeneration and instill health, see Jorge Bejarano, “Los consultorios y clínicas prenupciales 
como medio de lucha contra las enfermedades venéreas,“ Revista de la Facultad de Medicina, 3, 
no. 11 (1935): 670–74; Enrique Enciso, “Problema y campaña contra las enfermedades 
venéreas. ¿Qué es la higiene social?” Repertorio de Medicina y Cirugía 19, no. 19 (1928): 414–
25; and Abel Martínez, La degeneración de la raza: La Mayor controversia científica de la 

intelectualidad colombiana: Miguel Jiménez López, 1913–1935 (Bogotá: Fundación para la 
Investigación y Desarrolo de la Salud y la Seguridad Social, 2016). 
167 Catalina Muñoz Rojas, Los Problemas de la raza en Colombia: Más allá del problema racial: 

El Determinismo geográfico y las 'dolencias sociales' (Bogotá: Editorial Universidad del Rosario, 
2011); Laurentino Munoz, La Tragedia biológica del pueblo colombiano: Estudio de observación 

y de vulgarización, 2nd ed. (Bogotá: Editions Antena, 1939); Carlos Ernesto Noguera Ramírez, 
Medicina y política: Discurso médico y prácticas higiénicas durante la primera mitad del siglo XX 

en Colombia (Medellín: Fondo Editorial Universidad Eafit, 2003); and Carlos Ernesto Noguera 
Ramírez, “Los Manuales de higiene: Instrucciones para civilizar al pueblo,” Revista Educación y 
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Regulatory Decree 491 of 1904 gave the Central Hygiene Board, later the 

Department of Hygiene, authority to regulate the architecture of schools and 

other public buildings.168 In 1906, Dr. Carlos de Greiff issued some of the earliest 

prescriptions which leveraged school buildings in the fight against racial 

degeneration and for biological improvement at a conference for social hygiene 

and eugenics held in Medellin.169 Adopted by then Minister of Public Instruction, 

Carlos E. Restrepo, (whose office was later called the Ministry of Public 

Instruction and Hygiene) these correctives included a plan for future school 

development.170 On February 26, 1936, the National Department of Hygiene 

(Departamento Nacional de Hygiene) issued a resolution, drawing upon Grieff’s 

pronouncements, which outlined norms to which all scholarly buildings must 

conform--including the University of Colombia. Each campus was required to 

include 25 square meters of space per student, 20% of which must be garden or 

green space. No scholarly campus can come within less than 200 meters of 

public markets, hospitals, or cemeteries. Classroom design must allot one and a 

half meters of space per student while following strict requirements for lighting, 

hallway dimensions, stairwell design as well as ceiling height requirements. 

 
Pedagogía 14, no. 34 (2002): 277–88; Zandra Pedraza, “El debate eugenésico: Una Visión de la 
modernidad en Colombia,” Revista de Antropología y Arqueología 91, no.1 (1997): 115–59. 
168  In 1903, Law 39, known as Uribe’s law, reorganized Colombian education, shifting control 
from state to regional authorities, institutionalizing Catholic education, and emphasizing the 
importance of agricultural training. Rafael Maldonado Tapais, Historia de la arquitectura escolar 

en Colombia (Bogotá: Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 1999), 80–120. 
169 Carlos de Greiff, Conferencias de higiene en las escuelas de Medellín (Medellin: El Comercio, 
1907). 
170 Tapias, Historia de la arquitectura escolar en Colombia. See Escuela para 50 alumnos (1911). 
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Corresponding specifications also became law for dining halls, kitchens, and 

restrooms.171  

 
Bringing light, fresh air and green spaces to schools and institutions across 

modern Colombia, one would hardly argue that these modes of disciplining the 

body are harmful, or should be reversed. At the same time, these early 

discourses of social hygiene and human improvement not only form a key and 

yet almost unrecognized part of the trajectory of Colombia’s biological and 

architectural modernization, they are written into the shape of the built 

environment itself. Returning to Rother’s plan for the National University of 

Colombia in light of the influence of social hygiene in the planning and 

possibilities for school and university structures, one might now read the plan 

quite differently. Moving between Karsen’s unlabeled and untouched singular 

circle at the center of his organizational diagram and Rother’s November 1936 

plan, the latter’s stretching of the original circle into a more elliptical form takes 

on a primal, biological significance. The lake at the center of the plan, read in this 

manner, now takes the form of perfect egg. As labeled in Rother’s plan, it's clear 

that this egg now hovers above the curved plinth of the school of Zoology, 

bolstered by the life-blood of the campus’ sports facilities while being at once 

softly cushioned and also secured in place by the highly constructed landscape 

of the uterine-campus. As each departmental building makes a right angle at the 

edge nearest the plan’s center, these modern, rectilinear structures both protect 

 
171 Tapias, Historia de la arquitectura escolar en Colombia, 112. 
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and open before the phallic shape of the School of Philosophy, centered above 

the egg. Bringing production and reproduction to the heart plan, the implications 

are less than subtle: here within the new campus for the University of Colombia, 

the assertive love of wisdom will penetrate, explore, and circulate the secrets of 

biological life. 

 
Figure 77: Leopoldo Rother, Landscaping Plan for the Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 
Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. 
 

 

 

In Rother’s landscape plan for the University, the campus itself was designed to 

team with life.172 Dense forest would surround the campus’ perimeter as the 

foliage slowly became shorter in height and rationally appointed. These early 

designs for the the University City of Bogotá’s landscape create an uncanny 

alliance with plans for the modernization of Latin America’s largest cities, 

perhaps best exemplified by the work of Lucio Costa’s plan for Brasilia, where 

the park-like spaces surrounding the planned city were designed to function as 

hygienic urban lungs, to clean the city from disease.173 This style of planning is 

also visible in the work of Charles Thays, the French landscape architect who 

designed the Parque de los Patricios in Buenos Aires.174 Whether one reads the 

 
172 Utilizing the forest as both a literal and metaphorical, natural air purifier, the campus sits in 
what Martin Heidegger would come to prize as “the clearing” (eine lichtung) where dasein (being) 
could, in his early writings, apprehend itself. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John 
Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (Malden, MA: Oxford University Press: 1962), 171. 
173 Paulo Tavares, “Modern Frontiers: Beyond Brasilia, the Amazon,” in Latin American Modern 

Architectures: Ambiguous Territories, ed. Patricio del Real and Helen Gyger, 191–212 (New York: 
Routledge, 2012). 
174 Concurrently, see Fabiola Lopez-Duran and Nikki Moore, “Meat-Milieu: Medicalization, 

Aestheticization, and Productivity in Buenos Aires and its Pampas, 1868–1950,” Urban History 

45, no. 2 (May 2018): 253–274, doi:10.1017/s0963926817000438. See also S. Berjman, Plazas y 
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plan as a bug or beetle held tightly within a rhomboid created by proposed city 

streets, or as a uterus to birth the new, hygienic nation, the play between nature 

and culture, between constructed biologies and modernization are at play in 

Rother’s plans for the Colombia’s new University City. 

 
Figure 78: Fritz Karsen and Leopoldo Rother, Plano Ciudad Universitaria Bogotá, February 1937, 
Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. The plan shifts from its art deco 
inspiration to a classical plan for creating monumentality.  As philosophy loses its privileged 
place, the entire campus plan aims toward the ecstatic ovate form at the University’s center.  
 

Figure 79: Leopoldo Rother, Plano Ciudad Universitaria Bogotá, March 1937, Archivo Central 
Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. As the program and needs of each departmental 
building begin to emerge, the rigor of the classic plan gives way to a hybrid form. Source: Archivo 

Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá, Colombia. 
 

Figure 80: Leopoldo Rother, Plano de la Ciudad Universitaria de Bogota, 1939, Archivo Central 
Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá.  
 

 

The architect’s plan for the University City had been through a series of iterations 

inflected by Colombian national interests. Under the influence of the Office of 

Planning, by February of 1937, the project reworked Souza and Parra’s earliest 

proposal to reflect Karsen’s oval. Focused on symmetry and the construction of a 

monumental image for the campus, classical ideals determined the shape of 

each departmental building in a top-down manner. At the same time, in the 

February 1937 plan, two roads which move toward the center of campus at right 

angles, push through the ovate boundaries, never reaching the now-occupied 

center. Demarcated by perforation, the original ovoid shape is now penetrated 

more forcefully by four departmental buildings, as philosophy loses its privileged 

relationship to the nation’s future. In March of 1937, the aesthetic rigor of the 

 
parques de Buenos Aires: La Obra de los paisajistas franceses, 1860-1930: André, Courtois, 

Thays, Bouvard, Forestier (Buenos Aires: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1998), 137–40. 
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classical campus was relaxed as departmental buildings conformed to the needs 

of their program, rather than the image of the overall plan. A model created by 

Rother in late 1937 gives form to a fourth possibility offered by the architect 

which displays the tension between his own modernist inclinations and the 

necessities of his position within the National Ministry of Public Works. In the 

model, classical forms intermingle with modern arrangements of suspended 

rectangular buildings in the lower part of the campus, while the central focal point 

of the plan coalesces in a bizarre, radial set of buildings which seem to crown the 

persistent center oval. It is this final plan that Rother would call the University 

Owl, as the sports facilities, specifically the two planned tracks at the top of the 

plan, take on the appearance of large eyes, while planned student housing 

radiates out to the right and left of this new owl’s upper body, like small wings. 

 
Figure 81: Leopoldo Rother, Course Lecture Notes, Axonometric Schematic of Walter Gropius’ 

Bauhaus School in Dessau Informs the Plan for Rother’s Normal School in Pamplona, built in 

1936, from Hans Rother, Leopoldo Rother: Vida y obra. (Bogota: Fondo Editorial Escala, 1984). 
  
 
Figure 82: Leopoldo Rother, architectural drawing for Pamplona Normal School, Colombia, 1936, 
Leopoldo Rother Archives, Bogota.  
 
 

Moved by the work of Walter Gropius and the Bauhaus, as well as his 

contemporaries within the Ministry of Public Works and his understanding of 

Latin American modernism, as absorbed through the pages of MoMA’s Brazil 

Builds (sent to the Ministry at the direct request of Nelson Rockefeller’s Office of 

the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs), Rother’s final plan and architectural 

designs for the National University in Bogotá were early attempts the synthesize 



 

 

183 

his influences.175 One year prior, in his 1936 plans for the Escuela Normal de 

Pamplona (Pamplona Normal School), Rother took inspiration from Walter 

Gropius Bauhaus School, in Dessau, Germany. As Rother worked toward a 

suitable arrangement of the school’s classrooms, cafeteria and gym, he drew 

from the double-L shaped footprint of Gropius’ Bauhaus School. Taking further 

cues from Gropius Bauhaus School, as well as Karsen’s original plan for material 

efficiency, Rother assigned each department its own building. In doing so he 

reduced the need to replicate specialized spaces by asking students, rather than 

faculty, to move about the campus. Whether inspired by Karsen and Rother or 

influencing Rother’s strategy, by 1937, Director of Education Eusebio Santamaria 

would mandate a similar approach for all Colombian school facilities. In the 

interest of bringing modern construction techniques to campus, each 

departmental building was spec’d with reinforced concrete, though budget and a 

lack of technicians sometimes inhibited their full articulation. Blending colonial 

aesthetics with modern European projects in the emergent International Style, 

each building on campus, which came to be called Ciudad Blanca (the White 

City), was finished in white stucco--a point which will be further developed 

shortly.  

 

Again facing racialized conceptions of citizenship in his new Colombian home, 

Rother was now, unwittingly, on the opposite side of the early twentieth-century 

 
175 Report from the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, by Rene D’Harnoncourt. 
Archives of the Museum of Modern Art / RAC. 
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racial hierarchy which used pseudo-science and myth to justify white privilege.176 

Modern Colombian constructions of race date back to the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, during the colonial period, when Spain’s certification of so-

called blood purity migrated into somatic judgments regarding one’s heritage 

based on visible markers including skin color and physiognomy.177 By the 

nineteenth century, laws restricting aspirations toward whiteness and whitening, 

conflated with Colombian national identity, were eliminated, such that 

miscegenation and participation in traditionally white social space opened narrow 

gaps, which aimed more closely at legitimizing Republican power than 

representation or recognition.178 However, at the turn of the century, immigration 

became one more way to increase the influence of so-called whiteness in the 

Colombian population.179 Long lamenting the perceived detrimental influence of 

the nation’s tropical environment on Colombian productivity and industry, the call 

 
176 Peter Wade, Race and Ethnicity in Latin America (London: Pluto Press, 2010); Nancy 

Appelbaum, Anne S. Macpherson, and Karin Alejandra Rosemblatt, eds., Race and Nation in 

Modern Latin America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003);  Julio Arias, Nación 

y diferencia en el siglo XIX colombiano: Orden nacional, racialismo y taxonomías poblacionales 

(Bogotá: Universidad de los andes, 2005); Federico Guillermo Serrano-López, Federico 

Guillermo, and Miguel Somoza-Rodríguez, “Social Constructs Regarding the Physical and Sexual 

Energy of Whites, Indigenous South Americans, and Blacks in Spanish and Colombian Primary 

School Reading Books Between 1900 and 1960,” History of Education 46, no. 5 (2017): 578–94, 
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177 Leal Leon 2010: 392, via Maria Viveros Vigoya, “Social Mobility, Whiteness and Whitening in 

Colombia,” Journal of Latin American and Caribbean Anthropology 20, no. 3 (2015): 499. 
178 Viveros Vigoya, “Social Mobility, Whiteness and Whitening in Colombia,” 499.  
179 “In the 1920s and 1930s the Conservative discourse that denigrated the indigenous and Afro-
Colombian peoples remained a powerful one.  In 1918, for example, Dr. Miguel Jimenez Lopez 
wrote and spoke of the ‘degeneration’ of the Colombian race due in part to the presence of 
African and indigenous blood (Helg 1989, 42). Laureano Gomez, the leader of the Conservative 
Party in the 1930s, shared Lopez’ss ideas and made a number of speeches stress the 
backwardness of non-European races.” Brett Troyan, “Re-Imagining the ‘Indian’ and the State: 
Indigenismo in Colombia, 1926–1947,” Canadian Journal of Latin American and Caribbean 

Studies 33, no. 65 (2008): 89, doi:10.1080/08263663.2008.10816941. 
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answered by Rother to join architectural attempts at modern nation-building was 

one of many efforts to bring Northern European bloodlines into the national stock. 

