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This dissertation presents a comparative analysis of institutional policy towards 

Latin American art after 1992. Specifically, this study examines several concurrent 

phenomena: the increased visibility of Latin American artists in institutions, a rise in 

academic and scholarly attention, growing numbers of collectors, and an extraordinary 

growth in the overall art market in the 1990s that dramatically increased the value of 

Latin American art. Though the expanded interest in Latin American art was wide-

spread, four institutions – The Museum of Modern Art, New York (MoMA), the Museum 

of Fine Arts Houston (MFAH), the Tate Modern, London, and the Museo Nacional 

Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid – invested heavily in acquisitions and widely 

exhibited cultural production from the region. Though the impulse for strengthening 

institutional commitment to Latin America in Europe and North America resulted from 

factors arising from similar geopolitical and theoretical circumstances, these four 

museums approached developing their stake in Latin American art quite differently in a 

debate which was often contentious. Their rivalry emerged in an increasingly globalized 

art world, yet each institution remained committed to a notion of Latin America as a 

discrete cultural entity, the research and exhibition of which would allow each museum to 
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assert its dominance as a leader in the field. In order to do so, each institution charted a 

different course marked by distinct aesthetic and curatorial choices that resulted in the 

establishment of competing maps (temporal, historical, and geographic) of Latin 

America. This involved a redrawing of the cultural maps which privileged a horizontal, 

transatlantic exchange over transcontinental or diagonal transatlantic dialogue. It also 

involved attempts to renovate or erase previously held notions of Latin American art as 

primitive, fantastic, or both. By emphasizing particular eras and styles, each case study 

institution created architectures of knowledge based on a particular idea of Latin 

American identity and culture. In doing so, they attempted to capture the symbolic capital 

inherent in defining a regional identity. The institutional and curatorial practice of these 

museums was emblematic of the confrontational and increasingly contentious debate 

regarding the relationship of Latin American art to modernity.  
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Introduction: “The Boom” Aftershocks and Ramifications 

Like the church or temple of the past, the museum plays a unique ideological role. 
By means of its objects, and all that surrounds them, the museum transforms 
ideology in the abstract into living belief.1      

Carol Duncan and Eli Wallach 

... museums are inventions of men [sic], not inevitable, eternal, ideal, nor divine. 
They exist for the things we put in them, and they change as each generation 
chooses how to see and use those things.2 

Adele Z. Silver, Chairman of the Cleveland Museum of Art 

In June 2003, Roger Atwood published an article in ARTnews titled, 

“Rediscovering Latin America.”3 Atwood’s piece explored the increase in the acquisition 

and exhibition of works by artists from Latin America in North American and European 

art museums. To illustrate the novelty of this trend, Atwood opened his article with an 

anecdote concerning the Phoenix Museum of Art (PMA). In 1978, the PMA hosted a 

retrospective exhibition of the work of Frida Kahlo, now a veritable icon in the history of 

art and the subject of massively successful, blockbuster exhibitions around the world, 

which the museum director, James Ballinger noted, was entirely ignored by the museum-

going population of the city.4 The exhibition met with resistance almost everywhere it 

traveled. The show originated at the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago where the 

Chicago Tribune’s art critic Alan Artner wrote a review declaring the exhibition would 

                                                
1Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach, “The Museum of Modern Art as Late Capitalist Ritual: An Iconographic 
Analysis,” Marxist Perspectives 4 (1978): 28-51. 
2Adele Z. Silver, eds., The Art Museum as Educator: A Collection of Studies as Guides to Practice and 
Policy (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978), 13. 
3Roger Atwood, “Rediscovering Latin America,” ARTnews. 102 (6): 98. 
4The PMA’s exhibition was organized by the Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago. See. Frida Kahlo, 
Frida Kahlo, 1910-1954: an exhibition organized by the Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago (Chicago: 
Museum of Contemporary Art, 1978). Major retrospectives of Kahlo’s work have been held at the Art 
Gallery of Ontario (2012), San Francisco Museum of Modern Art (2008), Philadelphia Museum of Art 
(2008), Walker Art Center (2007), and Tate Modern London (2005). 
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only appeal, “to the most caterwauling of feminists.”5 Since that time, Ballinger 

continued, the museum’s sole holding of the artist’s work, El suicidio de Dorothy Hale, 

had become a centerpiece of the PMA’s collection, drawing viewers to the museum from 

across the country.  

Atwood’s article chronicles the rise of a phenomenon in the art world which 

began in the 1990s and continued through the 2000s. The title of the article, 

“Rediscovering Latin America,” says much about what Shifra Goldman, a scholar and art 

critic, derisively dubbed the “Latin American ‘art boom’.”6 The Latin Art boom of the 

1980s, which centered on Chicano or Latino art, was followed by the Latin American art 

boom of the 1990s. This led to differentiation and hierarchical categorization of the 

differences between Latino and Latin America in a variety of institutions. Many of the 

early exhibitions focused either on “recognizable” characteristics of Latin American art 

or allied Latin American artists with European traditions. Both approaches reinforced the 

traditional stereotypes of Latin American art. Also important was the role of survey-type 

exhibitions which generalized and lumped together artists from Latin American countries 

and thus continued to obscure the scope of production by Latin American artists. The 

direct result of this practice was the nationalization of artists, exhibitions, and programs. 

The by-product of this nationalization was the exclusion of minority artists of Latin 

                                                
5Alan Artner, “In Retrospect, MCA Errs,” Chicago Tribune, January 22, 1978. Artner wrote, “Kahlo led 
the kind of life that makes for a Ms. Magazine version of the romantic agony…  All of this shows up in her 
art, though after several miscarriages and medically ordered abortions, her primary subject became pain… 
Keeping in mind that Kahlo’s works were created in a climate that was truly repressive to women, one can 
only marvel at the courage with which she presented all manner of grisly feminine experience. Yet, while 
her consciously naïve style depicts these horrors with uncommon directness, her psychological makeup was 
so intensely self-oriented that she was never capable of pulling back far enough to make a more general 
statement. By the time Kahlo begins painting herself in necklaces of thorns or with nails and arrows 
piercing her skin, one realizes that this has become an art of monumental self-pity – an art that will satisfy 
none by the most caterwauling feminist.”  
6Goldman first used the term in her essay Shifra M. Goldman, “The Booming Spirit of Latin America,” 
Artweek, July 1, 1989.  
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descent in the United States and the privileging of particular national traditions, as those 

of Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela, above others.7 

The contemporaneous assessments of the boom by Goldman and others were 

extremely critical of what they viewed as the stereotyping of the region, which had the 

effect of condensing the history of Latin American art into easily digestible bits.8  

Atwood’s characterization of the growth of Latin American visibility is emblematic of 

the type of responses Goldman and others rejected. The notion of “rediscovery” was an 

overstatement. Latin American art and artists have, with varying degrees of interest, been 

part of the canonical story of Western modernism – Diego Rivera and Wifredo Lam are 

two such examples. Atwood’s use of the term “rediscovery” reflected the tendency of 

non-specialists in North American and European museums to regard Latin America and 

its visual culture as external to the Western tradition, an undefined entity little understood 

by cultural “centers.”9  Proportionally speaking, the actual amount of exhibition space, 

museum budgets, gallery holdings, and collectors dedicated to the artists of Latin 

America had not, and has not, achieved any kind of parity with their American and 

European peers. Nonetheless, Atwood correctly identified a number of developments: an 

increased visibility of Latin American artists within certain institutions; a growing 

number of collectors interested in Latin American art; and, perhaps most drastically, an 

                                                
7Shifra Goldman, “Metropolitan Splendors: The Buying and Selling of Mexico,” Third Text 14 (1991): 20. 
See also, Arlene Davila, “Latinizing Culture: Art, Museums, and the Politics of U.S. Multicultural 
Encompassment.” Cultural Anthropology 14 (1999): 185. For a complete analysis of the 1980s boom see 
Taína Caragol, “Boom and Dust: The Rise of Latin American and Latino Art in New York Exhibition 
Spaces and the Auction House Market, 1970s-1980s,” (PhD diss., City University of New York, 2013). 
8Criticism of the boom is the subject of several essays included in Gerardo Mosquera. Beyond the 
Fantastic: Contemporary Art Criticism from Latin America (London, England and Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Institute of International Visual Arts and MIT Press, 1995). 
9For more on this phenomenon see Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, “The Accidental Tourist: American Collections 
of Latin American Art,” in Collecting the New: Museums and Contemporary Art, ed. Bruch Altschuler 
(Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2005), 132.  
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extraordinary growth in the overall art market in the 1990s that dramatically increased the 

value of Latin American art.10 

Though the idea of Latin American art also gained some currency in Latin 

America during this period, this dissertation is primarily concerned with the way in which 

the region was constructed from an external perspective. The expanded interest in Latin 

American art was wide-spread but four institutions, – The Museum of Modern Art, New 

York (MoMA), the Museum of Fine Arts Houston (MFAH), the Tate Modern, London, 

and the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia (MNCARS), Madrid – invested 

heavily in acquisitions and widely exhibited cultural production from the region.11 

Though the impulse for strengthening institutional commitment to Latin America resulted 

from factors arising from similar geopolitical and theoretical circumstances, these four 

museums approached developing their stake in Latin American art quite differently in a 

debate which was, at times, quite contentious. Their rivalry emerged in an increasingly 

globalized art world, yet each institution remained committed to a notion of Latin 

America as a discrete cultural entity, the research and exhibition of which would allow 

                                                
10 Up until the mid-1980s, Latin American artists, and other minority artists, relied upon a network of 
alternative spaces such as the Museum of Contemporary Hispanic Art and the Studio Museum in Harlem to 
exhibit their work. In the United States, that pattern began to shift in the 1980s and major museums began 
circulating large-scale exhibitions of Latin American art. For more information see, Julia Herzberg, 
“Remembering Identity: Visions of Connections,” in The Decade Show: Frameworks of Identity in the 
1980s, exh. cat. (Los Angeles: Museum of Contemporary Hispanic Art, 1990), 37. Major US exhibitions in 
the 1980s: Hispanic Art in the United States: Thirty Contemporary Painters and Sculptors (1987) organized 
by the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston and the Corcoran Gallery; Art of the Fantastic: Latin America, 1920-
1987 (1987) organized by the Indianapolis Museum of Art; The Latin American Spirit: Art and Artists in 
the United States, 1920-1970 (1988). The emergence of a market for Latin American art is also a 
significant factor in the growth in the visibility of the region. This aspect of the history of “the boom” has 
received little scholarly attention. The first Latin American auction occurred in 1979. In the 1980s, 
Sotheby’s and Christie’s established Latin American Art departments and bi-annual sales. See Mary-Anne 
Martin, “The Latin American Auction Market Comes of Age,” in Leonard’s Price Index: Latin American 
Art at Auction (Massachusetts: Auction Index, Inc., 1999), 3–10.  
11The only museum of Latin American art that exists in South or Central America is located in Buenos 
Aires. The Museo de Arte Latino American de Buenos Aires (MALBA) and its relationship to the case 
study institutions will be addressed in the conclusion of this investigation. 
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each museum to assert its dominance as a leader in the study of the region. In order to do 

so, each institution charted a different course marked by distinct aesthetic and curatorial 

choices that resulted in the establishment of competing versions (temporal, historical, and 

geographic) of Latin America. This involved a redrawing of the cultural maps which 

privileged a horizontal, transatlantic exchange over transcontinental or diagonal 

transatlantic dialogue. It also involved attempts to renovate or erase previously held 

notions of Latin American art as primitive, fantastic, or both. By emphasizing particular 

eras and styles, each case study institution created architectures of knowledge based on a 

particular idea of Latin American identity and culture. In doing so, they attempted to 

capture the symbolic capital inherent in defining a regional identity. The institutional and 

curatorial practice of these museums was emblematic of the confrontational and 

increasingly contentious debate regarding the relationship of Latin American art to 

modernity.  

The unprecedented amount of attention paid to modern and contemporary art in 

Latin America by the case study institutions raises a number of tantalizing questions.12 

Why did institutions in the United States and Europe begin to exhibit Latin American art 

at the same time? How did local concerns affect institutional and curatorial practice in 

exhibitions? How did institutions attempt to integrate what was previously considered 

“peripheral” art into their narrative of western modernism? How did these museums 

attempt to redefine or reframe Latin American identity in order to integrate Latin 

American art into an established narrative of Modernism primarily created in the West 

                                                
12The only possible exception is the attention paid to the Mexican Muralists in the United States during the 
1920s and 1930s. The Museum of Modern Art played a significant role in the attention paid specifically to 
Mexico during this period. MoMA’s interest in Mexico was the gateway for its interest in the rest of 
Central and South America, a topic which will explored at length in Chapter 2. For more information see, 
Helen Delpar, The Enormous Vogue for All Things Mexican: Cultural Relations Between the United States 
and Mexico, 1920-1935 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1992).   
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but largely accepted all over the world? How could the museums, those reviewed in this 

study and in general, reframe or rewrite the canon to include minorities and individuals 

from communities traditionally considered peripheral to the canon? How could artistic 

institutions shift the representation of Latin American culture? Does multiculturalism 

equal cultural pluralism? Who had the right to write and display that history? Can 

difference be visualized? What are the consequences of visualizing difference? Was it 

possible to insert Latin America into an existing canon of Western art or was it necessary 

to create a new one entirely?  

In her evaluation of the impact of the “Latin American Art Boom,” anthropologist 

Arlene Dávila wrote the following,  

the construct of “Latin American art” encompassed works that were differentially 
valued by museums and the market according to how closely they fit public 
expectations of “Latin American art” or followed European standards, trends, and 
media. These evaluations, in turn, led to hierarchies and distinctions among types 
of Latin art and artists which merit a discussion in themselves.13 

This dissertation examines Latin American art within a matrix of factors moving beyond 

an evaluation of aesthetic concerns. By looking at these museums, this study will be able 

to evaluate the shifts in the narrative surrounding Latin American art and the story of 

modern art from different perspectives and thus better understand the dynamic which 

creates and feeds change within art museums and academia. It will chart the evolution of 

the narrative surrounding the representation of Latin American artists via the visual arts 

throughout the 1990s and 2000s, setting the stage for the continued expansion of Latin 

American art in decades to come. This perspective will be broadly useful as there is no 

study of the artistic, scholarly, and institutional discourses surrounding the display of 

                                                
13Davila, Arlene. “Latinizing Culture: Art, Museums, and the Politics of U.S. Multicultural 
Encompassment.” Cultural Anthropology 14 (1999): 185. 
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contemporary Latin American art. I believe my approach will generally contribute to a 

better understanding of how cultural change shapes cultural policy.  

It is also important to understand what this dissertation is not. It is not, and is not 

intended to be, a complete historical analysis of the evolution of curatorial attitudes to 

Latin American art. The institutions chosen for this study are not the only institutions in 

Europe or the United States to mount exhibitions of Latin American art, nor are they the 

only institutions to give space to the work of Latin American artists. There is, as of yet, 

no study of the pivotal exhibitions of Latin American art in the United States, England, 

Spain, or elsewhere. Strictly historical, linear examinations of institutions and exhibitions 

are necessary and will hopefully be forthcoming. However, what is presented here are 

isolated case studies of museums which, over the past twenty years, not merely housed 

exhibitions, but also fostered an ideological approach to Latin American art which was 

distinct. In doing so, they contributed to academic and philosophical debate about how to 

move Latin American art from the periphery to the mainstream.  

THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

This is an institutional analysis, the primary purpose of which is to examine the 

competing narrations of modernism authored by the four museums in question. Despite 

the differences, the similarities are just as important in unpacking the relationship 

between the programs developed by the case study institutions.14  As each museum 

concentrated its efforts in permanent collection display, exhibitions, and the creation and 

research of archives, these three elements form the basis of the analysis that follows.  In 

order to assess the intentions and impacts of the work of the four case study institutions, 

                                                
14Due to the fact that acquisition information at the Museum of Modern Art and the Museum of Fine Arts 
Houston is not available to the public it was not possible to make a complete comparative analysis of the 
additions to the permanent collections of each institution.  
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this examination evaluates (when possible) each museum’s history and relationship to 

Latin America, the inclusion of Latin American artists and movements into the 

permanent collection display, the exhibition history, and curatorial theory and practice.  

The museums being considered here attempted to expand the picture of 

modernism at the end of the twentieth century. The agitation of the Civil Rights 

movements in the 1960s and 1970s and the rise of multiculturalism in the 1980s, lead to 

calls for broadening the canon. It was in this period that postmodernism and 

multiculturalism moved out of the academy and into public discussions, an issue that will 

be considered at length in the following chapter. Postmodernism called for challenging of 

binary notions of identity, gender, nationality, etc., a process which implied the 

deconstruction of the construction of the “other” and took aim at art institutions for their 

role in perpetuating these misperceptions.15 Postmodern critique also advocated for a 

reevaluation of modern artistic culture including elements of the pre-modern period, such 

as figurative painting.16 Generally speaking, the use of the term denotes an ideology 

which holds modern culture had not gone far enough to shed the trappings of humanism 

and the Enlightenment. Cultural critics, such as Hal Foster, argued for the postmodern as 

an acknowledgment of art history, and history, as a social construct - a narrative written 

by the victors that had an enormous impact on common understandings of identity which 

were, in turn, predicated upon that same history.17  
                                                
15Dr. Daniel Rodgers discusses the decades surrounding the 1980s as a discrete historical period which 
transformed the United States and the entire world. For more information please see, Daniel T. Rodgers, 
Age of Fracture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011). See also, Abigail Solomon-Godeau, 
“Mistaken Identities,” in Mistaken Identities, exh. cat. (Santa Barbara, CA: University of California Santa 
Barbara, 1993), 19-63. 
16This quasi-conservative aspect of postmodernism was, in some ways, redolent of the renewed 
conservatism of the 1980s in its nostalgia for the pre-modern period. Peter Bürger, The Decline of 
Modernism, trans. Nicholas Walker (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1992), 
33. 
17See Hal Foster, “(Post)Modern Polemics,” New German Critique 33 (Autumn, 1984): 67-78. Hal Foster, 
ed. The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays in Postmodern Culture (Port Townsend, WA: Bay Press, 1983). 



 9 

Writing about the impact of Postmodernism on the visual arts, Abigail Solomon-

Godeau argued multiculturalism and feminism capitalized on the interventions of 

postmodern theory – namely the increased attention paid to the politics of representation 

– to expose the issues at the center of both movements. Their use of such strategies, she 

asserted, made the artistic production associated with them inextricably linked to the 

political. The artistic imperative to accurately reflect lived experience integral to 

multicultural art was often a visual expression of political struggle.18  

Although an exhaustive analysis of the body of literature on the museum is not 

called for, a brief overview is useful in setting the stage for the forthcoming analysis. A 

tremendous amount of criticism and art historical scrutiny aimed at the museum, its 

origins, theoretical foundations, and cultural implications was written in the eighties and 

nineties. Studies about the foundations and power of the museum emerged largely as a 

result of the significant challenges leveled at museums by the rise of institutional critique 

in the sixties and seventies, specifically from the field of North American and European 

Conceptual artists who viewed museums as symbols not of culture but of consumption.19 

The insistence upon the recognition of the museum as a space ripe for political critique 

included calls for broader social equality and the equitable representation of artists on the 

basis of ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. The result of agitation within and outside of the 

museum, as well as political and social change, created the multicultural museological 

moment – the precursor to the moment this dissertation analyzes. For the purposes of this 

study, I consider the attempts of the case-study museums to reflect a more inclusive 

(multicultural) history of modern art to be inherently political gestures. In order to make 

                                                
18Abigail Solomon-Godeau, “Mistaken Identities,” in Mistaken Identities, exh. cat. (Santa Barbara, CA: 
University of California Santa Barbara, 1993), 19-63. 
19Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, eds. Institutional Critique: An Anthology of Artists Writings 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009). 
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the changes to be discussed in this study, each museum engaged in debates about identity 

politics, i.e. what aesthetically constituted Latin American identity.  

Geography Matters 

All four case study institutions took on the concept of Latin American art and in 

the process accepted the idea of Latin America as a unity. For that reason, geography was 

a crucial component of the strategies they elaborated and therefore the idea of and 

geographic reality of Latin America is a critical piece of the analysis undertaken here. 

However, Latin America is an invention. It should be stated at the outset that in the 

opinion of the author the idea of Latin America is a construct. It is not a discrete entity. It 

has no inherent characteristics. Any attempt to encapsulate Latin America as a singular, 

distinct cultural unity is inherently flawed. “Latin America,” composed of the twenty-

three countries which occupy the Southern Cone, Central America, and the Caribbean, a 

conglomeration of nations, hispanophone, lusaphone, and francophone, constitutes a 

multiethnic, multiracial, multilingual, heterogeneous cacophony of difference. However, 

the idea of Latin America was first proposed by Michel Chevalier as a way to organize 

the colonies of Spain and Portugal and was repeated by the United States in the Monroe 

Doctrine (1823) and the Good Neighbor Policy (1933).20 During the Cold War, versions 

of Panamerica resurfaced in institutional and curatorial practice.21  

In a recently published article, Daniel Quiles argues that it is possible to create a 

“cartographic typology of Latin American art exhibitions.” It would include solo 

exhibitions of artists of Latin American descent (someone born in the region or of Latin 

                                                
20Walter Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America (Walden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2005), 77-82. 
21Claire Fox, Making Art Panamerican (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013). Andrea 
Giunta, Avant-Garde, Internationalism, and Politics: Argentine Art in the Sixties, trans. Peter Kahn 
(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2007).  Michael Wellen, “Pan-American Dreams: Art, Politics, and 
Museum-Making at the OAS, 1948-1976 (Ph.D. Diss, University of Texas, 2012).   
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American ancestry), exhibitions which investigate cities or movements, country-based 

exhibitions, and finally regional exhibitions. It is these regional exhibitions, that 

challenge the framework of the idea of Latin America as a unity, which have the potential 

to defy stereotypes and narratives attached to the region as a whole.22 It is for this reason 

that geography – who is represented, where they are exhibited, and who decides – is 

central to this analysis.   

