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Productive Archives and Architectural Memory
Archivos productivos y memoria arquitectónica

MICHAEL ANDRÉS FORERO PARRA
Curatorial Research Collective TU/Eindhoven, m.a.forero.parra@tue.nl

Abstract
Este artículo examina la relación entre archivos arquitectónicos y organizaciones museo-
lógicas. Se centra en una exposición de arquitectura organizada por el Departamento de 
Arquitectura del Museo de Arte Moderno de Bogotá (MAMBO) en 1993. Esta exposición 
mostró 300 dibujos de edificios y proyectos realizados entre 1905 y 1960 en Colombia. Estos 
dibujos desempeñaron un papel crucial en el establecimiento del Archivo Arquitectónico 
Colombiano, una iniciativa académica que fue la base del Museo de Arquitectura. Fundado 
en 1986 en la Universidad Nacional de Colombia, el Museo de Arquitectura consolidó su po-
sición como un repositorio de la memoria arquitectónica al recibir archivos arquitectónicos 
en la década de 1990. En contraste, sin una colección arquitectónica, el Departamento de 
Arquitectura del MAMBO dejó de existir en 1995. Este caso plantea la pregunta de cómo la 
creación de un archivo arquitectónico impacta la supervivencia de los museos y espacios de 
exhibición dedicados a la arquitectura.

This article examines the relationship between architectural archives and museological 
organizations. It focuses on an architecture exhibition organized by the Department of 
Architecture at the Museum of Modern Art of Bogotá (MAMBO) in 1993. This exhibition 
displayed 300 drawings of buildings and projects from 1905 to 1960 in Colombia. These 
drawings played a crucial role in establishing the Colombian Architectural Archive, an aca-
demic initiative that was the basis of the Museum of Architecture. Founded in 1986 within 
the Colombian National University, the Museum of Architecture further solidified its po-
sition as a repository of architectural memory by receiving architectural archives in the 
1990s. In contrast, without an architectural collection, the Department of Architecture at 
the MAMBO ceased to exist in 1995. This case study raises the question of how creating 
an architectural archive impacts the survival of museums and exhibition spaces dedicated 
to architecture.

Keywords
Exposiciones de arquitectura, archivos de arquitectura, museos de arquitectura, memoria 
arquitectónica, cultura arquitectónica
Architecture exhibitions, architectural archives, architecture museums, architectural 
memory, architectural culture
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Introduction
In the book Crafting History: Archiving and the Quest for Architectural Legacy, architectu-
ral scholar Albena Yaneva locates the 1980s, when computers entered the world of design 
practice, as the time when “many architects developed an awareness and concern about 
their legacy” and when “they increasingly pay[ed] attention to the importance of archives”.1 
In other words, when a radical change –in this case, design software– reshaped architectu-
ral practice, architects reassessed their archiving procedures and reconfigured the ways to 
safeguard their memory.
The 1980s was, indeed, a transformative decade for architectural memory. In addition to 
computers and software redefining how architecture was conceived, produced, and preser-
ved, a global appetite for architecture emerged through establishing and consolidating me-
mory institutions, such as exhibition platforms and archival initiatives. During the 1980s, 
a new platform was created every year across the globe. From Quito to Montreal and from 
San Francisco to Frankfurt, museums, curatorial departments, and archival institutions 
were devoted to documenting, presenting, discussing, and taking care of architectural pro-
duction. By architectural memory, I mean the always-growing repository of things and re-
collections that individuals and institutions collect, accumulate, and archive for multiple 
reasons and under different considerations, for example, as carriers of knowledge, com-
modities, or historical artifacts. In this case, architectural memory transcends notions of 
buildings and spaces triggering emotions or as exceptional objects, monuments, and events 
that are collectively remembered. If, as Yaneva explains, “an [architectural] archive typically 
consists of a multiplicity of working materials that document the thinking process of archi-
tects and firms, as well as the social and cultural issues that are entangled with architectu-
re, “I suggest that architectural memory encompasses multiple archives, some well-known 
and others yet to be discovered, “ghost archives” in the words of architectural scholar Janina 
Gosseye.2 In this regard, architectural memory is personal yet public, specific yet compre-
hensive, local yet boundless, and fixed yet shifting.
This article traces the history of an architectural archive recovered in the late 1970s. This 
was a productive archive in the sense of the profuse material and significant events that 
originated through it: extensive research, an architecture museum, a publication, an archi-
tecture exhibition, and a magazine issue dedicated to architectural drawing. In this regard, 
an archive is not only understood as a place that shapes knowledge but as a device that 