 

In 1938, as Rother’s first buildings went up at the University of Colombia, he 

faced the backlash of Colombian-born architects protesting the loss of significant 

commissions to their European-born counterparts. On November eighteenth, 

1938, El Nuevo Siglo published a statement written by the Colombia Architects 

Association requesting protections for native-born professionals. As evidence of 

the need, the statement, written by Julio Bonilla Plato, Gabriel E. Serrano, Luis 

Cortés Silva, Pepe González Concha, and Alberto Manrique Martín listed the 

following five points in their defense: 

1. There are too many foreign architects in Colombian cities.  
 
2. We emphatically declare that these foreigners cannot teach us anything 
new, since most Colombian Architects have already been to their 
countries to learn what they need.  
 
3. We explain that there are enough Colombians in this profession to meet 
all the architectural needs of the land.  
  
4. We deny the need for the immigration of people of the so-called higher 
race and reject the statement regarding this alleged superiority altogether 
as a sad, romantic and narrow view.   
 
5. And we say that we alone should decide for ourselves how our young 
and healthy nation should take shape: neither foreigners of today nor 
foreigners from yesterday, with their colonial style, are required to help us 
do so.180 

 
By publicly decrying policies giving preference to people “of the so-called higher 

race” the statements’ authors created a historical reference, pointing to the 

 
180 El Nuevo Siglo (Bogota), November 19, 1938. 
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prevalence of racialized immigration and its impact on the Colombian built 

environment. Only recently free of Spanish colonial rule, it is clear that Bonilla, 

Serrano, Cortés Silva, González Concha and Manrique Martín, each of which 

participated in the design of primary and secondary school campuses throughout 

the country, were committed to developing a uniquely Colombian architectural 

style and felt shut out from the opportunity to do so.  

 

Collaborating with the Department of Public Hygiene, Colombia’s Office of Public 

Works ensured that attempts to modernize Colombia’s industries, educational 

systems, and politics, went hand in hand with these same pseudo-scientific 

attempts to modernize the population. Moving away from the heavy-handed 

colonial model of social transformation through forced labor (and often 

extermination), the state now looked to more advanced, technological solutions. 

And Rother’s architecture for the National University points us directly to that 

shift.   

 
B: The Campus Architecture 

 
Rother's built works for the National University of Colombia campus mark the 

architect’s own efforts to reconfigure the colonial hacienda model of socio-

political and territorial development toward the modern techno-scientific model 

embodied by the architecture of the Bauhaus and European modernism. In his 

Ciudad Blanca at the National University of Colombia in Bogotá, Rother, in part, 

looked to an early form of colonial mastery over human and more-than-human 

biology in order to create a blended image of modern and pre-modernist 
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Colombia. His attempted synergy drew directly upon the white, stucco facades 

brought to fruition in Latin America by Spanish colonists seeking to replicate the 

aesthetics of their homeland in foreign and unknown territory. As the pre-modern 

machines of combined ecological, human, and capital appropriation par 

excellence, the Spanish haciendas which set the stage for Rother’s work, 

represented not only colonization by a foreign power, but also the nineteenth and 

early twentieth-century Republican hold on Colombia’s future. Controlling the 

vast majority of arable land, the rural elite and the Catholic Church together 

managed the nation’s primary sources of wealth, and thus it’s politics.  

 
Figure 83: Antonio Castañeda, Hacienda El Salitre, Bogotá (after restoration), from German 
Tellez, Casa de Hacienda: Arquitectura en el campo colombiano (Bogotá: Villegas editores, 
2000). When proprietor and philanthropist Joaquin Vargas died, he deeded the entire estate of 
Hacienda El Salitre to the state, specifying that the land was to be used for the common good. 
The National University of Colombia was built on a portion of the land, while a hospital, public 
park, and neighborhoods were built on the remaining lands. El Salitre’s stone colonnade (as 
opposed to wooden porches) figures most prominently on haciendas in proximity to urban areas.  
 
Figure 84: Antonio Castañeda, Casa Japio, from Tellez, Casa de Hacienda. Caso Japio was a 
working sugar plantation, complete with trapiche (sugar mill) and aqueduct. The two-story 
structure, with a wooden porch, is typical of sugar plantation throughout the Cauca Valley.  
 
Figure 85: Antonio Castañeda, Hacienda El Concepción Amaime, from Tellez, Casa de 

Hacienda. 
 
 

Political, social, and what I am calling bio-colonial control over rural Colombia 

was maintained through the form and function of the region’s vast haciendas. 

These bio-colonial entities functioned as metabolizing machines to transform the 

region’s human labor and other forms of bio-vitality, namely coffee, sugar, cocoa 

and bananas, into luxury goods to be sent back to the Spanish Empire. Thus, the 

hacienda model of agricultural, architectural ,and social production was one of 

the primary mechanisms in place to secure Spain’s hold over it’s more-than-
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human Colombian resources. Adapting Spanish architectural styles to the 

conditions of this Caribbean-facing nation, the resulting haciendas utilized 

regional materials (namely mud bricks, stucco, and wood) as well as colonnade 

structures to manage select inhabitants exposure to Colombia’s tropical climate 

while expanding the hacienda’s footprint on the land itself. Both inward-facing 

collonade-lined courtyards and outward-facing porches provided shade 

structures while drawing breezes into the rooms of the hacienda. Yet, while 

interior courtyards were often filled with cultivated and controlled versions of 

nature, exterior front porch structures also served the needs of these small 

stations of government by proxy: giving landowners a cool spot from which they 

could survey the productivity of their land and the people who worked it. This 

colonial form of agricultural and architectural domination, as well as social 

control, in Latin America, realized through the hacienda itself, can be seen as 

one of the earliest industrial structures of the Anthropocene--the current 

geological period marked by human influence on climate and the environment--

designed to serve both the interests of the owning family and a model of brutal, 

physical, and cheaply earned productivity that often came at a very high human 

and biological cost.  

 
 
Figure 86: Leopoldo Rother, Botany Department Building, National University of Colombia, 
Bogotá, 1939-1940, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogota. 
 
 

 
 
At the same time, utilizing reinforced concrete, finished in white stucco, each of 

the campus’ buildings refer directly to the aesthetics of the Bauhaus and the 
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International Style, which emphasized regularity over symmetry and championed 

the eradication of ornament in pursuit of an architectural aesthetic that would 

reach beyond regional materials and styles to something so-called universal, and 

universally modern. While Rother’s later course notes document the formal and 

schematic ways in which the architect sought to integrate ideas drawn directly 

from Walter Gropius’ Bauhaus campus, the Botanical Institute, the first 

departmental building to be completed on campus, seems at first glance to defy 

Rother’s aims. The interior courtyard, lined and shaded by an arcade, with eves 

supported by exposed beams which provide the structure for a terra cotta roof 

are in direct homage to El Salitre, the hacienda which provided the land on which 

the campus was built. Replicating the shaded colonnades which mark the 

haciendas’ architectural style, here only the white facade and rectilinear columns 

point to the International Style of modern architecture at which Rother was 

aiming.  

 
Figure 87: Leopoldo Rother, Education Department Building, National University of Colombia, 
Bogotá, 1939-1940, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogota. 
 
Figure 88: Leopoldo Rother, Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo Stadium, National University of Colombia, 
Bogotá, 1939-1940, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogota. 
 
Figure 89: Leopoldo Rother, Professors Apartments (now the Department of Philosophy), 
National University of Colombia, Bogotá, 1939-1940, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad 
Nacional, Bogota. 
 

 
The Institute for Education, however, in the regularity of its windows, lack of 

ornament and flat roof and eve take the next step toward Rother’s favorite 

Bauhaus model. And, in the Alfonso Lopez Stadium, Rother’s skillful use of 

reinforced concrete both predates the work of Felix Candela and illustrates the 
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architect’s attention to precise environmental conditions in order to provide the 

maximum possible shade, visibility and sound control within the space of the 

bleachers. In the Houses for Professors, now the department of philosophy, 

Rother most clearly integrates both Le Corbusier and the Bauhaus’ vision for 

modern architecture. From the architect’s first utilization of pilotis--reinforced 

concrete stilts--which give the entrance the appearance of floating above the 

ground, to the utilization of Corbu’s horizontal windows, here, Rother points to a 

very different orientation to the land and modernity.  

 

From the colonial style of Rother’s first building on the National University 

campus to the modernist architecture for the Professor’s Apartments, the 

architect’s progression points to the fact that the change from the colonial model 

of architecture, resource management and statehood to that of Pumarejo’s 

modern, developmentalist vision, was more of a slight shift that a dramatic jump. 

It’s a turning from brute force to technologically more elegant maneuvers, aimed 

at better more-than-human resource management and optimization.   

 

While eugenics programs were in operation around the world throughout the 

early part of the twentieth century, by the 1940s, when Nazi crimes against 

humanity came to light, much of the scientific research behind these 

developments faded from view. The Rockefeller Foundation’s “Science of Man” 

initiative, however, persisted. This technoscientific program backed fundamental 
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research which led to the fields of genetics, biochemistry, and microbiology 

among others.181  

 

While the Rockefeller Foundation had long focused on improving health in the 

interest of political stability and productivity, the Foundation’s Science of Man 

initiative, championed by Rockefeller President Warren Weaver, aimed to re-

engineer the human being by first increasing knowledge of his most fundamental 

components, and later developing means to alter physical constitutions.182 

Funded in large part by this Rockefeller initiative, in the 1920s geneticist Barbara 

McClintock founded a group focused on maize research which would ultimately 

lead to her own Nobel Prize for work pinpointing chromosomes as the site of 

inheritance.183 And, in 1941, geneticist George Beadle discovered what is known 

as the ‘one gene, one trait’ connection which first proposed that for every trait 

there is a single controlling gene.184 Through their work, Beadle and other 

scientists supported by the Rockefeller Foundation began to harness the ability 

to change the constitution of organic systems at a genetic and molecular level.   

 

While human “improvement” was the end goal of the Science of Man initiative, 

due to its genetic adaptability, corn and fruit flies had proved to be some of the 

 
181 Kay, The Molecular Vision of Life.   
182 Ibid.   
183 Nathaniel C. Comfort, The Tangled Field: Barbara McClintock’s Search for the Patterns of 

Genetic Control (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003).  
184 Paul Berg and Maxine Singer, George Beadle, an Uncommon Farmer: The Emergence of 

Genetics in the 20th Century (Cold Spring Harbor, NY: Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, 

2005). 
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most suitable test grounds for continued experimentation and knowledge 

acquisition. Aligning with agro-industrial corporations and national governments, 

including Colombia, the Rockefeller Foundation ensured that genetic 

recombination experiments on corn and other more-than-human entities could 

continue as they had under the Science of Man Initiative.185 And should this 

science later be applied to humans, the Rockefeller Foundation could, in the 

meantime, through work conducted at Rother’s next project, as well as its earlier 

Mexican counterparts at the CIMMYT, continue to pursue the goal of social 

transformation and human improvement by managing and altering the world’s 

most fundamental food sources.  

II. MORE-THAN-HUMAN PROSTHESES:  THE NATIONAL 
SCHOOL OF AGRICULTURE, PALMIRA 
 
Figure 90: Leopoldo Rother, National School of Agriculture—Palmira. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
 

Figure 91: Leopoldo Rother, National School of Agriculture—Palmira, Archivo Central Histórico 
de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. 

 

In 1947, the National University of Colombia, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the 

United States’ Office of the Coordinator for Inter-American Affairs inaugurated 

the Facultad Nacional de Agronomía - Palmira (National School of Agriculture, 

Palmira) in Colombia’s Cauca Valley. Rother’s National School of Agriculture in 

Palmira gave form to concerted efforts to modernize and intensify the Valley’s 

human and more-than-human productivity, which began as early as the Chardon 

 
185 Perhaps the most famous example of maize trait resampling took place in the 1930s. Jack 
Ralph Kloppenburg, First the Seed: The Political Economy of Plant BioTechnology (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin, 2005), 112–14, 118.  
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Mission of 1928 and continued through the tenure of President Pumarejo.186 In 

the coterminous political province and geographical region of the Cauca Valley, 

bordered by Colombia’s Central and Western Cordilleras in the Andes 

Mountains, large scale haciendas long dominated much of the nation’s most 

fertile lands. While these large estate holders waxed and waned on the 

importance of scientific agricultural methods, their desire to escalate commodity 

exports, once hindered by the Andean topography, drove the construction of 

national railroads which connected Cali to the Pacific port of Buenaventura, just 

as the recently completed Panama Canal (1914) reduced export costs.  