The Museum as Political Space 

Museums, wherever they are erected, have the power to shape collective and 

social understanding because they are the institutions in which cultural realities are 

defined and reflected.23 They are mediating bodies which piece together knowledge in 

accord with the reigning powers in specific localities.24 Cultural institutions and art 

events create economic benefits, bestow cultural capital, create a sense of civic pride, and 

increase the global visibility of the host community. Superstar museums and blockbuster 

exhibitions, in particular, create favorable economic impacts for the areas in which they 

are located.25  

Carol Duncan authored a series of articles and books in the 1970s through the 

1990s examining the history of western museums in which she argued they remained 

significant arbiters of taste and powerful indicators of social values. She wrote, “As much 

as ever, having a bigger and better art museum is a sign of political virtue and national 

identity – of being recognizably a member of the civilized community of modern, liberal 
                                                
22Daniel Quiles “Exhibition as Network, Network as Curator: Canonizing Art from ‘Latin America’,” 
Artl@s Bulletin 3, no. 1 (2014): Article 7 
23James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988). 
24Timothy W. Luke, Museum Politics: Power Plays at the Exhibition (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2002). 
25James Heilbrun and Charles Grey, The Economics of Art and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2001), 206 -209. Bruno S. Frey, “Superstar Museums: An Economic Analysis,” Journal of Cultural 
Economics  22 (1998): 113-125 
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nations.”26 Reviewing three hundred years of history, she contended that the social 

function of museums and their relationship to rituals of citizenship and power were little 

changed. Duncan’s analysis highlights the urgency of studies such as these which 

demand an accounting of the museum as a cultural and economic sphere. This study 

builds upon the understanding of the social role of museums to grapple with the 

implications of the revisions undertaken by the case study institutions.  

Duncan’s work focused on the political implication of decisions undertaken by 

museums as well as the unique ability of art museums to erase the political and social 

nature of their content.27  These concerns have been raised by artists and critics alike.  In 

1984, Hans Haacke argued for an understanding of museums as sites of knowledge 

consolidation and production. Following Marx, Haacke suggested the danger of museums 

of art was their ability to hide the social and political implications of such institutions 

from visitors.28 James Clifford echoed Haacke’s concern in The Predicament of Culture 

where he discussed the ways in which museums and collections tend to resist or suppress 

the historical, economic and political processes that inform their creation.29  It is precisely 

this reality that this analysis seeks to reveal. Museums are unique and pivotal spaces in 

the civil societies in which they exist, acting as repositories for the preservation and 

production of cultural memory. If, following Duncan, Haacke, and Clifford, museums are 
                                                
26Carol Duncan, “Art Museums and the Ritual of Citizenship,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and 
Politics of Museum Display, ed. Ivan Karp and Steven D. Lavine (Washington D.C.; Smithsonian 
Institution Press, 1991), 89. 
27Duncan argues the institution of the museum, as we recognize it today, emerges at the confluence of the 
growth of the sixteenth and seventeenth century princely collections and the eighteenth and nineteenth 
century fascination. The accumulation of goods by monarchs, dictators, and emperors reflected the glory of 
the state and served to impress and humble visiting dignitaries. Museums of modern art are direct 
descendants of the princely collections which were reappropriated for public consumption in the eighteenth 
century. 
28He argued that that the opacity of the political and social implications of the museum was a direct result 
of the triumph of Greenbergian formalism and the doctrine of “art for art’s sake” in the postwar period. See 
Hans Haacke, “Museums – Managers of Consciousness,” Art in America 72 (1984): 9-17.  
29James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture. 
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both barometers for and initiators of cultural shifts, then the increased visibility of Latin 

American art within the four case study institution represents a paradigmatic change in 

the narrative of modernism as espoused by some of the most prominent art museums in 

the world.    

Significantly, this analysis argues that the political and social influences of 

museums described by Duncan, Haacke, and Clifford in the eighties and nineties are 

made more pressing by the globalization of the art world as museums become 

increasingly entangled with national and international economic relations. In the United 

States, the culture wars of the 1980s severely curtailed funding to artists and institutions. 

The crisis of institutional funding is now being experienced by museums internationally, 

even those traditionally supported by national governments.30 As museums increasingly 

rely upon ticket sales and membership fees, they, out of necessity, take into consideration 

the appeal of their collection and planned exhibitions to the public. These institutional 

stresses have forced museums to brand themselves, adopt corporate models, and expand 

opportunities to commodify their collections for visitor consumption. The increasing 

commodification of museums requires museum directors and curators to find a way to 

reconcile these financial imperatives with art historical and scholarly concerns.   

Museums, particularly art museums, exude an almost mythic aura. With the 

massive growth in museum attendance and construction, as well as the emergence of the 

blockbuster exhibitions as a mainstay of museum practice, museums have entered the 

realm of mass culture.31 They are then, in keeping with Jean Baudrillard’s notion of the 
                                                
30See Oliver Bennet, “Cultural Policy in the United Kingdom: Collapsing Rationales and the End of 
Tradition,” The European Journal of Cultural Policy vol. 1 2(1995), 199-216. Bruno S. Frey, “Superstar 
Museums: An Economic Analysis,” Journal of Cultural Economics 22 (1998): 113-125. Katja Lundqvist, 
“Museum Finances: Challenges Beyond Economic Crisis,” Museum Management and Curatorship 27:1 
(2012): 1-15. Annette Zimmer and Stefan Toepler, “The Subsidized Muse: Government and the Arts in 
Western Europe and the United States,” Journal of Cultural Economics 23 (1999): 33-49.  
31Frey,“Superstar Museums: An Economic Analysis,”113-125. 



 14 

same, sites at which modes of knowledge are created and become productive forces 

within society.32 The cultural implications of the museum make it necessary to 

deconstruct the ways in which they represent the confluence of cultural, social, and 

economic forces. The analysis here follows the assertion made by Timothy W. Luke in 

Shows of Force: Power, Politics, and Ideology in Art Exhibitions that exhibitions are not 

just political texts but that art IS politics.33 Thus, the departing point for this dissertation 

is that there is no such thing as a value-free institution.34 Art museums represent, 

“civility,” they are symbols of culture, status, and modernity. Their force is so powerful 

that viewers rarely if ever question the narratives displayed within them. As such, the fact 

that museums are sites in which invisible actors classify and codify notions of culture and 

identity requires a critical examination of those practices to understand the ways in which 

they both shape and reflect cultural power.  

Museums are politically charged cultural institutions, but where do they get their 

power? What kind of space is a museum and what impact do the events happening within 

them have on the broader community?  The use of art and art exhibitions as political 

gestures has a long history. During World War II, the U.S. State Department sent a 

traveling exhibition of Norman Rockwell paintings to Latin America to convince elites 

and museum-goers of the substance of North American culture and to inspire anti-fascist 

sentiment. Traveling exhibitions of old master paintings were sent by European museums 

                                                
32Jean Baudrillard argued that in the media society people have become caught up in image, spectacle, and 
simulacra – a process which diminishes the relationship to reality. Under these conditions, individuals seek 
spectacle in place of meaning. See Baudrillard, Simulations (New York: Semiotext(e), 1983). 
33Timothy W. Luke, Shows of Force: Power, Politics, and Ideology in Art Exhibitions (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1992).  
34The power of the western model and the model of the western art museum in particular, is visible in the 
ways in which traditional monarchs and dictatorial governments have begun building museums of modern 
art as symbols of the civility of their nation. See Carol Duncan, “From the Princely Gallery to Public Art 
Museum,” in Grasping the World: The Idea of the Museum, ed. Donald Preziosi and Claire Farago 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2004), 250-277. 
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to America after WWII in gratitude for the United States role in helping to end the war.35 

In 1953, the Japanese government sent an exhibition of classical Japanese art to museums 

in the United States as a gesture of reconciliation. Both China and Egypt organized 

traveling exhibitions of art objects during tense political periods as a sign of good will: 

Egypt, by Sadat during the Camp David negotiations; China, after Nixon’s visit to that 

country in 1973 and 1974 on the suggestion of then Secretary of State Henry Kissinger.36  

The flurry of activity surrounding modern art in Brazil in the 1950s is another 

example of political considerations playing a role in the construction of cultural 

institutions. To counter the notion of Latin America as a cultural backwater, the industrial 

leaders of Brazil’s largest cities, São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, founded museums of 

modern art in 1949. Nelson Rockefeller, Board Member and donor to the Museum of 

Modern Art and Undersecretary for Inter-American Affairs, assisted the Brazilian 

government in these tasks. MoMA signed an agreement with the Museu de Arte Moderna 

in São Paulo in 1950 which stated the following, 

Being, by charter and in purpose educational institutions, the two museums 
believe in the essential significance of the arts as a means of enriching the life of 
the community and as an important factor in the development of mutual respect 
and understanding between nations. In a world which is increasingly becoming 
aware of the extent in which the material welfare of the people depends on 
cooperation in the sphere of economics and politics, it is important that these 
efforts be accompanied by an exchange in the field of cultural endeavors.37 

The agreement established a series of arrangements between the two museums including 

reciprocal memberships, the distribution of publications, and a pledge to exchange films 

and exhibitions.  All of these examples indicate the ways in which cultural diplomacy and 

                                                
35Judith Higgins Balfe, “Artworks as symbols in international politics,” International Journal of Politics, 
Culture, and Society I (1987): 195-217. 
36Ibid. 
37Nelson Rockefeller Archive, Folder 1468, Museum of Modern Art – Museums – Brazil Museu de Arte 
Moderna – Sao Paolo Agreement 1950 
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cultural institutions can have an impact on society as a whole – an influence understood 

and manipulated by the individuals and entities, governmental and otherwise, associated 

with them. Aspirations towards cosmopolitanism continue to drive museum building and 

the growth of international art exhibitions.38 

Creating Narratives, Heterotopic Spaces 

Like the museum, the exhibition as a tool has been heavily scrutinized and, here 

again, that critique bears some revisiting. The story of Latin American art in North 

America and Europe has often been told through exhibitions.39 Aware of this fact, the 

exhibition histories of the case study institutions during the period of examination are a 

critical component of the dissertation. For the purposes of this study, the permanent 

collection display of these institutions will also be considered exhibitions – one of 

particular significance as it is a constant presence within the museum and a concise 

curatorial statement of the current curatorial/institutional position on the history of art.  

The visually and theoretically charged nature of exhibitions makes them 

privileged vehicles in which to promote new historiographies for art. In a now iconic 

gesture, Alfred H. Barr Jr., the first director of the Museum of Modern Art, in New York, 

canonized a diagrammatic vision of Modernism in the show Cubism and Abstract Art 

(1936) (Figure 1.1). Employing the language developed by the philosophers Gilles 

Deleuze and Félix Guattari in the 1980s, Barr’s structure resembles an arboreal model 

characterized by a chronological, unidirectional development of artistic movements 
                                                
38Okwui Enwezor, “On Mega-Exhibitions and the Antinomies of a Transnational Global 
Form,” Documents. 23 (2004): 2-19. 
39Art of Latin American Since Independence, Yale University Art Gallery and the University of Texas Art 
Museum (1966), Art of the Fantastic: Latin America, 1920-1987, Indianapolis Museum of Art (1987); 
Images of Mexico: The Contribution of Mexico to Twentieth-Century Art, Frankfurt Kunsthalle (1988); and 
Hispanic Art in the United States: Thirty Contemporary Painters and Sculptors, Museum of Fine Arts 
Houston (1988). Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1890-1920, MNCARS and South Bank Centre, 
London (1989).  
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dominated by European and North American artists.40 Privileging concepts such as 

“originality” and “rupture,” Barr’s diagram made patent his position; namely that the 

history of modern art was defined by a continuous development of art from nineteenth 

century Europe to the present, constructing a pedigree for the artists he championed. The 

map appropriated scientific language and employed arrows to make definitive 

connections between artists’ names and movements. Barr’s art historical narrative, as 

well as the ideology imbedded in it, is now amply criticized as a rigid, hegemonic 

construct. In spite of the critical backlash, Barr’s model remains a guiding principle in the 

exhibition and display of Modernism. 

The power of the exhibition, and therefore the permanent collection installation, 

derives from the unique nature of the museum space. In 1967, the French philosopher 

Michel Foucault delivered a lecture in which he argued that the nineteenth century mania 

for history, its crises, and development gave way in the twentieth to a preoccupation with 

space.41 Foucault believed the modern era was characterized by simultaneity and 

interconnectivity and that the hierarchical division of space into sacred and profane 

places was challenged by the contemporary moment. He noted, “Our epoch is one in 

which space takes for us the form of relations among sites.”42 This stage, as defined by 

Foucault, was characterized by juxtaposition and multiple associations yet the challenge 

posed to the binary division of space had not completely eliminated the presence and 

investment of belief in the idea of sacred spaces. Rather, he suggested in certain places 
                                                
40Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian 
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, [1980] 1987). For more on Barr’s diagram also see 
Camila Maroja and Abigail Winograd, ““Vectors or Constellations? Frederico Morais’s and Mari Carmen 
Ramírez’s Curatorial Narratives of Latin American Art.” Artl@s Bulletin, 3, no. 2 (2015): Article 6. 
41Foucault’s lecture was released as a manuscript before his death and originally printing in the journal 
Architecture-Mouvement-Continuité in October 1984. In 1986, Jay Miskowiec translated the same 
manuscript and published it in the Spring issue of Diacritics. Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” 
Diacritics 16:1 (1986), 22-27. 
42Ibid. 23. 
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society continued to cling to binary distinctions (east and west, center and periphery, 

civilized and barbaric) a predilection nurtured by the continued but hidden presence of 

notions of the sacred in the cultural imagination.  Foucault went on to describe a new 

kind of spaces, those which allowed for layers of meaning to reveal themselves. These 

sites of “otherness” he defined as heterotopias: counter-sites which, unlike fictive utopic 

space, were both real and unreal, where real places, “are simultaneously represented, 

contested and inverted. Places of this kind are outside of all places, even though it may be 

possible to indicate their location in reality.”43 Foucault likened heterotopic spaces to a 

stage in a theater where several stories, several histories, several times could coexist. 

Heterotopias existed in all cultures and societies and had distinct functions in each. Some, 

heterotopic spaces, and here Foucault specifically singled out the museum, also collapsed 

time, a characteristic not found in earlier seventeenth century iterations of the museum 

but was, rather, a unique facet of the modern era.  

The museum, he suggested, was a space that existed outside of any concrete 

location because it possessed the unique ability to collapse multiple temporal and 

geographic spaces into one “actual” location through the constant accumulation, 

assemblage, and layering of history. The universal veneer of the heterotopic institution, 

such as the museum, was undermined by another feature of heterotopias described by 

Foucault. Significantly, he suggested such spaces were not freely accessible, rather, 

despite the appearance of openness they were able to hide their exclusivity (a concern 

addressed in the previous section). In the art museum, the right to be represented was 

contingent upon permission of those controlling access to the facility. Therefore, the 

                                                
43Ibid, 24.  
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fundamental assertion (lie) of the museum was the possibility of an inclusive presentation 

of the whole of human history in a single narrative sequence.44  

Foucault’s description of the spatial dynamics of the museum reveals it to be a 

fictive or literary space, something akin to the concept of the chronotope described by 

Mikhail Bakhtin and a useful tool for describing the ways in which museums compress 

history to create functional political or national narratives. Bakhtin used the chronotope 

to describe the ways in which space and time overlap in fictional settings noting that all 

texts can be read through the chronotope, indeed that all meanings are produced in the 

chiasmus of space and time.45 In addition to the museum’s role in producing narratives 

about art history, their archival practices - the consolidation of permanent collections and 

the creation of discrete subject or theory based archives - contribute to the persuasive 

power of museums in shaping cultural understanding. This is significant because 

theoretically speaking, the departing point for the dissertation views museums, their 

exhibitions, and collections as texts. This premise comes directly from the strategy 

employed in Chicano Art Inside/Outside the Master's House: Cultural Politics and the 

CARA Exhibition by Alicia Gaspar de Alba in which the author conducted an 

interdisciplinary study of the CARA exhibition. Reading that exhibition as a text, Gaspar 

de Alba proceeded with a comparative analysis to illustrate how the show presented an 

alternative to the dominant narratives supported by art institutions.46 Gaspar de Alba 

identified four factors influencing exhibitions and museums: curatorial assumptions, 

                                                
44Ibid. 
45Mikhael Bakhtin, “Forms of Time and of the Chronotope in the Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: 
Four Essays, trans. Carl Emerson (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 84-258. 
46Alicia Gaspar de Alba, Chicano Art Inside/Outside the Master's House: Cultural Politics and the CARA 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1998). 
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insider/outsider dynamics, sources of funding, and the relationship between artists, 

museums, and audiences.47  

This comparative analysis begins with the permanent exhibition display at 

MoMA. An article by Duncan and Allan Wallach published in 1974 titled, “The Museum 

of Modern Art as Late Capitalist Ritual,” argued MoMA had become the paradigmatic 

museum in that the narrative of modernism written on its walls had come to define 

modern art, and therefore modern culture, not just in the United States but the entire 

world.48 Forty years after the publication of that article, MoMA remains the 

quintessential museum of modern art and serves as the urtext for this particular analysis. 

The narrative of modernism developed by MoMA and its relationship to Latin American 

art will be discussed at length in chapter two. 

Exhibitions, particularly large survey exhibitions, are critically important to this 

study and have been identified as important areas of inquiry by many theorists including 

an important player within this dissertation, Mari Carmen Ramírez.49 In critiquing the 

treatment of Latin American art by North American museums and curators, Ramírez 

singled out survey exhibitions’ for their tendency towards “reductionism and 

homogenization” as a leading factor in the continued misunderstandings of Latin 

American art on the part of a general audience.50 In this, she echoed Homi Bhabha’s 

contention that large retrospective exhibitions always reasserted the primacy of Western, 

chronological, canonical museological structures, even when they attempted to 

                                                
47Ibid, 22. 
48Duncan and Wallach, “The Museum of Modern Art as Late Capitalist Ritual: An Iconographic Analysis.” 
49Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Beyond the ‘Fantastic’: Framing Identity in U.S. Exhibitions of Latin American 
Art,” Art Journal 51 no. 4 (Winter, 1992): 60-68. 
50Ibid, 63. 
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deconstruct them.51 That is they often enshrine a linear, evolutionary narrative of art 

based in the western canon.52 In a similar manner, Nestor Garcia Canclini noted that the 

history of modern art as told through exhibitions has primarily been a narration of 

national schools of art. This was a problem, he suggested, given the social and political 

realities of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries (massive migration/emigration, 

communication technologies, and globalization) which made drawing associations 

between artistic movements and national identity a fraught endeavor.53 The problem with 

the multicultural model is that it attempts to replace national identity with ethnic 

identity.54 Even though critics, such as Gerardo Mosquera, Shifra Goldman, and others 

point out, ethnic identity tends to collapse distinctions and create affinities among 

disparate groups, eliding the complicated realities of national contexts.55 Any exhibition 

of the art of Brazil, for example, would need to account for or in some way explain the 

multiethnic, multilingual, economically stratified realities of the entire country which 

would likely challenge any concept of an inherent or unified Brazilian-ness in art. The 

challenge for the museums in question was to shift the narrative of modernism as well as 

the structure of their collections and exhibitions to more accurately reflect the past and 

adapt to the changing demands of national and global culture demands. 

 

                                                
51Homi Bhabha (1992), “Double Visions,” in Grasping the World: The Idea of the Museum, ed. Donald 
Preziosi and Claire Farago (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2004), 236-241. 
52 Ibid. 
53Nestor Garcia Canclini, “Modernity after Postmodernity,” in Beyond the Fantastic: Contemporary Art 
Criticism for Latin America (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996), 20-51. 
54See Bhabha, “Double Visions.” Arlene Davila, “Latinizing Culture: Art, Museums, and the Politics of 
U.S. Multicultural Encompassment,” Cultural Anthropology 14 (1999): 180-202. 
55Gerardo Mosquera, “Goodbye Identity, Welcome Difference,” Third Text 15 (2001): 25-32. Shifra 
Goldman, “Homogenizing Hispanic Art,” in Resisting Categories: Latin American and/or Latino?, ed. 
Hector Olea and Melina Kervandjian (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts Houston, 2012), 1077-1084. 
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Revisiting the Archive 

All of the case study institutions created a research project or an archive related to 

Latin American art during the period under analysis. Theoretical assessments of the 

meaning and role of the archive, its functions, its vagaries, and opacities abound but as 

with the museum and the exhibition, which form the basis of this analysis, a brief 

overview of some relevant assessments are warranted.56 The act of creating an archive 

inherently involves a consolidation of knowledge; any consolidation of knowledge 

inherently involves the consolidation of power. Based on the understanding of the 

museum as both text and archive, this work attempts to understand the broad social 

implications as well as the nuanced approach of each institution and its impact on the 

academic and popular landscape. Common to most of them is the acknowledged 

murkiness of the archive as both a physical and conceptual place.  

Jacques Derrida’s Freudian analysis in Archive Fever describes the archive as the 

expression of two competing drives: the death drive which draws society towards 

destruction and the archival drive which fights against the desire for amnesia.57 The 

conflict of opposing desires posited by Derrida illuminates the dualities of the archive 

which is at once a place of inclusion and omission. If we accept Derrida’s notion that, 

“there is no political power without control of the archive,” and further that the very 

existence of democracy depends on access to that archive, then it is possible to 

understand the necessity of the type of investigation to follow.58 Recent scholarship on 

the archive grapples with similar issues to those with which we deal in this examination. 

                                                
56See Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever, trans. Eric Prenowitz (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996). 
Marlene Manoff, “Theories of the Archive,” Libraries and the Academy 4 (2004): 9-25. Paul J. Voss and 
Marta L. Werner, “Towards a Poetics of the Archive: Introduction,” Studies in the Literary Imagination 32 
(1999): i-viii. 
57Derrida, Archive Fever, 29.  
58Ibid, 4.  
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Namely that the archive, for our purposes the museum or the museum’s archive, is an 

ideological space which serves two functions: the consolidation or definition of identity 

(national or cultural) and the giving of meaning to past history.59  

The acknowledged power of the archive raises a number of questions. The two 

most important to ask for the following investigation are what is excluded from the 

archive and what meaning can be found in its revision? The revision of the archive has as 

much, if not more, transformative power as the act of creation because redressing the past 

involves a direct challenge to existing authority. The unique feature of revisiting the 

visual archive, unlike literature, theater, or music, is its incredible power to erase works 

of art and artists from historical memory. Once a work of art enters a museum, its 

visibility is contingent upon its exhibition. In the absence of publication and 

reproduction, which require funding and interest, the possibility that a work will vanish 

from public consciousness is enormous. Without walls to inhabit, works of art, the 

producers, the schools they represent, and the cultures they embody run the risk of being 

silenced. The relationship between the archive of public memory and the documentary 

archive is incredibly powerful.60  

ON A CASE-BY-CASE BASIS 

The first chapter of this study presents an in-depth examination of the Columbian 

quincentennial and the year 1992 as a point of departure for the dissertation. As this study 

is a comparative analysis, the subsequent chapters, two through five, will examine each 

institution separately. Tracking the impact of these global developments on both the art 

market and the dialogue about “third world” artists will set the stage for an in-depth 
                                                
59For good summaries of theories of the archive see Charles Merewether, ed. The Archive: Documents of 
Contemporary Art (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2006).  
60See David Greetham, “Who’s In, Who’s Out: The Cultural Politics of Archival Exclusion,” Studies in the 
Literary Imagination 32 (Spring, 1999): 1-28. 



