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ALBERTO REX GONZÁLEZ (NOVEMBER 16, 1918-MARCH 28, 2012)

LUIS ALBERTO BORRERO

CONICET-IMHICIHU

                                                                                  photo by Marta I. Baldini

At the age of 93, Alberto Rex González died
in La Plata, Argentina. He was justly the best-
known archaeologist of Argentina. He initiated
what can be called the modern era of Argentine
archaeological research.

González was born in Pergamino, Buenos
Aires Province. Despite his inclination to study
archaeology, which could not be pursued profes-

sionally in Argentina at that time, he studied
medicine. He received his medical degree from
the National University of Córdoba in 1947.
Nevertheless, González’s enormous interest in
archaeology did not diminish, and he carried out
both field-work and studies of collections. He
worked particularly in the center of his country,
in Córdoba Province. Later, he traveled to the
United States to study at Columbia University,
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where he was trained as an archaeologist and
received his doctorate.

González married Ana Montes Silva, with
whom he had four children: Soledad, Alberto,
Ana, and Francisco. Ana Montes Silva had a
distinguished career directing cinematic docu-
mentaries, such as Las tejedoras de ñandutí, and
the globally recognized El pueblo Ona: Vida y
muerte en Tierra del Fuego, which she made with
the anthropologist Anne Chapman.

Before the mid-twentieth century, Argen-
tine archaeology had concentrated on the
northwestern provinces, a part of the Andean
world. Probably because of the presence of
architectural structures and clear indications of
connections with the rest of the Andes, the
northwest was conscious of an archaeological
past. It is not surprising, then, that Alberto Rex
González carried out some of his earliest influen-
tial work on the archaeology of this region of
Argentina.

The advances produced by González had an
impact on neighboring regions, in other coun-
tries as well as in Argentina. His principal stud-
ies in the northwest developed from an analysis 
of the Muñiz Barreto collection, using seriation
techniques, sometimes combined with the
results of field-work. This approach permitted 
González to propose an innovative framework
for the archaeology of northwest Argentina. The
identification of various supra-regional ceramic
types was the basis for aligning Argentinian
sequences with those of neighboring countries.
However, his most important result was the
acceptance of a greater antiquity for the devel-
opment of autochthonous cultures, in contrast
to the almost exclusively historic age accepted
by specialists up to that time. Alberto Rex Gon-
zález’s vision of the past could be called broad
and holistic, because he tried to use all the
possible markers and never evaluated cultural
development only at the local scale.

Space-time systematics of northwestern
Argentina, always in relation to the neighboring
Andean countries, constituted one of González’s
principal research themes. Not only did he work
in detail on the description of each one of the
stages or periods that he recognized in the
cultural sequence, he also showed a marked
concern for understanding the growth, combina-
tion, or disappearance of the societies that
carried the cultures he defined. Transformed by
new questions and with the inevitable additions
produced by decades of research, his ideas
continue to inform archaeological discussions
about northwestern Argentina.

Among González’s studies, those that he did
on what he called La Aguada Culture stand out.
He not only sought to understand its strati-
graphic position, but he also studied the distri-
bution of its attractive pottery while simulta-
neously delving into the rich iconography of the
feline motifs that decorated it. Largely related to
his interest in La Aguada, he also paid special
attention to the history of prehispanic metal-
lurgy. His studies in this field are also pioneering
and culminated in monographs that remain
essential reading.

Through both his field-work and his numer-
ous students and close colleagues, González
contributed to an emerging archaeological
conception that proved to be rich in its capacity
to transform our understanding of the north-
western past. In his comprehensive vision of
what Argentine archaeology ought to be, he
always sought to incorporate new methodolo-
gies, such as aerial photography, palynology, or
radiocarbon dating. For this reason, he fought
for the training of specialists and for the installa-
tion of laboratories that would make it easier to
employ some of these techniques.

It is important to emphasize that González’s
work in the center of the country, in Córdoba
and San Luis, revolutionized Argentine archae-
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ology. This work, principally that carried out at
Inti Huasi Cave (Gruta de Inti Huasi), San Luis,
covered a sequence of some 8000 years of hu-
man occupations. This research not only culmi-
nated in the monographic publication of a long
occupational sequence, it was also accompanied
by the first radiocarbon dates obtained in Ar-
gentina. González also had a concern with the
identification of faunal material, which led him
to contact Dr. Rosendo Pascual, a well-known
Argentine paleontologist, to carry out this study.
The detailed analysis of all the excavated mate-
rials became an example to follow in a country
that had been characterized by extensive exca-
vation and little publication. This work received
a national prize for scientific production in
1963. González’s interest in running radiocarbon
dates continued systematically throughout his
career, and he periodically published the results
that were the beginning of a cultural chronology
for northwestern Argentina.