1 Albena Yaneva, “Introduction: The Secret Life of Architectural Objects”, in Crafting History: Archiving 
and the Quest for Architectural Legacy (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2020), 1-23.
2 Janina Gosseye, “Introduction. A Short History of Silence: The Epistemological Politics of Architectural 
Historiography”, in Speaking of Buildings: Oral History in Architectural Research, ed. by Janina 
Gosseye, Naomi Stead and Deborah van der Plaat (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2019), 
9-23.
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produces architectural culture.3 In addition, this specific case study raises the question of 
how creating an architectural archive impacts the survival of museums and exhibition spa-
ces as influential sites for architectural memory.

Drawings in a Basement: The Making of an Archive
In 1978, the architect and Dean of the School of Architecture at the Colombian National 
University, Arturo Robledo, established the Colombian Architectural Archive. Conceived 
as a project –not as a place– within a new research institute, the Colombian Architectural 
Archive was given two purposes: “[i] to collect, organize, and disseminate documents on 
Colombian architecture and [ii] to produce analyses of that documentation4”. In this way, 
Robledo considered the architectural archive as a producer of knowledge and not simply 
as a repository of information, that is, a space of production rather than just a space of 
storage.
Almost simultaneously, architecture professors were discussing the “immense historical 
value5“ and the state of abandonment of a series of architectural drawings and plans pro-
duced by the Colombian Ministry of Public Works and Transportation, a government entity 
founded in 1905. For the professors, the voluminous drawings abandoned in a basement 
already had an a priori value. Within this group of professors, the architectural historian 
Carlos Niño was appointed to develop the Colombian Architectural Archive. In September 
1980, working in the research institute and leading the consolidation of the Colombian 
Architectural Archive, Niño proposed to the Ministry to order, catalog, and analyze its ar-
chitectural plans, an offer accepted immediately.
Over the next decade, Niño would lead several teams of university students and Ministry em-
ployees who would assist in organizing and inventorying the plans and drawings. Archival 
practices led to internships for students and learning opportunities for Ministry workers. 
During this first stage, Niño and his collaborators found a lack of information about the ur-
ban context of architectural projects and inconsistencies in the authorship of the drawings. 
On paper, the buildings stood alone, removed from their milieu. These initial observations 
uncovered the complexity and diversity of actors and sites involved in the Ministry’s ar-
chitectural production: architects, urban planners, landscapers, engineers, drafters, and 
public officials, as well as architects’ studios, public agencies, and private offices. The mul-
tiple ways in which these drawings and plans were elaborated revealed the profound trans-
formations of architectural production in Colombia: the establishment of the first School of 