 24 

examination of four prominent museums which have led the way in increasing the 

exposure of Latin American art: the Museum of Modern Art (New York), the Museum of 

Fine Arts (Houston), the Tate Modern (London), and the Museo Nacional de Arte Reina 

Sofia (Madrid). Each of these museums framed Latin American art differently in terms of 

permanent collection display, exhibitions, and curatorial practice. The analysis will also 

consider how these different curatorial approaches have influenced national and 

international curatorial trends in Latin American art. 

In chapter one the dissertation will focus on identifying and examining the factors 

which led to increased visibility of Latin American art. Crucially, this chapter examines 

the museological and social climate of the United States, Spain, and the United Kingdom 

and how the growth of multiculturalist discourse on both sides of the Atlantic affected 

museum policy in the years that directly preceded and encompass this analysis. Chapter 

one will also consider geopolitical changes, including the return of democratic 

governance to several Latin American countries and the end of the Cold War, as possible 

explanations for the increased visibility of Latin American art.  

The second chapter will focus on the Museum of Modern Art in New York 

(MoMA). The event that sparked the institutional competition chronicled in the coming 

pages is, in one way or another, a response to MoMA. To celebrate the Columbian 

quincentennial, the most iconic museum of modern art in the world organized Latin 

American Artists of the Twentieth Century.61 The show, which traveled to Spain, Paris, 

and Cologne before opening in New York, curated by Waldo Rasmussen, highlighted the 

                                                
61The first and only exhibition of the MoMA’s Latin American collection opened in 1943. The exhibition 
was curated by Lincoln Kirstein. The first work to enter the Latin American collection was José Clemente 
Orozco’s The Subway (1928) donated by Abby Aldrich Rockefeller in 1935. The entire collection was 
exhibited in 1943 in a show entitled Latin-American Collection of the Museum of Modern Art curated by 
Lincoln Kirstein. By 1943, the collection had grown to include 300 works. Lincoln Kirstein , Latin-
American Collection of the Museum of Modern Art (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1943).  
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long and storied relationship of MoMA to Latin American art and purportedly signaled a 

recommitment to the region.62 MoMA’s holdings in Latin American art are the most 

comprehensive in the world. In addition to the depth and breadth of the collection, it is 

distinctive in that it began acquiring objects from Latin American art concurrently with 

its founding in 1929, far earlier than any other museum in the world. Under Barr’s 

direction, MoMA started collecting Latin American art at the beginning of the twentieth 

century and continued to acquire works from the region throughout the century, holding 

its first exhibition of Latin American art in 1931.63 Despite its early engagement with the 

region, the museum’s involvement with Latin American art waned throughout the 60s, 

70s, and 80s. It was not until the 1990s, that a solo exhibition of the work of a Latin 

American artist would again take center stage at MoMA.  

Chapter two provides a brief analysis of MoMA’s long relationship to Latin 

American art as well as Barr’s formal legacy and its implications for the collection and 

display of Latin American art within the museum. A thorough discussion of the 

permanent collection display, recent exhibition history, donor relationships, and the 

structure of the curatorial department will follow. The dissertation will examine the ways 

in which MoMA’s history of collecting and exhibiting art from the region created a 

model against which the three other case-study institutions reacted.  

Chapter three analizes the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston (MFAH). Under the 

leadership of Mari Carmen Ramirez, North America’s first curator of Latin American art, 

the MFAH spent the 2000s attempting to establish itself as the premiere institution for the 

                                                
62Plaza de Armas, Seville (August, 1992); Musée Nacional d’Art Moderne, Centre Georges Pompidou, and 
the Hôtel des Arts, Paris (November 1992); Josef-Haubrich Kunsthalle organized by the Museum Ludwig 
(1993). Waldo Rasmussen, “Introduction to an Exhibition,” in Latin American Artists of the Twentieth 
Century, ed. Waldo Rasmussen (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1992), 11-17. 
63The exhibition was the second retrospective mounted by the museum (the first featured Henri Matisse) 
and ran from December 22, 1931 to January 27, 1932.  
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study and exhibition of Latin American art in the United States if not the world. Prior to 

her arrival in Houston, Ramirez was the curator of Latin American art at the Blanton 

Museum of Art at the University of Texas at Austin (formerly the Archer M. Huntington 

Gallery). At the Blanton, Ramirez established herself and the museum as leaders in the 

field of Latin American art and launched a number of landmark exhibitions in the area.64 

In 2001, Ramirez and the MFAH’s director, Peter C. Marzio, sought to establish their 

reputation by challenging MoMA’s hegemony in Latin American art in the United States 

while at the same time renovating outmoded perceptions of that same art. In a 2008 New 

York Times Magazine profile of Ramirez, Marzio acknowledged the MFAH’s desire to 

pick up where Barr had stopped.65 Marzio and Ramirez viewed Latin American art as a 

field in which the MFAH could distinguish itself on a national and international level. In 

order to do so, Ramirez endeavored to fundamentally renovate the understanding of Latin 

American art as figurative and fantastic. Launching a direct assault on existing 

stereotypes, she emphasized geometric abstraction and conceptualism, creating art stars 

in the process. The study of the MFAH also raises questions about the increasing 

prominence of Houston and the MFAH in the American artistic scene. The geographic 

location of the MFAH also provides an opportunity to consider the identity politics 

inherent in the display of Latin American versus Latino art in the United States and the 

                                                
64For example, Mari Carmen Ramirez, ed.  El Taller Torres-García: The School of the South (Austin: 
Archer M. Huntington Art Gallery, University of Texas Press, 1992). Mari Carmen Ramirez, 
Encounters/Displacements : Luis Camnitzer, Alfredo Jaar, Cildo Meireles (Austin: Archer M. Huntington 
Art Gallery, University of Texas Press, 1992).  Mari Carmen Ramirez, ed. Re-Aligning Vision: Alternative 
Currents in South American Drawing (Austin: Archer M. Huntington Art Gallery, University of Texas 
Press, 1997). Mari Carmen Ramirez, ed. Cantos Paralelos: Visual Parody in Contemporary Argentine Art 
(Austin: Archer M. Huntington Art Gallery, University of Texas Press, 1999). 
65Arthur Lubow, “After Frida,” New York Times Magazine, March 28, 2008. 
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ways in which American institutions have turned their attention to heritage communities 

to increase visitation and revenue.66 

Additionally, chapter three explores Ramírez’s theoretical contributions to 

curatorial practice and the display of Latin American art as well as her critique of survey 

exhibitions. Central to this chapter is an in-depth consideration of Ramírez’s signature 

exhibitions Heterotopías: Medio siglo sin lugar, 1918-1968 (Heterotopias: A Half-

Century Without Place: 1918-1968) (MNCARS, 2000) and Inverted Utopias: Avant-

Garde Art in Latin American (MFAH, 2004) and their impact on paradigms and 

constructions of modern and contemporary Latin American art. Unlike the other case-

study institutions, the MFAH does not have a permanent installation of their Latin 

American collection therefore the exhibition history and the theoretical approach will be 

the primary subjects of inquiry.  

Chapter four moves the dissertation to Europe and focuses on the Museo Nacional 

de Arte Reina Sofia. Spain’s investment in Latin American art began in earnest before 

1992 with preparations for the massive quincentennial celebrations which included 

contributing funds for the development of MoMA’s Latin America Artists of the 

Twentieth Century.67 In contrast to the other museums to be examined by this study, only 

the MNCARS does not employ a permanent curator of Latin American art. However, the 

Reina Sofia has dedicated the largest amount of space to exhibitions featuring artists from 

across South America, Central America, and the Caribbean. Chapter four begins with an 

analysis of Versiones del Sur, an impressive quintet of exhibitions presented in 1999 and 

2000. This is followed by an analysis of the permanent collection and exhibition history 

                                                
66Steven Hoelscher, “Heritage,” in Companion to Museum Studies, ed. Sharon McDonald, (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 198-217. 
67Rasmussen, Latin American Artists of the Twentieth Century. 
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at the Reina Sofia which presents the most comprehensive view of Latin American art of 

all the case-study institutions and has mounted the greatest number of exhibitions 

surveying the region.  

In 2008, the Spanish government appointed Manuel Borja-Villel the museum’s 

director. Accepting the position, Borja-Villel declared that as director he would attempt 

to present a program which represented a real exchange with Latin America and Latin 

American artists in contrast to the “colonial” stance, particularly espoused by the MFAH, 

which Borja-Villel maintained retained a one-sided dialogue with the region.68 Under 

Borja-Villel and his predecessors, though to a lesser extent, the Reina Sofia has been 

vocally and visibly committed to engaging and promoting an understanding of Latin 

American art as vital to the development of European art, specifically Spanish art.    

Borja-Villel’s relationship to the liberation philosophy of Enrique Dussel will also be 

addressed in this chapter along with the complex nature of Spain’s relationship to its 

former colonies as that pertains to their cultural production. 

The final case-study institution, the Tate Modern in London, is the subject of the 

last chapter. A British parliamentary initiative in 1964 established centers for the study of 

Latin American art and culture at universities in the United Kingdom to combat the 

weakening rapport between Britain and Latin America, a relationship in steady decline 

since the end of World War I.69 In the late 1980s and 1990s, members of the British 

government, including Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Howe and Prime Minister John Major, 

made public calls for Britain to engage with Latin America.70 An increase in awareness 

                                                
68Elena Vozmediano, “Los espacios de libertad hay que ganárselos. El concurso es sólo el primer paso. 
Entrevista a Manuel Borja-Villel”, El Cultural.es, 24-1-2008 
69Louise Fawcett and Eduardo Posada-Carbo, Britain and Latin America: Hope in a Time of Change 
(London : Institute of Latin American Studies, 1996), 6. 
70 Ibid, 2-3, 11. 
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of and exhibition of Latin American art in Britain, including the exhibition curated by 

Dawn Ades in 1989 titled, Art in Latin America, The Modern Era: 1820-1980, 

accompanied those public statements.71   

Tate Modern opened in 2000 and The Tate, Britain’s publically owned and 

funded national museum, set out to become the quintessential museum of modern art for 

the twenty-first century. Chapter five explores the circumstances surrounding the opening 

of the Modern as well as the aspirations of Tate’s director Nicholas Serota whose 

curatorial vision included the hiring of Cuauhtémoc Medina as the museum’s first 

Associate Curator of Latin American Art Collections in 2002.72 Unlike its counterparts in 

the United States and Spain, the Tate did not expect Medina to curate shows or live in 

London. Rather, the Board hired him to oversee acquisitions of Latin American art for the 

museum from Latin America. In hiring Medina on a limited three-year contract, the 

Modern hoped to expand its holdings of Latin American art. Concurrent with its hiring of 

Medina, the Tate established a Latin American Acquisition Committee overseen by the 

Tate International Council to assist Medina in his acquisitions. Medina worked for the 

Tate for four years. His successor, Julieta Gonzalez, appointed in 2009, retained 

Medina’s original commission to travel and reassess the Tate’s collection in relation to 

Latin America. Jose Roca was appointed to replace Gonzalez in 2012. As in the previous 

chapters, a review of the permanent collection installation and exhibition history form the 

bulk of chapter five 

                                                
71Dawn Ades, et. al., Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1890-1920 (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 1989). 
72 See Tate Press Release, Tate Appoints First Associate Curator of Latin American Art, October 29, 2002. 
Available at http://www.tate.org.uk/about/press-office/press-releases/tate-appoints-first-associate-curator-
latin-american-art. 
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The real invisibility of Latin American art in the nineteenth and, the majority, of 

the twentieth century demands a thorough examination of the situation which led to its 

florescence in the 1990s. Was Latin American art merely a phenomenon whose time had 

come? Or, and more realistically, what were the circumstances which led to the shift that 

resulted in the incorporation of Latin American art into the narratives of modernity in 

four of the most well-known cultural institutions in the world? This work is then 

Foucauldian in the sense that it sees relationships of power everywhere.  In particular, it 

views art museums as crucibles in which international relations mix with cultural policy 

in powerful and complicated ways. Therefore, the reason for the rise in representation 

must be tied to a specific socio-historical context because politics are inherent in any kind 

of cultural discourse.73 It would be a mistake to view the increase in the representation of 

Latin American art as a universal acknowledgement of its quality on the part of the 

academy or institutions. The goal here is to determine whether it is possible for museums 

to question their own claims about identity or act as agents of change.74 Thus, the 

background information provided in the following chapters will examine the cultural, 

social, and political circumstances under which this shift occurred. They provide context 

not a rationale.  

It is also important to note that the dissertation does not seek to identify the "best" 

curatorial approach to Latin American art, though it will become clear from the text that 

some institutions have integrated art from that region more thoroughly. However, 

thoroughness is not and should not necessarily be considered mark of quality and should 

not be construed as such. There are larger questions at stake than integration among them 

                                                
73Chandra Talpade Mohanty, “Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses.” 
Feminist Review no. 30 (1988), 63. 
74 These questions were also asked by Ben Dibley in his article, “The Museum’s Redemption: Contact 
Zones, Government and the Limit of Reform,” International Journal of Cultural Studies 8.1 (2005): 5-27. 
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the coherence of the synthesis, the consistency of the curatorial proposal, and the 

establishment of dialogic relationships between the museum, artists, curators, etc.  In the 

end, this analysis is only concerned with strategies and the enactment of those strategies 

in various aspects of institutional practice. The development of new models inevitable 

invites criticism and counter-proposals. Rather than participate in that type of critique, 

this effort seeks to understand the workings of the case-study institutions, their 

implementation, and the factors contributing to their creation.  

The idea of audience, how it is constructed and by whom, is a specter haunting 

this analysis. Though I address a variety of factors motivating institutional change, I do 

not specifically address the types of (imagined) audiences at which those efforts are 

aimed. This question arises across museums but is perhaps best understood through a 

discussion of wall labels. For example, the object labels accompanying the extensive 

collection of Colonial art from Latin America at the Denver Museum of Art, appear in 

Spanish and English, the only place in the museum where a bilingual presentation is 

made. The decision to produce bilingual text is no doubt driven by the notion that visitors 

interested in these works are likely to be Spanish speakers. However, the implication is 

that the same audience has no interest in the rest of the museum, a rather problematic 

assumption to say the least. Similarly, works by artists of other ethnicities do not receive 

the same linguistic attention. The questions raised by this well meaning but highly 

problematic pathology sorely needs to be considered. There is as of yet no substantial 

academic summary of how attempts to engage "raced" publics in the museum space are 

increasingly impacting exhibition and museological practice. An in-depth analysis of 

these issues does not fit within the structural parameters of this study but will hopefully 

be forthcoming by scholars and academics working in the field of museum studies. 
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Chapter 1: Shifting Paradigms: Globalization and Multiculturalism in 
the 1990s 

 [Latin Americans] are nothing but “images,” “symbols,” “metaphors.” We lack 
ontological existence and anthropological correctness. We are perceived 
indistinctly as magic creatures with shamanistic powers, happy revolutionaries 
born in a Cuban poster from the ‘70s. All this without mentioning the more 
ordinary myths, which link us with drugs, super-sexuality, gratuitous violence, 
and terrorism, myths that serve to justify racism and disguise the fear of cultural 
otherness.75 

Guillermo Gomez-Peña (1988) 

Who dares speak today about the nation, the people or the tribe: terms that 
accurately represent identity in a contemporary world that disowns great 
homogenizing speeches and thinks in a code of fragments and remnants? When 
terms like ‘cultural dependency’ or ‘counterculture’ are more nostalgic than 
operation concepts, we realize that the time has come to look for the foundation of 
identity in new locations.76 

Ticio Escobar (1992) 

The efforts of the institutions considered in this study arise from a confluence of 

different factors; a matrix of intellectual, economic, and political changes that created the 

impetus for reform within museums of modern art. It is not one but all of these factors 

which form the backdrop of this analysis. Therefore, this chapter will examine each of 

them individually: the Columbian quincentennial, the growth of postmodernism and 

multiculturalism, economic changes, and geopolitical transformations. Finally, the 

museological implications of these shifts will be considered.  

 

                                                
75Guillermo Gomez-Pena, “Documented/Undocumented,” The Graywolf Annual Five: Multi-Cultural 
Literacy, eds. Rick Simonson and Scott Walker (St. Paul, MN: Graywolf Press, 1988), 40. 
76Ticio Escobar, “Identity and Myth Today,’” in The Third Text Reader on Art, Culture, and Theory, ed. 
Rasheed Araeen, Sean Cubitt, and Ziauddin Sardar (London: Continuum, 2002), 144. 
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SHIFTING GEOPOLITICAL SANDS: A NEW WORLD ORDER 

To understand the shift in global representation of Latin America, it is critical to 

understand that the 1970s and 1980s were periods of profound political and economic 

change, all of this in an era in which the very meaning of the word global was being 

redefined. After the post-war economic boom, Latin American countries endured two 

decades of devastating rule by dictatorial governments which provoked disastrous foreign 

political intervention.77 The whims of the United States and the U.S.S.R during the Cold 

War facilitated the local paroxysms of the 1960s and 1970s. It was not until the 1990s 

that Latin America emerged from the debt crises of the 1980s and shook off the terrors of 

earlier decades. In so doing, the region emerged as a viable economic partner and 

political player on a global scale. 

Concurrently, the market in fine art in the 1980s experienced a pronounced period 

of growth. The consistent, upward climb in prices turned fine art into an attractive and 

seemingly stable investment.78 Curators and academics viewed the tremendous growth in 

values as detrimental to the integrity of the system through which fine art circulated 

internationally. It seemed to many that the world of commerce had corrupted the world of 

art. The curators of the 1989 Whitney Biennial noted, 

                                                
77The following is a list of dictatorships in the Americas that ended in the 1980s or later: Argentina (1976-
1983), Bolivia (1970-1982) Brazil (1964-1985), Chile (1973-1990), El Salvador (1931-1982), Haiti (1957-
1994), Honduras (1972-1982), Guatemala (1970-1986), Panama (1954-1989), Peru (1968-1980, 1992-
2000), Suriname (1980-1988), Uruguay (1973-1985). Several of these repressive governments were 
funded, in part, from Operation Condor. Operation Condor was a continent-wide operation which 
facilitated the sharing of intelligence and allowed military governments within the region to report on, turn 
over, or capture “subversive” or “terrorist” elements throughout South America. The operation was an 
aspect of American Foreign Policy in the region intended to combat the influence and prevent the spread of 
Soviet/Communist influence. For more information see, J. Patrice McSherry, Predatory States: Operation 
Condor and Covert War in Latin America (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2005). Peter H. Smith, 
Talons of the Eagle: Latin America, the United States, and the World, 4th ed.(New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2013). 
78Olav Velthius, Talking Prices: Symbolic Meanings of Prices on the Market for Contemporary Art 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2005). 
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We have moved into a situation where wealth is the only agreed upon arbiter of 
value. Capitalism has overtaken contemporary art, quantifying and reducing it to 
the status of a commodity. Ours is a system adrift in mortgaged goods and 
obsessed with accumulation, where the spectacle of art consumption has been 
played out in a public forum geared to journalistic hyperbole.79 

The growth in the market benefited not only contemporary artists but established artists 

as well. In addition, the general growth in the market made art from peripheral areas, with 

lower price tags, increasingly attractive when the cost of purchasing mainstream art was 

prohibitive. The disdain for the market which developed in the 1980s fed a yearning for 

authenticity, a search for work not tainted by capitalist frenzy.80 What emerged was a 

conflict between secondary markets and cultural institutions. Auction houses marketed 

art as a commodity while museums sought to establish its cultural value.81 The search for 

legitimacy in art, coupled with the clamor for cultural institutions to be more democratic, 

shifted focus to Latin American art. As Roger Atwood remarked, the sense of 

“discovery” made Latin American art attractive to collectors.82 This was an important 

transition for American museums in particular which rely heavily upon donations and the 

philanthropic relationship with donors and trustees to grow their collections, making an 

increased private interest in Latin American art an opportunity or mandate to shift the 

complexion and shape of their existing collections. In turn, artists and curators used the 

art market as a tool for acquiring status and identity for previously undervalued areas of 

artistic production.83 

                                                
79Richard Armstrong, Richard Marshall, and Lisa Phillips, 1989 Biennial Exhibition: Whitney Museum of 
American Art (New York: W.W. Norton, 1989), 10. 
80Velthius, Talking Prices.  
81Ibid, 4. 
82Roger Atwood, “Rediscovering Latin America,” 98. 
83Critic and scholar Marcelo Pacheco affirms the capability of art to perform such an operation. Marcelo 
Pacheco, “New Art Collecting Trends in Argentina: The 1990s,” in Collecting Latin American Art for the 
21st Century, eds. Mari Carmen Ramírez and Theresa Papanikolas (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts, 2002), 
103. 
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The act of collecting Latin American art reflected more than a cultural 

fascination. According to Gabriel Perez-Barreiro, Director and Chief Curator of the 

Colleción Patricia Phelps de Cisneros, the constant rediscovery of Latin American art in 

the United States reflected political agendas.84 Throughout the twentieth century, 

collectors of Latin American art did exist in the United States. Prominent among them 

were Nelson Rockefeller and his mother Abby Aldrich Rockefeller. Governmental actors 

were also involved. Particularly during the Cold War soft power played an important role 

in the U.S. offensive against Soviet influence.85 Fearing the spread of communism, the 

American government and cultural institutions in the United States used art as a 

diplomatic tool to tout the positive value of democracy.86 The American interest in Latin 

American art persisted up until the 1970s. The rise of dictatorial and authoritarian 

regimes throughout Central and South American led to isolationism, both within Latin 

American countries and withdrawal from the area by foreign cultural interests. 

With the end of the Cold War and the collapse of the Soviet Union, the           

Marxist-Leninist economic model was no longer considered a viable option by the 

majority of Latin American governments. The end of the global political stalemate freed 

Latin American countries from their position as pawns in a game of geopolitical chess. 

