
SESSION 4B 
THE COUNTERFACTUAL
Feedback Loops: Architectural History’s 
Impact on Architecture

SPECULATIONS 
ON HISTORY’S 
FUTURES

WHAT IF? WHAT NEXT?

PROCEEDINGS OF THE SOCIETY OF ARCHITECTURAL 
HISTORIANS AUSTRALIA AND NEW ZEALAND (SAHANZ) 
VOLUME 37 

Convened by The University of Western Australia School of Design, 
Perth, 18-25 November, 2020 

Edited by Kate Hislop and Hannah Lewi

Published in Perth, Western Australia, by SAHANZ, 2021

ISBN: 978-0-646-83725-3

Copyright of this volume belongs to SAHANZ; authors retain the 
copyright of the content of their individual papers. All efforts have 
been undertaken to ensure the authors have secured appropriate 
permissions to reproduce the images illustrating individual 
contributions. Interested parties may contact the editors.

TO CITE THIS PAPER | Gail Pini. “Can’t one be both? Gathering the 
divided bodies of Luis Barragán.” In Proceedings of the Society of 
Architectural Historians Australia and New Zealand: 37, What If? 
What Next? Speculations on History’s Futures, edited by Kate Hislop 
and Hannah Lewi, 612-619. Perth: SAHANZ, 2021. Accepted for 
publication December 11, 2020.



612 SAHANZ 2020 Conference Proceedings

Using the architectural historian Mark Jarzombek’s critical historiography as a 
theoretical frame, this paper takes The Barragán Archives—a multi-year project 
by conceptual artist Jill Magid—as an alternative path for thinking about the roles 
of archives, agency and the canon in the making of architectural histories. In his 
Prolegomenon to Critical Historiography (2000) Jarzombek enigmatically contends 
that to fulfill its mission architectural historiography must take up the position of 
uninvited guest in its own house. In the last decade, contemporary artists have 
increasingly delved into the architectural archives to pose their own questions. Have 
these artists become uninvited guests invading the disciplinary bounds of architecture 
with their own “matters of concern,” or does their work open up new perspectives of 
interest to architectural historians? By focusing on Magid’s response to the life and 
work of the famous Mexican architect, Luis Barragán, this paper explores how an 
artistic practice might count as a contribution to architectural historiography. The 
artist sets out to both reveal and intervene. She makes visible the implications of a 
corporation’s ownership of the architect’s professional archive for his artistic legacy. 
Her engagement with the architectural historian in control of the archive brings 
into focus the material divisions, proprietary controls, professional standards and 
conflicting desires involved in the formation of histories and heritage. The climax of 
this extended investigation is The Proposal (2016) in which she recrafts a portion of 
the architect’s own bodily remains into a diamond engagement ring, which is offered 
as a gift to the historian in exchange for the return of the archive to public ownership 
in Mexico. While the artist’s work is yet to achieve this desired effect, her intervention 
has opened up discussion of both the architect’s legacy and the broader issues 
about proprietorial control of cultural heritage. In place of disciplinary enclosure 
and the purity of the canon, The Barragán Archives points towards a historiography 
of hospitality and the dynamic unfolding of artistic legacy. Both constrained by and 
formed through property and intellectual property regimes, artistic legacy is shown to 
be a contested, hybridising and creative concept that displaces rather than replaces 
the canon.

CAN’T ONE BE BOTH? GATHERING 
THE DIVIDED BODIES OF LUIS 
BARRAGAN
Gail Pini | University of Queensland
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IInnttrroodduuccttiioonn  

‘So what, exactly, is the proposal?’ Magid turned to Zanco. ‘If you accept this ring, you will 
return the archive to Mexico,’ she said. ‘I am offering you the body for the body of work.’1 

 
In this paper I consider The Barragán Archives, a multi-year project by the conceptual artist Jill 
Magid, as a psychodrama that performs an unexpected historiographic task, revealing certain 
limits of architectural scholarship to itself. The artist’s unusual proposal to the architectural 
historian, Federica Zanco, was the culmination of their prolonged mis-engagement over the legacy 
of Luis Barragán. The Proposal took place in 2016 when the artist travelled to Switzerland to 
present the historian with a ring. The diamond set into this ring was made from the cremated 
remains of the famous Mexican architect. In offering this extraordinary gift, the artist proposes a 
condition—if the historian, who is also the Director of the Barragan Foundation, accepts the ring, 
she must return the architect’s professional archive to Mexico. My interest in The Barragán 
Archives grew out of a curiosity about what artists were doing in the architectural archives.2 In 
countering disciplinary norms and stirring up sedimented historical and aesthetic clichés, artists’ 
appropriations of architectural history have generated unexpected affects and associations; 
including questioning taxonomies of modernity and shifting our relations with a reified canon. Re-
presented as art, architecture may become disconcerting to its familiars—the architectural 
community that claims prior ownership over architecture’s story and image—but more open to 
new interpretations and responses.  
 