3 The notion of architectural culture is multifaceted since it includes people’s ideas and experiences 
about architecture and, simultaneously, the different processes and practices that co-produce such 
awareness. In addition to the degree of familiarity with architectural knowledge, it comprises the degree 
of appreciation and co-responsibility in developing the built environment. Therefore, it encompasses 
those who commission, design, construct, and experience buildings and projects (clients, designers, 
engineers, builders, users) but also those who preserve, teach, critique, theorize, and disseminate them 
(policies, regulations, schools, associations, publishers, magazines, exhibitions, and museums).
4 Carlos Niño Murcia, Arquitectura y Estado: contexto y significado de las construcciones del Ministerio 
de Obras Públicas, Colombia 1905-1960 (Bogotá: UNAL, 1991), 12.
5 Niño Murcia, Arquitectura y Estado..., 12.
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Architecture in 1936, the reorganization and control of the territory through new planning 
offices and building permits, the separation of tasks between engineers and architects, and 
the emergence of specialized platforms such as magazines and associations. The organi-
zation of architectural records allowed these changes to be seen. Furthermore, these ob-
servations exposed decisions about what to keep and exclude from the archive, what was 
understood as part of the architectural project, and what was assimilated as nonessential 
or superfluous documentation.
Parallel to this first stage, a second phase consisted of studying the architectural plans and 
some surviving photographs of different buildings, conducting interviews with architects 
from the Ministry, and obtaining documentation that provided background information on 
the projects. The plans and drawings were supplemented by oral histories and documents 
that provided context. Around 18.000 architectural plans were organized, and the infor-
mation on 1.800 projects was consolidated, a sum that represented 60% of the total of the 
Ministry’s archive, considering that the other 40% had been lost due to humidity and dete-
rioration. In addition, a few plans and watercolors were restored, and suitable furniture was 
designed to provide better conservation conditions.
These two phases, therefore, rescued and cared for the Ministry’s architectural archive, 
made up mainly of drawings and photographs, and complemented it with oral memories 
and documents associated with each project. Both Niño, university students, and Ministry 
workers were vehicles that transformed the abandoned architectural plans into pieces with 
heritage value. In this transformation, which required the creation of registration systems 
and conceptual and physical ordering, heritage value emerged. The value of this architec-
tural archive became visible when it was physically moved from the basement to the upper 
floors of the Ministry and, symbolically, when intellectual instruments were created to give 
access to the thousands of drawings. Fact sheets, charts, and sketches were access me-
chanisms to the archive, intellectual devices and daily practices that allowed things to be 
juxtaposed, compared, and analyzed. Drawings, photographs, memories, and documents 
became an architectural archive when order, access, and use were ensured.

Using and Reproducing the Archive
Architectural theorist Mark Wigley affirms that “an archive is only an archive when it is en-
tered, or, more precisely, when things come out.6 “In the case of the Ministry’s archive, many 
things came out and lived on their own. The Ministry’s archive produced a museological or-
ganization, an awarded publication, a celebrated exhibition, and a magazine issue dedicated 
to architectural drawing. Plans, drawings, oral histories, and documents were transformed 
into institutions, dissertations, displays, and discussions.
The exhaustive and systematic work of ordering, preserving, and analyzing the Ministry’s 
archive was the “fundamental basis”7 of the Museum of Architecture. This Museum of 

6 Mark Wigley, “Unleashing the Archive”, Future Anterior: Journal of Historic Preservation, History, 
Theory, and Criticism 2-2 (2005): 10-15 (13).
7 Eduardo Angulo Flórez, “Conmemoración del cincuentenario”, in Cincuenta años de arquitectura 
1936-1986 (Bogotá: UNAL, 1986), 11-23 (20).
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Architecture was founded on 16 July 1986 as part of the celebrations for establishing the 
School of Architecture at the Colombian National University —the first in the country— in 
October 1936. For this museum, it was thought that it should bring together “collections 
of original drawings, scale models, and urban studies that often do not find a place that 
houses them and preserve them for future generations.8 “Thus, the architectural archive –
transformed into a museum– as a place of preservation. In this way, not only the conception 
of the Colombian Architectural Archive was inherited by the foundation of the Museum of 
Architecture, but also an”9 example of the architectural archive that included scale.10 
Five years later, in 1991, after finalizing the extensive research on the Ministry’s archive, 
Niño published the book Arquitectura y Estado. In this book, Niño used the architectural 
archive as a document with signs, marks, and codes that allowed him to decipher different 
architectural languages and relate them to the country’s most relevant political and econo-
mic events between 1905 and 1960. Niño pursued questions about the relations between 
architecture, style, power, and the State in his book, awarded by the Colombian Biennial 
of Architecture. Although here, the architectural archive was primarily a site of extraction, 
a place that served the architectural researcher to rewrite a past, it was also a place to re-
frame Colombia’s architectural memory and its entanglement with the country’s shifting 
political landscape.
Two years later, the architectural archive became an architecture exhibition. On 20 May 
1993, the exhibition Planos y dibujos: archivo del Ministerio de Obras Públicas y Transporte 
1905- 1960 opened to the public at the Museum of Modern of Bogotá (MAMBO). Organized 
by the MAMBO’s Department of Architecture, a curatorial unit established in 1983, the 
exhibition was envisioned years earlier when the MAMBO celebrated the 450th anniversary 
of the foundation of Bogotá in 1988.11 Out of the 18,000 plans and 1,800 projects examined 
in the 1980s, the curatorial team selected 300 plans and 120 projects for the exhibition in 
1993, only 1.6% of the Ministry’s surviving archive. For the exhibition, projects with comple-
te information –mainly floor plans and façades– and illustrative of each historical moment 
of the Ministry were selected. For the exhibition catalogue, a visual criterion prevailed, se-
lecting 95 plans, many of them in color, in addition to favoring façades and perspectives. 
While the organization of drawings and plans in the 1980s made evident a heritage value, 
the exhibition in 1993 and its catalogue emphasized an aesthetic assessment. In this case, 
the architectural archive was framed as an artistic accomplishment.