 

Historically, after disease and harsh working conditions decimated the region’s 

First Peoples, Spanish haciendas in the Cauca Valley turned to the importation of 

slaves to work the land. With the abolition of slavery in Colombia in 1851, earned 

through collaborations between freed people of color and the Liberal Party, many 

of the former  continued subsistence farms on land they had been forced to 

work.187 Seeking to give the region’s ample population of small and sometimes 

informal farmers (colonos) a more permanent means of subsistence and land 

tenure, in 1936, via Law 200, Pumarejo’s government legally defined land 

ownership as both an individual right and a social function, creating a framework 

through which underutilized land could be reassigned from the latifundistas 

 
186 Timothy W. Lorek, “Imagining the Midwest in Latin America: U.S. Advisors and the Envisioning 
of an Agricultural Middle Class in Colombia's Cauca Valley, 1943–1946,” Historian 75, no. 2 
(2013): 290, doi:10.1111/hisn.12008. 
187 James E. Sanders, “‘Citizens of a Free People’: Popular Liberalism and Race in Nineteenth-
Century Southwestern Colombia,” Hispanic American Historical Review 84, no. 2 (May 2004): 
277–314. doi:10.1215/00182168-84-2-277. 
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(plantation owners) to smaller parties who could show an improvement of land 

under their care.188 While the project ultimately backfired as hacendados 

maneuvered to negate improvements--leading to human and agricultural 

monocultures, as indigenous and freed former slaves were pushed off the most 

fertile lands in order that cattle and sugar cane could instead occupy them--the 

Liberal government’s interest in productivity and improvement via modernization 

persisted.189  

 

A. In Pursuit of Rural Modernism 

 

Escalating rural productivity through education and modernization, President 

Pumarejo’s Revolution en marche marked a surge in the Ministry of Public 

Works’ development and construction of rural schools. During his tenure, public 

schools were built in Rovira (1938), Medellin (1939), Barbacoas (Nariño, 1938), 

Plato (Magdalena, 1937), Tolima (1937), Istmina (Chocó, 1937), and 

 
188 Between 1900 and 1930, 82% of the Colombian population lived in rural areas. Aline Helg, La 

Educación en Colombia 1918-1957: Una Historia social, económica, y política 
( Bogotá: CEREC, 1987), 49.  See also Daniel Bonilla, “Liberalism and Property in Colombia: 
Property as a Right and Property as a Social Function” Fordham Law Review, 80:3, 2011, page 
1136. 
189 Growing banana plants for sustenance, the region’s small farmers (colonos) used the same 

terrain to grow cocoa plants, which benefited from the shade and compost provided by the former 

fruit’s cycles. While each plant bore fruit in the other’s off-season, new, productive cocoa plants 

took five years of prior dormant growth. However, seizing the opportunity to finally remove so-

called squatters from their land, many large hacienda owners worked with only a handful of 

judges to label colonos’ lands between growing seasons, or land with young plantings 

‘unproductive’ and thus unimproved. Lorek, “Imagining the Midwest,” 289–90. See also Raymond 

E. Crist, The Cauca Valley, Colombia: Land Tenure and Land Use (Baltimore: Waverly Press, 

1952), 9–10; Michael Taussig, "Peasant Economics and the Development of Capitalist 

Agriculture in the Cauca Valley, Colombia," Latin American Perspectives 5, no. 3 (1978): 

67,doi:10.1177/0094582x7800500305; James E. Sanders, Contentious Republicans: Popular 

Politics, Race, and Class in Nineteenth Century Colombia (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 

2004).  
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Bucaramanga (1940) among others.190 In 1937, Rother, who joined the Ministry 

of Public works at the beginning of this expansion, designed the Ciudad Escolar 

de Santa Marta (The School-City of Santa Marta), noted for the implementation 

of novel relationships between interior and exterior, open-air spaces which 

accommodated new forms of pedagogy that drew from their surrounding 

environments.191 Additionally, after Rother’s work on the National University in 

Bogotá, his name would have been at the top of the list of architects to undertake 

the design and planning for the National School of Agriculture in Palmira. In 

perhaps the first acknowledgment of what we might now call Rother’s 

environmental attunement, the architect for the National School of Agriculture 

was chosen as much for his work on the University City as he was for his 

buildings’ ability to weather recent earthquakes.192 Admiring Rother’s ability to 

separate human occupants of his buildings from the ramifications of nature, the 

Rockefeller Foundation’s techno-scientific admiration is not inconsequential.  

 
Rother’s work on the Palmira campus represents the architect’s long-sought 

integration of Colombia’s architectural history with the nation’s modernization 

aims.  This effort is most clearly visible in the campus’ primary building, the Ciro 

Molina Garces building, so named for the self-taught soil-scientist and future 

Minister of Agriculture who saw, in the Cauca Valley, the opportunity to shift 

social, economic, and agricultural norms away from the colonial model and 

toward greater social and agronomic diversity in the interest of heightened 

 
190 Tapias, Historia de la arquitectura escolar en Colombia, 115. 
191 Ibid. 
192 Officers Diaries, Edwin J.  Wellhausen, RAC. 
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productivity.193 Pushing back on the region’s extensive cattle ranches in order to 

make room for grape vineyards, sugar cane, dairies, and other mixed-purpose 

small farms, Molina Garces and his Rockefeller-funded counterparts aimed their 

resources at both the reconfiguration of regional land-use and at the construction 

of a previously non-existent middle class. Thus, they tied the modernization of 

agriculture directly to the modernization of cultural norms, aiming both at greater 

productivity in order to secure Colombia’s place within emerging global 

commodities markets.   

 
Figure 92: P. J. Pinilia Jimenez, Axonometric Rendering of National School of Agriculture, 
Palmira, 1946, Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives. Jimenez painted this rendering for the 
Ministry of Public Works, under the Direction of National Buildings.  
 
 

In 1946, Rother sketched his first plans for the National School of Agriculture in 

Palmira. The rendering (above) presented to the Rockefeller Foundation, who 

would fund the building project, painted the picture of a large, nearly symmetrical 

main building comprised of three levels and four wings, each capped with spiral 

staircases. This main building faced a large courtyard, flanked by an auditorium 

and a servery, outlined by shaded arcades fit to deliver students to destinations 

across campus. The primary entrance to the campus’ main building was marked 

by a large, ornamented Spanish colonial archway, reaching to a height of nearly 

two and a half stories. To the left, as one faced the center archway, further 

arcades led to three rectangular dormitories. Only the auditorium rendering 

included articulated windows: much of the rest of the campus was painted as 

 
193 Lorek, “Imagining the Midwest,” 289. 
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blocks of solid, unperforated white plains topped with ruddy, presumably terra-

cotta roofs. The overall impression created in the rendering is one of an 

expansive, Spanish hacienda situated within a symmetric and classical plan. The 

depicted point of view of the axonometric plan heightened the campus’ colonial 

aesthetics, as the entire rendering appeared to proceed from the eye of a 

hovering overseer-cum-viewer, positioned far above the height of the campus, as 

indicated by the more articulated terra-cotta roof positioned just below. 

 

Whether it was the rural nature of the project, the Rockefeller Foundation’s 

suggestions, or Rother’s own failure to study the Cauca Valley’s historic built 

environment, in these first articulations of the National School of Agriculture, the 

architect reached back not to the realized aesthetics of the region’s earliest 

metabolizing machinery--the hacienda--but instead to a caricature of Spanish 

colonialism that was as heavy-handed as the geopolitics of its inspiration. While 

the Rockefeller Foundation requested that the style of the National School of 

Agriculture fit the architecture of the region, Rother, perhaps unable to conjure 

any other model for agricultural improvement, reached for a classical-colonial 

imaginary, rather than a realistic integration of the surrounding Cauca Valley 

architecture. While the project’s formal campus plan would move forward, 

representatives from the Rockefeller Foundation requested a second set of 

sketches to align the architecture of the campus with the modern agricultural 

training it would house.  

 
Figure 93: Leopoldo Rother, Updated Schematic for the Facultad de Agronomia, Palmira, 1946-
47, Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives. In this second set of axonometric plans for the School for 
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Agronomy in Palmira, modern reinforced concrete pillars replace the bulky colonial archways 
present in the campus’ first renderings. The ornamented archway is replaced by another 
reinforced concrete arch which echos the now visible front porch structure which spans all three 
floors of the main campus building.  
 
Figure 94: Leopoldo Rother, Floor Plan, First Floor, National School of Agriculture, ca. 1946, 
Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives.  
 
Figure 95: Leopoldo Rother, Principal Facade and Posterior façade of the National National 

School of Agriculture, Palmira, Colombia, 1946, Archivo General de la Nación, Bogotá. 
 
Figure 96: Charles-Édouard Jeanneret, Maison Dom-ino, 1914–1915, architectural drawing, 
Wikimedia.org Open Access.  
 
Figure 97: National School of Agriculture, during construction, ca. 1946, Archivo Central Histórico 
de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá.  
 

 
Aiding and giving form to the modernization of the Colombia’s so-called more-

than-human natural resources, in the architect’s next round of sketches, his 

aesthetic not only shifted back to the International Style he articulated in Bogotá, 

it merged climatic sensitivities built into the Cauca Valley’s regional architecture 

with the campus’ increasingly techno-scientific agricultural program.194 For both 

the primary building and student dorms, Rother knowingly drew upon Le 

Corbusier’s Dom-Ino plan, which replaced architecture’s structural dependency 

on the facade for strength and support with an endoskeletal system composed of 

recessed reinforced concrete pillars. Thus, throughout the new campus plan, 

modern reinforced concrete pillars and shade structures replaced the bulky 

colonial arches and arcades present in the campus’ first renderings. For Rother, 

as it was for William Brubaker, George Fred Keck and a growing number of other 

modern architects, the Dom-Ino form created new possibilities for creating 

 
194 When Rother finished his last departmental buildings for the National University in Bogotá, he 
had shifted his style and work from the production of colonial cognates to almost direct 
replications of European projects by Gropius, Le Corbusier, and other European architects of the 
International Style. 
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climatically sensitive “machines for living.”195 Le Corbusier’s brise-soleils, in 

particular, held Rother’s attention. 

 
Figure 98: National National School of Agriculture, Stairway, 1946, architectural drawing, 
Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives.  
 
Figure 99: National National School of Agriculture, detail of staircase. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
Rother’s grand spiraling staircases serve to bring breeze, shade and the circulation of human and 
more-than-human entities throughout the building.  
 
Figure 100: National National School of Agriculture, view of exterior porch. Photo: Nikki Moore, 
2018. Hallways created by the overhanging porch structure line the classroom, providing shade 
and circulation.  
 
While Rother’s lecture notes for courses he taught in the new School of 

Architecture at the University of Colombia reveal the architect’s careful study of 

seasonal solar angles and their resultant shade patterns, the formal shade 

structures articulated in Palmira simultaneously draw from the region’s centuries-

old solutions for cooling and shading: the colonnade and front porch. Integrating 

historic and modern solutions to deal with the school’s environment, Palmira’s 

porches, particularly their carefully calculated depth, met with the building’s 

precisely plotted orientation to function as sun shades and cooling devices. In the 

process, Rother’s porches function as open colonnades, lining every classroom 

and office space to ensure circulation, just as the ample spiral staircases that 

mark the building’s primary entrance and center reinforce the circulatory idea. 

The overall impression created by Rother’s expansive porch structure is, at first 

glance, one of transparency, of openness and of an integrated relationship 

between the biological human entities within and the biological gardens and 

farmland under their care without.  

 
195 Barber, A House in the Sun, chapter 2. 
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Paying precise attention to the agricultural and environmental conditions of the 

Cauca Valley, in this second set of drawings, Rother’s National School of 

Agriculture appears to reflect the school’s own pedagogical and curricular focus 

on the requirements and sensitivities of biological organisms - both human and 

agricultural – regarding light, heat and other environmental factors. But, in the 

process of naturalizing the school’s human constituents, the architect’s aesthetic 

choices simultaneously signal a quite different intent. Whether designed to 

shelter fragile northern visiting professors, unaccustomed to Colombia’s warm 

temperatures or created to counteract stereotypes of Latin American lethargy, 

one of the school’s architectural precedents suggests that race and its 

improvement were at the heart of the Palmira project.  

 

B. The Science of Purported Improvement 
 
Figure 101: Office of Public Works, Escuela Normal Superior de Medellín, 1921-1927. The open 
porches and central interior spiral stairwell anticipate Rother’s National School of Agriculture, built 
approximately 100 miles away, just under 100 years later.  
 
On August 2, 1916, Congressional Representatives Guijano Gomez, Montoya 

Arbelaez, Mora Toscano and Francisco Barbosa announced the Colombian 

Congress’ intent, and supporting legal decrees, to recruit professors from 

Belgium and Switzerland, ideally, to spend a minimum of five years teaching 

subjects including mathematics, agronomy, and science, within the nation’s 

Escuelas Normales (high schools designed to train future teachers).196 The 

 
196 Congreso de la República de Colombia, Cámara de Representantes, Anales de la Cámara de 

Representantes 7, no. 136 (1916): 1083–87.  The decrees followed upon a similar declaration 
made by Jose Antonio Uribe to the national Congress on July 28, 1914, reigniting a plan he 
formulated before the Thousand Days War to recruit foreign teachers, from Europe and the 
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decreeing Commission was made up of one professor from the School of 

Mathematics and Engineering, one from the School of Medicine, another from 

the Central Hygiene Board and the Director of the Model School (Escuela 

Modelo) in Bogotá. Thus, in addition to announcing outside recruitments, the 

committee also declared that, in accordance with Uribe’s Law, Law 39 of 1903, 

as well as Regulatory Decree 491 of 1904, the schools to receive said professors 

would come under review by the Ministry of Education and the Central Hygiene 

Board. Following an analysis of all facilities, architectural prescriptions for health, 

as well as physical and moral development, would be administered.197 

 
Figure 102: Escuela Normal Superior de Medellín. The exterior stone facade mirrors the School’s 
original building on the University of Antioquia campus, while the interior courtyard, complete with 
a three-story front porch structure was designed to circulate light and air throughout the 
classrooms.  
 
Upon completion of the facility reviews, the Normal School in Medellin, slated to 

receive three foreign professors, received funding to build an entirely new school. 

The Ministry of Public Works, in concert with the Department of Hygiene, worked 

together to design the building. Construction on the project began in 1921. While 

the exterior stone facade for the normal school is in keeping with other 

European-derived architecture on the campus of the University of Antioquia, the 

white interior porch structure and facade as well as the albeit enclosed, central, 

 
United States. Jose Antonio Uribe is one of the key figures in the reorganization of Colombian 
education. Law 39 of 1903, known as Uribe’s law, served to institutionalize Catholic education, 
funded by each region, rather than the national government. Regulatory Decree 491 of 1904 gave 
the Central Hygiene Board, later the Department of Hygiene, authority to regulate the architecture 
of schools and all other public buildings. Tapias, Historia de la arquitectura escolar en Colombia.  
See also Congreso de la República de Colombia, Cámara de Representantes, Anales de la 

Cámara de Representantes. 
197 Congreso de la República de Colombia, Cámara de Representantes, Anales de la Cámara de 

Representantes, 1083–84. 
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spiral staircase are clear precedents for the National School of Agriculture in 

Palmira. Though Rother arrived in Colombia almost nine years after the Normal 

School at Medellin was completed, hired by the Colombian Office of Public works 

to direct forthgoing school design, he would have surely reviewed past projects in 

his department to acquaint himself with the office’s programmatic and aesthetic 

moorings. While Rother never mentioned the Normal School when discussing the 

Palmira project, it is possible that during his time in the Office of Public Works he 

could have come across plans or photographs of this earlier facility. Whether he 

did or not, the involvement of the Department of Hygiene in both Medellin and 

Palmira, as well as the National University in Bogotá, serves as the connecting 

stylistic thread.  