In terms of the conference agenda, my paper positions itself in relation to the imperative to 
counter the canon: it asks what a project of countering-the-canon might comprise. Is it a process 
of defacing, displacing, dismantling or supplementing? Should it aim to be more inclusive; or do 
away with canonisation altogether? How, in particular, do we oppose the Western canon—this 
metaphor for rule, for measurement, for tradition, for carefully-weighed judgement; which elevates 
the universal, the beautiful, the true, the sublime, the spirit of the age? Could we do without our 
canon? How would we dismantle it anyway? For, as the poet Audre Lorde warned in 1979: “the 
master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us temporarily to beat him 
at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change.”3 So while rewriting 
a narrow history of architecture continues to be urgent work, is countering—a warlike gesture of 
meeting head on—still a promising critical tool?  Does it wield the “master’s tools” and prescribe 
asymmetrical, negative modes of encounter? What if, as the philosopher Bruno Latour suggested 
some two decades after Lorde, forms of critique that master and debunk have already ‘run out of 
steam’? 4  And what if a collection of ambivalent things (aesthetic idolatry, national heroes, 
repressed sexuality) were already bundled into a single canonic figure; admittedly a difficult 
whole,5 an already divided figure like Luis Barragán.  
 
This essay brings Magid’s The Barragán Archives (2013-2018),6 which functions here as an 
exemplary critique of the enclosure of an architect’s legacy, into proximity with the “bewilderment” 
of critical historiography as expressed by the architectural historian Mark Jarzombek. 7  The 
purpose is to explore whether, through unexpected engagements and encounters, an 
architectural legacy can itself become a force in countering forms of historical reduction, closure 
and stasis implicit in canonisation. In setting out my argument, I first introduce Jarzombek’s 
critical historiography, then outline the story of the Barragán archives and the artist’s project of 
the same name, followed by a discussion about the historiographic aspects of the artist’s practice.  

WWhhaatt  iiss  CCrriittiiccaall  HHiissttoorriiooggrraapphhyy?? 

In his A Prolegomenon to Critical Historiography (2000) Mark Jarzombek laments a lack of 
scholarly inquiry into the conflicted role of modernist architectural historians.8 Historians had 
become double agents; protagonists in avant-garde events and authors of influential histories of 
architecture. Yet historians themselves are strangely absent, Jarzombek observes, from histories 
of modernity. This is one manifestation of the pervasive effects of what he terms the 
“psychologized Self”. According to Jarzombek, under the influence of psychology—an amorphous 
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anti-discipline that spreads everywhere but lacks a clear disciplinary centre—modern architecture 
privileged the speed of subjective agency over the slowness and objectivity of method. Questions 
of polemics, program and theory 9  replaced precedence, provenance, connoisseurship and 
archives. This led historians to align themselves with those spirits who would create the right 
history. Without being fully aware of the trap, they became dual-split figures—embracing avant-
garde identities by repressing the “scholarly-Self”. To reveal these circuitous operations, 
Jarzombek calls for a “project that is neither the handmaiden of a discipline nor an agent of the 
modernist call for the liberation of Self … [that] could develop into a more far-reaching, galloping 
interdisciplinary diegesis dealing with the fundamentals of epistemological construction.”10  
 
While the lack of historiographic enquiry Jarzombek identified two decades ago has partly been 
addressed,11 Jarzombek points not just to gaps in research but to “unresolvable paradoxes” that 
entrap all historical speculation,12 and to a crisis characterised by the speed of the avant-garde 
against the “proverbial slowness of bourgeois academic history.”13 Both practices, he asserts, 
lack a critique of their respective disciplinary aesthetics—a critically informed objectivity in the 
case of the scholar and a critically informed subjectivity in the case of the avant-garde; both 
“obscure the historiographic problematic that lies at the heart of everything modern.”14 This 
absence of self-critique becomes compounded when one practice (history) is used to unravel the 
other (art). In confronting these paradoxes, Jarzombek concludes that historiography can fulfill its 
mission “only by taking up the uncomfortable position of uninvited guest in its own house.”15 By 
starting from the position of art rather than history, my paper tracks an inverted version of 
Jarzombek’s problem. What happens when an artist makes herself the “uninvited guest” and art 
begins to unravel the “scholarly-Self”?  