Latin American governments hoped to capitalize upon the seismic shifts in the political 
                                                
84Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, “The Accidental Tourist: American Collections of Latin American Art,” in 
Collecting the New: Museums and Contemporary Art, ed. Bruch Altschuler (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2005), 131. 
85 Harvard Professor Joseph S. Nye developed the concept of soft power defined as the use of culture, 
political values, foreign policies, and institutions to influence and sway foreign citizens and governments in 
diplomacy and international politics. Nye, Soft Power: The Means to Success in World Politics (New York: 
Public Affairs, 2004).   
86Natalia Grincheva, “U.S. Arts and Cultural Diplomacy: Post-Cold War Decline and the Twenty-First 
Century Debate,” The Journal of Arts Management, Law, and Society 40 (2010): 169-183. Claire Fox, 
Making Art Panamerican (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013). Andrea Giunta, Avant-
Garde, Internationalism, and Politics: Argentine Art in the Sixties, trans. Peter Kahn (Durham, N.C.: Duke 
University Press, 2007).  Michael Wellen, “Pan-American Dreams: Art, Politics, and Museum-Making at 
the OAS, 1948-1976 (Ph.D. Diss, University of Texas, 2012).   
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sands by joining the global economic community. Broadly speaking, the goal was to find 

a position within the international economy which would allow Latin American countries 

to expand their economies and their political ties beyond the United States and establish a 

role in the emerging international system. In order to facilitate this shift, Latin American 

countries turned to a variety of strategies to change their global economic fortunes. First, 

there was a decisive shift within Latin America toward neoliberal economic reforms, a 

process which will be discussed below. Second, South American and Central American 

countries sought to integrate regional economies to create greater economic stability; 

these communities, such as the Central American Common Market (CARICOM) or the 

Common Market of the South (MERCOSUR), involved multiple countries and created 

economic integration at the regional level. Third, Latin American countries sought 

integration into the global economy through transnational economic and political pacts. 

Notable among these was the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), which 

created favorable trading status among South American, Central American, North 

American, and Canadian economies. However, Latin American leaders looked beyond 

their neighbors to the north, specifically to the European Union and Asia.  

The early 1980s saw the majority of Latin American countries plunged into deep 

economic crises. The Latin American debt crisis began in 1982 with Argentina, Brazil, 

Colombia, Mexico, Venezuela, and Chile, the largest economies in the region, 

experiencing tremendous economic difficulties including capital flight, massive inflation, 

recession, and crippling debt. Similar problems arose in smaller economies as well. 

Though economic policy throughout Latin America was by no means uniform, the 

dominant model was one of protectionism across the Central and South America from the 

1930s through the 1980s. To restart the growth of their economies, governments across 

Latin America, many of them newly established democracies emerging from decades of 
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military dictatorship, turned to a capitalist, laissez-faire economic model, commonly 

referred to as Neoliberalism.87 The Neoliberal model, advocated by the United States, 

Great Britain, and major non-governmental organizations such as the International 

Monetary Fund and the World Bank, supported the deregulation of markets, trade 

liberalization, privatization, and market-oriented reform. In a manner similar to the 

approach adopted by the conservative governments in the United States and Great Britain 

in the 1980s, led by Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher respectively, Latin American 

governments began to eschew social welfare, credit subsidies, and price assurance.88 The 

deregulation of markets and the privatization of previously government run concerns 

gave rise to a new class of wealthy elites.  By the 1990s, Neoliberalism became the 

dominant economic model, virtually without exception, throughout Latin America.  

The changed fortunes of Latin American countries in the 1980s and 1990s 

contributed to the growing interest in Latin American art abroad. Among the factors 

contributing to this interest was an increasingly globalized economy; under these 

conditions the location or conception of the nation-state took on an unprecedented degree 

of fluidity. With the fall of authoritarian regimes, state patronage, and control of culture 

transferred to the private sector. Under neoliberal economic regimes, a wealthy Latin 

American upper class emerged which set out to promote its own national cultural 

patrimony.89 During the 1990s in the United States, Latin American identity became 

useful in a system which celebrated identity-based curatorial and academic practice. In 

                                                
87The first Latin American country to adopt Neoliberal policies was Chile in 1973. See Smith, Talons of 
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addition, the globalization of the art world raised the fortunes of contemporary artists 

from Latin American without attention paid to issues of nationality.90 

The rise in price for artworks from peripheral communities, including Latin 

America, indicates more than a change in economic fortunes. Market and auction prices 

for art are not purely based upon market value, a difficult term to define in the visual arts, 

but reflect cultural value as well.91 Economists and sociologists increasingly recognize 

the effect of culture on the behavior of markets. However, this is not a new 

phenomenon.92 As early as the 1920s, Max Weber noted that art prices emerge from the 

intersections of interests and compromises; they are reflections of networks of power.93 

Markets and museums often work in tandem, though not intentionally. Institutional 

attention to an artist establishes their legitimacy in the art market. A solo exhibition at a 

museum, such as the Museum of Modern Art raises the value of an artist’s work. Existing 

at the confluence of economic and cultural spheres, the importance of museums is more 

than just historical. The economic importance of cultural institutions, museums, and 

monuments is addressed by J.B. Jackson in his book, The Necessity of Ruins. In it, 

Jackson argues for an understanding of the important role objects and museums play in 

teaching citizenship as well as their ability to create tremendous economic impact.94  

The market also plays an important role in the reputation of national artistic 

traditions. Scholars have noted the connection between national economies in Latin 

American countries with the success of their country’s artists at auction.95 This highlights 
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the importance of the role of Latin American collectors in creating a market for their own 

national artistic heritage. This is partially to strengthen the reputation of their, “own” 

artists. There were other significant factors playing a role in the growth of the Latin 

American art market, among them: Latin American corporations, embassies, and 

ministries of culture all of which had a vested interest in promoting their national image 

abroad.96  

THE COLUMBIAN QUINCENTENNIAL AND THE REVISION OF WORLD HISTORY 

For three days in 1992, the performance artists, Coco Fusco and Guillermo 

Gomez-Peña, took up residence in a ten by twelve foot cage in the Plaza de Colón in 

Madrid. The artists, invited to participate in the ‘92 Edge Biennial, presented a work 

titled Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit (Figure 1.2). 97 The Biennial itself was a part 

of the Spanish celebrations of the five hundredth anniversary of the arrival in the 

Americas of Christopher Columbus. Of the more than twenty nations that participated in 

the commemoration of the Columbian anniversary none did so more extravagantly or 

more elaborately than Spain. According to Stephen J. Summerhill and John Alexander, 

the Spanish government scheduled more events and spent more money than all the 

countries of Europe and the Americas combined.98  Planning for the anniversary began in 

1981 with the signing of a royal decree by King Juan Carlos which established the 

Comisión Quinto Centenario del Descubrimiento de América.99 The quincentenary 
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97The ‘92 Edge Biennial opened simultaneously in London and Madrid. 
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offices were located in the Institute of Ibero-American Cooperation (ICI). The ICI, now 

known as the Spanish Agency for International Development (AECID), and the 

commission supported projects in three areas: education, culture, science and technology. 

Over the course of the ensuing decade, the commission planned five hundred events to 

commemorate each of the five hundred years since Columbus’ arrival in the new world. 

The tripartite commission which included the King himself, as well as a direct descendent 

of the explorer (among others), published magazines and books (all of which continually 

stressed the strengthening of ties to Latin American countries as their primary goal), 

organized educational exchanges and conferences, produced television documentaries, 

films, and operas, supported archaeological restoration projects, created a floating 

summer university that sailed 2,000 students between Spain and Latin America, 

renovated the Museum of America in Madrid, created a series of Cultural Centers, and 

sponsored exhibitions.100 

 Three major international events took place in Spain in 1992: the Summer 

Olympics in Barcelona, the World’s Fair in Sevilla, and Madrid’s designation as Cultural 

Capital of Europe. Among the related undertakings of the Spanish Government in the 

nineties was the establishment of the Instituto Cervantes and Centros Culturales de 

España (CCE) in former colonial states.101 The CCEs supported programs in the visual 

arts, music, literature, and theater in order to foster intercultural exchange.102 The events 

surrounding the Columbian arrival were economic as much as they were cultural and part 
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of Spanish efforts aimed at reestablishing ties with what they termed their “historical 

community”.103  

Two Undiscovered Amerindians directly confronted the Columbian 

quincentennial and international public responses to the Columbian anniversary. In the 

middle of the Plaza de Colón, beneath a statue of Columbus himself, the artists posed as 

natives from a previously undiscovered island in the Gulf of Mexico they named 

Guatinau. Donning supposedly authentic native costume, Gomez-Peña wore an “Aztec 

style” breastplate, belt, and boxer shorts, a leopard-print luchador mask, and feathered 

headdress. With her face painted and hair braided, Fusco’s costume consisted of a 

leopard-print bra, grass skirt, jeweled baseball cap, and high-top sneakers. Two didactic 

panels adorned the cage; one detailing a chronological history of ethnographic displays of 

non-western people, the second a fake Encyclopedia Britannica article that included a 

map, assisting visitors in locating Guatinau in the Gulf of Mexico. Inside their enclosure, 

the artists engaged in “normal” or “traditional” Guatinaui activities such as sewing 

voodoo dolls and lifting weights. A box affixed to the front of the cage informed the 

viewer that a monetary donation earned the patron either a Polaroid photograph with the 

pair, a brief dance by Fusco to rap music played on a boom box within the cage, or the 

retelling of a traditional Guatinaui story by Gomez-Peña. Two “zoo keepers” attended to 

the needs of the Guatinauis at all times, including taking them to the bathroom on leashes 

and feeding them bananas through the bars of the cage.104 

During its initial run, the duo took their performance on the road visiting Covent 

Garden in London, the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, the Smithsonian Museum of 
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Natural History in Washington D.C., the Australian Museum of Natural History in 

Sydney, the Field Museum in Chicago, and finally to the Whitney Museum of American 

Art in New York City. The artists staged the performance in different types of spaces and 

thus avoided the easy identification of their work as performance art; of the venues 

chosen, only the Walker and the Whitney were traditional art museums. By presenting 

their work in different institutional settings, Fusco and Gomez-Peña blurred the line 

between art, theater, and ethnography. The decision to situate performances within 

natural history museums drew attention to the contested nature of anthropological and 

ethnographic displays and situated the work within the genealogy of live exhibitions 

within museums, a common practice in American and European institutions in the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.105 In London’s Covent Garden, the performance 

drew upon the history of European consumerism as a driving factor in the British colonial 

enterprise and the role of empire in the exploitation, acculturation, and destruction of 

indigenous communities.  

Fusco and Gomez-Peña avoided releasing information to the public prior to their 

arrival in each city to ensure that visitors to the performance would be surprised by their 

encounter. In keeping the purpose and nature of the event shrouded in uncertainty and 

misinformation, the artists hoped to illicit honest responses to the material. With only the 

aid of two didactic panels and the “zoo keepers” (who were part of the performance), 

viewers would be more likely to respond, without either intentionally or unintentionally 

bending to real or perceived cultural norms. In Fusco’s summation of the events 

surrounding the performance, she recalled that in every venue except for the Whitney and 

                                                
105 For more information see, Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum (London: Routledge, 1995) or 
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the Natural History Museum in Sydney, the audience believed they were real human 

specimens.106 The diverse audience reactions to the project ranged from outrage to 

acceptance and revealed not just ignorance and racism but the implicit trust the public 

placed in museums. 

Beyond commenting on the quincentennial as a global event, Two Undiscovered 

Amerindians Visit was emblematic of the debates of the era. Fusco and Gomez-Peña 

addressed the divisions between supporters and detractors of multiculturalism. Writing 

two years after the performance, Fusco noted the work was more than just a comment on 

the way in which museums of all kinds traditionally represented difference but was also a 

repudiation of the history of putting native peoples literally and figuratively on display.107 

The goal was to expose the racism implicit in the rhetoric surrounding the “discovery” 

and the exoticizing discourse which accompanied calls for multiculturalism. It was also a 

comment on the generalized multiculturalism of cultural institutions as well as the 

demands by formalists that artworks be evaluated without consideration of the ethnicity 

or gender of the producer.108 Two Undiscovered Amerindians confronted the question of 

difference by illustrating the ways in which visibility was not synonymous with unbiased 

or value-free representation. Rather the work interrogated the politics of inclusion in 

much the same way that this investigation intends to do.  
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1992: A PIVOTAL TURNING POINT 

What did the quincentennial mean? How does it contribute to an understanding of 

the phenomenon known as the Latin American art boom and why is it the starting point 

for this analysis? The quincentennial focused a great deal of public attention on Latin 

America as it was the site of the “discovery.” The spotlight shone on the “New World.” 

In the 1990s Latin American countries underwent a period of profound change and 

redefinition as they left behind decades of dictatorship, conflict, and economic stagnation 

and attempted to reenter the global geopolitical stage as recently transformed nations. 

Governments, organizations, and private citizens used 1992 as an opportunity to revise, 

revisit, and reframe the understanding of an entire region, its history, and its future.  

For the purposes of this inquiry an examination of the quincentennial is 

significant because it encapsulates the debates which came to the fore in the 1990s and 

transformed global culture. Tod Gitlin, author of The Twilight of Common Dreams: Why 

America is Wracked by Culture Wars, captured the animosity provoked by the 

Colombian celebrations in the opening passage of his book.  He wrote,   

Columbus Day of 1992 should have been the perfect occasion for teaching school 
children about American Indians, or as the city of Oakland, California, officially 
calls them, Native Americans. Oakland, with an African-American plurality and a 
white minority in its population and on its city council, was no partisan of the 
conquering ex-hero from Imperial Spain, who was now frequently held an author 
of genocide.109 

Gitlin’s contempt for the city of Oakland’s attempts to deconstruct the myth of the 

creation of the Americas reflected the vitriol of what came to be known as the Culture 

Wars. In the United States, the quincentennial was the opening salvo in that conflict but 

the debate about the meaning and implications of institutions and multiculturalism 
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became a global debate which transformed the cultural assumptions from which 

museums operated. Critics on the left viewed efforts to praise or memorialize the 

“discovery” of the New World as symptomatic of the persistence of Eurocentric notions 

of progress which cast the moment of first contact as a positive and productive encounter, 

while the right rejected the idea that the anniversary was an occasion to discuss the 

disastrous and long-reverberating consequences of European contact with the Americas. 

Gitlin and others viewed the anniversary as an opportunity to trumpet the moment of first 

contact as the crucible from which the modern world emerged while native peoples and 

others were critical of the opposition’s willingness to overlook the calamitous 

consequences of the colonial enterprise on native peoples and cultures. In the end, the 

quincentennial presented an opportunity for cultural institutions, which so often present 

linear narratives of art and history, to revisit previously established storylines, a 

particularly ideal moment to refute the gaps, silences, and oversights of institutional 

history. It was a chance to tell a new story, to rewrite the history of the contact and 

relationship between two worlds. The quincentennial created two diametrically opposed 

camps and brought to the forefront conflicting notions of identity, culture, and race.  

Two exhibitions organized to commemorate the event typify the opposing 

positions taken by museums and curators. The National Gallery of Art in Washington 

D.C. launched an enormous traveling exhibition titled Circa 1492: Art in the Age of 

Restoration, which surveyed global artistic production in the age of the conquest. Divided 

into three sections, Europe and the Mediterranean World (Europe, West Africa, and parts 

of the Middle East), Toward Cathay (East Asia), and The Americas, the show brought 

together 600 artifacts from across the globe and was visited by 568,192 people.110 In the 
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introduction to the accompanying and accordingly massive exhibition catalog, J. Carter 

Brown argued for an understanding of Columbus’ arrival in the Americas as, “the most 

significant secular event in human history.”111 The organizers and catalog contributors 

saw the exhibition as an opportunity to rewrite the history of Columbus’ arrival in the 

America as the beginning of exchange rather than the spark of genocide.112  Circa 1492 

argued that an event which was traditionally told from a European perspective should be 

understood in a broader context. Significantly they argued that the conquest of the 

Americas was the source of the pluralism which formed the root of the American 

tradition - a pluralism formed in the crucible of globalism fostered by the Age of 

Exploration. The starting point for the show was Europe. After which, Circa 1492 

completed the journey Columbus intended to take from India to Asia ending with an 

assessment of the reality that the “explorers” encountered in the Americas. The goal of 

the exhibition was to move horizontally rather than temporally through history providing 

a snapshot of world cultures at the same moment. Columbus’ name was intentionally left 

out of the exhibition title in order to focus attention on a moment in history and not the 

figure responsible for its initiation. For Brown, the moment of contact was the beginning 

of the world as it now exists – not the beginning of tragedy but one of triumph. 

In contrast, Ante América, an exhibition curated by Gerardo Mosquera, Carolina 

Ponce de Léon, and Rachel Weiss for the Biblioteca Luis-Ángel Arango in Bogotá and 

the Queens Museum in New York, featuring contemporary art from the Americas, took a 
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critical stance toward the quincentenary celebrations.113 Aiming to project a vision of the 

Americas, constructed in the South and presented to the North, as a multicultural entity 

unified by the experience of colonialism, economics, and social history, the exhibition 

included work by Latinos, Native North Americans, and “imported aborigines” (African 

American artists).114 Mosquera made the case that the unifying feature of the global south 

was not geography but rather the issues associated with and the legacies of colonialism 

namely exploitation and subjugation.115  By firmly rooting the exhibition in an 

autochthonous idea of “South” Ante América challenged the structure of shows like Circa 

1492 by refusing to engage Europe as a point of departure for understanding the 

Americas – a repudiation of the idea of Europe as the source of culture.  

In all of the events surrounding the quincentennial, Columbus himself became the 

perfect foil for debates about the meaning of history. An historical figure about whom 

very little was known and whose legacy was heavily contested, he was a blank slate upon 

which the world and individual stake holders could project their ideological priorities. 

Who exactly Christopher Columbus was, where he came from, the story of his life, and 

the story of his arrival in the Americas, all became entirely irrelevant. Those who 

defended Columbus’ legacy viewed him as a hero or discoverer while his opponents 

deemed him guilty of facilitating one of the deadliest genocides in human history.116 The 

quincentenary – like the postmodern revolution which will be discussed shortly – 
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occasioned a thorough questioning of the meaning of history, identity, and nation.  The 

controversy was, at its heart, a debate about representation. The opposing political 

arguments surrounding Columbus and multiculturalism were the same issues which 

museums, curators, and artists wrestled with in the 1990s and beyond.  

“THE AGE OF FRACTURE”: INTELLECTUAL DEVELOPMENT AND THE EMERGENCE OF 
MULTICULTURALISM 

. . . the question of cultural difference and its incomprehensibility is both urgent 
and perilous.117 

Zahi Zalloua (2008) 

In this story, the importance of Postmodernism and the postmodern era, no matter 

how nebulous those terms may be, cannot be understated because the philosophical shift 

occasioned by their emergence in the academy and, eventually, the culture at large, 

marked a definitive passage out of the modern era. The backlash and the accompanying 

“culture wars,” which made debates about history, race, gender, and identity formerly 

relegated to the halls of academia move into the public realm, are significant as they 

precipitated the phenomena evaluated here, namely, the actions undertaken by museums 

in North American and Europe, the primary sites of the debates regarding citizenship, 

national identity, and representation. As defined by Jean-François Lyotard, 

postmodernism represented the crisis of the master narratives of the Enlightenment.118 As 

an ethos, postmodernism, like multiculturalism, enshrined the idea of pluralism. Changes 

in global, social, and cultural networks, such as the decentering of the subject, the growth 

of technology, ease of access to information, and the devaluation of the authoritative 
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voice, were among the factors that initiated the attendant break with modernism.119 

Postmodernism is critical of the central tenets of modernism, specifically, the idea of the 

coherence or internal logic of systems, the idea of linear progression, and the strict 

adherence to ideology. In art historical terms, postmodernism called into question the 

narrative of modernism as an inexorable progression of European and American       

avant-gardes, a progressive movement away from figuration towards pure abstraction. As 

the art historian and critic James Elkins’ noted,  

Postmodernism is not the name of a period, such as neoclassicism or 
postimpressionism; it is a condition of resistance that can arise wherever 
modernist ideas are in place. Postmodernism works like a dormant illness in the 
body of modernism: when modernism falters and fails, postmodernism 
flourishes.120 

In practice, Postmodernism can be difficult to define in absolute terms and is more akin 

to a general preference for heterogeneity, heteroglossia, and criticism. However, 

Postmodernism called the canon and the centrality of the West in the telling of history or 

the progression of art into question. This decentering of meaning allowed for a more 

thorough exploration of “peripheral” and “non-normative” art and artists. These aspects 

of the postmodern made the canonical revisions undertaken by the case-study institutions 

possible and even imperative.  

By the 1990s, this brand of postmodern thought was firmly embedded in 

scholarship and academia and had begun to make its presence felt in cultural institutions 

throughout North America and Europe. In the Age of Fracture, Princeton professor and 

historian Daniel T. Rodgers turns his attention to the final decades of the twentieth 

century, the seventies, eighties, and nineties, asserting this period, for which Rodgers 
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named the book, represents a discrete historical period. Rodgers stresses the individual 

character of each decade contained within the “Age of Fracture,” but argues that the 

cumulative effect was a fundamental transformation of global society initiated by the 

theoretical, ideological, and cultural developments of the period. He argues that in many 

ways the end of the twentieth century was characterized by a nostalgic longing for the 

perceived stability of the years that preceded the 1960s.121  

In assessing the artistic developments of the 1980s, Helen Molesworth, echoing 

Rodgers’ assessment, argues that following the multiple, international conflicts of 1968 

and upheavals of the 1960s and early 1970s, that the 1970s and 1980s saw a turn to the 

right in governments and cultural politics.122 Molesworth quotes the cultural historian 

Frederick Jameson to illustrate this point. Jameson noted, “The great explosions of the 

sixties have led, in the worldwide economic crisis, to powerful restorations of social 

order and a renewal of the repressive power of various state apparatuses.”123 Under the 

leadership of Margaret Thatcher in the United Kingdom and Ronald Reagan in the United 
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States during the 1980s, the governments and societies of the global powers veered 

towards extreme conservatism. In the U.K. and the U.S., government policy focused on 

denying the presence of institutional racism and rejecting and revoking laws aimed at 

creating or ensuring equality through government programs; patterns of immigration, 

both internal and international, exacerbated tensions on both sides of the Atlantic. In the 

United States, Reagan railed against, “reverse discrimination” while Thatcher opposed 

multiculturalism in education and government.124 Globally, conservative politicians 

reviled multiculturalism as a continuation of the radical, liberal agenda of the 1960s. The 

concerns raised by the multicultural agenda gained traction among neoliberal ideologues 

as well. The neoliberal rejection of government intervention in society, in general, and on 

issues of race and ethnicity specifically, invigorated a powerful and vocal repudiation of 

multiculturalism.125   

Though the debate over multiculturalism was, initially, more visible in the United 

States than in Latin America, issues of identity, nationalism, post-coloniality, and 

inclusion made their way to Canada, Western Europe, Australia and other portions of the 

western world. In many aspects, multiculturalism reflected the tenets of postmodern 

ideology in its embrace of multirelational identity, axiological relativism, 

interdisciplinarity, and the critique of canonical or entrenched narratives of history. In the 
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face of the persistent and multitudinous differences which existed within society, the 

notion of the melting-pot, in which immigrants would shed their native cultures to 

assimilate into the dominant one, began to lose its validity. In its place, artists, cultural 

theorists, and academics embraced hybridity and difference. Rodgers describes this 

intellectual transition as a shift towards “post-essentialist” writing.126 He identifies three 

important features of the cultural shift as major factors in complicating understandings of 

identity: the increased importance of structuralist criticism; the acknowledgment of a 

broader diaspora; and, the contributions of black feminism.127   

The conservative backlash of the 1980s and 1990s initiated a shift in the discourse 

surrounding multiculturalism. A real, at times virulent, rejection of “political correctness” 

– a term which in its precision and imprecision generated as much debate as it attempted 

to mediate – and the criticisms of “cultural studies” became palpable not just in the 

academic and scholarly circles but in the general public.128  

Unlike the earlier phase of racial equalities development, multiculturalist 
discourse was somewhat disconnected from its constituencies of social interest. 
Nevertheless, throughout the 1980s it became predominantly embedded in 
educational institutions ensuring that its presence in US culture and politics would 
be more than fleeting. The era of sound-bite backlash, the ‘politics of recognition’ 
and the ‘culture wars’ had arrived.129 

The failure of the melting pot was not an idea that emerged in the 1980s or 1990s but 

entered the cultural debate in the 1970s with the publication of Michael Novak’s The Rise 
                                                
126Daniel T. Rodgers, Age of Fracture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), 138.  
127Though Rodgers focuses primarily on African American identity, he argues that the attendant 
destabilization of the understanding of identity as unified entity led to a crisis within American society. 
128Broadly speaking, political correctness (PC) was used predominantly by the left, and derisively on the 
right, in the 1990s to define speech that adopted sensitivity to avoid offending others in issues of race, 
gender, class, culture, and sexuality. For more information about the debate over political correctedness in 
the 1990s see J.M. Choi and J.W. Murphy, The Politics and Philosophy of Political Correctness (Westport, 
CT: Praeger, 1992). R. Feldstein, Political Correctness: A Response from the Cultural Left (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1997). Nathan Glazer, We Are All Multiculturalists Now (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard, 1997). 
129Hewitt, White Backlash and the Politics of Multiculturalism , 116. 
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of the Unmeltable Ethnics in 1972.130  In the United States, the Culture Wars played out 

publicly in the media and in the halls of government.  