Alberto Rex González also participated in an
archaeological mission in Patagonia directed by
Milcíades A. Vignati, which brought him to the
Cave of the Hands (Cueva de las Manos), one of
the paradigmatic sites of the Patagonian past,
due to its painted rock art. That and other
experiences led him, years later, to present one
of the few publications to attempt to synthesize
and understand carved and painted rock art of
the entire country. González’s interests in Pata-
gonian research were not limited to rock art
studies. He also worked on the interpretation of
the recent north Patagonian past, publishing
inspiring observations drawn from the analysis of
the historic description of a burial.

Alberto Rex González was also the organizer
of the first Congress of Argentine Archaeology,
which took place in Rosario in 1970, and he
presided over the XXXVI International Con-
gress of Americanists in Mar del Plata, Argen-
tina, in 1966. He received numerous prizes,
among them the Konex Platinum Award in

1986 and 1996, and honorary doctorates from
Argentinian universities including the Universi-
dad Nacional de Córdoba, the Universidad Na-
cional de La Plata, the Universidad Nacional de
Río Cuarto, and the Universidad Nacional de
Tucumán.

González was a professor at the National
University of the Littoral, the National Univer-
sity of Córdoba, the University of La Plata, and
the University of Buenos Aires. He was the
Head of the Archaeology Division of the Mu-
seum of La Plata and Director of the Ethno-
graphic Museum of the University of Buenos
Aires. Abroad, he taught classes as a Visiting
Professor at Harvard University, and in the
National School of Anthropology and History of
Mexico. He was a fellow at the Wilson Center
for Advanced Research in Washington D.C.
and in the German Archaeological Institute in
Bonn. He was also a John Simon Guggenheim
Fellow. 

González received various prizes and honor-
ific mentions. Among these was nomination as
an Illustrious Citizen of the City of Buenos
Aires. He was a UNESCO consultant on the
preservation of archaeological monuments,
carrying out various missions in relation to this
objective. It should be noted that all of these
labors were done against the backdrop of a
country that has not been characterized by its
appreciation of scientific achievement, but
rather one in which the working conditions
have always been difficult.

Beyond his work in Argentina, which was
his constant focus, González traveled widely, not
only throughout the Andean world but in other
parts of the globe. In 1962, he joined the
Franco-Argentine Mission to Sudan to salvage
Nubian archaeological sites threatened by the
construction of the Aswan Dam. He also
worked on numerous commissions and partici-
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pated actively in international congresses and
symposia.

Alberto Rex González authored more than
one hundred publications, including various
highly important books such as Arte, estructura
y arqueología: Análisis de figuras duales y ana-
trópicas del N.O. argentino (Art, Structure and
Archaeology. Analysis of Dual and Anatropic
Figures of the Argentinian northwest, 1974),
and his monumental studies Arte precolombino de
la Argentina (Pre-Columbian Art of Argentina;
1977) and Las placas metálicas de los Andes del
Sur (The Metal Plaques of the Southern Andes;
1992). 

I should also note his work in collaboration
with José Pérez Gollán, such as Argentina Indí-
gena: Vísperas de la Conquista (Indigenous Ar-
gentina: Eve of the Conquest; 1972). Finally, I
must mention his entertaining book of reminis-
cences, Tiestos Dispersos: Voluntad y azar en la
vida de un arqueólogo (Scattered Sherds: Volition 
and Chance in the Life of an Archaeologist;
2000). In 1998, the Faculty of Philosophy and
Letters of the University of Buenos Aires pub-
lished the book Homenaje a Alberto Rex Gon-
zález: 50 años de aportes al desarrollo y con-
solidación de la antropología argentina (Homage to
Alberto Rex González: 50 Years of Contribu-
tions to the Development and Consolidation of
Argentine Anthropology). There is currently a
project under way to digitize González’s paper
and photographic archives.

Of course the methodological and theoreti-
cal innovations that González introduced to
Argentina were not always well received, which
generated debate and carried him into intense
arguments. His passion for the archaeological
past always appears vividly reflected in the
written exchanges that accompanied these
arguments. These were particularly developed at
the start of the 1960s when the differences
between González’s focus and that of distin-

guished local archaeologists such as Fernando
Márquez Miranda, Eduardo Cigliano, or Ciro
René Lafón became ever clearer. Surely con-
frontation is the only way to achieve an impor-
tant change. To all this must necessarily be
added the fact that we are talking about a man
who transmitted, through his enthusiasm, all the
pleasure of the archaeological adventure
throughout decades dedicated to research. For
this reason, it is essential to name another of his
important legacies, the legion of disciples who
have been mainly–though not exclu-
sively–dedicated to the archaeology of north-
western Argentina.

Finally, I have to emphasize that throughout
his career, González was always ready to discuss
ideas and encourage the interest of young peo-
ple in research. To meet him meant to be sub-
merged instantly in the evaluation of archaeo-
logical themes and problems. One perceived
immediately the passion that drove him to the
totality of achievements that constituted his
professional career. For all these reasons Alberto
Rex González occupies a crucial and immutable
place in Argentine archaeology.

Translated from the Spanish by 
Daniel H. Sandweiss
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Alberto Rex González (viewer’s left) and Padre Gustavo Le Paige at San Pedro de Atacama, 
Chile, 1963. Photo courtesy of Mario Rivera.
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