 

As politicians from the 1900s through the 1920s worked to bring modern 

methods of teaching to the Cauca Valley, they looked to Europe, and then later 

North America, errantly eliding northern bodies and heightened productivity into 

the image of modernization. When the Rockefeller Foundation began to 

collaborate with Colombian agricultural scientists in the Cauca Valley, as early as 

1921, the same biases connecting internationalization and foreignness to 

improvement and modernization were already moving from the human realm into 

the realm of food production. While the history of the development of the global 

techno-industrialization of agriculture, or the Green Revolution, is often told as if 

the solidified techno-scientific and political package it would become by the time 

it reached India had already been constructed, in the early twentieth century, 
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both the science and corresponding knowledge transfers behind the 

monoculturalization of the world’s most basic food sources were still in the 

making. And, much of the inspiration for its emergence in Colombia came from 

the Colombian’s themselves.198  

 

Between 1927 and 1928, Ciro Molina Garces and other regional agriculturalists 

founded the Palmira Agricultural Experiment Station, known as “la Granja,” (the 

farm) on land belonging to the Hacienda de Santa Barbara, situated between the 

Cali Railroad and the central roadway to the city, to study the region’s agricultural 

challenges and apply modern techniques to their solution.199 To further this 

cause, in May of 1928, Molina Garces invited the Puerto Rican Agricultural 

Consultant Carlos E. Chardón to spend three months between la Granja and the 

rest of the Cauca Valley in order to formulate a scientific program of action, 

designed to generate: 

 
1) Discussion and general study of livestock related problems, 
including disease control, as well as the acclimation and crossing of 
exotic breeds.  
 
2) Discussion and general investigation of agricultural problems, 
from the economic point of view with practical recommendations to 
follow.  The study should encompass problems related to sugar 
cane, tobacco, coffee, cotton, cocoa and other crops.  
  
3) A study of the primary insects affecting agricultural commodities.  
 

 
198 For an overview of the impact of agricultural modernization in the Cauca Valley, see Néstor 

Néstor Fabio Valencia Llano and Álvaro Acevedo Tarazona, “Origen de la Educación Agrícola 

Superior en el Valle del Cauca, 1910–1934,” HiSTOReLo. Revista De Historia Regional y Local 

2, no. 3 (2010): 67–93, doi:10.15446/historelo.v2n3.12382. 
199 Tulio Raffo, Palmira histórica (Cali: Imprenta Departamental, 1956), 275. 
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4) Recommendations for agricultural legislation pertaining to animal 
and vegetal quarantines, fertilizer, cattle feed, farming cooperatives 
and the overall development of agro-industries.  
 
5) A complete plan, submitted to the organizers of the Agricultural 
Experiment Station detailing all problems to be solved and 
investigations to be undertaken [along with] a general building plan 
including laboratories and equipment.200    

 
As retold by then Mayor of Palmira, Tulio Raffo, at the conclusion of Chardon’s 

investigations, enumerated projects from the final report were delegated to 

members of the Experimental Station.201 Soon thereafter, experiments to create 

more robust, disease resistant and commercially productive breeds of cattle, 

coffee, cotton, tobacco, chocolate, and sugar cane involved the importation of 

insecticides, fertilizers, plants, animals and germplasm. As plants and more-than-

human animals joined the Colombian project of racial improvement through 

miscegenation, the first stages of scientific testing created an influx of new 

species in order to improve the region’s most lucrative commodities. Aberdeen 

Angus, Holsteins and Durham cattle, among others, arrived to strengthen and 

diversify regional stock. Poultry breeders created more resilient and productive 

birds by crossing imported Rhode-Island, Leghorn, Minorca and other breeds 

with Colombian chickens, just as Berkshire, Duro-Jersey and other breeds of 

pigs arrived to escalate sales of pork.202 

 

 
200 Proposed questions for the Chardon Mission, as found in Raffo, Palmira Historica, 275. 
Author’s translation. For more on the Chardon Mission, see Stuart McCook, States of Nature: 

Science, Agriculture, and Environment in the Spanish Caribbean, 1760–1940 (Austin: University 
of Texas Press, 2002): 105–28.  
201 Raffo, Apartes de Palmira Historica, 275–78.  
202 Ibid., 277. 
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Working quietly to support agricultural, medical and economic development in 

Colombia, as part of the Point Four Program and the mandate of the Office of 

Inter-American Affairs, the Rockefeller Foundation was an early supporter of 

Colombian agricultural modernization.203 This participation was recorded in 

Foundation Officers Diaries as well as Annual Reports, detailing financial and 

diplomatic support for: 1) the Palmira Agricultural Experiment Station, beginning 

in the 1920s, 2) structural changes within the Ministry of Agriculture in the 

interest of modernization in the 1930s, 3) the development of veterinary and 

agricultural schools at the Universidad del Valle and Antioquia, beginning in the 

1930s. When the School of Agriculture in Medellin closed, due to lack of funding 

and political in-fighting, the Foundation supported the promotion of the Palmira 

Experimental Station for regional agricultural development--a cause most 

ardently advanced by Molina Garces. Thus, between 1934 and 1944, the 

Experimental Station, financed with provincial and federal support, merged with 

the Tropical School of Agriculture, located in the city of Cali. By 1946, it had been 

renamed and moved to what is now the site of the National School of Agriculture 

at Palmira. While the region weathered intense political and cultural warfare 

throughout the early to mid-twentieth century, collaborations between the 

Colombians and the Rockefeller Foundation continued, as the latter sent 

 
203 Carrying on the model established by Nelson Rockefeller’s Office of the Coordinator of Inter-
American Affairs, the Point Four Program, announced by U.S. President Harry Truman in 1949, 
aimed technical assistance and North American modes of expertise at unaligned nations in the 
Global South. While the OCIAA aimed to contain the Axis threat, the Point Four Program was 
structured to contain the Soviet threat. The Green Revolution of the 1950s and 60s became key 
to this effort, leveraging increased commodity production and export sales in order to tip the 
scales toward cooperation with the United States on geo-political matters. 
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agronomists, teachers, and funding for needed trucks and other machinery to 

Colombia, while issuing scholarships for Palmira students to study at top 

agricultural schools in the United States, as well as the National School of 

Agriculture in Texcoco, México.204  

 
C. Social Hygiene, Art Deco, and Indigenismo 
 
 
Figure 103: Leopoldo Rother, Floor Plan, First Floor, National School of Agriculture, ca. 1946 
(detail), Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives. In the plan, the first floor of what is now the Ciro 
Molina Garces building reveals the early influence of art deco’s graduated planes, most visible in 
the repeating series of steps at the front of the plan, countered by the spiralized flourishes 
created by the back stairwells for each wing of the building.   
 
 
As the region advanced in modern, scientifically focused agricultural methods, 

the struggle between contemporary conceptions of the nation’s past and present 

remain visible in Rother’s early plans for the Molina Garces building. Echoing 

ideological tensions embedded in the architect’s earlier plans for the National 

University of Colombia in Bogotá, in the design of the National School of 

Agriculture, the influence of Art Deco reappears and stands out in the first floor 

plans for the main building. Therein, the signatories of the Art Deco style are 

most visible in the graduated planes of the repeating series of steps at the front 

of the plan, countered by the spiralized flourishes created by the back stairwells 

for each wing of the building. After Rother moved past his Art Deco phase at the 

National University, why did that same style reappear again in Palmira? 

 

 
204 Officers Diaries, Ulysses Grant, RAC. 
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The reason is embedded in the Art Deco style itself, which arose as an attempt to 

reconcile what it’s early progenitors understood as the advanced evolutionary 

state of civilized man, against the physical strength, power, and fertility of 

imagined earlier peoples.205 As scholar Christina Cogdell describes it:  

 
if, as contemporary belief supposed, the mind of modern man had 
evolved to such great lengths, as shown through developments in 
science and technology, his body had unfortunately lingered 
behind. . . .As both primitive and modern, then, Art Deco angularity 
metaphorically captured civilized man’s development of technology, 
his colonialist powers, and his desire for his own long-lost primitive 
vitality.206 

 
If Colombia was forging new paths to modernization by supporting increased 

industrial, agricultural, educational and economic productivity and development, 

Rother’s early Art Deco-influenced designs for the National School of Agriculture 

pointed to both praise of--and resistance to--the modern agenda. While Palmira 

was an important part of President Pumarejo’s plans for optimizing the nation’s 

rural populations, the process, both physically and intellectually, brought 

transportation and development projects onto lands belonging to indigenous 

communities in the Putamayo and Cauca regions. In the resulting tensions, 

Colombian intellectuals attempted to speak for the nation’s previously ignored 

peoples. New literature, such as La Vorágine (The Vortex, 1924) by José 

Eustasio Rivera, raised questions regarding how the nation’s land was to be 

cared for while bringing the brutal, exploitative treatment of indigenous 

populations in both Colombia and Peru into view. Literary reviews and 

 
205 Christina Cogdell, Eugenic Design: Streamlining America in the 1930s (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania, 2010), 7–8. 
206 Ibid. 
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magazines from the 1920s including Universidad, Los Nuevos and Voces also 

played a role in bringing questions regarding race and nation which deviated 

from the dominant view into public discourse.207 Articles in Universidad, for 

example, pushed back against the Conservative Laureano Gómez’s postulations 

of Colombian degeneracy by expressing views that pointed toward the 

populations continual processes of improvement.208 Texts by Jose Carlos 

Mariategui and Victor Haya de La Torre complimented the publication’s pursuit of 

a Colombian identity, unhinged from colonial portrayals, as did work by painters 

Luis Alberto Acuña and Rómulo Rozo, which helped to push the region’s First 

Nations into the national spotlight.209   

 

While few, if any, of the early proponents of cultural Indigenismo belonged to 

indigenous communities themselves, their work opened intellectual spaces with 

the potential to recognize, rather than repress, the nation’s diverse constituency. 

By 1938, political Indigenismo included embedded voices from the Sierra Nevada 

and one of Colombia’s most densely populated indigenous regions: the Cauca 

Valley.210 One of the movement’s strongest proponents and activists, Antonio 

 
207 Álvaro Medina, El Arte colombiano de los años veinte y treinta (Santafé de Bogotá: Colcultura, 
1994), 17. 
208 José Miguel Rosales, “Colombia, tierra de humanidad,” Universidad, June 20, 1929. 
209 Jose Carlos Mariategui’s best known publication, “El Indigenismo,” published in Universidad, 
voiced the Colombian Communist Party’s interest in mobilizing indigenous populations in the 
modernization of the Colombian countryside. Luis Alberto Acuña was a painter and founder of the 
Bachué movement, which celebrated Colombian indigenous mythology. Like Rómulo Rozo, who 
painted hybrid figures from Colombian and North American pre-contact cultures, Acuña was more 
interested in the aesthetics of a broad, even generic, indigenismo than the political exigencies of 
living populations. See Jose Carlos Mariategui, “El Indigenismo,” Universidad, February 16, 1929; 
and Darío Samper, “Los Bachués y la Crítica,” El Tiempo/Lecturas Dominicales, July 20, 1930a. 
210 The Cauca Valley and Guajira maintain the largest number of indigenous citizens in Colombia. 
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García Nossa, founder of the Peasant Indigenous League of the Cauca, created 

alliances between the University and regional resguardos (communal indigenous 

property and farmland) in Popoyán in order to overturn decades of land loss.211 A 

member of the Colombian Communist Party, with an appointment in the 

University of Cauca’s Department of Hygiene, García’s position in regard to the 

resguardos was unsurprisingly complex.  

 

In his 1939 book, Pasado y presente del indio (The Past and Present of the 

Indian), García ties--and at once essentializes--Colombia’s indigenous population 

to land itself. He writes, “The reconquest of the land is the first political ideal of 

the Indian, since it is an organic necessity. And thus no Latin American country 

will be able to think about the assimilation of the Indian and/or about the 

integration of the Indian into the nation without thinking first and foremost about 

the restitution of lands.”212   

 
Looking to post-revolutionary México, García sought not only the restitution of 

land to Colombia’s first nations, but by connecting land and people through 

necessity rather than contingency or culture, he saw the potential for the 

modernization and economic integration of both through the figure of the State. 

Juan Friede’s El Indio en lucha por la tierra, historia de los resguardos del 

 
211 While politically protected resguardos had all but disappeared in Colombia after the nineteenth 
century, they endured into the twentieth century in the Department of Cauca. For more on García 
Nossa, see Simón de la Pava Salazar, Antonio García Nossa: Un Pensamiento revolucionario 

para Colombia y Latinoamérica (Santafé de Bogotá: Simón de La Pava Salazar, 2004). 
212 Antonio García Nossa, Pasado y presente del indio (Bogotá: Ediciones Centro, 1939), 28, 
cited in Brett Troyan, “Re-Imagining the ‘Indian’ and the State,” 98. 
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macizo central colombiano (The Indian’s Fight for Land: The History of the 

Resguardos in the Colombian Central Mountains, 1944) on the importance of the 

resguardos to the Cauca peoples further merges land and identity, while 

emphasizing the essential, paternal role of the state in both restitution and 

modernization. Naturalizing indigenous populations, García’s work ties early 

eighteenth and nineteenth century essentializing descriptions of the human 

inhabitants of the so-called tropics to the ideological moorings of the Colombian 

Departments of Hygiene in the 1940s, which shifted the source of degeneration 

from race to culture through the figure of the land.  

 

Moving from the colonial imaginary through Art Deco to the capitalist pragmatics 

of the International Style through the figuration of regional haciendas, Rother 

searched for the style best equipped to reconcile contradictions within the 

Colombian development agenda. Seeking land tenure restitution for the region’s 

most vulnerable inhabitants, while modernizing agriculture to a point that would 

exceed the means and methods available to colonos and resguardos, Pumarejo 

and his cabinet were faced with what Colombian intellectuals described as 

humanity’s split evolutionary development: whether this split originated from the 

nation’s purported racial degeneration, or from the application of the aesthetics of 

scientific neutrality to a region fraught with political and economic inequality, is 

yet to be determined.   

 
Figure 104: Leopoldo Rother, Stair Elevation, National School of Agriculture, 1946, Leopoldo 
Rother Museum Archives.  
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In Rother’s process of moving from the colonial platform to art deco and finally a 

techno-modern hacienda plan, not only do we find that Colombian architectural 

and agricultural modernization was built on the colonial platform, but, the 

architect’s influences reveal an even more precise way of grappling with what the 

Colombian elite believed to be humanity’s split evolutionary development, 

whereby so-called enlarged modern brains did little or nothing to prepare the 

body itself for the climatic or social conditions in which it dwelled.  

 

Figure 105: José Villagrán García, Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Huipulco, México, 1925, from 
Kathryn E. O’Rourke, “Guardians of Their Own Health: Tuberculosis, Rationalism, and Reform in 
Modern México,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 71, no.1 (March 2012).  
Above: Aerial photography, 1986.  
 