Art played a central role in these conflicts. In the 1980s, major controversies 

erupted over two photographic exhibitions funded by the National Endowment for the 

Arts. One included a photograph by Andres Serrano titled Piss Christ, an image of a 

crucifix immersed in Serrano’s urine and the other, an exhibition of photographs by 

Robert Mapplethorpe.131 The Southeastern Center for Contemporary Art hosted the 

exhibition Awards in the Visual Arts 7 (1988) which included Serrano’s photograph. 

Senator Alphonse D’Amato took to the floor of the Senate and declared the image a, 

“deplorable, despicable display of vulgarity.”132 The Mapplethorpe exhibition, The 

Perfect Moment, was organized by the Institute for Contemporary Art in Philadelphia in 

1988 and was scheduled to travel to the Corcoran Gallery of Art in Washington D.C. 

Senator Jesse Helms enraged by the abundant nudity, and what he deemed, images of 

“bondage and homosexuality,” protested the exhibition. As a consequence, the Corcoran 

cancelled their participation in the project and the U.S. Congress took up debate on NEA 

funding with Helms arguing for an amendment which would deny funding to works 

deemed, “obscene or indecent.”133 The events surrounding the exhibition led to an 

obscenity trial in which museum professionals were put on the witness stand and asked to 

defend the content of Mapplethorpe’s photographs included in the exhibition. Ultimately, 

the debate led to the passage of the Helm’s Amendment on October 23, 1989 which 

prohibited the NEA from funding exhibitions with content that could be construed as 

                                                
130Michael Novak, Rise of the Unmeltable Ethnics (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1972). 
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offensive by that body. The legislative change was historic in that it was the first instance 

in which the U.S. legislature passed laws to regulate the content of cultural programs 

receiving government funding. The passage of the amendment led to an outcry, artists 

returned grants of federal monies, board members and museum directors resigned their 

posts, while the famed conductor Leonard Bernstein declined to accept the National 

Medal of Honor, and protests greeted the opening of the 1992 Republican National 

Convention. On the other side of the issue, right-wing groups pushed for more draconian 

restrictions on the use of public funding for the arts. 134 Like the debates surrounding the 

quincentenary, the controversy surrounding the NEA and the exhibitions it funded was 

about more than art. It was a debate about culture and who controlled its production and 

representation. The circumstances surrounding the “culture wars” indicate both the 

heightened tensions and real consequences surrounding debates over issues of culture in 

the early 1990s. 

The issue of multiculturalism emerged in the UK in the seventies and by the 

2000s the discussion about its successes and failures came to the forefront of public 

debate. The confrontation over multiculturalism in the United Kingdom was visible in 

two very public events: the Rushdie Affair (1989) and the murder of Stephen Lawrence 

(1993). In the first instance, the British author Salman Rushdie was forced into hiding 

after the Ayatollah Khomeini, the Supreme Leader of Iran, issued a fatwa against him 

following the publication of The Satanic Verses, accusing Rushdie of defaming and 

caricaturing Islam. Protests erupted across the globe as well as in Britain where copies of 

the books were burned amidst public calls for the author’s assassination. The event was 
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viewed by those on the right as evidence of the failure of multiculturalism as an ethos.135  

Only four years later, a group of five white men chanting “What, what, nigger?” attacked 

Lawrence, a young black man, and his friend Duwayne Brooks stabbing them both 

repeatedly while they waited at a bus stop in South London. The police refused to pursue 

the case as a racially motivated attack and took weeks to arrest suspects despite a number 

of eye-witnesses to the incident. The individuals arrested for the attack were released 

citing lack of evidence. Protests led by members of the black community were critical of 

the police and prosectors handling of the case while white protestors defended the actions 

of the authorities. These contradictory outpourings of anger from the black and white 

community to the murders, revealed a deeply embedded racism and anger over the 

promises and failures of multiculturalism. An inquiry into the handling of the affair by 

Sir William Macpherson cited, “pernicious and persistent institutional racism,” as a 

defining factor in the mishandling of the case by public officials.136  

The reaction to these events illuminated the deep divisions in British society.  

Riots in May, 2001 by Bangladeshi and Pakistani youth in Britain led one official of the 

British Home Office to write, 

Separate educational arrangements, community and voluntary bodies, 
employment, places of worship, language, social and cultural networks, means 
that many communities operate on the basis of a series of parallel lives. These 
lives often do not seem to touch at any point, let alone overlap and promote any 
meaningful interchanges.137 

                                                
135Ayatollah Khomeini issued the following statement, “I inform the proud Muslim people of the world 
that the author of the “Satanic Verses” book, which is against Islam, the Prophet and the Koran, and all 
those involved in its publication who were aware of its content, are sentenced to death. I ask all the 
Muslims to execute them wherever they find them.” For more on the issue see Bhikhu Parekh, “Distorted 
Imagination: Lessons from the Rushdie Affair,” Futures 23:3 (1991): 322-327. 
136Stuart Hall, “From Scarman to Stephen Hall,” History Workshop Journal 48 (Autumn, 1999): 187. 
137From the Cantle Report issued December 2001 quoted in Steven Vertovec and Susanne Wessendorf, 
“Introduction: Assessing the Backlash Against Multiculturalism in Europe,” in The Multiculturalism 
Backlash: European Discourses, Policies and Practices (London: Routledge, 2010), 5. 
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In the U.K. and abroad, debates about the validity of multiculturalism as a social priority 

centered on issues of Muslim immigration and the perceived unassimilable Muslim 

presence in western societies. However, the anger directed at Arab and Muslim 

communities spilled over and colored all discussions of ethnicity and identity.   

The multicultural controversy emerged later in Spain than in the U.S. or the U.K. 

and was largely focused on issues of Muslim immigration. During years of Fascist rule, 

Spain remained a largely homogenous and isolated society. It was not until the 1990s, as 

Spain emerged as an economic and political force on the world stage in a variety of 

different ways, that immigration to Spain began in earnest and featured prominently in 

political discussions. Debates surrounding language, culture, and religion which dogged 

multiculturalism in the entire western world were the center of the multicultural furor in 

Spain. Writing about issues of multiculturalism in the country, Professor of Political 

Science Ricardo Zapato-Barreiro wrote, 

In Spain, we are witnessing a process of social, political, and cultural 
transformation without precedent. Due to the new dynamic created by 
immigration and the questions of multiculturalism it poses to Spanish identity and 
tradition, there is a revival of debates surrounding religious and multinational 
diversity that stimulates calls for a second democratic transition in Spain, taking 
the management of diversity as its main focal point.138 

It is significant to note that a large percentage of immigrants to Spain in the last two 

decades arrived from Latin America; a full thirty-five percent of the country’s immigrants 

come from Central America or the Southern Cone. However, they have not featured 

prominently in the debate over multiculturalism because they share similar cultural traits 

and are Spanish speakers.139  

                                                
138Ricardo Zapata-Barrero, “Dynamics of Diversity in Spain: Old Question, New Challenges.” The 
Multiculturalism Backlash: European Discourses, Policies, and Practices, ed. Steven Vertovec and 
Susanne Wessendorf (London: Routledge, 2010), 185. 
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Despite some simmering tensions at home, Spanish economic and cultural policy 

embraced Latin America reflecting a renewed sense of paternalism toward its former 

colonies. Resurrecting the economic relationship between the two regions was, in fact, 

central to the policy articulated by the King Juan Carlos I in 1975 following his regaining 

control of the state after the deposition of Franco. The government under the King 

considered planning for the Columbian quincentennial, mentioned briefly above, to be 

integral to the continued renewal of the Spanish economy.140 In economic terms, the 

Spanish government invested heavily in Latin American countries in the 1980s and 1990s 

primarily in the areas of banking, aviation, and telecommunications. This reinvestment in 

Latin American was so extensive that it earned the nickname the Reconquista.141     

Practically speaking, sensitivity to multiculturalism took on a variety of different 

guises in terms of public institutions worldwide. Activists called upon governments to 

recognize ethnic minorities and make accommodations within educational institutions 

that reflected a diversity of religious and ethnic backgrounds. There were calls for school 

curricula to be more inclusive and to provide linguistic support for children who did not 

speak the language of instruction. Public institutions began to publish materials in 

multiple languages and provided training for public employees, social workers, and 

healthcare providers in the languages of large immigrant communities. Provisions for and 

sensitivity to the dietary, religious, and sartorial concerns of ethnic minorities also 

became a debated issue. The desire to accommodate and include ethnic minorities into 

                                                
140The growing economic ties between Spain and Latin America were largely ignored in the United States 
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governments willingly accepted direct and indirect Spanish investment in the region because it represented 
a viable alternative to U.S. investment. See, Howard J. Wiarda, The Iberian-Latin American Connection: 
Implications for US Foreign Policy (Boulder: Westview Press, 1986).  
141Eric N. Baklanoff, “Spain’s Economic Strategy toward the ‘Nations of Its Historical Community:’ The 
‘Reconquest of Latin America,” Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs 38:1 (Spring, 1996), 
105-127. 



 58 

the fabric of American and European society extended beyond government sponsored 

activities to calls for media to present positive images of ethnic groups.142 

The arguments against multiculturalism took on local dimensions, yet they shared 

distinct characteristics. Critics decried the tyranny of “political-correctness” and its 

alleged ability to stifle speech and thought. Others expressed concern and outrage that 

multicultural political doctrine fostered separatism and, by giving immigrants and 

minority groups the ability to remain unassimilated into the general population, allowed 

anger and resentment to fester between communities. Such accommodations, they 

argued, also permitted the persistence of cultural beliefs and practices, such as the 

marginalization of women, out of step with western values. In 2005, the right-wing, 

socially conservative British columnist Melanie Phillips argued civil unrest such as that 

occasioned by the Rushdie Affair, was the result of a multicultural agenda that she 

blamed for eroding British values through a misplaced cultural relativism based on the 

erroneous assumption that all cultures had equal validity.143 

In artistic circles, critics argued that multiculturalism promoted essentialized 

identities and preoccupying concerns with authenticity and origin. The translation in 

institutional contexts was the creation of a hierarchy of quality which tended to privilege 

art from national contexts. Multiculturalism was a product of the 1980s which 

acknowledged, “the coexistence and interdependence of cultures within the U.S. national 

sphere.” Curator Arlene Davila argued that multiculturalism equated culture with ethnic 

identity and encouraged groups to define themselves culturally. In this sense, 

multiculturalism was quite similar to nationalism in its search for and codification of a 
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unified, authentic culture based in the creation of an iconic canon of representative 

cultural artifacts. These identifications, in the case of people of Latin American descent 

obscured the diversity as well as divisions of class, race, gender, and citizenship status.144 

CHANGES IN INSTITUTIONAL AND ARTISTIC PRACTICE IN THE 1990S: A BRIEF 
GENEALOGY 

From Frederich Schiller to Matthew Arnold to T.S. Eliot, from the New Critics to 
the New Historicists and multiculturalists, aesthetics judgment has always in the 
end been understood to effect, somehow, a passage to cognition and humane 
action. Culture is acculturation – the forming of subjects, the reforming of the 
world.145  

Marc Redfield (2005) 

How did these cultural shifts impact artistic and museological practice? One of 

the most emblematic works of the era, Alfredo Jaar’s, A Logo for America (1987), 

consisted of a series of images which flashed across the spectacolor board in Times 

Square in New York City (Figure 1.3). The sequence began with an image of the forty 

eight contiguous states, the interior of the map illuminated while the surrounding oceans 

remained black. The interior lights slowly dissolved leaving an outline of the lower forty-

eight then covered with the phrase, “THIS IS NOT AMERICA.” A similar set of 

sequences, this time involving the American flag dissolving into outline and emblazoned 

with the phrase “THIS IS NOT AMERICA’S FLAG.” Subsequently, the word America 

appeared on the screen and the letter R replaced by a map of the Americas and then a 

series of configurations of the newly constituted word and enlarged map danced across 

the screen.  
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In the introduction to her book, Mixed Blessings: New Art in a Multicultural 

America, published in 1990, Lucy Lippard discussed the shifting sands of the art world. 

Mixed Blessings was a prescient discussion of the changing focus of artists and the 

shifting concerns of the art world in general. The first illustration in Lippard’s book was 

an image of Jaar’s Logo. In her introduction, Mapping, Lippard noted that while the 

1960s set the stage for a discussion of difference it was not until the 1980s that artists had 

the opportunity to declare their grievances on a global stage. She stated, 

Ethnocentrism in the arts is balanced on a notion of Quality that “transcends 
boundaries” – and is identifiable only by those in power. According to this lofty 
view, racism has nothing to do with art; Quality will prevail; so-called minorities 
just haven’t got it yet. The notion of Quality has been the most effective bludgeon 
on the side of homogeneity in the modernist and postmodernist periods, despite 
twenty-five years of attempted revisionism.146 

Lippard’s critique took aim at the institutional practice of institutions of fine art which 

continued to adhere to the notion of art history as Barr had drawn it for MoMA in 1936. 

In practice, that traditional recitation of the history of modern art presented a linear, 

progressive narrative in which the history of modernism was a continuous march toward 

abstraction. Artists and critiques had challenged this model for decades but major 

museums of art still presented a relatively unchanged version of art history eschewing 

issues of politics, race, and identity in their permanent displays and temporary 

exhibitions. In his preface to the exhibition catalog for the 1993 Whitney Biennial, David 

A. Ross raised the issue of identity and remarked, 

Oddly, consideration of the construction of identity, central to an understanding of 
contemporary society, may seem to some inappropriate as the framing reference 
to introduce an exhibition surveying the past two years of American art. 
Inappropriate because the issues of self and community seem to these critics 
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solely political; fully outside the realm of art. Not merely outside art’s territory 
but beyond art’s reach.147 

Ross’ statement reflected the increasing unease among artists, curators, and institutions 

with this separation of spheres. 

The realities of a global and multicultural world represented a direct challenge to 

the idea of a one-way transmission of ideology or culture. In his discussion of the 

contemporary cultural moment, Martinican cultural theorist Edouard Glissant argued, 

using the Caribbean as a model, that it was more effective to consider culture to be a 

result of the clash of cultural forces. Glissant asserted the idea of “creolization,” the 

confluence of cultural forces which shaped the character of the Caribbean, was no longer 

limited to that geographical area.  This exchange and transmission of ideas, practices, and 

style, once the province of colonized or peripheral nations, had become a global 

phenomenon.148 In a globalized world, the center no longer controlled access to 

information and as a result ceded control of identity. In such a context, Glissant held, 

culture must be considered a system of relation.149  

The ramifications of the new global order was also the subject of Michael Hardt’s 

and Antonio Negri’s Empire.150 In it, the authors argued that in the globalized world, 

dichotomies such as center and periphery, inside and outside, could no longer be applied. 

The schisms appearing within social groups, a global phenomenon described in detail, 

prompted Hardt and Negri to conclude that society could no longer be understood as 

cohesive. Rather, they wrote, the citizens of any political entity could now best be 

understood as transient and deterritorialized. The authors asserted this multitude of voices 
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was beneficial to the growth and establishment of democracies which thrive when 

discourse reflects difference. They further suggested that power was no longer held by 

the nation-state, a concept of the Modern Era, but by capital, thereby making dichotomies 

such as local and global, irrelevant. Globalization, in the authors’ estimation, could be 

understood as a, “regime of the production of identity and difference, or really of 

homogenization and heterogenization.”151 

Two major shifts occurred in the 1990s with regard to exhibition practice that 

significantly impacted the phenomena discussed here in relation to the case study 

institutions. The first was a proliferation of exhibitions about non-western peoples 

focused on issues of identity that reflected concerns with the philosophical debates about 

globalism and identity described above in North American and European institutions 

during the eighties and nineties.152 Indeed, the art historian and cultural critic Abigail 

Solomon-Godeau argued the increased representation of difference was a direct result of 
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the multicultural debate which became a central theme in the work of artists and a 

pressing concern for curators and museums alike. Significantly, she asserted the burden 

of representation fell to institutions and, therefore, museums and exhibitions were an 

important site in confronting the concomitant practices of omission and exclusion 

practiced by museums for centuries.153  

The first exhibition to directly address the relationship of  contemporary “non-

western art” to European and North American art within a European institution was 

Magiciens de la Terre, curated by Jean-Hubert Martin for the Centre Georges Pompidou 

and the Grande Halle de la Villette in Paris.154 Billed as the first exhibition of 

international art in the world, Magiciens featured one hundred artists – fifty western 

artists and fifty non-western artists (the selection criteria was never explicitly stated and 

therefore the definition of western was implied but never explained) – who were invited 

by the curators to create work specifically for the event (Figure 1.4).155 Like the 

celebratory exhibitions planned for the quincentennial, Magiciens, taking place in 1989, 

received financial support from the French government in part because the event 

coincided with the two hundredth anniversary of the storming of the Bastille and could be 

viewed as celebrating the principles of liberté, egalité, and fraternité of the French 

Revolution.156 The criticism surrounding the exhibition was extensive with many 
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denouncing the affair as neocolonialist.157 The controversy sparked by the Magiciens 

exposed the difficulties museums in Europe and the United States would face in the 

following decades in their efforts to be more inclusive. Despite the clamor, Martin’s 

exhibition was pivotal in that it was the first instance of a European (“western”) museum 

attempting to present a global panorama of contemporary art. It was, as Nicolas 

Bourriaud suggested, the “symbolic inauguration of planetary art.”158  

In her assessment of Magiciens, Lucy Steed suggests Martin intended the 

exhibition as a rebuttal of the curatorial premise of “Primitivism” in Twentieth Century 

Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern curated by Kirk Varnedoe and William Rubin 

for MoMA in 1985 (Figure 1.5).159 Varnedoe and Rubin examined the formal 

relationships between western and non-western art. The exhibition contained an historical 

section that included examples of modernist appropriations of so-called primitive art 

including the work of artists such as Paul Gauguin, Pablo Picasso, and Jackson Pollock 

and a contemporary selection of works made after 1970. Throughout, the curators 

included ethnographic objects drawn from the studios and collections of Henri Matisse, 

Picasso, Emil Nolde, and others.160 In his critique of Primitivism, James Clifford argued 

the differential treatment of the objects (the art works and ethnographic materials were 
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labeled differently) reasserted the presumed universality of western art.161 Martin’s 

answer to the exhibition was to present western and non-western art on, “equal 

footing.”162   

The second development involved the role of the curator, which changed 

significantly during the nineties.163 The associated phenomena of the star curator and the 

blockbuster exhibition emerged simultaneously in the 1990s. This change transformed 

the cultural landscape. Star curators traveled around the world curating exhibitions on a 

large, international scale.164 The global reach of a small and select group of curators grew 

tremendously. The result of these developments was, and is, a concentration of influence 

and power among an elite coterie with the ability to define a field.165  

One of the principle actors in this study, Mari Carmen Ramírez, published an 

article in 1992 titled “Brokering Identities” in which she argued that it was incumbent 

upon curators, as experts, to establish the meaning and value of contemporary art.166 

Ramirez argued the trend established in the 1980s, whereby curators used catalogs and 

exhibitions as platforms to establish a discrete cultural identity via works of art, set the 

stage for curators to become cultural arbiters with the power to distinguish marginalized 

or peripheral groups.167 Ramirez recognized the inherent contradiction contained within 

this practice in that it allowed curators to claim the museum as a democratic space by 

working in peripheral areas to expand the canon while simultaneously engaging in the 
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creation of stereotypes which packaged notions of collective self-image.168 The cultural 

critic, Homi K. Bhabha, took a similar position, asserting the responsibility for 

representing culture lay not only at the feet of artists but curators as well.169 

Despite the interest in artists from “peripheral” communities, minority artists 

grappled with another enduring legacy of modernism. Since the mid-nineteenth century, 

western societies and artists have both glorified and patronized the “Primitive.” The 

continued arguments surrounding this issue are evident in the debate prompted by the 

exhibitions just discussed. Additionally, the persistent preference in scholarship to view 

identity as binary phenomenon obscured understandings of artists’ attempts to engage 

with multiple points of identification. 

In 1990, Gomez-Peña contributed an essay titled “The Multicultural Paradigm” to 

the exhibition catalog for The Decade Show: Frameworks of Identity in the 1980s. In it, 

Gomez-Peña addressed a process of change in the artistic and cultural framework, a 

development which began in the 1980s. The homogeneity of American culture had been 

replaced with a, “fundamentally multicultural, multilingual, and socially polarized,” 

alternative.170 He defined multicultural art as practice which contributed to the 

decentering of ideological paradigms. Gomez-Peña described the atmosphere of 

multiculturalism as pervasive within the world of contemporary art, while simultaneously 

indicting the existing system of categorizing artists as inadequate and “ghettoizing.”171 

He insisted that the idea of Western art, traditionally understood as a progression of 
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avant-gardes, had to be fundamentally rethought by academics and institutions. 