8 Angulo Flórez, “Conmemoración del cincuentenario...”, 20.
9 While the “encyclopedic” model conceives the archive in a comprehensive way, grouping various 
materials on a given architect or theme, the “critical depth” model collects unique pieces that stand out 
for certain merits. While the first model focuses on the general and the complex, the second focuses 
on the particular and the exceptional. For more details, see: Sergio M. Figueiredo, “Architecture in the 
Gallery: The Museum and the Archive”, in The NAi Effect. Creating Architecture Culture (Rotterdam: 
nai010, 2016), 13-59.
10 For more details on the Museum of Architecture, see: Michael Andrés Forero Parra, “Learning Space: 
The Leopoldo Rother Museum of Architecture in Colombia”, OASE Journal 99 (2017): 13-21.
11 Documents available at the Museum of Modern Art of Bogotá.
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The Ministry’s archive would incite a fourth action. In 1995, a special issue of the architec-
ture magazine Escala was dedicated to architectural drawing. A text written by Niño and 
published originally in conjunction with the exhibition was reprinted and included along 
with other texts and discussions exploring, for example, situated analyses of drawings and 
Latin American architecture, the multiple and different drawings in the life of an architec-
tural project, and the role of computers in the production of architectural plans and the 
conception of architectural spaces. In this vein, the architectural archive was a catalyst for 
historical and contemporary debates.

Architectural Archives and Museological Organizations
In the early 1990s, the Museum of Architecture solidified its status as a place for the preser-
vation of architectural memory. During these years, the museum received, for example, the 
archives of architects Fernando Martínez Sanabria and Vicente Nasi, the work of the latter 
exhibited at the MAMBO in 1991. After the exhibition Planos y dibujos in 1993, the Museum 
of Architecture would receive archives –each composed of plans, drawings, photographs, 
documents, and some objects– from architects Hernán Herrera Mazuera, Bruno Violi, José 
María Montoya, Anatole12, and Leopoldo Rother. These donations, therefore, would ensure 
the preservation of a specific legacy (male and modern) and augur the production of scholar-
ship and exhibitions on these architects using their architectural archives.
While the Museum of Architecture was establishing itself as a platform for architectural 
research, conservation, and dissemination through the reception of significant archives, 
the MAMBO’s Department of Architecture continued to reinforce its place and agency 
as a space for exhibition rather than a platform for collection. In other words, while the 
Department of Architecture was syncing with the present, the Museum of Architecture was 
assembling its future. However, according to Karen Rogers, director of the Department of 
Architecture, creating an archive of architectural drawings was a goal that, unfortunately, 
did not materialize.13 An archive of architectural drawings would have meant more research 
and publication opportunities for this curatorial unit, a clear institutional identity for the 
Department, a comprehensive educational experience for visitors, and a reduction in loans 
and traveling exhibitions. Although the exhibition Planos y dibujos in 1993 was an initiative 
of the Department of Architecture, and the significance and aesthetic qualities of architec-
tural drawings were themes largely explored throughout various exhibitions presented at 
the MAMBO such as Arquitectura de ladrillo: dibujos de Alejandro Cárdenas in 1987, Mario 
Botta: proyectos y realizaciones 1972-1986 in 1988, and Arquitectura no edificada in 1992, 
collecting architecture was never seen as the museum’s priority. Even though it was the 
MAMBO and not the Museum of Architecture that finally disseminated Niño’s work on the 
Ministry’s architectural archive, it was the Museum of Architecture –associated with the 
Colombian National University– the museological organization that achieved the status of 
a research platform and, therefore, the recipient of archives of influential architects. While 