Figure 106: José Villagrán García, Plan of a Typical Ward [Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Huipulco, 
México], from O’Rourke, “Guardians of Their Own Health.” 
 
 
In this attempt to design a school which would bring Colombia’s rural human 

populations in line with the nation’s modernist projects, Rother fully embraced 

social hygiene’s methods for shaping more-than-human populations in the 

interest of health and productivity. With its axial plan and expansive front porch 

structures, Rother’s design for the Molina Garces building draws inspiration from 

one of the first medicalized modernist buildings realized in Latin America by José 

Villagrán García in rural México.  Designed to treat México’s rural, indigenous 

poor, the Tuberculosis Sanatorium built in Huipulco in 1925, marks the 

medicalization of architecture in the interest of the improvement and 

modernization of the nation’s so-called “unimproved” populations. An outsized 

prosthesis, Villagran’s Sanatorium maximized sunlight and air circulation in order 
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to rejuvenate ill and idle bodies. Famous within hygienist circles, particularly 

those of the French Musée Sociale, and the Rockefeller Foundation (which were 

both operating throughout Latin America), Villagran’s Sanatorium provided an 

archetype for the medicalization of architecture in México, Colombia, and 

beyond.  

 
Figure 107: (left) Open Porches, Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Huipulco, México, 1925; (right) 
Patients Taking the Sun and Air in the Lounge of the Tuberculosis Sanatorium, both from Kathryn 
E. O’Rourke, “Guardians of Their Own Health.” 
 
 
Equipped with social hygiene’s medicalized, architectural solutions to the body’s 

inability to keep up with the so-called advanced modern brain, in Rother’s final 

iteration of the Molina Garces building for the Palmira National School of 

Agriculture, Art Deco’s influence fades. The back spiral stairwells were replaced 

with straight staircases, just as the angled front stair steps are replaced by an 

undifferentiated rectilinear slab. What remains, from the architect’s first proposal 

to the building’s final iteration is the campus’ curated central courtyard, which 

dominated each sketch of the campus plan hitherto. Herein, the traditional 

courtyard-cum focal point became the representation of the modernist agenda: to 

tame and cultivate at will.   

 
Figure 108: (left) Le Corbusier, Sketches of the Human Body; (right) Olgyay Brothers, Relation of 

Human Body to Climatic Elements, both from Ayala Levin, “Performance and Style in the Work of 

Olgyay and Olgyay,” Environmental Design 18, no. 2 (2014): 171.  
 
 
Utilizing a modern visual language to do so, Rother’s work points toward the 

prosthetic function of the campus architecture itself. And, though Rother’s work in 

Palmira is today championed as one of the earliest examples of environmentally 
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attuned architecture, we’ve seen through the campus’ precedents, just how 

environmental sensitivity and biological improvement formed two sides of the 

same modernization coin. In some of the earliest prefigurations of environmental 

architecture, we find architects like Le Corbusier, Maxwell Frye, and Jane Drew 

as well as the Olgyay brothers, Victor and Aladar, striving to articulate 

architecture’s role in the process of sheltering, shielding and ultimately 

modernizing what each perceived to be vulnerable and malleable human 

bodies.213 From Le Corbusier’s brise-soleils to Frye and Drew’s Tropical 

Modernism, we are presented with architecture as prosthesis. Couched in the 

language of comfort, each articulation, from Le Corbusier’s orthopaedic furniture, 

designed to supplement our insufficient natural capabilities, to Rother’s 

instrumentalization of the hacienda-style porch enhanced by solar and wind flow 

calculations in order to maximize human productivity in the face of the body’s 

own so-called failure to evolve to do so.214  

 

Perhaps Ayala Levin’s work examining 1950s and 1960s depictions of the human 

body in relationship to climatic conditions provides the clearest picture of the 

conjunction between environmentally attuned architecture and planning and the 

desire to custom build cyborg-like extensions for the all-too-slowly evolving 

human body. Comparing Le Corbusier’s Sketches of the Human Body with 

 
213 Daniel Barber, “Le Corbusier, the Brise-Soleil, and the Socio-Climatic Project of Modern 
Architecture, 1929-1963,” Thresholds 40 (2012): 21–32, doi:10.1162/thld_a_00128.  
214 “We all need means of supplementing our natural capabilities, since nature is indifferent, 
inhuman (extra-human), and inclement; we are born naked and with insufficient armor.“ Le 
Corbusier, The Decorative Art of Today, trans. James I. Dunnett (London: Architectural Press, 
1987), 72–79.  
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Olgyay and Olgyay’s Relation of Human Body to Climatic Elements, Levin points 

out that while both the Swiss architect and the Hungarians are thinking about the 

functions of architecture in relation to the body, the former finalizes his 

construction with a protective, unifying skin while the latter, Levin argues, utilize a 

mask, rather than skin analogy, adding choice and preference into the calculated 

solutions. For our purposes, the Olgyays’ body, in stark contrast to Corbu’s 

stand-alone man, floats in a techno-scientific space where climatic inputs, 

measured and monitored by the sciences and summed through mathematical 

formulae frame and suspend a mass of nervous and circulatory systems. If the 

body lacks an outer surface, science, engineering, and architectural 

modernization will provide one for it.  

 
Figure 109:  Leopoldo Rother, National School of Agronomy, Palmira, plan, 1946, Archivo 
General de la Nación. Three tennis courts, a football field, basketball courts, and a swimming 
pool complete this campus’ focus on modernization.  
 

 
In Colombia, where the trajectories of human, architectural and agricultural 

modernization were merging in the figure of the National School of Agriculture in 

Palmira, Rother aimed to create an efficient apparatus to convert the Valley’s 

exposed and fragile bodies, both human and agricultural, into maximized 

productivity. Cooling, protecting and circulating more-than-human entities 

throughout the campus, the Ciro Molina Garces building was designed to blend--

through the building’s distinctive, central, spiraling staircases--diverse socio-

economic, cultural and what were then conceived as racially distinct humans into 

the Cauca Valley’s agronomic optimizers. From the earliest designs, ample 

sports facilities, including a pool, tennis courts, and sports fields, in keeping with 
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hygienist beliefs that athletics provided a clear path to human optimization, were 

diagramed long before the school’s experimental fields or laboratories. 

 

While Rother designed the National School of Agriculture to shield and shape the 

body while expanding the mind, the architect and school administrators soon 

found that regional, cultural norms and power structures were less easily 

changed. For decades prior, Colombians who had leisure time enough to pursue 

advanced degrees geared themselves toward prestigious careers in law or 

medicine. While those without leisure, the laboring classes, who could perhaps 

most benefit from the National School of Agriculture had little to no access to 

arable land or were unable to set aside their necessary work and earnings for 

unpaid agricultural training.  

 

While agronomists in Palmira worked throughout the 1950s and 60s to improve 

the nation’s primary food sources - from beans to casava - for Colombian 

consumption, the push to increase commodity exports coupled with indigenous 

and paramilitary efforts to reclaim lands taken up by the region’s haciendas, sent 

the Rockefeller Foundation’s internationally focused researchers on the hunt for 

a facility of their own. Though regional training in agronomy still continues at 

Palmira to this day, the drive toward greater human and agricultural productivity 

escalated and was internationalized within the walls and surrounding fields of 

what, at the time, appeared to be the locus of their logical conclusion.   
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III. CONCLUSION: THE CIAT  
 
If the National University of Colombia in Bogotá’s first plans were designed to 

articulate a vision of the transformative power of science when applied to 

biological entities, and the National School of Agriculture in Palmira reflected an 

attempt to merge social, agricultural and architectural modernization of the 

region’s human and more-than-humans, then the International Center for 

Tropical Agriculture (known as the CIAT), built approximately 20 minutes away 

from Palmira, marks the escalation and placeless internationalization of both 

science and the modern built environment.  

 
Figure 110:  Jaime Ponce de León, CIAT (International Center for Tropical Agriculture), Cali, 
Colombia, aerial view, CIAT Colección Histórica. Photo: H. Usma.  
 

 
In 1968, the Colombian government donated the Hacienda El Porvenir to the 

future International Center for Tropical Agriculture. While new facilities would be 

built on the former 500-hectare coffee plantation, buildings on the old hacienda 

were immediately renovated for temporary use. The bunkhouse became a 

dormitory for twenty trainees. Remodeling the milking stable opened space for a 

large classroom and three offices and the kitchen was retooled in order to begin 

service in early January of 1970.215 While renovations of the older facilities were 

underway, CIAT Director Ulysses J. Grant commissioned Colombian architect 

Jaime Ponce de León to design a 68,889 square foot facility to house 

experiments in the hybridization and genetic modification of the world’s prime 

 
215 Centro Internacional de Agricultura Tropical, Report to the W. K. Kellogg Foundation: Training 

and Communication Program, 1968–1969 (Cali, Colombia: Centro Internacional de Agricultura 
Tropical (CIAT), 1970), 5, CIAT Colección Histórica, https://hdl.handle.net/10568/71946. 
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commodities, as well as the international and Colombian scientists and staff who 

would live and work at the CIAT. The project would include a dairy farm, 

numerous greenhouses, poultry barns, and a seed vault, as well as a dining hall, 

swimming pool, tennis courts, homes for researchers and apartments for 

graduate students, as well and a large auditorium, office and meeting spaces, 

and an infirmary for residents and staff.   

 

When Grant asked, specifically, for de León to build the CIAT in an architectural 

style in keeping with the region, like Rother before him, the architect drew not 

from historic, regional building styles, but from the stylings of a stereotypical 

Spanish hacienda--in part.216 At the time of this commission, Ponce de León had 

just finished another expansive project, La Guatavita Nueva (New Guatavita, 

1964-1967), along newly formed sections of Colombia’s Lake Guatavita. Part of a 

project funded by the World Bank and USAID, Ponce de León’s plans for the 

New Guatavita were the result of the national electric company’s Tominé Dam 

hydroelectric project, designed to supply agricultural areas with increased 

irrigation while powering the growing city of Bogotá. When the company and 

World Bank experts decided to dam the lake and flood the surrounding area, the 

small, largely indigenous original Guatavita was knowingly submerged. Ponce de 

León’s job was to design a new ideal city for the displaced. Transforming an 

organically emergent indigenous village into a pop-up town, designed to 

 
216“Los constructores del CIAT,” ARCOS: Periódico para información interna, CIAT, no. 69, 
August 1983. 
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accommodate an engineering project for the capital, de León’s project was 

heralded as a development success and a social failure.  

 
Figure 111: Jaime Ponce de León, La Guatavita Nueva (New Guatavita), exterior. Image: Nikki 
Moore, 2018.  
 
 
Disconnected from the people who would live and work in the city, Guatavita 

Nueva was a raw idealization of discrete forms, rather than a cohesive 

programmatic solution to the needs of its constituents. To mark the village’s 

colonial influence, de León constructed a hybrid Roman amphitheater-cum-

Spanish bullring for performances which had always taken place in the city’s 

central square. At the same time, the city’s formal central square, rather than 

opening out before the Catholic church in classical colonial fashion, was raised 

one story above the church itself. Squeezed into a tight space between the 

raised city offices, the cathedral’s front door, and a series of steps up to the 

plaza, parishioners were more likely to disperse from the level below the plaza 

than to climb the stairs to linger together on an otherwise deserted brick patio. 

 
Figure 112: Jaime Ponce de León, CIAT, Administrative Building, Cali, Colombia, exterior, CGIAR 
Space. Melding the white stucco facades and British Cottage Style gabled roof, with a modern 
unornamented interpretation of a Spanish hacienda and a European (Swiss) ski chalet, the 
architect’s treatment of the CIAT is as eclectic and internationalized as the backgrounds of the 
researchers and germplasm within.  
 
Figure 113: Jaime Ponce de León, CIAT, Cali, Colombia, view of Central Courtyard, 1972, 
CGIAR Space.  
 

 
If Guatavita was derived from de León’s eclectic mix of Germanic, Spanish and 

British influences, the CIAT melds each of the above with an hacienda-style 
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interior courtyard and shaded colonnade.217 Drawing on both Spanish and 

English vernacular architecture, de León’s complex features an amalgamation of 

both English Cottage and German Chalet styles for the central office building, 

and an expanded center courtyard, whose colonnade is made redundant by the 

building’s air conditioning units. Mirroring the facility’s increasingly aggressive 

methods for modifying the seeds and germplasm of the world’s most basic food 

sources, the empty center courtyard--once the industrial, working heart of a 

coffee, cocoa or working plantation--marks the blank slate from which the 

center’s scientists and agronomic engineers begin their work. Lining the 

courtyard, a series of reinforced concrete arches look out onto the experimental 

fields of the facility. No longer connecting humans with their environment, here 

the triumphal arches symbolize an almost militant victory over the soil and seeds 

framed in their view.  

 

Leaving behind Molino Garces attempts to increase biodiversity in the Cauca 

Valley, at the CIAT the world’s most basic commodities were engineered into 

increasingly narrow monocultural strains, optimized for high yields and disease 

resistance. Funded by an international body made up of national governments 

from Japan to Sweden and Foundations from Cargill to Ford, the work performed 

 
217 In early 1969, Grant and Ponce de León traveled together to Michigan State University’s 
Kellogg Biological Station (or, the Kellogg Center for Continuing Education) to familiarize the 
architect with the functions to be performed within the coming agricultural campus. Ponce de 
León, a specialist in British urbanism, would have recognized the British cottage style of the 
Kellogg Center’s Manor House, previously owned and maintained by the W. K. Kellogg family. 
The building’s stucco facade, gabled roof, and half-timbering had been part of the architectural 
language of Guatavita Nueva and would reappear in the architecture of the CIAT. “Report to the 
W. K. Kellogg Foundation,” 5. 
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at this center is aimed not at the modernization of Colombian food, but at the 

modernization of global emerging economies. Drawing on research conducted 

first in México, then transported to Colombia and finally to the Philippines, 

Nigeria, and India, among others, the CIAT is home to research contributing to 

the global industrialization of agriculture, or the Green Revolution. Increasing 

wheat yields alone by upwards of 400%, through hybridization and genetic 

modification, this techno-scientific approach to commodity cultivation won its lead 

scientist, Norman Borlaug, a Nobel Peace Prize based on the belief that his 

methods could end world hunger and thwart the pains of global population 

growth.  In Colombia, replacing early twentieth-century import substitution 

industrialization with the production of surplus, by creating high yield, disease 

resistant strains of beans, cassava, corn, and other food-based commodities, the 

CIAT became an important part of development era national and international 

economic strategies that utilized surplus, sold on the global market, to create 

increased state revenues.  