Specifically, he argued the axis of American art needed to shift from an east/west to a 

north/south orientation. 

Despite the great cultural mirage sponsored by the people in power, everywhere 
we look we find pluralism, crises, and nonsynchronicity. The so called dominant 
culture is no longer dominant. Dominant culture is a meta-reality that only exists 
in the virtual space of the mainstream media and in the ideologically and 
aesthetically controlled spaces of the more established cultural institutions.172 

It was postmodernism which, in creating an intellectual and cultural space that valued 

hybridity that allowed for a renewed interest in Latin America, and other peripheral 

cultures. What scholars of Latin American art history recognized for decades was that the 

artistic production of the continent was never isolated. In fact, it was the 

interconnectedness of Latin American art with the canonical modernisms of American 

and European art that produced innovative and inventive forms of the modern. This 

allowed curators to embrace and exhibit Latin American art, not as derivations of non-

European and non-American modernism, but as unique and simultaneous permutations of 

the modern worthy of academic and institutional attention.  
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Chapter 2:  The Specter of the Museum of Modern Art 

Thanks to the Second World War and to certain men of good will throughout our 
Western Hemisphere, we are dropping our blinders in cultural understanding 
which have kept the eyes of all the American republics fixed on Europe with 
scarcely a side glance at each other during the past century and a half.173  

Alfred H. Barr (1943) 

Through the scope of its holdings, the ambition of its aspiration to the “modern” 
and its international reputation, The Museum of Modern Art is a museum with a 
universal vocation. It must inscribe itself, in other words, in the history of the 
“universal museum,” of which it is one avatar, and as such must draw on 
“enlightened” or “humanistic” roots, and on a utopian aspiration to contain, as in 
a ficción by Borges – a fragment of every fragment that makes up the world of 
art.174  

Luis Pérez-Oramas (2004) 

LATIN AMERICAN ARTISTS OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY: AFTER THE 
QUINCENTENNIAL: A RECOMMITMENT 

On the occasion of the quincentary, MoMA renewed its commitment to Latin 

America - a symbolic gesture with far-reaching cultural reverberations – by organizing a 

major traveling exhibition of their Latin American collection. Latin American Artists of 

the Twentieth Century debuted in Seville and was funded by the Comisaría de la Ciudad 

de Sevilla with additional support from MoMA’s International Council (Figure 2.1).175 

Drawn primarily from the permanent collection and augmented by loans from public and 

private collections, the exhibition traveled extensively in Europe, appearing first in 

Seville as Artistas latinoamericanos del siglo XX, in Paris where the exhibition was 

divided into two parts Art d’Amerique Latine 1911-1968 at the Centres Georges 
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Pompidou and Amériques Latines: Art Contemporain at the Hôtel des Arts, then traveling 

to Cologne in 1993 appearing at the Museum Ludwig under the title Latinamerikanische 

Kunst im 20. Jahrhundredt, before arriving at its organizing institution.176 

 In New York, Latin American Artists of the Twentieth Century was the largest 

exhibition of Latin American art in the museum’s history. It occupied twenty-five 

galleries and included over three hundred works by ninety different artists.177 The 

exhibition reflected the museum’s desire to capitalize on the attention being paid to the 

Columbian anniversary. In celebration, MoMA opened its vault and exhibited a 

collection of works six decades in the making. As Waldo Rasmussen, the organizing 

curator and long-time director of MoMA’s International Program, noted in his 

introductory essay, MoMA was the first museum outside of Latin America to exhibit and 

collect Latin American art.178 Rasmussen insisted, as did the museum’s director, Richard 

Oldenburg, that the show was evidence of MoMA’s enduring commitment to Latin 

America.179  

Latin American Artists of the Twentieth Century was the first major survey 

exhibition of Latin American art to be featured at MoMA since the 1950s.180 Rasmussen 
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acknowledged the limited visibility of Latin American art in the 1970s and 1980s, noting 

that Latin American artists had only been featured in fourteen exhibitions over the course 

of two decades.181 He also recognized the resurgence of Latin American art as a 

contemporary phenomenon, 

After so long a period of neglect by cultural institutions in the United States and 
Europe, Latin America has been examined in retrospectives of works by 
individual artists and the subject of several survey exhibitions during the past few 
years. The present exhibition is perhaps the most ambitious of the latter efforts, as 
it represents the work of more than ninety artists with over three hundred 
examples, beginning in 1914 with the first generation of Latin American 
modernists and extending to contemporary artists, including Latino artists 
working in the United States today.182 

MoMA’s collaboration with Comisaría de la Ciudad de Sevilla is significant to this 

examination because it marks the beginning of the period under consideration. Twentieth 

Century Artists in Latin America was organized according to stylistic groups (Cubism, 

Conceptualism, Constructivism, Futurism, Minimalism, and Pop, among others). The 

show was largely a survey of regional artistic production, a format consciously selected 

by Rasmussen as he considered it the most effective means of providing a, “broad 

historical view of the context in which the work of Latin American artists has 

developed.”183  

Ironically, reviews of the exhibition suggest that is was precisely context and 

thorough explanations of the historical and social matrices from which the artists and the 

works emerged that was ultimately lacking in the final installation. In his review of the 

exhibition, Edward Leffingwell argued the adherence to stylistic categories resulted in the 

juxtaposition of works and artists who shared formal qualities but different theoretical 
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and ideological concerns.184 These kinds of generalizations, which continue to obscure 

the specificity of Latin America, its culture and cultural production, are precisely the 

types of misrepresentation against which the Museum of Fine Arts Houston, the Museo 

Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, and the Tate Modern reacted in the 1990s. 

‘AND OTHER COUNTRIES’: A BRIEF HISTORY OF LATIN AMERICAN ART AT THE 
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART  

MoMA opened its doors in 1929 with Alfred J. Barr as Chief Curator. The 

brochure published on the occasion of the museum’s opening outlined the goals of the 

institution, namely the intention to collect and exhibit the work of the world’s most 

important artists, “especially those of France and the United States, though eventually 

there should be representative groups from England, Germany, Italy, Mexico, and other 

countries.”185 Thus began, MoMA’s engagement with Latin American art.  

An article published by Carole Duncan and Allan Wallach in 1974 titled, “The 

Museum of Modern Art as Late Capitalist Ritual,” challenged the organizing principles 

of the institution.186 In that text, the authors argued MoMA had become the paradigmatic 

museum in that the narrative of modernism written on its walls had come to define 

modern art, and therefore modern culture, not just in the United States but the entire 

world. Those artists and works excluded from MoMA’s story of the modern, which in the 

1970s began with Cezanne and ended with Jackson Pollock, were thus invisible to the 
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public imagination. Therefore artists, like David Alfaro Siquieros, who complicated or 

expanded the narrative were removed from the galleries and placed in hallways where 

they might go unnoticed. Duncan and Wallach insisted what MoMA, and other museums, 

failed to make evident was the fact that the values expressed by the museum did not 

represent, “truth,” but rather were a product of a very specific set of cultural, political, 

and economic forces that informed the structure of the collection and the principles 

governing its display.  

Forty years after the publication of that article, MoMA remains the quintessential 

museum of modern art and art museums are still generally regarded by the public as 

value free institutions. This is due, at least in part, to the central conceit of modernism, 

which is that in the modern era, art is primarily a mode of personal expression or 

individual genius.  Hans Haacke, in his criticism of MoMA, wrote that the opacity of the 

political and social implication of the museum was a direct result of the triumph of 

Greenbergian formalism in the postwar period. The danger of museums of modern art, in 

Haacke’s view, was their ability to hide that reality from visitors.187 

It is impossible to write about the historical relationship of Latin American art to 

modernity or to museums of fine arts in North America and Europe without considering 

the importance of MoMA. Its holdings in Latin American art are the most comprehensive 

in the world, the depth and breadth of the collection attributable to an early acquisition 

policy that looked south from the very early days of the museum’s history. In research, 

acquisitions, and exhibitions MoMA’s investment in Latin America began far earlier than 

any other museum in the world.188 Under the direction of Barr, MoMA began collecting 

Latin American art at the beginning of the twentieth century and continued to acquire 
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works from the region throughout the century, holding its first exhibition of Latin 

American art, a survey of the art of Mexican Muralist Diego Rivera, in 1931.189 Though 

Mexico was the focus of much early attention, a topic which will be more fully explored 

shortly, the rest of Central and South America were early areas of interest occasioning 

several research trips to the region by Barr, Lincoln Kirstein, and Rene D’Harnoncourt 

through the first three decades of the museum’s history.190 In fact, the idea of collecting 

Latin American art on a continental scale can also be attributed to Barr, an effort 

supported by his, and the museum’s most important patron, Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, 

and her son and Board President Nelson Rockefeller.191 It was MoMA that introduced the 

idea of Latin America as a discrete cultural entity into the lexicon of modern art.192 For 

all these reasons, the collection of the Museum of Modern Art represents the urtext of 

modernism. As such, it represents the narrative against which the other three case study 

institutions reacted.  

Just as it is difficult to overstate the importance of the museum in shaping ideas 

about the idea of modernism in the public imagination, so too is it difficult to overstate 

the influence of Barr on the formation of those same ideas through his stewardship of 

MoMA, its collections, and the history of its exhibitions. Barr, trained at Princeton and 

then Harvard, was principally a formalist who viewed the development of art as isolated 

from historical contingiences or external ideas. His analysis of works of art was 
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structural, hence the division of the collection by medium, and scientific, relying heavily 

on charts and driven by the idea of progress. At all times, Barr insisted that art be 

approached rationally and objectively.193 

In 1943, the Museum presented the first survey of its collections of Latin 

American art. The show, curated by Kirstein, included works by artists from Argentina, 

Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru, and Uruguay and was 

accompanied by a fully illustrated catalog. The book contained an essay by Barr in which 

he argued the exhibition constituted the first, “survey of the pictorial arts of Latin 

America during the previous centuries, considered as a whole, and with frequent 

reference to our own art – a subject so vast, so complex and so unexplored that his 

[Kirstein] short pieces take on the character of a pioneering venture.”194 Proud of the 

innovative nature of their endeavor, Kirstein acknowledged the novelty of collecting 

work under the aegis of a geographic designation, a first for MoMA, which otherwise 

used media as the organizing criteria for works by European and American artists.195  

Recognizing, the visually and theoretically charged nature of museums and 

exhibitions and their ability to promote new historiographies for art, in what is now 

acknowledged as an iconic gesture, Barr – a drawer of maps and diagrams since his early 

years as a graduate student - canonized a diagrammatic vision of Modernism in the show 

Cubism and Abstract Art (1936).196 Following the discussion of philosophers Deleuze 

and Guatarri, Barr’s structure resembles an arboreal model characterized by a 

chronological, unidirectional development of artistic movements dominated by European 
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and North American artists.197 Privileging concepts such as “originality” and “rupture,” 

Barr’s diagram made patent his position; namely that the history of modern art was 

defined by a continuous development of art from nineteenth century Europe to the 

present, constructing a pedigree for the modern masters he championed. The map 

visualized the way in which Barr thought about art and the curatorial enterprise as it 

appropriated scientific language and employed arrows to make definitive connections 

between artists’ names and movements. The structural and formalist legacy of the map 

and Barr’s curatorial position are still the central organizing feature of the permanent 

collection at MoMA. Kirk Varnedoe, MoMA’s Chief Curator of Painting and Sculpture 

from 1988 to 2001, writing about Barr’s collecting strategy and its legacy, suggested the 

collection still represented a “cumulative proposal” about what Modern art is and 

regardless of its evolution over the decades remained a declarative statement about value, 

taste, and relative importance.198   

Despite the shortcomings of the frame which Barr placed around his history of art, 

his commitment to Latin American art was visible in the first installation of the 

permanent collection undertaken in 1945.199 The permanent installation began then, as it 

does now, in the 1880s with Cezanne and Post-Impressionism and continuing through 
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Cubism, Expressionism, Futurism, Constructivism, and Surrealism. However, that early 

installation also heavily utilized the works from Central and South America that entered 

the collection in the preceding decade and a half.200 Barr integrated Latin American 

works into formal categories including Cuban painter Amelia Pelaez in a section titled 

the “Cubist Tradition” alongside El Lissitsky, Piet Modrian, and Kasimir Malevich, while 

Kahlo’s Self-Portrait with Cropped Hair hung alongside North American masters such as 

Thomas Hart Benton and Edward Hopper. Similarly seminal works by Rivera, Orozco, 

and Siquieros dominated a section on “Social Comment.” Other works by Latin 

American artists were included in a series of galleries devoted to art of the fantastic or 

surreal where Carlos Mérida, Siquieros, and Matta kept company with Vasily Kandinsky, 

Joan Miró, and Jackson Pollock.201  

Until the end of World War II, Latin America art remained an integral part of the 

exhibition and acquisition practice at the MoMA. The end of war in Europe marked a 

significant turning point in the institution’s engagement with Latin America as the 

cessation of hostilities allowed for the acquisition of works and the possibility of securing 

loans from outside of the Americas. This shift, along with the decision to build a 

permanent collection of works representing key moments in the development of 

Modernism, turned attention back to Europe and away from Latin America as an area of 

interest.202 

Among the often discussed factors influencing MoMA’s collection of Latin 

American art is the relationship of the Rockefellers, members of the Board, and the 
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curatorial staff to the CIA, as well as other U.S. government sponsored programs, prior to 

and during the Cold War. In point of fact, the Rockefellers’ connections to the museum 

and its Latin American collection are extensive. The original donations of Mexican art to 

the collection came from Abby Aldrich Rockefeller whose son Nelson Rockefeller 

announced the establishment of the International Program in April, 1952, an intiative 

funded by a five year, $125,000 grant, furnished by the Rockefeller Brothers Fund (RBF) 

to organize circulating exhibitions to promote, “universal understanding and respect.”203 

In 1940, Nelson Rockefeller, at the age of thirty two, was appointed the head of Franklin 

Roosevelt’s Office of Inter-American Affairs (CIAA) created upon his personal 

recommendation to Roosevelt following Rockefeller’s first trip to the region in 1937. He 

remained at the head of the CIAA until 1944. Following his leadership of the CIAA, 

Rockefeller, while president of the MoMA Board of Trustees, was Assistant Secretary of 

State for Latin American Affairs. He would go on to chair the International Development 

Advisory Board for the Point Four Program for the U.S. State Department, serve as 

special assistant to President Dwight D. Eisenhower on Cold War strategy, and become 

Vice President to Gerald Ford.204  

In addition to Nelson Rockefeller’s work in the region in an official government 

capacity, the Rockfeller family had substantial business interests in Latin America, 

specifically in Venezuela where the family owned part of the Creole Petroleum 

                                                
203Helen M. Franc, “The Early Years of the International Program and Council” in The Museum of Modern 
Art at Mid-Century: At Home and Abroad, ed. John Elderfield (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 
1994), 108. 
204 For more information on the Rockefellers, Cold War policy, and the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York see: Andrea Giunta, Avant-Garde, Internationalism, and Politics: Argentine Art in the Sixties 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007); Christine Sylvester, Art/Museums International Relations 
Where We Least Expect Them (London: Paradigm Publishing, 2009), 98-103; Michael Wellen, Pan-
American Dreams: Art, Politics, and Museum Making at the OAS, 1948-1976 (PhD Diss., University of 
Texas, Austin, 2012); Claire Fox, Making Art Panamerica: Cultural Policy and the Cold War 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013).  



 78 

Company. Rockefeller’s stewardship of the company occasioned a twenty country tour of 

South America in 1937 on which Rockefeller was accompanied by Rene D’Harnoncourt 

and Porter McCray who would later take on important leadership positions at the 

museum. D’Harnoncourt joined MoMA in 1944 to coordinate the museum’s activity in 

Latin America and then became director of the museum from 1949 to 1967, while 

McCray, who worked for Rockefeller in the Office of Inter-American Affairs, served as 

the Director of Circulating Exhibitions in 1947.205   

The relationship of the Rockefeller family to MoMA and the International 

Council has been the subject of much critical controversy since the 1960s.206 On 

November 18, 1969, two men and two women entered the lobby of the museum and 

began wrestling on the floor leaving behind a pool of fake blood and leaflets calling for 

the resignation of the Rockefellers from the Board accusing them of using art to cover 

their political activities and support of the war in Vietnam.207 Haacke’s contribution to 

the 1970 Information exhibition, MOMA Poll, asked museum visitors to cast a vote in 

response to the following question, “Would the fact that Governor Rockefeller has not 

denounced President Nixon’s Indo-China policy be a reason for you not to vote for him 

in November?” Governor Rockefeller was, at that time, running for reelection and his 

brother David was the President of the Board at the museum.208  

Several articles published in Artforum in the 1970s turned a critical eye to the 

efforts of the International Program’s traveling exhibitions during the Cold War, the 
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Museum’s support of Abstract Expressionism, and its use as a tool of government 

propaganda. Max Kozloff’s “American Painting during the Cold War” probed the 

relationship between Abstract Expressionism, political ideology, and the national       

self-image suggesting it had never been an official tool of the government, like Social 

Realism in the Soviet Union, but was, nonetheless, used as propaganda.209 Kozloff 

criticized the relationship of the museum to the United States Information Agency 

(USIA) and the success of the modernist canon. Similar articles followed in Artforum and 

other journals.210 Eva Cockcroft denounced Abstract Expressionism as a tool of 

government and Rockefeller propaganda challenging the commonly held perception that 

art was separated from politics in the United States.211  

For the purposes of this investigation, understanding the precise nature of the 

links between the Rockefellers, the United States Government, the CIA, and the staff of 

the Museum of Modern Art or the politics that motivated the actions of these individual 

actors and institutions is unimportant. What matters is that Barr and MoMA supported a 

specific brand of modernism buttressed by a particular narrative of how modern art came 

to be. That story, which started with Cezanne and reached its apex with Abstract 

Expressionism, with the support of the US government and the Rockfellers, was told 

around the world in the form of traveling exhibitions. MoMA’s was a version of 

modernism that was able to accommodate a specific form of Latin American art – one 

that was political, fantastic, or realist – and left no room for variations on other themes. 
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Intentions aside, the canon of modern art as imagined by MoMA became synonymous 

with value. Barr’s and his successors’ synoptic vision of art in the twentieth century 

rendered the majority of the art produced in Latin American invisible, putting in place a 

set of criteria that would define modernism for the next seventy years largely to the 

exclusion of any and all alternative models.  

EXHIBITIONS AND COLLECTIONS: 1929-1992 

Relationship to Mexico 

 In 1935, Abby Aldrich Rockefeller donated several paintings and works on paper 

by Diego Rivera and José Clemente Orozco to the museum. They were the first works by 

Latin American artists to enter the collection and marked the beginning of a sustained 

interest in works by artists from Mexico. Many scholars link the interest in Mexican art to 

Roosevelt’s Good Neighbor Policy and its promotion of close relations to combatting 

Fascism and Nazism in the Americas.212 After the Mexican Revolution ended in 1920, 

José Vasconcelos, the Mexican philosopher and Minister of Education, promoted a 

cultural project that aimed to redefine Mexican identity. His goal was to unite 

ideologically all Mexicans by merging the legacies of pre-Columbian cultures and 

Colonial Era influences under a highly modernist and nationalistic framework. 

Vasconcelos saw the visual arts as a vehicle that could effectively communicate this 

message to the masses. Mexican art of the period displayed a unique brand of nationalism 

which did not exist in the United States.213  As a result, while African art was being 

exhibited in Paris, pre-Columbian art and Mexican folk art gained popularity in the 

                                                
212 See Michael Kimmelman, “Revising the Revisionists: The Modern, Its Critics, and the Cold War.”  
213 Helen Delpar, The Enormous Vogue of Things Mexican: Cultural Relations between the United States 
and Mexico, 1920-1935 (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1992), 125-165. 
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United States.214 American artists drawn to the exoticism of Mexican art and the 

connections they perceived between it and the pre-Columbian past incorporated what 

they construed as the iconography of Mexican art into their own work.  In the 

imagination of much of America, Mexico was viewed as pristine, an unspoiled society 

grounded in nature.  For leftist artists, Mexico and its modern art were seen as 

revolutionary.215 The “vogue for all things Mexican,” as it was dubbed in the New York 

Times, reflected a North American fondness for the politically committed, socially 

engaged art of Mexican Muralism.216  Barr, the Rockefellers, and MoMA shared and 

promoted the country’s enthusiasm for Mexico and Mexican artists featuring them 

prominently in exhibitions including American Sources of Modern Art (Aztec, Mayan, 

Incan) (1933), Twenty Centuries of Mexican Art (1940), and Mexican Art (1978).217 Not 

surprisingly, the interest in Mexican art would reemerge in the 1990s with exhibitions of 

the work of Manuel Alvarez Bravo (1997), Gabriel Orozco (1993, 2010), and Diego 

Rivera (2012).  

The Responsive Eye 

In 1965, MoMA opened the exhibition The Responsive Eye curated by William 

Seitz (Figure 2.2).218 Seitz’s show examined the work of artists engaged with perceptual 

abstraction. Among the artists to be included in the exhibition were Carlos Cruz-Diez, 
                                                
214 In 1914, Alfred Stieglitz held the first exhibition of “primitive” art in the United States at his 219 
Gallery.  The School of American Archaeology in New Mexico characterized the Native American 
tradition as deeply creative and spiritual.  The interest in native cultures extended to the pre-Columbian 
peoples of Central and South America as well.  
215Maurice Tenorio Trillo, “The Cosmopolitan Mexican Summer, 1920-1949” Latin American Research 
Review 32 (1997): 236. 
216Anna Indych-López, Muralism Without Walls: Rivera, Orozco, and Siqueiros in the United States, 
1927-1940, 1st ed. (Pittsburg: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009); Laurance P. Hurlburt, The  Mexican 
Muralists in the United States, 1st ed. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989). 
217Basilio, “Reflecting on a History of Collecting and Exhibiting Work by Artists from Latin America,” 
52-63. 
218William Seitz, The Responsive Eye, exh. cat. (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1971).  
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Jesus Rafael Soto, Julio Le Parc, and Gego.219 On October 24, 1964, an unnamed art 

critic writing in Time assigned this brand of Kineticism, that primarily engaged visual 

perception rather than actual physical movement, the appellation of Op.220 The public and 

critical reaction to The Responsive Eye was enormous. Clement Greenberg, the lion of 

American art criticism, called the art in The Responsive Eye a novelty.221 Op, and 

Kineticism by association, was derided by critics as more mindless than Pop.222 Yet, the 

exhibition quickly drew the largest crowds the museum had yet seen.223 In short order, 

Op Art was everywhere on television, clothing, and household objects. It became a part 

of the cultural moment of the 1960s associated, both by critics and the public, with drugs, 

youthful rebellion, intergenerational conflict, and the emerging digital, scientific 

culture.224 Ignoring the connections between Kineticism and canonical artists like Marcel 

Duchamp and Man Ray, and Op’s connections to Fluxus and Minimalism, critics 

maligned the manipulative visuality of Op and the interactivity of Kineticism as 

unworthy of serious artistic engagement.  