TThhee  SSttoorryy  ooff  tthhee  AArrcchhiivveess    

The architect: I am only a symbol for all those who have been touched by Beauty.16  
The historian: I’m a self-doubting person by nature. I’m not a genius. I am a working horse.17 
The artist: I believe the most radical tool of pragmatism is poetry.18 

 
Born in 1902 to a land-owning family, Luis Barragán trained as an engineer and was an 
autodidactic architect. A developer who was often his own client, he mostly designed private 
houses in Mexico City. He also famously designed for horses. A relatively marginal figure on the 
global scene until the 1970s, Barragán was awarded the Pritzker Prize in 1980 “for his 
commitment to architecture as a sublime act of the poetic imagination.”19 A gay man and devout 
Catholic in a conservative society, the celebrated architect necessarily led a divided public and 
private life.20 When he died in 1988 this division was formalised. His will split his patrimony into 
two estates creating two archives: the personal and the professional. In 1993, following the 
suicide of the architect’s business partner, the professional archive was offered for sale by 
Rosario Uranga, the widow who inherited the fatal inheritance. When unable to find a buyer in 
Mexico, she consigned the archive to Max Protetch, a specialist art and architecture dealer in 
New York. Delivered to his office in 1995, Protetch reported there was so much paper he worried 
his floor might collapse. Given the fairly boutique scope of Barragán’s practice, his professional 
archive consists of a surprising amount of material.21  
 
Luckily, a buyer soon emerged: Rolf Fehlbaum, Chairman of Vitra, the Swiss design company. 
Consequently, the heavy burden of a life’s work was again relocated. This time to a concrete 
basement under a Frank Gehry building at the Vitra campus near Basel, where it came under the 
control of the newly established Foundation Barragan. The Director of the Foundation is the 
architectural historian, Federica Zanco. She is also the wife of Rolf Fehlbaum. Having acquired 
copyright to the architect’s work and trademarked his name (without the accent), the Foundation 
Barragan, also purchased the archive and copyrights of the architect’s favourite photographer, 
Armando Salas Portugal. Since acquiring this bundle of rights, the not-for-profit Foundation has 
vigorously asserted a strong form of copyright protection, akin some say to bullying. 22  This 
reported refusal to grant permissions has, at least to some extent, stymied research into the 
architect’s work.23  
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In 2012 when the artist visited Casa Barragán, the architect’s former home and studio, she was 
told “a gothic love story … with a copyright-and-intellectual-property-rights subplot”24 of how after 
the architect’s death in 1988 his professional archive ended up in the jealous possession of a 
historian who stores it in an underground bunker in Switzerland, while only the small personal 
archive in Casa Barragán remains open to scholars. According to the story, the historian had 
visited Casa Barragán with her betrothed and subsequently asked for the gift of the professional 
archive in lieu of an engagement ring.25 After hearing this story and becoming captivated by the 
architect’s work, in 2013 the artist wrote to Zanco and asked for permission to visit the archive 
in preparation for an exhibition in Basel. In retrospect, the historian sees her blunt refusal as the 
catalyst that triggered the unfolding of the art projects, collectively known as The Barragán 
Archives. 

Everything started because I said no the first time Jill asked for access to the archive. How 
do you react to a no? I think it has to do with your relationship to authority. I would just say, 
‘All right, never mind,’ but Jill makes art.26 
 

According to Magid her artistic project commenced not with the refusal but with the question: 
“What does it mean for a corporation to own an artist’s legacy?”27 In the years following the 
refusal, the artist engaged incessantly with the problematic posed by the inaccessible archive: 
producing nine exhibitions and a film, 28  as well being involved in numerous public talks, 
catalogues and a book of essays. The individual artworks are diverse and provocative—some 
directly targeting Vitra and the historian’s own body of work. For example, the artist produced Der 
Trog (2013), a model of the Vitra campus which proposes the construction of a copy of the 
architect’s famous fountain Fuente del Bebedero (1959). She purchased copies of the historian’s 
monograph, Luis Barragán: The Quiet Revolution (2001), inserting frames around the very 
images she was not given permission to display. She copied furniture from the architect’s house29 
and made a neon sign that shifts between Barragán with and without the accent. 30 These 
artworks make visible the implications of intellectual property laws that control artistic legacies. 
But despite her outpouring of art, the professional archive remained closed. Following the 
immanent logic of her practice, the artist decided a more intense poetic affect was needed to 
release the architect’s body of work from confinement—an uncanny exchange, a body for a body.  
 