12 Museo de Arquitectura Leopoldo Rother, “Archivo - Colecciones”, Facultad de Artes (website), 
accessed 18 August 2023, http://artes.bogota.unal.edu.co/museo-arquitectura/archivo.
13 Karen Rogers, “Interview by Michael Andrés Forero Parra”, Audio file, 23 June 2021.
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the MAMBO drew a different and much larger audience than the Museum of Architecture, 
without an architectural archive, the Department compromised its survival.
Architectural historian Sergio M. Figueiredo maintains that “the practice of establishing 
an archive of architectural artifacts and instituting public access”14is central to architec-
ture museums. According to him, the architectural archive is where knowledge is produ-
ced, meaning is created, history is preserved, and alternative futures can be imagined. 
However, Figueiredo highlights a recent “alarming trend” exemplified by some architecture 
museums, such as the Swiss Architecture Museum (SAM, founded in 1984) or the Danish 
Architecture Center (DAC, established in 1986), in which the presence of the architectural 
archive has been diminished or even totally eradicated.15 Figueiredo connects this radical 
deracination with two aspects: first, the shifting nature of museums that seem to prefer to 
entertain the here and now rather than provide a space to engage with a past, and second, 
the growing primacy of online archives in favor of analog archives as a result of lack of phy-
sical space and lack of funding.
Without an archive, the Department of Architecture usually embarked upon partnerships to 
present traveling exhibitions from abroad or develop temporary shows and events. In this 
sense, the MAMBO’s Department of Architecture in Bogotá might be considered an early 
example of what is visible now at the DAC in Copenhagen, an architectural kunsthalle or an 
architekturhalle, a noncollecting platform focused on exhibitions, conferences, screenings, 
guided tours, and ephemeral projects. While the Department of Architecture was an engine 
for architectural culture exploration in the 1980s and early 1990s, it ceased operations in 
1995, an enormous loss for discussing, appreciating, and exchanging ideas around archi-
tecture in Colombia. Furthermore, unlike the DAC in Copenhagen, funded and managed by 
the State and a private business entity, the MAMBO’s Department of Architecture relied on 
temporary partnerships to develop its exhibitions. Without an archive and solid funding, the 
Department disappeared and fell into oblivion.
Nonetheless, by exhibiting the Ministry’s architectural archive for a month in Bogotá and 
later in different Colombian cities, the MAMBO’s Department of Architecture recognized 
and underscored its heritage value before a large audience (much more than Carlos Niño’s 
book or Escala’s special issue), contributing to other architectural archives becoming 
part of the national mandate of archival institutions. For example, only after 1993 did the 
Colombian General Archive (AGN) begin to receive architectural archives from various pu-
blic institutions, now amounting to more than 80,000 items and including the Ministry’s 
archive. Although the AGN created a section for maps and plans in the 1920s, separating 
them from other types of documentation, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, this archival 
institution received architectural archives that included hospital designs, housing projects, 
and public buildings. Another example is Bogotá’s Archive, inaugurated in 2003, a public 

14 Sergio M. Figueiredo, “Toward a Dispersion of Architectural Archives?”, Bitácora Arquitectura 45 
(2020): 66-77 (67).
15 Figueiredo, “Toward a Dispersion of...”, 76.
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institution that has received documentary collections from renowned architects such as 
Gaston Lelarge and Germán Samper.16 
In addition to the State archival actions of the 1990s and 2000s, concern for preserving ar-
chitectural archives motivated personal actions. In 2002, for example, architects Fernando 
Carrasco, Jaime Salcedo, Jorge Karpf, and Silvia Arango –the last two founding members 
of the Department of Architecture at the MAMBO– established a private foundation “with 
the aim to systematically investigate and locate architectural archives belonging to former 
companies and private design and construction offices that have already disappeared117” 
According to Carrasco, it was a priority to rescue architectural archives from the first half 
of the twentieth century, documentation produced by the first generations of Colombian ar-
chitects as well as European architects that migrated from Germany, Austria, Switzerland, 
Italy, Belgium, Poland, Spain, and the Netherlands. For Carrasco, the architectural archi-
ves of the first half of the twentieth century were more difficult to locate and more vulnera-
ble. On the contrary, the architectural archives of the second half of the twentieth century 
presented another challenge: their volume increased due to technological advances, the 
specialization of designs, and the legislation that impacted the way they were presented. For 
almost a decade, this private foundation found various documentary collections that were 
organized and donated to different institutions, including the AGN, the Bogotá’s Archive, 
and the Luis Ángel Arango Library. Consequently, the architecture exhibition in 1993 pro-
pagated the “archive fever” of the 1990s18 However, Colombian architectural memory would 
be split between various institutions and, as it happened in 1995, this private effort (without 
State funding) ceased its activities in the early 2010s.