Kineticism suffered from its connection to popular and consumer culture, as well 

as its association by critics with European art. In an interview conducted by Art News 

                                                
219Following the exhibitions MoMA purchased works by Cruz-Diez, Soto, and Le Parc. Basilio, 
“Reflecting on a History of Collecting and Exhibiting Work by Artists from Latin America,” 56. 
220The critic Lil Picard later wrote, “The new mathematical art equation reads POP-P = OP. That means 
simply: drop the letter P and op we go.” Frances Follin, Embodied Visions: Bridget Riley, Op Art, and the 
Sixties (London: Thames and Hudson, 2004), 10. 
221 Joe Houston, “New Sensation,” in Optic Nerve: Perceptual Art of the 1960s, ed. Joe Houston (London; 
New York: Merrell Pub. Ltd.; Columbus, Ohio: In association with Columbus Museum of Art, 2007): 17-
27. 
222Barbara Rose, “Beyond Vertigo: Optical Art at the Modern,” ArtForum 3, no. 7 (April, 1965), 30-33. 
223Ibid. 
224Dave Hickey, “Trying to See What We Can Never Know,” in Optic Nerve: Perceptual Art of the 1960s, 
ed. Joe Houston (London; New York: Merrell Pub. Ltd.; Columbus, Ohio: In association with Columbus 
Museum of Art, 2007), 11-13. 
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with Donald Judd and Frank Stella, Judd acknowledged the pioneering role of Kinetic 

artists stating,  

Members of the Groupe de Recherche de L’art Visuel actually painted all the 
patterns before I did –all the basic designs that are in my painting . . .’ but, he 
went on, ‘it still doesn’t have anything to do with my painting. I find all European 
geometric painting – sort of post-Max Bill school – a kind of curiosity – very 
dreary. . . those effects tend to carry with them all the structures, values, feelings 
of the whole European tradition. It suits me fine if that’s all down the drain . . . 
Vasarely’s composition has the effect of order and quality that traditional 
European painting had, which I find pretty objectionable.225 

On its face, Judd’s statement seems contradictory in that it is difficult to think of an 

artistic school more grounded in structure and order than Minimalism. However, for 

American critics and artists, Kineticism was a descendent of the European tradition and, 

therefore, worked with an outdated set of aesthetic criteria. 

The works in The Responsive Eye, as the title suggests, induced a primarily 

physical experience.226 As Dave Hickey notes, this type of work and the primacy it 

afforded the perceptual, presented a challenge to other forms of post-war art.    

Since the whole superstructure of postwar writing and thinking about American 
art was founded on cultural assumptions of the hegemony of consciousness, the 
primacy of volition, and the reality of repressed experiences that might be 
recovered and teased back into consciousness, one can understand just how 
troubling optical art must have been at the time. Optical art introduces us to an 
order of experience that is less voluntary and less dependent on education and 
conscious knowledge than we might wish.227 

As a result, the artists who explored the scientific, physiological, and phenomenological 

responses to manipulations and juxtapositions of color, line, and space were regarded as 

nothing more than a side-show. As a result of the uproar, Seitz resigned as curator at 

                                                
225Frances Follin, Embodied Visions, 128. 
226Ibid, 40. 
227Dave Hickey, “Trying to See What We Can Never Know,” 12.  
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MoMA and Kinetic and Op art virtually disappeared.228 For Latin American artists, the 

dismissal of Op and Kineticism as legitimate movements relegated some of the region’s 

most important artists of the twentieth century to a peripheral position in the history of 

mid-century art. The impact of this marginalization and the recent curatorial rejection of 

said marginalization will be explored in the following chapters. 

Information 

MoMA’s Information curated by Kynaston McShine opened in 1970. Like the 

Responsive Eye, Information included several artists from Latin American countries as 

well as Latin American artists living outside of the region (Figure 2.3). McShine 

organized the exhibition to showcase the “strongest style” of the period in works that 

addressed the pervasive social, economic, and political crises of the day. In his catalog 

essay, he noted,  

If you are an artist in Brazil, you know of at least one friend who is being 
tortured; if you are one in Argentina, you probably have had a neighbor who has 
been in jail for having long hair, or for not being ‘dressed’ properly; and if you 
are living in the United States, you may fear that you will be shot at, either in the 
universities, in bed, or more formally in Indo-China. It may seem too 
inappropriate, if not absurd, to get up in the morning, walk into a room, and apply 
dabs of paint from a little tube to a square of canvas. What can you as a young 
artist do that seems relevant and meaningful?229 

Among the artists included in the exhibition were Artur Barrio (Brazil), Jorge Luis 

Carballa (Argentina), Carlos D’Alessio (Argentina), Rafael Ferrer (Puerto Rico), Grupo 

Frontera (Argentina), Cildo Meireles (Brazil), New York Graphic Workshop (Argentina, 

Uruguay, Venezuela), Helio Oiticica (Brazil), Alejandro Puente (Argentina), and 

Guiherme Magalhaes Vaz (Brazil). The exhibition was a milestone in institutional 

                                                
228Hal Foster, et. al, “Kinetic Art,” 383. 
229Kynaston McShine, Information (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1970), 138 
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attention paid to conceptualism and was an important moment for Latin American artists, 

including those living in New York.230 

THE PERMANENT COLLECTION 

The museum’s natural vocation, inscribed in its foundational program, is to be a 
universal modern art museum, and its inevitable fate was to become a museum of 
universally-recognized modernity, of what we would call the mainstream of 
modernity. We are all aware of the limitations of the concept of modernity, of the 
limitations of the concept of the mainstream, and of the need to debate that strong 
idea in the history of modern art. Thus, this is not an institution where you will 
find a Latin American wing like you find in museums that do categorize their 
selections geographically. MoMA’s vocation is not representative in geographical 
terms.231 

Luis Enrique Pérez-Oramas (2005) 

 For all of the efforts in hiring, collecting, and exhibiting, perhaps the most 

significant feature of the Museum of Modern Art is the installation of its permanent 

collection. As Duncan and Wallach noted in 1974, MoMA’s narration of modern art sets 

the standard by which modernism has been, and continues to be, defined in the public’s 

imagination. The sheer volume of visitors and the amount of exhibitions available at 

MoMA – the most frequently visited museum of modern art in the United States – there 

is little question that for tourists and non-specialists the draw of the museum is in its 

permanent collection. Comprising over one hundred and fifty thousand objects, there is 

certainly no way to display more than a fraction of the works at any one time. As the 

curators note, 

                                                
230For more information the complete checklist is available at 
http://www.moma.org/momaorg/shared/pdfs/docs/press_archives/4483/releases/MOMA_1970_July-
December_0003_69.pdf?2010 (accessed December 11, 2014).  
231Francine Birbragher, “Latin American Inclusions in the MoMA Collection: An Interview with Luis 
Pérez-Oramas,” ArtNexus 4, no. 58(September, 2005): 77-83 
http://www.artnexus.com/Notice_View.aspx?DocumentID=15643 (accessed December 11, 2014). 
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These galleries are frequently reinstalled in an effort to feature a wide range of 
artworks in various configurations, reflecting the view that there are countless 
ways to explore the history of modern art and the Museum’s rich collection.232 

The question is whether the efforts to reflect a more diverse story of modernity resonates 

in the permanent collection display.233  

 Latin America is once again an institutional priority at MoMA due in no small 

part to generous support of two significant collectors, Patricia Phelps de Cisneros and 

Estrellita Brodsky. Taina Caragol notes in her dissertation,  

This new status is due in great part to patron Phelps de Cisneros. Since MoMA’s 
reopening, Phelps de Cisneros has made significant donations and promised gifts 
of artworks by Latin American artists to the museum, many of which have been 
prominently displayed as part of the permanent collection.”234  

In 2014, Phelps de Cisneros donated nine works to the museum by artists well-

represented in her own collection previously absent from MoMA’s holdings including 

Armando Reverón (Woman of the River, 1939), Lygia Clark, and Gyula Kosice.235 Her 

collection comprised mostly of abstract and constructivist work from South America has 

been integrated into the collection.236 Phelps de Cisneros also purchased naming rights to 

a gallery in the Yashio Taniguchi tower, established a travel fund enabling curators to do 

primary research in Latin America, funded the position of a Latin American 
                                                
232 Painting and Sculpture I, text available at http://www.moma.org/visit/calendar/exhibitions/1236. 
233Visits to the collection were made by the author from 2011-2014. The observations presented here are 
based on those visits.   
234Caragol, “Boom and Dust: The Rise of Latin American and Latino Art in New York Exhibition Spaces 
and the Auction House Market, 1970s-1980s,” 288. 
235Robin Pogrebin, “Latin American Art, Rediscovered Again,” The New York Times, October 21, 2011, 
sec. Arts/Arts, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/10/23/arts/artsspecial/latin-american-art-rediscovered-
again.html (accessed December 11, 2014).  
236Phelps de Cisneros collection has been the subject of several exhibitions. The collection has traveled to 
the Fogg Art Museum at Harvard University (Geometric Abstraction: Latin American Art from the Patricia 
Phelps de Cisneros Collection, 2001), the Blanton Museum of Art at the University of Texas at Austin (The 
Geometry of Hope, 2007), The Grey Art Gallery at New York University (The Geometry of Hope, 2007), 
and the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia (La Invención Concreta: Colección Patricia Phelps de 
Cisneros, 2013). The collection has also traveled extensively abroad appearing in a variety of iterations. A 
complete list of exhibitions is available on the Cisneros Collection website 
http://www.coleccioncisneros.org/collections/exhibitions?field_exhibition_type_tid=All. 
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bibliographer, and established the Fund for the Acquisition of Latin American and 

Caribbean Works of Art at MoMA in 2005. Brodsky, a MoMA trustee, endowed the 

position of Curator of Latin American Art in 2006 – a position currently occupied by 

Luis Enrique Pérez-Oramas.237  

 MoMA’s collection of painting and sculpture is divided into two parts and 

presented on two floors of the museum. The trajectory of the installation is strictly 

chronological and begins just prior to the turn of the twentieth century. The first half of 

the installation, Painting and Sculpture I, dominates the fifth floor of the museum and 

presents works executed between 1880 and 1940. Broadly speaking, the presentation 

begins in Room 1 with Post-Impressionism and runs through the emergence of 

expressionist tendencies in Germany. The second half of the installation, Painting and 

Sculpture II, resides on the fourth floor and begins with Abstract Expressionism in the 

1940s and ends with new approaches to painting in the 1970s and 1980s (Figure 2.4)    

 It is possible to read the permanent collection installation through the iconic 

works deployed as fulcrums in each of the twenty-five rooms in which the Museum of 

Modern Art’s history of modernism unfolds. The story begins with Paul Cézanne. 

Cézanne’s Bather (1885), which exhibits the artist’s keen interest in surface, the effects 

of light, and tradition, is joined by Paul Gauguin, Vincent van Gogh, and Georges Seurat. 

                                                
237Brodsky has also endowed the Assistant Curator position at the Tate Modern. She is also an active 
curator and art historian. Brodsky received a Ph.D. in Art History from the IFA in New York and curated 
an exhibition of the work of Julio Le Parc and Jesus Rafael Soto which opened at the Grey Art Gallery in 
2012. Her husband, Daniel Brodsky, is on the board of the Metropolitan Museum of Art which recently 
established the position of Curator of Latin American Modern and Contemporary Art. For a profile on the 
Brodsky’s philanthropy, including their donations to Harvard’s Fogg Museum see Kate Taylor, “A 
Budding Ambassador for Latin American Art,” The New York Times, November 15, 2008 sec. Arts/Art & 
Design, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/15/arts/design/15brod.html?pagewanted=2&n=Top/Reference/Times%2
0Topics/Organizations/M/Museum%20of%20Modern%20Art%20&_r=0 (accessed December 11, 2014).  
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Collectively, these four artists were the subject of the first exhibition held at the newly 

opened MoMA in 1929.  

 Of the twelve rooms currently installed in Painting and Sculpture I, eight feature 

the works of artists active in the development of artistic movements in Paris. In Room 

Two, the Modern’s story of modernism which began in Paris continues in Paris with 

Pablo Picasso, Cubism, and Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907). It is here that a Latin 

American artist first appears in the permanent collection display in the shape of an early 

cubist portrait by a young Diego Rivera, Young Man in a Gray Sweater (Jacques 

Lipchitz) from 1914, sandwiched between Picasso and Juan Gris. Discussing this 

painting’s placement in the initial 2004 reinstallation of the collection, Curator                

Pérez-Oramas argued Rivera’s portrait functioned as a “counterfigure of cubism”.238 

The story continues in Paris in Room Five with Marcel Duchamp’s Bicycle Wheel 

(1915) and the emergence of Dada. Visually, the development from Cezanne and Picasso 

continues through Matisse’s painting (The Dance, 1909 in Room Six), post-World War I 

Europe in Room Seven starring Picasso (Three Musicians, 1921) and Brancusi (Bird in 

Space, 1928), proto-Abstract Expressionist Claude Monet (Waterlilies, 1914-1925), and 

Surrealism in all its guises represented most visible by Miró (The Birth of the World, 

1925). There are slight detours outside of Paris to Italy (Room 3, Futurism, and 

Boccioni’s Unique Forms of Continuity in Space, 1913), Austria (Room 4, Gustav 

Klimt’s Adele Bloch-Bauer II, 1912), and Russia (Malevich, Suprematist Composition: 

White on White, 1918).  

In sum, Latin American artists appear where they are expected: Rivera’s cubist 

experiments and Frida Kahlo’s self-portraits (Room 12). There is a single room on the 

                                                
238 Birbragher, “Latin American Inclusions in the MoMA Collection: An Interview with Luis Pérez-
Oramas,” 77-83. 



 89 

fifth floor that looks directly at the work of Mexican Muralists, though the work is 

organized under the title Mexican Modernism (Room 13). The didactic panel describes 

the centrality of the Muralists to the educational and nationalist programs of post-

Revolutionary Mexico stressing the extending sojourns of Orozco, Rivera, and Siquieros 

in the United States. Work by Rufino Tamayo is also present in this gallery, though no 

mention is made of his critical opinion of that state sponsored project. 

The peripheral status of Latin American artists and movements established in the 

Painting and Sculpture I carries through to Painting and Sculpture II where the focus 

shifts to works executed between 1940 and 1980. On this floor, the locus of artistic 

production has shifted from Paris to the United States. The story of Painting and 

Sculpture II is almost exclusively the story of avant-garde New York in the second half 

of the twentieth century. With the exception of Matta’s The Vertigo of Eros (1944) 

sandwiched between Max Ernst and Joseph Cornell in Room 15 (1940s New York City) 

and Marisol’s Portrait of Sidney Janis Selling Portrait of Sidney Janis by Marisol, by 

Marisol [sic] (1967) in a room full of iconic Pop canvases painted by Andy Warhol, Roy 

Lichtenstein, and James Rosenquist, Latin American artists remain on the margins both 

literally and figuratively. Tucked beneath a staircase, Room 26, the final room in the 

sequence of Painting and Sculpture is Art by Latin American Artists (Figure 2.5). The 

room, directly adjacent to the developments of Conceptualism and Minimalist sculpture, 

showcases abstract and constructivist trends in South America in the 1950s and 1960s. 

The interest in mid-century South American art, specifically Argentina, Brazil, and 

Venezuela, is part of a much broader trend towards a focus on abstract movements in 

both curatorial and scholarly focus in the region - a phenomenon that will be at the core 

of much of the remaining chapters of this dissertation.  
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The narrative trajectory then, via the central works in each room of Painting and 

Sculpture II, in Rooms Fifteen through Twenty-six, goes from John Graham’s Two 

Sisters (1944) and Mondrian’s Broadway Boogie Woogie (1942-1943), Jackson Pollock’s 

One: Number 31, 1950 (1950), Barnett Newman’s Vir Heroicus Sublimis (1950-1951), 

Jasper Johns’ Bed (1950), Warhol’s Gold Marilyn (1962), Sol Lewitt’s Standing Open 

Structure, Black (1964), Niele Toroni’s Imprints of a no. 50 Paintbrush (1970), Richard 

Tuttle’s Letters (The Twenty-Six Series) (1966), Howardena Pindell Memory: Past (1980-

1981), Joseph Beuys Untitled I-V (1962-1981), Anselm Kiefer Wooden Room (1972), 

Richard Tuttle’s Cloth Octagonal, 2 (1967), to Lygia Pape’s Book of Creation (1959-

1960). Again, Latin American artists remain at the periphery. 

The limited visibility of Latin American art in the Permanent Collection display at 

MoMA in 2014 seems a retrenchment of sorts or at least a departure from the initial 

reinstallation of the permanent collection in 2004. The first reinstallation, as described by 

Taina Caragol in her dissertation documents the inclusion of the work of some thirty 

artists of Latin American origin. In that initial installation, a gallery devoted to “New 

Objectivity” included the social realist works of Diego Rivera, Agrarian Leader Zapata 

(1931) and Siquieros’ Collective Suicide (1936) as well as canvases by Max Beckman 

and Jacob Lawrence. Caragol goes on to describe another gallery in Painting and 

Sculpture I which explored Neoplasticism that included the work of Joaquín             

Torres-García alongside his interlocutors in Paris such as Theo van Doesburg and Piet 

Mondrian.239 In 2004, three of the Uruguayan artist’s pieces - Estructura en color (1930), 

Composición (1932) originally purchased by the museum in 1942, and Construcción en 

blanco y negro (1938) – hung alongside Modrian’s iconic Broadway Boogie Woogie 

                                                
239Caragol, “Boom and Dust: The Rise of Latin American and Latino Art in New York Exhibition Spaces 
and the Auction House Market, 1970s-1980s,” 286-287. 
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(1942); the juxtaposition drew attention to the relationship of Torres-García to Mondrian 

and the magazine Cercle et Carré.240 This integrated view of early avant-garde 

developments across geographic boundaries is lacking in the current installation. In 2014, 

the display of Neoplasticism (though the room is, or was at the time of this author’s visit, 

lacking in a didactic panel proffering any kind of explanatory text) pairs Mondrian’s 

experiments, which cover an entire wall, with the abstract investigations of the 

contemporaneous Russian avant-garde in the works of Kasimir Malevich, Aleksander 

Rodchenko, El Lissitsky, and Lyubov Popova.  

The Latin American presence in the Surrealist gallery is also notably diminished 

since 2011. Previously, the gallery contained photographs by Manuel Alvarez Bravo as 

well as Kahlo’s Self Portrait with Chopped Hair (1940).241 At the moment, Kahlo is the 

only Latin American artists included in the Surrealist gallery. It is possible to consider 

this a step away from previous stereotypes of Latin American art as predominantly 

associated with the Fantastic, but from a numbers standpoint it suggests a diminished 

presence for Latin American art as a whole particularly with regard to highlighting 

transnational exchange. Despite the limited appearance of Latin American artists within 

the collection, it is important to note that the permanent collection rotates on a constant 

basis, moving objects in and out of the collection displays. On the other hand, it is 

possible to argue that the idea of modernism and Modern art as established by Barr 

remains active at MoMA. The collection is organized around linear, chronological, and 

formal characteristics and is, in large part, relegated to the production of European or 

North American men.  

                                                
240 Birbragher, “Latin American Inclusions in the MoMA Collection: An Interview with Luis                
Pérez-Oramas,” 77-83. 
241 These observations were made during the authors visits to MoMA in the summer of 2011. 
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AFTER LATIN AMERICAN ARTISTS OF THE TWENTIETH CENTURY: EXHIBITIONS, 1992-
PRESENT 

MoMA’s exhibition program of the 1990s reflected a pronounced reengagement 

with the region, perhaps more so than the permanent collection display, which began with 

Latin American Artists of the Twentieth Century, a project initially proposed a decade 

prior.  

The Project Series (1990-2014) 

MoMA’s Project Series, begun in 1971, has been an important platform for 

contemporary art within the museum. Latin American artists were featured in the early 

years of the programming, including Luis Fernando Benedit (1972), Liliana Porter 

(1973), and Rafael Ferrer (1974) in the 1970s, but did not appear in the series again until 

the 1990s (Figures 2.6-2.7). Prior to the opening of Latin American Artists of the 

Twentieth Century, Cildo Meireles was the subject of Project 21 (1990) which consisted 

of the installation of Olvido, a tent made of paper covered with currency from across the 

Americas surrounded by cow bones and charcoal. The entire sculpture was then bordered 

by a wall constructed entirely of church candles (Figure 2.8).242 Shortly thereafter, an 

installation of beds painted with maps and paintings of apartments by Guillermo Kuitca 

followed in 1991. The work of Latin American artists was also featured in Projects 

dedicated to the work of Felix Gonzalez-Torres (1992), Gabriel Orozco (1993), Jose 

Leonilson (1996), Beatriz Milhazes (2000), and Francis Alÿs (2002) (Figures 2.9-

2.11).243   

                                                
242Meireles’ sculptural installation was later included in the large retrospective of his work mounted by the 
Reina Sofia in 2013. 
243See the Project Series archive at http://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/projects/archives/  
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Solo Exhibitions 

The first retrospective of a Latin American artist to occur at MoMA, following the 

1940 exhibition Portinari of Brazil, was dedicated to the Mexican photographer Manuel 

Alvarez Bravo in 1997.244 Organized to coincide with the centenary of Alvarez Bravo’s 

birth, the exhibition took place sixty-six years after Rivera’s solo show in 1931. This set 

off a spate of solo exhibitions including extensive examinations of the work of Armando 

Reverón (2007), León Ferrari and Mira Schendel (Tangled Alphabets, 2009), Gabriel 

Orozco (2010), Francis Alÿs (2011), Diego Rivera (2012), and Lygia Clark (2014).245 It 

is worth noting, in the context of this dissertation, that the work of Reverón, Ferrari, 

Schendel, and Clark featured prominently in two exhibitions organized by Mari Carmen 

Ramírez: Heterotopías (MNCARS, 2000) and Inverted Utopias (MFAH, 2004) prior to 

their appearance in solo exhibitions at MoMA. 