In 2015, after consultation with the architect’s family and negotiations with the State authorities, 
Magid was allowed to open the architect’s tomb and take a precise measure of his remains—525 
grams of ashes—the minimum required to make an Algordanza memorial diamond. 31  This 
shocking appropriation of the architect’s body did indeed excite public interest in Barragán’s 
legacy, as well as anger and disgust, but not at first. First the artificial diamond, made by a process 
exposing pure carbon to very high heat and pressure, needed time to quietly grow—six months in 
this case. On completion, the diamond was formally presented by the artist to the family, prior to 
being set into an engagement ring in Mexico City. All of these steps involved scrupulous 
documentation and carefully drafted legal agreements. The ring is jointly owned by the artist and 
the family and according to their signed agreement may never be sold. It may only be given, and 
only to one person, and only in exchange for the return of the architect’s body of work. The climax, 
therefore, was when in 2016 the artist travelled to Switzerland to make the proposal to the 
historian: “If you accept this ring, you will return the archive to Mexico. I am offering you the body 
for the body of work.”32 
 
To date, the historian has not accepted the artist’s proposal which remains open. It seems unlikely 
that she will. Since 1995 in a condition of almost solitary confinement, she has dedicated herself 
to cataloguing the architect’s archive. After the artist began to write strange letters to her in 2013 
and her correspondence ended up in exhibitions, the historian and the archive were no longer 
hidden from the public eye. While the historian has remained civil and composed under pressure, 
she does feel she is the subject of an ill-founded critique.33 The archive was bought to prevent it 
from being scattered, the material is being properly conserved, and there is in fact no clear 
proposal for where the archive could be returned to. However, the historian admits that she 
“grossly underestimated the timeline” for the preparation of the catalogue raisonné: “after all 
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these years, I have so little to show. It’s demoralizing to be confronted with such criticism and 
aggressions. Am I doing something wrong? I have asked myself that many times.”34 The scarcity 
of her output is in vivid contrast to the flood of work generated by the artist, who has opened 
Barragán’s legacy to a wider audience and exposed complex ethical questions—not only about 
control of artistic legacies but also about the desecration of tombs. 

TThhee  AArrttiisstt  aass  UUnniinnvviitteedd  GGuueesstt    

Can we count the artist’s harassment of the historian as a contribution to projects envisaged by 
Jarzombek? Behaving much like an uninvited ethnologist visiting the architectural field—careful 
in her relations, faithful to her method, following the logic of her project—Magid examines relations 
between searching subjects and their research objects. She moves unnervingly between the 
differential speeds of the scholar and the avant-garde. She persistently draws attention to 
ubiquitous but hidden structures—always within the rules, often to the point of absurdity. In the 
following paragraphs, I briefly consider some examples of her practice against the type of projects 
suggested by Jarzombek. 
 
A critique of a Historian’s Practice  
The artist frames an historian at work: her passions, her products, her affiliations, her modes of 
operation, her handling of texts, her matters of concern. Under pressure from this unwanted 
public portrait, the historian has in turn challenged the “magical realism” of stories; crafting her 
own historical figure through her comportment, replies and refusals. By inviting the historian to 
collaborate, the artist reveals a glimpse of the historian’s practice – proprietorial control, 
slowness and exclusivity, a narrow view of quality. Standards of care, limited space, archival 
conditions, production of a catalogue raisonné become reasons to justify a failure to share 
research materials. The artist, by contrast, uses a poverty of resources and a surfeit of restrictions 
to shape her engagement with the architect’s legacy; making visible the rigid constraints 
underlying regimes that are also essential to the production of an artistic legacy.35 
 
A Disciplinary Ideological Critique  
The artist’s engagement with the architect’s personal possessions and home highlights the split 
life marking disciplinary histories. Neglect of the personal and the political and the valorisation of 
the professional puts historians in an ambiguous position when ethical problems emerge from 
the study of a person’s life.36 In the case of Barragán, the enclosure of his professional archive 
intensifies scholarly and aesthetic engagement with personal photographs, documents, objects, 
spaces and networks of friends. Through her use of the epistolary method, the artist attends to 
forms of desire that underpin objective research. For example, she plays with questions of who is 
talking to whom, when she copies a letter Barragán wrote to a woman friend, addressing it to the 
historian and signing it from herself. She sends the historian a gift—a marked copy of Climates, a 
book by André Maurois, that Barragán gave to a woman he admired—which leads to a lovely reply, 
which engenders a further artwork37. This delicate attention to possessiveness and seduction 
prompts us to reconsider extraordinary things which have been said about the architect’s home 
by architects and historians. “His house was not merely a house but House itself.”38 “I remember 
having this feeling of really wanting to spend the night there—not just to sleep in the house but to 
sleep with the house.”39 “It was, as the French say, coup de foudre, instant love.”40  
 