 

Taking experiments first designed to create monocultures (mainly white, 

European) from Colombia’s diverse human populations into the realm of 

monocultural food production, the design of the National University of Colombia 

in Bogotá, the National School of Agronomy in Palmira, and finally the CIAT in 

Cali, reveal architecture’s complicity in twentieth-century attempts to escalate the 

slow time of evolution. Interrogating the histories of the hacienda style, art deco, 

and the modern International Style, each project illustrates the way 
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modernization, and it’s aesthetic partner, modernism, attempted to “optimize” 

Colombia’s more-than-human populations through techno-scientific solutions to 

climate and other forms of biological management. Throughout each of the three 

projects examined, from the open central courtyard spaces which played an 

essential role in articulating one of the modern period’s most fundamental 

assumptions: that so-called uncultivated spaces--from the scale of genes to 

landscape and the built environment--are unoccupied regions for modern 

development in the interest of escalating more-than-human productivity and 

improvement.  
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EPILOGUE: RESISTANCE 
 

 

The contemporary philosopher and public intellectual, Slavoj Žižek has often said 

that the world should be so lucky as to have a group of Illuminati, sitting in a 

room somewhere, pulling the switches and levers of geopolitics like the Wizards 

of Oz. He claims, in fact, that we are beholden to undirected futures, whose 

histories are shaped more by structures of thought and of material practice than 

by focused planners of current world systems. The further I delved into my 

research for this dissertation, the more I realized that perhaps Žižek had never 

encountered the work of the Rockefellers. Tracking the aesthetic history of 

Nelson Rockefeller and the Rockefeller Foundation’s agricultural development 

programs in twentieth-century México and Colombia, I have come to see that in 

fact both the description Žižek rejects and the one that he offers are true. In the 

early and mid-twentieth century, there were, in fact, groups of powerful people 

from Henry Kissinger to Walt Rostow gathered together by Nelson Rockefeller, 

the Rockefeller Foundation and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund to plot the course 

of coming centuries. And, at the same time, there were structures of thought, 

taking shape in a particular form of aesthetic practice, which both limited and 

guided the possibilities for the transformations this elite group sought to obtain.218  

 

 
218 While Žižek looks to Jacques Lacan and psychoanalysis to define the limits of thought, Michel 
Foucault’s genealogies of thought argue that humans do not create ideas, they are born into a set 
of possibilities, rooted in structures of power defined by time and place, which instead shape 
humanity itself. 
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Moving between local conditions and international aspirations, between regional 

architectural practices and universalizing aesthetics, the global dominance of the 

Green Revolution faced intense opposition from the earliest days.  Globally, if 

Nelson Rockefeller and the Rockefeller Foundation thought they might leverage 

political connections, and solutions presented by science and technology to 

shape biological and cultural productivity, mid-to-late twentieth century scientific 

findings themselves have shown how, under the umbrella of climate change, 

those so-called desired futures have been transformed into the stuff of ecological 

and geopolitical nightmares. As carbon, methane, and other emissions from 

industrial agriculture continue to contribute to climate change, the Green 

Revolution’s methods for producing cheap commodities for the global market 

have created food insecurity from Central America to India.  

 

At the level of single organisms, Norman Borlaug, Edwin Wellhausen, and other 

Rockefeller agronomists recorded the ways in which corn, wheat, potatoes and 

other commodities resisted and reacted against the tests performed within them. 

Borlaug’s wheat trials mark an ongoing struggle between, on the one hand, the 

breeder’s use of the scientific method and, on the other, the harvest after harvest 

of plants which resisted the steroid-like impact of high doses of nitrogen and 

phosphorous. As hyper-fertilized fields of wheat bolted--i.e. grow quickly, resist 

flowering and set seeds--their intended gigantism directly reduced each plant’s 

ability to fruit and, simultaneously caused each grain stalk to bend and break 

from its own weight. Without reproducing, every bolting wheat plant put an end to 
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its own genetic line. Undeterred, Borlaug and his team had to adjust their 

methods to the limits of the plants’ own tolerances by either lessening the 

amount of fertilizer added or by crossing a different set of seeds to achieve their 

desired aims. 

 

Corn’s promiscuity alone caused Green Revolution methods to fail more than 

once with the first commodity it tried to improve. In the 1970s, 15% of all US 

farms lost 100% of their crops to a disease that targeted maize varieties carrying 

a scientifically derived sterility gene.219 While cytoplasmic male sterility (CMS) 

had been a long-standing trait of many known maize varieties, the possibility of 

genetically programmed female sterility promised great savings to breeders who 

would no longer need to hire seasonal detasselers to remove one-half of each 

cob’s reproductive organs. While this single change helped entice farmers who 

were still on the fence about hybrids--and the annual seed purchases their use 

required--the method’s so-called success left field after field of monocultures 

vulnerable to the spread of disease.220  

 

Within academia, between the 1940s and the 1960s, even prior to the 

construction of the Chapingo campus extension, the detriments and dangers of 

the Green Revolution’s methodologies for subsistence farmers had become clear 

as detracting contemporaries wrote reports and publications in opposition to what 

 
219 Kloppenburg, First the Seed, 112–14. 
220 Kloppenberg recounts both the devastation caused to seasonal farm workers with the 
elimination of detasseling, as well as the blight caused by vulnerabilities created by the genetic 
modifications required to sterilize corn. Ibid. 
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they saw as irresponsible science.  In the early 1940s, one-time Rockefeller 

Foundation insider and University of California Berkeley geography professor, 

Carl Sauer, best known for his analysis of culture’s influence on landscape, 

argued loudly and implacably for non-intervention in what he understood to be 

Mexico’s ancient, as well as technologically and ecologically unrivaled symbiotic 

complex of corn, beans, and squash.221 Sauer immediately understood that the 

Rockefeller Foundation’s methodologies would ignore rather than build upon the 

intercropping developed by Nahuatl and other native farmers of Mexico’s central 

valleys who had nurtured the ability of beans to fix nitrogen for corn, whose stalks 

provided ample lattices for squash, while the combined planting of the three 

renovated even the most depleted of soils while providing a full nutritional 

complement to their human cultivators.222 Assessing the Rockefeller scientist’s 

plans and methodologies at Chapingo, Sauer wrote: “A good aggressive bunch 

of American agronomists and plant breeders could ruin the native resources for 

good and all by pushing their American commercial stocks.” He persisted: “The 

example of Iowa is about the most dangerous of all for Mexico. Unless the 

Americans understand that, they’d better keep out of Mexico entirely.”223 Sauer’s 

reflections caused little more than a scuttle for the Director George Harrar, who 

had allowed Sauer to visit MAP’s facilities in anticipation of support, not a 

 
221 Carl O. Sauer, Agricultural Origins and Dispersals: The Domestication of Animals and 

Foodstuffs, 2nd ed. (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1969), 64. 
222 For more on what is known as milpa agriculture or intercropping of corn, beans and squash, 
see J. P. Hart, ”Evolving the Three Sisters: The Changing Histories of Maize, Bean, and Squash 
in New York and the Greater Northeast.” in Current Northeast Paleoethnobotany II (Albany: 
University of the State of New York, State Education Department, 2008):  87–99. See also A. J. 
Landon, “The ‘How’ of the Three Sisters: The Origins of Agriculture in Mesoamerica and the 
Human Niche,” Nebraska Anthropologist 40 (2008): 110–24. 
223 Sauer, as quoted in Jennings, Foundation of International Agricultural Research, 51.   
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detraction. Harrar and the Foundation ultimately buried and ignored the Berkeley 

professor’s feedback, explaining Sauer away as a man in love with a relic--

ancient Mexico--which he refused to see modernized and improved.224   

 

In the 1960s an equally sharp critique came from within the Mexican Ministry of 

Agriculture, as members of the Institute for Agricultural Investigations (Instituto 

de Investigaciones Agrícola, or IIA) lead by Jesus Ruiz Uribe challenged the 

MAP’s decision to improve only highly irrigated corn varieties. Developing 

varieties which made up only 5.3% of the country’s corn plantings, the MAP 

ignored 94.7% of un-irrigated corn fields, located dry, arid regions of the 

country.225 Drawing on this same report, in 1964 the United Nations Food and 

Agriculture Organization warned that what Ruiz Uribe called MAP’s “technically 

intoxicated techniques” would drive peasants off of their subsistence plots into 

already dense and agriculturally unsupported cities.226 

 

Simultaneously, as Green Revolution methodologies replicated the Colonial 

appropriation of land and resources from México and Colombia’s First Nations, 

many within these groups have dedicated their lives to shape the politics of 

reclamation.  While indigenous groups make up only 3.43% of Colombia’s total 

 
224 Joseph H. Willits Papers (FA045), series 1, box 3, folder 35, RAC. 
225 Jennings, Foundations of International Agricultural Research, 70. 
226 While Uribe Ruiz’ss own research, directly devoted to dry climate agriculture, was in direct 
conflict with the the MAP, and potentially in competition against them for resources, as his letter 
to President Adolfo López Mateos indicates, his critique is still valid and well supported. See 
Adolfo López Mateos Files, Uribe Ruiz, Problemas y Soluciones, 506.1/15, AGN.  Uribe Ruiz’ss 
objections are also mentioned in "U.N. Group Warns on Push to Cities," New York Times, July 
21, 1964. 
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population, as of 2015, just over 25% of the nation’s territory had been reclaimed 

for their keeping.227 And while more than half of the State’s people of color 

decided to settle Colombia’s Pacific Coast, the remainder, including the 

Coconucos, Embera, Guanaca, Inga, Misaks (formerly referred to as 

Guambianos), Nasas (formerly known as the Páez), Totoros and the Yanaconas 

including Colombians of African descent, make the Cauca Valley region one of 

the most diverse centers in the country. In the twentieth century, moving between 

claims to land on the basis of ethnicity and the desire to take part in national 

Liberalist efforts, particularly between the 1930 and 1940s, the variety of 

indigenous governments (cabildos) took a variety of positions ranging from 

support and protections for the continued unity of the resguardos (indigenous 

communal lands) to agreements to divide the lands and terminate collective 

holdings.228 After La Violencia--marked by a violent ten year civil war between 

liberal and conservative parties, from 1948-1958--the formation and rise of 

grassroots mobilization, visible in the División de Asuntos Indígenas (known as 

the DAI, or Division of Indigenous Affairs) beginning in 1959, and the Consejo 

Regional Indígena del Cauca (the Regional Indigenous Council, or CRIC) in the 

1980s, put an end to the division of lands belonging to the First Nations.229  

  

 
227 Brett Troyan, Cauca's Indigenous Movement in Southwestern Colombia: Land, Violence, and 

Ethnic Identity (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2015), 1. 
228 Ibid. 
229 Ibid. 
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Analyzing the regional art, architecture and agricultural histories of the aesthetics 

of the Green Revolution in México and Colombia, this dissertation aims to 

uncover not only the dominance of the aesthetics of scientific neutrality in the 

making of one of the twentieth century’s most impactful developments but also 

points of rupture, resistance, and failure therein. Drawing upon regional, national, 

and transnational archives, accompanied by site visits to the institutional 

campuses and experimental fields which played a pivotal role in the history of 

this Cold War development program, however, reveals only part of the histories 

required to think not just across disciplines, but also across geopolitical power 

dynamics. Moving forward, from a dissertation into a manuscript, I look forward to 

delving further into the histories of resistance which are only barely outlined 

above. In the meantime, contributing to an emerging body of scholarship on the 

essential role of the countryside in the history of modernism, this project marks a 

shift in humanity’s ability to shape its environment as transnational institutions, 

scientists, technocrats, artists and architects moved to not only harness nature 

but to redesign its so-called raw materials, beginning at the scale of human 

chromosomes and extending to the reconstitution of vast rural and urban 

landscapes. While the spotlight of modern architectural history is often ceded to 

the city, my manuscript demonstrates how some of the longest-term implications 

of Cold War development in the broader Caribbean advanced as the Rockefeller 

Foundation converted rural farmland into the front line of modernization. 
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INTRODUCTION: FIGURES 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 1. Cover, Henry-Russell Hitchcock, Jr., and Philip Johnson, The International Style: 
Architecture Since 1922 (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1932). Digital Image © The Museum 
of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, NY. Note the confident claims not only to 
singularity but also to universality through the exclusion of a region or set of nations to which their 
statements, in the bold red text on the cover, apply. 
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Figure 2:  Neil MacLellan, Corn Improvement, n.d., photograph, Rockefeller Foundation, Photos, 
300D, Latin America: Natural Science & Agriculture, Box 62, Folder 1398A, RAC. A member of 
the Mexican Agriculture Project, the precursor to the Green Revolution, covers corn tassels 
containing male reproductive germplasm to ensure controlled pollination. In the first half of the 
twentieth century, in an attempt to prevent unauthorized fertilization in the process of seed 
optimization, entire fields of hybrid corn required detasseling or other manual methods of 
reproductive control, such as the application of paper bag prophylactics.  
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CHAPTER 1: FIGURES 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Room A, installation view showing the model of Walter Gropius’ Bauhaus, Modern 
Architecture: International Exhibition, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1932. Digital Image © 

Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, NY. 
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Figure 4: Room C, installation view, Modern Architecture: International Exhibition, 1932, Museum 
of Modern Art. Digital Image © Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, NY.  

 
 

 
 
Figure 5: Room B, installation view of the Housing Section of Modern Architecture: International 
Exhibition, 1932, Museum of Modern Art. Digital Image © Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by 
SCALA/Art Resource, NY. 
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Figure 6: Lucio Costa, Brazil Pavilion at the 1939 World’s Fair, New York, NY. Photo: Carlos 
Eduardo Comas, Revista ArqTexto no.16.  
 