Conclusion
The 1980s saw the rise of architectural memory institutions around the world. Likewise, 
architects became aware of their legacy and the relevance of their archives. In Colombia, a 
paradigmatic example began in 1978 when the Colombian Architectural Archive was crea-
ted. Within the framework of this initiative, thousands of plans and drawings produced by 
the Colombian Ministry of Public Works and Transportation were rescued. The Ministry’s 
archive, once ordered, preserved, and studied, produced several successive actions: the es-
tablishment of the Museum of Architecture at the Colombian National University in 1986, 
the publication of the award-winning book Arquitectura y Estado in 1991, the exhibition 
Planos y dibujos: archivo del Ministerio de Obras Públicas y Transporte 1905-1960 orga-
nized by the MAMBO’s Department of Architecture in 1993, and the edition of a special 
issue of architecture magazine Escala dedicated to architectural drawing in 1995. The 
Ministry’s archive, therefore, activated a place for the preservation of architectural memory, 

16 See: María Elisa Navarro Morales, Cristina Albornoz Rugeles, and Alejandro Henríquez Luque, 
“Finding Traces in Germán Samper’s Sketches: Making Public the Private Archive”, in The Routledge 
Companion to Architectural Drawings and Models. From Translating, to Archiving, Collecting and 
Displaying, ed. by Federica Goffi (London and New York: Routledge, 2022), 114-126.
17 Fernando Carrasco Zaldúa, “Los archivos colombianos de arquitectura del siglo XX”, Boletín Cultural 
y Bibliográfico 41-66 (2004): 2-19 (3).
18 Albena Yaneva, “Archive Fevers”, in Crafting History..., 24-41.
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a historical discourse on the State and its architecture, an exhibition that shaped the artistic 
and heritage value of architectural drawings, and a platform that formulated new questions 
and debates. Furthermore, the architecture exhibition in 1993, with its great success, am-
ple press coverage, and curatorial lens, greatly impacted Colombian architectural memory, 
drawing attention to the preservation of various architectural archives.
Paradoxically, the Department of Architecture at the MAMBO did not consolidate its own 
archive of architectural drawings within the museum’s collection. Without an archive, there 
were no possibilities of producing knowledge, juxtaposing viewpoints, and adding readings. 
Without an archive, the Department was destined to work with external collections, de-
pendent on loans and institutions’ willingness. Without an archive, the potential engage-
ment with the past was severed. Without an archive, productive relationships were kept 
untangled. The architectural archive, as curator Stefano Graziani affirms, “is all about rela-
tionships, within itself and outside itself.19 “Archives, he follows, “as a set of ideas, actions, 
strategies, desires, and roads taken and not taken.20 “Without an archive, many roads were 
not even available for the MAMBO’s Department of Architecture, both external and inter-
nal, impeding self-reflection. In this circumstance, the Department of Architecture lost the 
opportunity to permeate both the MAMBO (an architectural archive within the museum’s 
art collection) and itself to observe what was accomplished since its establishment in a 
self-critical manner. In this sense, architectural archives may not be valuable for themselves 
but for what they produce: knowledge, discourse, history, and debates. Furthermore, archi-
tectural archives can be valuable for the relationships they generate, latent ones ready to be 
discovered, scrutinized, and reshuffled.

19 Stefano Graziani, “And I Keep Revisiting Archives”, in The Museum Is Not Enough, ed. by Giovanna 
Borasi, Albert Ferré, Francesco Garutti, Jayne Kelley and Mirko Zardini (Montreal: Canadian Centre for 
Architecture, 2019), 64-101 (81).
20 Graziani, “And I keep revisiting archives...”, 81.
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