Interdisciplinary Diegesis Dealing with the Fundamentals of Epistemological Construction  
The transformation of the architect into a diamond was the artist’s most intense and provocative 
act. A scholarly companion to this artwork—also called The Proposal—includes essays from writers 
of architecture, law, history, anthropology, and art. The book generates exchange about themes 
of possession, gifts, artistic legacy and the conditions of its production and draws attention to 
diverse methods of research. For example, the unpublished dissertation of architectural scholar 
Leonardo Diaz-Borioli, which brings together network analysis, textual analysis and psycho-spatial 
interpretation. Living in a homophobic society, Barragán was perhaps obscure when he referred 
to his architecture as “autobiographical.”41 Careful readings of annotated books in his library, 
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such as Proust’s novels and biography, point towards inaccessible realms of the architect’s 
innermost thoughts and feelings about art and love, but they also provide Diaz-Borioli with clues 
to decoding descriptions of his architecture.42 This type of hybrid research attempts to place the 
psychological up front rather than allowing it to operate as a hidden contamination. 
 
A more negative response to Magid’s project was evident in a panel discussion at the opening of 
artist’s 2017 exhibition in Mexico City.43 Described as “a political and ethical debate on the 
current and future conditions of the transferal of cultural heritage from a model of the nation-
state to one of corporate institutions,” the event vastly overflowed its terms.44 The New Yorker 
journalist, Alice Gregory, who had followed the unfolding saga for several years, wrote of a tense 
event watched by a packed house and streamed to more than 70,000 people. “For almost two 
hours, the audience looked on as epic and often metaphysical questions—of faith, language, 
taste, value, ownership, legacy—were debated with ferocious intensity. The subject of the 
discussion was a diamond.”45 The artist’s transformation of the canonic architect had become a 
national controversy. Gregory reports insults, requests for the investigation of local government, 
demands for the diamond to be pulverised, and an open letter from a “prominent architect” 
asking for the artist’s show to be cancelled. But despite evident hostility and calls for censorship, 
the artist feels the artwork has succeeded in bringing about important discussions.46 

AA  MMuullttiipplliiccaattiioonn  ooff  DDiivviissiioonnss 

This sampling of The Barragán Archives is intended to show its wide-ranging historiographic 
impulse as well as the range of engagements it fosters with an architect’s legacy. But where does 
this leave the canonic figure at the centre of it all? When asked to give a lecture in the early 
1980s, shortly after he won his Pritzker Prize, Luis Barragán wrote back that sadly he was not 
able to come: "I am not well, but I am preparing to die well.”47 It seems Barragán may not have 
planned to leave his legacy so restless.48 To date, the artist has not succeeded in reuniting his 
body of work. She has rather multiplied divisions by dividing his bodily remains: part of which 
remains in his tomb and part of which is now entombed in a diamond. But perhaps some divisions 
are unavoidable. The architectural theorist, Ines Weizman, tells us that the artistic legacy has 
three lives: when it is created; the copyright period after the artist’s death; and after copyright 
expires.49 It is the second life—the current phase of Barragán’s legacy— that is thought to be the 
most critical to long-term flourishing. But not only are legacies already divided, archives also 
multiply. The philosopher Jacques Derrida speaking of archives says the archive is always doubled 
by the event that is archived and the event of archiving.50 And indeed Magid, who careful archives 
all media generated by her art practice, has also created a doubled archive; as well as a kind of 
feedback loop between her artworks and their documentation.  
 
If the artist has failed to restore material unity, can we conclude that she has occupied the 
position of “uninvited guest”? For a time, the artist lived in the architect’s home, became a host, 
gathered his family, scholars and guests in many places. She offered the hospitality needed to 
care for an architect’s legacy—to grow new things out of old. While agency in architectural history 
remains dependent on gaining access to copyright, architecture, archives and audiences; the 
artist’s project demonstrates that conformity with rules can still interrogate the mechanism of its 
own exclusion. In the place of the purity of the canon the artist gives us the dynamic unfolding of 
artistic legacy, emphasising living connections over a posthumous singularity. Her historiographic 
and artistic practices evoke intensity rather than iconicity, promiscuity rather than patrilineality, 
complexity rather than reduction. So perhaps we might say the architect as diamond gives us a 
likeness of his place in the canon, while his remaining ashes point to the fertile metamorphosis 
of his legacy. In this way, artistic legacy becomes revealed as a hybridising creative force that 
occupies a bustling no man’s land between objective and the subjective, between scholar and 
avant-garde, between personal and professional—displacing rather than replacing the canon. 
Meanwhile, the historian’s labour is far from complete and, to paraphrase the artist, we await her 
publication with affection and gratitude.51 
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