 
 
Figure 7: Lucio Costa, Brazil Pavilion, 1939 World’s Fair, New York, NY, detail of block pattern.. 
Costa’s brise-soleil refines common cement-block structures made by alternating between two 
block sizes, or by expanding the spaces within a standard brick-pattern. The cellular refinement 
achieved by Costa’s sun-shade pattern creates a new, modern skin for the building, just as his 
scientific counterparts aimed to do for the Brazilian population. Photo: Carlos Eduardo Comas, 
Revista ArqTexto no. 16.  
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Figure 8: Installation view, Brazil Builds, 1943, Museum of Modern Art, New York. Photographic 
Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN213.5. Photo: Soichi Sunami.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 9: Installation view, Brazil Builds, 1943, Museum of Modern Art, New York. Photographic 
Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN213.6. Photo: Soichi Sunami.  
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Figure 10: Installation view, Brazil Builds, 1943, Museum of Modern Art, New York. Photographic 
Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN213.7. Photo: Soichi Sunami.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 11: Installation view, The Americas Cooperate, Museum of Modern Art, New York, 1942. 
Photographic Archive, Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York, IN198.2. The exhibition was 
designed by Austrian artist Herbert Bayer, former director of printing and advertising for the 
Bauhaus and executed by Carlos Dyer. Measuring between thirty to fifty feet in length, each 
exhibition display was composed of freestanding panels showing photographs of commodities 
that Latin America was contributing to the U.S. war effort.   
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Figure 12: Cover, The Americas Cooperate for Victory (Washington, DC: Government Printing 
Office, 1942). Collection: Early Museum History, Series II, Folder 9, Museum of Modern Art 
Archives. The book was a joint publication of the Museum of Modern Art, New York, and the 
Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, Washington DC.   
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FIGURE 12: The Americas Cooperate for Victory Catalog (1942) designed by Austrian artist 
Herbert Bayer, featuring an image of another informational installation of “The Americas 
Cooperate” (September 30, 1942-October 18, 1942) in the bottom left corner, page 12.   
 

 
FIGURE 13: World Map, The Americas Cooperate for Victory (1942), a joint publication of the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, and the Office of the Coordinator of Inter-American Affairs, 
Washington D.C. The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY. Collection Early Museum History, 
Series II, Folder 9. 
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Figure 15. Principal War and Export Products, “The Americas Cooperate for Victory” (1942), a 
joint publication of the Museum of Modern Art, New York, and the Office of the Coordinator of 
Inter-American Affairs, Washington D.C. The Museum of Modern Art Archives, NY. Collection 
Early Museum History, Series II, Folder 9. 
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CHAPTER 2: FIGURES 
 
 
 

 
Figure 16: Ambrogio Lorenzetti, “The Allegory of Good Government,” 1338-1339, 7.7 x 14 
meters, south wall. One of four walls covered with the four Allegory of Good and Bad Government 
murals, frescoed on the walls surrounding the Hall of Nine in the Palazzo Pubblico (Siena, Italy), 
here Lorenzetti depicts the magistrates of Sienna tied to the scales of justice, under the guidance 
of six female figures, with Peace, Fortitude and Prudence on the left and Magnanimity, 
Temperance and Justice on the right. The murals were painted inside the Palazzo so that they 
might speak to the city rulers as warning and inspiration. Moving around the room, the artist will 
give form to the effects of good and bad government on both the city and the countryside. Image 
and original data provided by SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. (c) 2006, SCALA, 
Florence / ART RESOURCE, N.Y.  
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Figure 17: Diego Rivera, “Sol y Tierra (Sun and Earth - Men and Women of Tehuantepec in 
Mountain Landscape with Sunburst),” 1924. Fresco, 4.31 x 4.80 m. Repository: Universidad 
Autonoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Image rights: @2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), 
New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
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Figure 18: Human Figure; maize goddess, circa A.D. 1300-1500 (Aztec). Basalt or Andesite Lava. 
Source: American Museum of Natural History, New York, New York, accession number 1931-39, 
Catalog No. 30.1 / 1201. 
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Figure 19: The Founding of Tenochtitlan, from the Codex Mendoza (mid-16th century), folio 2r. 
Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford, UK. 
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Figure 20: Diego Rivera, La Creacion (Creation), 1922-23. Encaustic and gold blade. Antiguo 
Colegio de San Ildefonso, Anfiteatro Simón Bolívar, Mexico City. Image: 2012 Artist Rights 
Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
 
 
 



17 

 

 
 
Figure 21: Diego Rivera, Aire y agua (Air and Water: Men and Women of Tehuantepec Under 
Wind and Cloud Symbols),1924. Fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. 
Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



18 

 

 
 
Figure 22: Diego Rivera and Xavier Guerrero, Enseñar la explotación de la tierra, no la del 
hombre, 1924. Fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki 
Moore, 2018.  
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Figure 23: Xavier Guerrero, Untitled [archway with corn] (left) and Untitled [archway with trumpet 
flower and sunflower] (right), both 1924. Grisaille fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, 
Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. The archway leads to the administration building’s 
interior courtyard.  
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Figure 24: Xavier Guerrero, Untitled [archway with fruit trees and sunflower],1924. Grisaille 
fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018.  
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Figure 25: Diego Rivera, Mujer con Girasoles (Kneeling Woman with Sunflowers), 1946. Oil on 
canvas and masonite. Colección del Gobierno Veracruz, Xalapa, Veracruz, México. Image: 
@2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
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Figure 26: Diego Rivera, La Sangre de los mártires revolucionarios fertilizando la tierra (The 
Blood of the Revolutionary Martyrs Fertilizing the Soil), 1926. Fresco. Chapingo Chapel,  
Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society 
(ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
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Figure 27: Xavier Guerrero, untitled mural (lefthand wall and ceiling of stairwell), Universidad 
Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
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Figure 28: Xavier Guerrero, untitled mural (righthand wall and ceiling of stairwell), Universidad 
Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
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Figure 29: Diego Rivera, Alianza obrero-campesino (Meeting of Peasant and Worker), 1924. 
Fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Image: @2012 Artist Rights 
Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
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Figure 30: Diego Rivera, Buen gobierno (Good Government) (left) and El reparto de las tierras 
(The Division of the Land) (right), both 1924. Fresco. Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, 
Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
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Figure 31: Diego Rivera, [name of mural], 1923–1928. Details: Otilio Montaño, Martir (Martyr 
Otilio Montaño) (left), Cuauhtemoc, Martir (Martyr Cuauhtemoc, David) (center), and Emiliano 
Zapata, Martir (Martyr Emiliano Zapata) (right). Fresco. Secretary of Public Education, Mexico 
City, Mexico. Repository: Instituto Nacional de Belles Artes (INBA). Image: @2012 Artist Rights 
Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor. 
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Figure 32: Raphael, Disputa (Disputation Over the Blessed Sacrament), 1509. Fresco. Stanza 
della Segnatura, Papal Palace, Vatican. Image: (c) 2006, SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, 
N.Y. 
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Figure 33: Diego Rivera, El reparto de las tierras (The Division of the Land), 1924. Fresco. 

Universidad Autonoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
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Figure 34: Primero reparto de las tierras, (The First Division of the Land) Matamoros, 
Tamaulipas, August 6, 1913. Source: Instituto Nacional de Estudios Historicos de las 
Revoluciones de Mexico. Photographer: Noé Solchaga Zamudio.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 35: R. Runyon, Los que recibieron los títulos, 1913. Photograph. Secretaria de Cultura, 
Mexico.  
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Figure 36: Underwood & Underwood, New York. El Gral: Zapata licenciado sus tropas, 1912. 
Photograph. Secretaria de Cultura, Mexico.  
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Figure 37: Raphael, The School of Athens, 1509-1511. Fresco. Stanza della Segnatura, Papal 
Palace, Vatican. 
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Figure 38: Diego Rivera, El buen gobierno (Good Government), 1924. Detail, left section. Fresco. 
Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society 
(ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor. The portraits of Marte R. Gomez and Manuel 
Avila Camacho, in the doorway (near the right), were painted in 1941 when the doorways to 
classrooms on the upper floors were closed off after a remodel. Sealing access to former 
classrooms, the painted doorways represent the closure of the post-revolutionary period as well, 
as these murals are now archived in a museum space, and are no longer part of student’s 
immediate campus life. The sidelining of Chapingo’s post-revolutionary history is further explored 
in chapter 3.  
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Figure 39: Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Effects of Good Government in the City, 1338-1339. Fresco. 
Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, Italy. This painting depicts the international city of Siena, representing 
its marketplaces as well as the conjunction of bankers and merchants who did business there. 
Image: SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. © 2006. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 40: Ambrogio Lorenzetti, The Effects of Good Government on Town and Country, 1338-
1339. Fresco. Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, Italy. Image: SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. © 
2006. 
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Figure 41: Diego Rivera, El buen gobierno (Good Government) (right section), 1924. Image: 
@2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor. The portraits of 
Álvaro Obregón and Ramon P. De Negri in the doorway (near the right) were painted in 1941, 
when the doorways to classrooms on the upper floors were closed off after a remodel. Sealing 
access to former classrooms, the painted doorways represent the closure of the post-
revolutionary period as well, as these murals are now archived in a museum space, and are no 
longer part of student’s immediate campus life. The sidelining of Chapingo’s post-revolutionary 
history is further explored in Chapter 3.  
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Figure 42: Diego Rivera, El Mal gobierno (Bad Government), 1924. Detail (left side). Fresco. 
Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
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Figure 43: Diego Rivera, El Mal gobierno (Bad Government), 1924. Detail (center). Fresco. 
Image: @2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
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Figure 44: Diego Rivera, El Mal gobierno (Bad Government), 1924. Detail (right). Fresco. Image: 
@2012 Artist Rights Society (ARS), New York, Bob Schalkwijk, INBA, for Artstor.  
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Figure 45: Ambrogio Lorenzetti, The Allegory of Bad Government and its Effects, 1338–1339. 
Fresco. Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, Italy. This is one of the four Allegory of Good and Bad 
Government murals, frescoed on the walls surrounding the Hall of Nine in the Palazzo Pubblico 
(Siena, Italy). Lorenzetti’s depiction of devastation in his portrayal of the land, the village, and its 
communal spaces are a direct reference for Diego Rivera’s upper stairwell mural program at the 
National School of Agriculture within the former Hacienda Chapingo, in Texcoco, México. Image: 
SCALA, Florence/ART RESOURCE, N.Y. © 2006. 
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CHAPTER 3: FIGURES 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 46: Diego Rivera, La Tierra Fecunda (The Fertile Earth), 1925–27. Chapingo Chapel,  
Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, Texcoco, Mexico. Image: Rodrigo Franco, 2012, for the 
National School of Agriculture Museum, Texcoco, México. The Chapingo Chapel mural series is a 
41-panel frescoed anthem to the revolution’s reclamation of México’s fecundity and future for the 
people, created within the former Jesuit chapel of the Chapingo Hacienda. For Marte Gómez, the 
chapel was to inspire and remind the students and faculty of the National School of Agriculture of 
their role in bringing the aims of the recent past to bear on the nation’s future. 
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Figure 47: C. W. Brubaker, Strong Basic Triangle, organization diagrams from March 17 campus 
visit to Chapingo. National School of Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes 
Sketches, 4, Brubaker Papers. Chapingo Notebook 1, 4. 
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Figure 48: C. W. Brubaker, Map of Chapingo, National School of Agricultural Education, 
Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 1, Brubaker Papers. In this land use diagram, 
Brubaker denotes the entirety of the campus’ architecture through the simplified concentric 
squares plan of the Chapingo hacienda, found right below the words “Walled Campus.” The 
proposed area for expansion is signaled through radiating dots. Chapingo Notebook 1, 13. 
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Figure 49: C. W. Brubaker, Chapingo Existing Campus Sketch Plan, National School of 
Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 14, Brubaker Papers.  
Brubaker again centers his sketch around what he calls the Main Building ~ The Old Hacienda, 
noting the structure’s current administrative, classroom, and laboratory functions, as well as the 
Chapel filled with Diego Rivera’s murals. Chapingo Notebook 1, 14. 
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Figure 50: C. W. Brubaker, Chapingo Land Use Diagram, National School of Agricultural 
Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 15. Brubaker Papers. 
Chapingo Notebook 1, 15.  
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Figure 51: C. W. Brubaker, April 1963, Scheme #3, National School of Agricultural Education, 
Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 28, Brubaker Papers. Chapingo Notebook 1, 28.  
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Figure 52: C. W. Brubaker, April 23, 1963 Meeting in Chicago, National School of Agricultural 
Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 25, Brubaker Papers, Chapingo Notebook 

1, 25.  
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Figure 53: Library, National School of Agriculture, Chapingo, Mexico. (1967) Detail of façade. 
Photo: Nikki Moore, 2017.  
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Figure 54: Augusto H. Álvarez, Celosia, Tensores y Rampa Escaler Entrada Principal, July 15, 
1964. Collection: Augusto H. Alvarez sketches for the Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, Archive of 
Mexican Architects, UNAM, Mexico City.  
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Figure 55:  C. W. Brubaker, Extension Building (National School of Agriculture Extension Building 
in Plan), National School of Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 
32. Brubaker Papers. In this sketch of the extension building in plan, Brubaker, following solar 
criteria, recreates the courtyard plan of the original Chapingo hacienda.  
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Figure 56: C. W. Brubaker, Chapingo Land Use Diagram, 1962–63, National School of 
Agricultural Education, Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 35, Brubaker Papers. Here, in 
the plan covering the bottom of the page, the “flexible nature of [his] modular concept” is made up 
interlocking, molecular iterations of the original hacienda courtyard plan.  All corridors face west 
and north, for optimal shade and to create breezeways in front of each classroom, while, as the 
architect notes, “All classrooms, laboratories, offices face east or south.”  
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Figure 57: Perkins + Will, Chicago, Model of Plan Chapingo, 1963, photograph, FA003 100-1000 
Photographs, Box 96, Folder 1888, RAC.  
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Figure 58: (Left) Sketch of MAP Field Tests, Projects, Mexico, National School of Agriculture, 
RAC. (Right) Augusto H. Álvarez, Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, Archive of Mexican Architects, 
UNAM, Mexico City. On the left, one of hundreds of planting charts created for testing application 
of nitrogen, phosphorus, and other chemicals. Their form was repeated in the horizontal windows 
of Álvarez’s Chapingo Campus. On the right, a contemporary photo showing Brubaker’s window 
walls, as completed for the departmental, laboratory, and extension buildings. The window design 
replicated the grid of the Green Revolution’s early planting charts.  
 

 
 
 

 
 
Figure 59. Augusto H. Álvarez, Elevation, Escuela Nacional de Agricultura, Archive of Mexican 
Architects, UNAM, Mexico City. The elevation shows Brubaker’s window walls and the stone 
facade endcaps of the Departmental and Extension Buildings, as completed for the Extension 
Building, replicating the grid of the Green Revolution’s early planting charts.  
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Figure 60: C. W. Brubaker, Extension Building, National School of Agricultural Education, 
Chapingo Mexico Meeting Notes Sketches, 36, Brubaker Papers. Note the separation of the 
Extension, the INIA and Ensenares (Teaching) in Brubaker’s sketch for the Extension Building at 
the bottom of the page. The arrangement continues to be articulated within the context of the 
sun’s angle for each room (sketch mid-left).   
 
 
 
 
 



54 

 

 
 
Figure 61: Augusto H. Álvarez, “Edificio B,” one of three interlocking departmental buildings (A, B 
and C) designed by Brubaker and realized by Álvarez y Carral, with crisscrossing courtyard 
paths. Departmental, Planta de Conjunto A-6.  Augusto H. Álvarez, Escuela Nacional de 
Agricultura. Source: Archive of Mexican Architects, UNAM, México City.  
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Figure 62: (left) Consejo Nacional de Huelga, Returning to class without answers to our 
demands, condemns our to death!, poster; (right) Consejo Nacional de Huelga, We don’t 
understand this type of dialogue, poster. Source: Núñez, Hiram, Jorge Gustavo Ocampo 
Ledesma, and Rosaura Reyes Canchola, eds.Chapingo y el movimiento del 68. Mexico City: 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Centro Cultural Universitario Tlatelolco, 2018. 
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Figure 63: Perkins + Will, Augusto H.  Álvarez, and Enrique Carral Icaza, Water Tower 
(CIMMYT), technical drawing, ca. 1967–1968, Augusto H. Álvarez, CIMMYT, México, Archive of 
Mexican Architects, UNAM, México City. 
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Figure 64: Perkins + Will, Elevation (CIMMYT), , ca. 1967–1968, Archive of Mexican Architects, 
UNAM, México City. These early elevations feature a sculptural water tower, front and center, 
from which the semi-circular and arched elements of the Center’s formal articulation are drawn.  
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Figure 65: Perkins + Will, CIMMYT Model 3, photograph, ca. 1967-1968, Brubaker Papers. The 
water tower stands as both functional and sculptural element at the front and center of the facility. 
Its semicircular form is inverted in the facilities upper windows and reappears in the stairwell-cum-
air vent projections that connect one building to the next across the campus plan.  
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Figure 66: Radke, CIMMYT Rendering, 1967, from The International Maize and Wheat 
Improvement Center: A Project of the Rockefeller Foundation, Proposal by Perkins + Will in 
association with Augusto H. Álvarez - Enrique Carral Icaza, 11, Brubaker Papers. The 
administration building appears to be growing out of its own irrigated landscape. The water 
tower’s now-inverted semi-circular forms seem to pour their contents--here the science and 
agricultural improvement methods being developed within--back out onto the land. At the same 
time, the building’s multi-story collonade seems to be drawing the landscape up and through its 

columns, creating a reciprocal irrigation system where innovation and resources are co-produced.  
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Figure 67: Perkins + Will, CIMMYT: Center for the Improvement of Maize and Wheat, Model 3, 
ca. 1967-1968, Perkins + Will Corporate Archives, Chicago. While, in unbuilt Model 3, the central 
campus buildings retain Chapingo’s Hacienda structure, with an inner courtyard surrounded by 
individuated rectilinear buildings, in the CIMMYT plan, subsequent groupings encircling 
courtyards are built through conjunctions with, rather than separation from, the rest of the 
campus. CIMMYT Model 3 is designed to increase density and, ideally, collaboration across the 
facility.  
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Figure 68: Radke, CIMMYT Atrium, architectural rendering, 1967, Archive of Mexican Architects, 
UNAM, México City.  
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Figure 69: Perkins + Will, Álvarez y Carral, CIMMYT Model. Consolidating the individual buildings 
of Model 3, in the maquette shown above, three campus buildings create a semi-circle around 
four greenhouses, while campus housing and dining facilities are moved into the northeast corner 
of the property. Upon donation by the Japanese government, a fourth fully enclosed building was 
constructed just southwest of the main administration building. Source: Archive of Mexican 
Architects, UNAM, México City. 
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Figure 70: Atrium of CIMMYT, Archive of Mexican Architects, UNAM, México City. 
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CHAPTER 4: FIGURES 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 71: Oswaldo R. Buckle, Map of Bogotá (Plano de Bogotá), from Revista del Banco de la 
República, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. Buckle’s map illustrates 
the state of urban development in Bogotá in 1933, with parks denoted in teal and housing, state 
and commercial spaces in red.  
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Figure 72: Untitled (contemporary schematic created from a 1937 urban plan), Archivo Central 
Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. The schematic locates the new campus of the 
National University of Colombia as well as the faculties of Law, Veterinary Science, Architecture 
and the Botanical Institute within the campus plan.  
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Figure 73: Fritz Karsen, Relación entre las materias dictadas y las facultades (Relationship 
Between Required Schools and Their Material (Functional) Fequirements), 1936, from Luz 
Amorocho, Universidad Nacional de Colombia: Planta Física, 1867–1982 (Bogotá: Proa, 1982). 
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Figure 74: Leopoldo Rother, Course notes on the development of the University City in Bogotá, 
comparing Rother and Fritz Karsen’s early plan to older Renaissance and utopian plans, 
Biblioteca Central, Universidad Nacional, Bogotá.  
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Figure 75: Luis Prieto Souza and Manuel Parra, Ciudad Universitaria Bogotá, Proyectaron Luis 
Prieto Souza y Manuel Parra, Arquitectos, 1936, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad 
Nacional, Bogotá.  
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Figure 76: Fritz Karsen and Leopoldo Rother, Plan of Ciudad Universitaria Bogotá, 1936, Archivo 
Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. Taking inspiration from both electrical 
circuitry and the unmistakable imagery of biology’s ovate lifeforce, the influence of Art Deco on 
this early plan is unmistakable.  
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Figure 77: Leopoldo Rother, Landscaping Plan for the Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 
Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. 
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Figure 78: Fritz Karsen and Leopoldo Rother, Plano Ciudad Universitaria Bogotá, February 1937, 
Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. The plan shifts from its art deco 
inspiration to a classical plan for creating monumentality.  As philosophy loses its privileged 
place, the entire campus plan aims toward the ecstatic ovate form at the University’s center.  
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Figure 79: Leopoldo Rother, Plano Ciudad Universitaria Bogotá, March 1937, Archivo Central 
Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. As the program and needs of each departmental 
building begin to emerge, the rigor of the classic plan gives way to a hybrid form. Source: Archivo 
Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá, Colombia. 
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Figure 80: Leopoldo Rother, Plano de la Ciudad Universitaria de Bogota, 1939, Archivo Central 
Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá.  
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Figure 81: Leopoldo Rother, Course Lecture Notes, Axonometric Schematic of Walter Gropius’ 
Bauhaus School in Dessau Informs the Plan for Rother’s Normal School in Pamplona, built in 
1936, from Hans Rother, Leopoldo Rother: Vida y obra. (Bogota: Fondo Editorial Escala, 1984). 
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Figure 82: Leopoldo Rother, architectural drawing for Pamplona Normal School, Colombia, 1936, 
Leopoldo Rother Archives, Bogota.  
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Figure 83: Antonio Castañeda, Hacienda El Salitre, Bogotá (after restoration), from German 
Tellez, Casa de Hacienda: Arquitectura en el campo colombiano (Bogotá: Villegas editores, 
2000). When proprietor and philanthropist Joaquin Vargas died, he deeded the entire estate of 
Hacienda El Salitre to the state, specifying that the land was to be used for the common good. 
The National University of Colombia was built on a portion of the land, while a hospital, public 
park, and neighborhoods were built on the remaining lands. El Salitre’s stone colonnade (as 
opposed to wooden porches) figures most prominently on haciendas in proximity to urban areas.  
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Figure 84: Antonio Castañeda, Casa Japio, from Tellez, Casa de Hacienda. Caso Japio was a 
working sugar plantation, complete with trapiche (sugar mill) and aqueduct. The two-story 
structure, with a wooden porch, is typical of sugar plantation throughout the Cauca Valley.  
 

 
 
Figure 85: Antonio Castañeda, Hacienda El Concepción Amaime, from Tellez, Casa de 
Hacienda. 
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Figure 86: Leopoldo Rother, Botany Department Building, National University of Colombia, 
Bogotá, 1939-1940, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogota. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 87: Leopoldo Rother, Education Department Building, National University of Colombia, 
Bogotá, 1939-1940, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogota. 
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Figure 88: Leopoldo Rother, Alfonso Lopez Pumarejo Stadium, National University of Colombia, 
Bogotá, 1939-1940, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad Nacional, Bogota. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 89: Leopoldo Rother, Professors Apartments (now the Department of Philosophy), 
National University of Colombia, Bogotá, 1939-1940, Archivo Central Histórico de la Universidad 
Nacional, Bogota. 
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Figure 90: Leopoldo Rother, National School of Agriculture—Palmira. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 91: Leopoldo Rother, National School of Agriculture—Palmira, Archivo Central Histórico 
de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá. 
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Figure 92: P. J. Pinilia Jimenez, Axonometric Rendering of National School of Agriculture, 
Palmira, 1946, Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives, Bogota, Colombia. Jimenez painted this 
rendering for the Ministry of Public Works, under the Direction of National Buildings.  
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Figure 93: Leopoldo Rother, Updated Schematic for the Facultad de Agronomia, Palmira, 1946-
47, Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives. In this second set of axonometric plans for the School for 
Agronomy in Palmira, modern reinforced concrete pillars replace the bulky colonial archways 
present in the campus’ first renderings. The ornamented archway is replaced by another 
reinforced concrete arch which echos the now visible front porch structure which spans all three 
floors of the main campus building.  
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Figure 94: Leopoldo Rother, Floor Plan, First Floor, National School of Agriculture, ca. 1946, 
Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives. (Unfortunately, the large stain which obscures the left wing of 
the plan appears in every available copy remaining from this period and project.) 
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Figure 95: Leopoldo Rother, Principal Facade and Posterior façade of the National National 
School of Agriculture, Palmira, Colombia, 1946, Archivo General de la Nación, Bogotá. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 96: Charles-Édouard Jeanneret, Maison Dom-ino, 1914–1915, architectural drawing, 
Wikimedia.org Open Access.  
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Figure 97: National School of Agriculture, during construction, ca. 1946, Archivo Central Histórico 
de la Universidad Nacional, Bogotá.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 98: National National School of Agriculture, Stairway, 1946, architectural drawing, 
Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives.  
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Figure 99: National National School of Agriculture, detail of staircase. Photo: Nikki Moore, 2018. 
Rother’s grand spiraling staircases serve to bring breeze, shade and the circulation of human and 
more-than-human entities throughout the building.  
 

 
 
Figure 100: National National School of Agriculture, view of exterior porch. Photo: Nikki Moore, 
2018. Hallways created by the overhanging porch structure line the classroom, providing shade 
and circulation.  
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Figure 101: Office of Public Works, Escuela Normal Superior de Medellín, 1921-1927. The open 
porches and central interior spiral stairwell anticipate Rother’s National School of Agriculture, built 
approximately 100 miles away, just under 100 years later.  
 

 
 
Figure 102: Escuela Normal Superior de Medellín. The exterior stone facade mirrors the School’s 
original building on the University of Antioquia campus, while the interior courtyard, complete with 
a three-story front porch structure was designed to circulate light and air throughout the 
classrooms.  
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Figure 103: Leopoldo Rother, Floor Plan, First Floor, National School of Agriculture, ca. 1946 
(detail), Leopoldo Rother Museum Archives. In the plan, the first floor of what is now the Ciro 
Molina Garces building reveals the early influence of art deco’s graduated planes, most visible in 
the repeating series of steps at the front of the plan, countered by the spiralized flourishes 
created by the back stairwells for each wing of the building.   
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Figure 104: Leopoldo Rother, Stair Elevation, National School of Agriculture, 1946, Leopoldo 
Rother Museum Archives.  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 105: José Villagrán García, Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Huipulco, México, 1925, from 
Kathryn E. O’Rourke, “Guardians of Their Own Health: Tuberculosis, Rationalism, and Reform in 
Modern México,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 71, no.1 (March 2012).  
Above: Aerial photography, 1986.  
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FIGURE 36: Jose Villagran Garcia, Plan for a typical ward at the Tuberculosis Sanatorium (1925), 
Huipulco, México. Source: Kathryn E. O’Rourke, “Guardians of Their Own Health: Tuberculosis, 
Rationalism, and Reform in Modern México,” JSAH, vol 71, no.1 (March 2012). 
 
Figure 106: José Villagrán García, Plan of a Typical Ward [Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Huipulco, 
México], from O’Rourke, “Guardians of Their Own Health: Tuberculosis, Rationalism, and 
Reform in Modern México,” JSAH, vol 71, no.1 (March 2012). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Figure 107: (left) Open Porches, Tuberculosis Sanatorium, Huipulco, México, 1925; (right) 
Patients Taking the Sun and Air in the Lounge of the Tuberculosis Sanatorium, both from Kathryn 
E. O’Rourke, “Guardians of Their Own Health.” 
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Figure 108: (left) Le Corbusier, Sketches of the Human Body; (right) Olgyay Brothers, Relation of 
Human Body to Climatic Elements, both from Ayala Levin, “Performance and Style in the Work of 
Olgyay and Olgyay,” Environmental Design 18, no. 2 (2014): 171.  
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Figure 109:  Leopoldo Rother, National School of Agronomy, Palmira, plan, 1946, Archivo 
General de la Nación. Three tennis courts, a football field, basketball courts, and a swimming 
pool complete this campus’ focus on modernization.  
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Figure 110:  Jaime Ponce de León, CIAT (International Center for Tropical Agriculture), Cali, 
Colombia, aerial view, CIAT Colección Histórica. Photo: H. Usma.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 111: Jaime Ponce de León, La Guatavita Nueva (New Guatavita), exterior. Image: Nikki 
Moore, 2018.  
 
 



94 

 

 
 
Figure 112: Jaime Ponce de León, CIAT, Administrative Building, Cali, Colombia, exterior, CGIAR 
Space. Melding the white stucco facades and British Cottage Style gabled roof, with a modern 
unornamented interpretation of a Spanish hacienda and a European (Swiss) ski chalet, the 
architect’s treatment of the CIAT is as eclectic and internationalized as the backgrounds of the 
researchers and germplasm within.  
 
 

 
 
Figure 113: Jaime Ponce de León, CIAT, Cali, Colombia, view of Central Courtyard, 1972, 
CGIAR Space.  
 