MoMA at El Museo (2004) 

Prior to the opening of their newly renovated building, MoMA, in collaboration 

with El Museo del Barrio presented the exhibition MoMA at El Museo. The collaborative 

effort organized by curators from both institutions was an opportunity to showcase a wide 

variety of the Latin American works from the Museum’s collection rarely placed on 

view. The resulting catalog and exhibition presented an in-depth examination of the 

formation of the Latin American collection, motivations behind its development, and 

various periods of acquisition activity. The exhibition included some one hundred and 

                                                
244 Portinari of Brazil October 9-November 17, 1940.  
245Tangled Alphabets traveled to the Reina Sofia. Gabriel Orozco and Francis Alÿs both traveled to the 
Tate Modern. 



 94 

fifty-five works of the roughly three thousand pieces by Latin American artists in the 

Museum of Modern Art’s permanent collection at that time.246  

Presented chronologically, MoMA at El Museo surveyed the collecting practices 

of the institution beginning with the initial interest in the 1920s (Mexican Muralism), the 

1940s (the establishment of the Inter-American Fund), the 1960s following a post-war 

hiatus (Kinetic and Op), and the 1990s. Of the substantial collecting gap between the last 

two periods of activity, one defined in Latin America by the establishment of 

dictatorships and internationally by the intensification of the Cold War conflict, reviewer 

Ana Tiscornia wrote,  

Nevertheless, it is clear that this period [the 1960s] was marked by omissions. On 
the one hand, the intensified diversification of artistic production in the various 
regions of Latin America, and on the other the intellectual and ideological 
misunderstandings between the United States and the nations south of its border, 
generated large empty spaces in the MoMA collection. It will suffice to enter the 
next gallery to understand that much of what entered the collection in the 1990s is 
an attempt to remedy those prior absences. Many Latin American intellectuals, 
whose imagination was more committed to the principles of the Cuban 
Revolution than to American imperialism never saw the Alliance for Progress, 
established during the Kennedy administration, and the subsequent political 
initiatives of economic, social, and cultural development in Latin America with 
appreciative eyes. This adds to the reasons why important artists are not 
represented with significant works.247 

In addressing this history, Pérez-Oramas acknowledged the necessity of calling attention 

to the political concerns informing MoMA’s acquisitions and institutional activity toward 

the region, MoMA at El Museo represented a step forward toward a broader 

representation and more inclusive approach to the region by the Museum.248 

                                                
246Ana Tiscornia, “El MoMA at El Museo Del Barrio,” Art Nexus 3, no. 53 (July, 2004), 
https://www.artnexus.com/Notice_View.aspx?DocumentID=13790 (accessed December 11, 2014).  
247Ibid. 
248Luis Pérez-Oramas, “The Art of Babel in the Americas,” 36.  
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While MoMA at El Museo was no doubt an attempt to display little known works 

from a relatively unknown aspect of the collection it was not without its contradictions. 

Locating the exhibition at El Museo, one frequented by a largely hispanic audience, could 

only serve to reinforce the perception of Latin America as a peripheral concern. It also 

served to highlight the difficulties inherent in integrating a collection whose defining 

characteristic was geography into one organized around universality and chronology. 

Noting the odd tone struck by the exhibition, Cuauhtémoc Medina, then the Associate 

Curator of Latin American art at the Tate Modern, described MoMA at El Museo as akin 

to a, “one night stand,” during a symposium organized to coincide with the exhibition.249 

The decision to stage the exhibition at El Museo also highlighted significant 

tensions between Latino and Latin American communities surrounding the museum’s 

decision to change its mission to cater to Latin Americans as a whole and not just those 

of Latin American and Puerto Rican descent in the United States. Exhibitions like MoMA 

at El Museo that excluded certain Latin American countries raised concerns about who 

was represented under the banner of Latin America. These questions were related to 

broader concerns regarding the influence of donors and national funding linked to 

wealthy Latin American countries (Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, and Venezuela) to the 

detriment of the visibility of Andean, Central American, and Caribbean states.250  

Modern Starts (2000) 

To mark the turn of the millennium, MoMA launched an exhibition series 

organized under the banner of Modern Starts. The three exhibitions, Modern Starts, 
                                                
249Cuauhtéhmoc Medina (April 24, 2004) quoted by Caragol, “Boom and Dust: The Rise of Latin 
American and Latino Art in New York Exhibition Spaces and the Auction House Market, 1970s-1980s,” 
285, fn. 36. Medina’s comments reflected a critique of the exhibition as a single effort rather than a 
sustained commitement to engaging with Latin American art. 
250Dávila, “Latinizing Culture: Art, Museums, and the Politics of U.S. Multicultural Encompassment,” 
180-202. 
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Making Choices, and Open Ends each organized by a distinct curatorial committee 

focused on a different aspect of the collection. Introducing the trio of exhibitions, then 

director Glen Lowry described the ambition of the project and its limitations,  

Over the last seventy years, The Museum of Modern Art has argued for an 
understanding of modern art through a carefully articulated history of this still-
evolving tradition. By establishing a reading of modern art based on critical dates, 
styles, schools, and key artists, the Museum sought to make sense of the often 
competing and contradictory forces of this tradition. Modern Starts, Making 
Choices, and Open Ends build on this work but endeavor to provide a more 
interdisciplinary approach to the material.251 

The goal of the cycle was to invest the energy involved in producing a major loan 

exhibition in an exploration of the museum’s own collection.  

An interdepartmental, interdisciplinary effort, the first installment, Modern Starts, 

examined the beginnings of modern art; a period they defined as beginning in 1880 and 

ending in the 1920s. Making Choices identified five pivotal years in the history of 

modern art and the twentieth century: 1929 (the first year of the Great Depression and the 

opening of MoMA), 1939 (the beginning of World War II), 1948 (the start of the Cold 

War and the Soviet blockade of Eastern Europe), and 1955 (the triumph of American 

painting and the beginnings of the American century). While, the final exhibition in the 

cycle, Open Ends, focused on work produced since 1980.  

 The inclusion of Latin American artists into Modern Starts, the cycle as a whole 

and each of the individual exhibitions was limited. The first edition of the series was 

subdivided into three categories (people, places, and things) and revolved around four 

questions: the variation, evolution, and challenge to figurative painting, the move from 

country to city and its attendant impact on the artistic/social imaginary, the birth of 

                                                
251Glenn D. Lowry, “Introduction,” in Modern Starts: People, Places, Things, ed. John Elderfield, et. al. 
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2000), 8.  
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abstraction, and changing ideas of the object. People dealt with a variety of issues related 

to the body: the representation of the figure, gesture, expression, deconstruction of the 

recognizable body, the relationship of figure to ground, and the impact of the camera on 

figural representation. Within these parameters under the heading of people, the curators 

paired the Belgian Realist James Ensor with the Mexican satirist and printmaker Jose 

Guadalupe Posada, celebrating both figures for the similarities of composition and theme 

as well as their importance as transitional fin-de-siècle figures within their respective 

geographic region.252 The work of indigenous Peruvian photographer Martin Chambi and 

photographer Manuel Alvarez Bravo appeared in the section of the show examining the 

impact of the camera. In Places, which explored landscape, its relationship to urban 

development, nostalgia for a rural past, and landscape as a metaphor for psychological 

states, the Colombian artist Maria Fernanda Cardoso’s installation Cementario – Vertical 

Garden was the only work by an artist from the region to be included. The final section 

of the exhibition, Things, brought together various artists’ approaches to objects. Here, 

Torres-García was included in a group of nine other artists’ whose work depicted guitars; 

Latin American artists were otherwise absent.253   

 The second show in the cycle, Making Choices was more historical than thematic. 

Choosing to focus on points of rupture, the curatorial team suggested their exhibition 

should be viewed as recognition of history as constantly in flux and subject to revision. 

They wrote,  

The resources of a curator are, in the first instance, based on the conclusions 
drawn by previous curators and by the collectors and patrons who have helped to 
shape a museum’s collection. What we call the canon is this chain reaction of 

                                                
252Judith B. Hecker, “Ensor Posada,” in Modern Starts: People, Places, Things, ed. John Elderfield, et. al. 
(New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2000), 74-83. 
253Deborah Wilk, “Nine Guitars,” Modern Starts: People, Places, Things, ed. John Elderfield, et. al. (New 
York: Museum of Modern Art, 2000), 309-312. 
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conclusions drawn and redrawn, of works judged important and by repeated 
showings confirmed – but constantly reevaluated – in their importance. In simple 
terms, think of the number of times that certain paintings, sculptures, drawings, 
prints, photographs, design objects, or films have been seen, and of the number 
and variety of contexts in which they have appeared.254 

Having noted the canonical nature of the Modern’s collection and emphasizing the 

malleability of historical narratives, the exhibition went on to reinforce the existing 

historical narrative already fully on display at MoMA – the exhibition emphasized Paris 

as the artistic center of the Western world from 1929 through 1948 until it was eclipsed 

by New York in the post-war period. The Latin American artists included in Making 

Choices were all Mexican (Orozco, Siquieros, Alvarez Bravo, etc.) with the exception of 

the Brazilian landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx making an appearance in 1948.  

 Open Ends, the final installation in the exhibition cycle, focused on contemporary 

work. In this instance, the exhibition and the catalogue functioned independently. The 

exhibition presented works created between 1960 and 2000 while the catalogue featured 

only works produced between 1980 and 2000. The curators, Kirk Varnedoe, Paula 

Antonelli, and Joshua Siegel, subdivided their installment of Modern Starts into twelve 

categories: Actual Size, Architecture Hot & Cold, Innocence & Experience, Matter, Pop 

& After, Counter-Monuments & Memory, One Thing After Another, Sets & Situations, 

Minimalism & After, The Path of Resistance, White Spectrum, and Selected Large-Scale 

Works & Installations. Within the exhibition, Latin American artists appeared in 

Counter-Monuments & Memory (KCHO’s The Infinite Column I and Felix         

Gonzalez-Torres’ Untitled (Death by Gun)), Minimalism & After (Felix             

Gonzalez-Torres’ Untitled (Placebo)), The Path of Resistance (Felix Gonzalez-Torres 

Untitled (Supreme Majority)), White Spectrum (Vik Muniz’s, three selections from the 
                                                
254Peter Galassi, Robert Storr, and Anne Umland, “Introduction,” in Making Choices: 1929, 1939, 1948, 
1955, ed. Peter Galassi, Robert Storr, and Anne Umland (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2000), 13-
17. 
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Pictures of Children Series), and  Selected Large-Scale Works & Installations (Teresita 

Fernandez’s, Hothouse and Ernesto Neto’s, Tás ti cabun . . . What life gives to us . . . Ta 

titan be . . . What we give to life). The intention of the exhibition was to highlight 

important additions to the collection made during the years considered by the show.255 

The catalog organized the selections from 1980 to 2000 by year of creation: 1986 

(Eugenio Dittborn), 1987 (Jac Leirner), 1989 (Edin Velez, Rafael Viñoly, Jose 

Leonilson), 1990 (Felix Gonzalez-Torres), 1991 (Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Abelardo 

Morrell), 1992 (Guillermo Kuitca, Jose Leonilson, Gabriel Orozco), 1993 (Ximena 

Cuevas), 1995 (KCHO, Doris Salcedo), 1996 (KCHO, Gabriel Orozco, Vik Muniz), and 

1998 (Gabriel Orozco, Enrique Chagoya). In total, fourteen artists of Latin American 

descent were included in a catalog of some four hundred artists.256  

 As a counterpoint to Modern Starts, the museum also presented Modern Art 

Despite Modernism organized by Robert Storr. Storr’s exhibition departed from the 

premise that all art produced during the Modern Era regardless of its form or content 

should be considered modern, a position that ran counter to the assertions generally made 

by MoMA’s permanent collection display that Modern Starts so closely echoed. Yet, 

Modern Art Despite Modernism, like the rest of the cycle, primarily focused on Latin 

American figuration and included a section on just that subject featuring figurative works 

by Kahlo, Siqueiros, Orozco and Rivera.257 

 

                                                
255Kirk Varnedoe, Paula Antonelli, Joshua Siegel, and Anna Hammond, “Open Ends,” MoMA vol. 3 no. 6 
(Sept., 2000), 2-9.  
256Kirk Varnedoe, Paula Antonelli, and Joshua Siegel, eds. Modern Contemporary: Art at MoMA since 
1980 (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2000).  
257Robert Storr, Modern Art Despite Modernism, exh. cat. (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2000).  
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New Perspectives in Latin American Art 1930-2006 (2006) 

Opening in 2006, New Perspectives in Latin American Art: Selections from a 

Decade of Acquisitions featured works acquired or donated to the museum since 1996. 

The exhibition, organized by Pérez-Oramas, included several gifts given to the museum 

by Phelps de Cisneros. The show, like several exhibitions organized in the wake of Latin 

American Artists of the Twentieth Century including The Geometry of Hope (2006) 

organized by the Blanton Museum of Art in Austin,  Inverted Utopias (2004) at the MFA 

Houston, and Heterotopías (2000) one of the Reina Sofia’s Versiones del sur, presented a 

new paradigm for Latin American art that focused primarily on geometric abstraction and 

constructivism produced during the 1940s, 50s, and 60s, optical and kinetic art, and 

conceptualism, mainly from South American countries. The exhibition presented a strong 

counterpoint to the largely figurative and surreal focus of the museum’s early collecting 

practices.258  

CONCLUSION 

In his introduction to the Modern Starts (2000) catalog, curator John Elderfield 

and his co-curators discussed the installation of the museum’s permanent collection. They 

acknowledged the influence Barr’s leadership and ideas continue to wield within the 

museum noting that all the installations of the permanent collection had been only slight 

variations on his original conception of the development of modern art.259 Elsewhere 

Pérez-Oramas echoed this assessment noting that the problem of Latin American art at 

the Museum of Modern Art was that of attempting to integrate a geographically bound 

                                                
258Kaira M. Cabañas, “If the Grid is the New Palm Tree of Latin American Art,” Oxford Art Journal 33:3 
(2010), 365-383. Roberta Smith, “Latin American Modernism, the Sequel,” New York Times November 23, 
2007.  
259John Elderfield, et. al, “Making Modern Starts,” in Modern Starts: People, Places, Things, ed. John 
Elderfield, et. al. (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2000), 17. 
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collection into one organized around primarily formal concerns.260 The disconnect 

between MoMA’s formal concerns and the differential development of modern art in 

Latin American cultures explains, at least in part, the relative success of exhibiting 

contemporary Latin American art at the Museum and the difficulty in effectively 

integrating the historical works into the existing curatorial framework.  

It is true that a series of initiatives in the 1990s including the organization of 

exhibitions of the existing Latin American collection, increased acquisitions funded in 

part by wealthy Latin American donors, and research initiatives increased the degree of 

attention paid to the region. In 2009, MoMA launched Contemporary and Modern Art 

Perspectives in a Global Age Initiative (C-MAP). The initiative is an inter-departmental 

research program intended to increase curatorial expertise in East Asia, Central and 

Eastern Europe, and Latin America. The goal of the initiative is defined as follows,  

“The scope and methodologies of C-MAP research questions the judgments that 
grow out of the assumption that artistic modernism is or was determined only by 
the Western European and North American narratives of early twentieth-century 
avant-gardes. The aim of C-MAP is to understand more fully the historical 
imperatives and changing conditions of transnational networks of artistic practice 
and to seek verbal and material accounts of histories that often have been little 
known outside their countries of origin.”261  

C-MAP indicates MoMA’s willingness to interrogate the limitations implied by canonical 

art history. The influence of these efforts within the museum and on institutional practice 

remains unclear.  

The goals of collecting efforts in the 1990s and to the present were and are aimed 

at filling in gaps left by the vagaries or intentional omissions of early policies.262 Pérez-

Oramas wrote,  

                                                
260Pérez-Oramas, “The Art of Babel in the Americas,” 35. 
261 For more information see, http://www.moma.org/learn/intnlprograms/globalresearch#overview.  
262Pérez-Oramas, “The Art of Babel in the Americas,” 37.  
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At the beginning of the 1990s, and perhaps for the first time in the Museum’s 
history, a series of institutional, historical, and strategic developments contributed 
to an awareness within the Museum of the existence of a specific history of Latin 
American art – and of a difference inherent in that history. Among those 
developments were the renewal of democratic forms of government in a number 
of Latin American nations; a perceptible shift in U.S. foreign policy in the region; 
a growing internationalization of the art world; the emergence of collections of 
Latin American art with international profiles within and beyond the Americas; 
and, finally, the resurgence of efforts by Museum curators and trustees to support 
the collecting and exhibiting of works by artists from Latin America.263 

The shift in practice at the curatorial and institutional level acknowledged by           

Pérez-Oramas in this statement is interesting for several reasons. First, it is an 

acknowledgment of the role of global politics and national concerns in the development 

of institutional policy. Secondly, it succinctly summarizes the significant factors, 

discussed in the previous chapter, responsible for rekindling an interest in Latin 

American art in the donors and visitors. Yet, unlike the other museums considered here, 

MoMA is the only institution to lack a cohesive curatorial vision or theoretical 

perspective on the art of the region. It seems the structural limitations of the existing 

curatorial framework of the collection prevent a comprehensive integration of the Latin 

American collection into the extant narrative. The historical and persistent failure to 

integrate Latin America into the Museum of Modern Art in spite of a purported 

“recommitment” to the region inspired other institutions, specifically those considered in 

this study, to challenge MoMA’s curatorial approach to the area.  

 

 

 

 
 

                                                
263Ibid.  
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Chapter 3: A New Canon for Latin American Art  

Mari Carmen Ramírez and the Museum of Fine Arts Houston264 

To attempt to reduce the complexity of these cultural groups to models of 
representation predicated on categories of Euro-American aesthetic development 
is to continue to perpetuate the legacy of exclusion, incorporation, and 
domination. From this point of view, the principle issue at stake for the post-1992 
agenda is not so much that of denouncing the self-centered authority of Europe or 
North America as that of engaging the specificity of the Latin American/Latino 
realities. In order to understand the overall implications of this project, we must 
approach it from the perspective of the artists themselves and their tradition. From 
this vantage point, it is the United States and Europe that constitute the “other.”265 

Mari Carmen Ramírez (1992) 

The story of Latin American art at the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston is the 

story of one woman. MFAH director Peter Marzio appointed Mari Carmen Ramírez, 

Already one of the most visible and vociferous promoters of Latin American art in the 

United States, the Wortham Curator of Latin American Art in 2001. Together Ramírez 

and Marzio set out to assemble the most important collection of Latin American art in the 

United States.266 Marzio saw an opportunity to put the MFAH and Houston on the list of 

global cultural destinations.267 For her part Ramírez, was eager to capitalize on the 

“unique artistic, geographic, demographic, and economic circumstances” of the city in 

                                                
264 Portions of this chapter were previously published in the article Camila Maroja and Abigail Winograd, 
““Vectors or Constellations? Frederico Morais’s and Mari Carmen Ramírez’s Curatorial Narratives of 
Latin American Art.” Artl@s Bulletin, 3, no. 2 (2015): Article 6. The author and co-author cowrote the 
paper, presented it at the conference Exhibiting and Narrating Latin American Art held at the Instituto 
Torcuato di Tella in Buenos Aires June 1-7, 2014, and subsequently published the paper. This was a 
collaborative effort to which both authors contributed an equal amount of effort and research. My thanks go 
to Camila Maroja as well as the organizers of the seminar and its participants for their feedback.  
265Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Beyond the ‘Fantastic’: Framing Identity in U.S. Exhibitions of Latin American 
Art,” Art Journal 51 no. 4 (Winter, 1992): 66-67. 
266Arthur Lubow, “After Frida,” New York Times Magazine, March 23, 2008. 
267Ibid., and Peter Marzio, “Foreword,” in Collecting Latin American Art for the 21st Century, ed. Mari 
Carmen Ramírez and Theresa Papanikolas (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts, 2002), 1.  
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order to launch a multipronged effort aimed at making visible the long, hidden history of 

Latin American art.  

 Born in San Juan, Puerto Rico, Ramírez attended the University of Puerto Rico 

and received her Ph.D. from the University of Chicago in 1989. She began her curatorial 

career as the Assistant Director of the Ponce Art Museum in Puerto Rico. Just before 

earning her degree from Chicago in 1989, Ramírez became the first curator of Latin 

American art in the United States, a position she occupied at the Archer M. Huntington 

Art Gallery, later the Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art, at the University of Texas at 

Austin, starting in 1988.268 In Austin, Ramírez began earnestly and actively drafting new 

aesthetic maps of the region drawing attention to artists from South America, particularly 

from Argentina, Brazil, and Uruguay, working in abstract, constructivist, and conceptual 

modes. The artists, movements, and styles, extensively researched, documented, 

translated, interpreted, and placed within an innovative framework, became the signature 

of the program which Ramírez elaborated over the course of her time at the Blanton and 

formed the basis and working method for her future undertakings at the MFAH. 269 

The most significant aspect of Ramírez’s tenure at the University of Texas was 

the establishment of a philosophical program that continues to define her curatorial 

                                                
268The subject of Ramírez’s dissertation was Mexican Muralism. See Mari Carmen Ramírez-Garcia, “The 
Ideology and Politics of the Mexican Mural Movement: 1920-1925,” (Ph.D. Diss., University of Chicago, 
1998). 
269 In Austin, Ramírez benefited from access to Jacqueline Barnitz who pioneered the study of Latin 
American art, first at the SUNY Stony Brook, the University of Pittsburgh, and finally the University of 
Texas as an area worthy of academic attention. A professor at the University of Texas since 1981, Barnitz 
wrote the standard textbook on Latin American art Twentieth-Century Art of Latin America, which is 
published by the University of Texas Press. Barnitz’s students have gone on to occupy important curatorial 
and academic positions internationally. Another important resource for Ramírez was the collection of 
collector and art historian Barbara Duncan. Duncan amassed one of the most important collections of post-
1960s art from Latin American in the United States before her death. The majority of the collection was 
donated to the Blanton. Her papers were donated to the Nettie Lee Benson Latin American Collection also 
housed at the University of Texas. The scholarly and archival resources in Latin American art at the 
University of Texas at Austin have not been but are surely worthy of a scholarly analysis. 
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practice. Her first two exhibitions, El Taller Torres-García: The School of the South and 

Its Legacy (1992) and Encounters/Displacements: Luis Camnitzer, Alfredo Jaar, Cildo 

Meireles (1992), featured the primary avenues of research that Ramírez would continue 

to pursue: constructivism and political conceptualism.270 The three basic elements of both 

exhibitions (accumulation and research of documents, consideration of social/historical 

context, and the translation of texts) formed the foundation of all Ramírez’s future 

projects.  

Her working method determined, Ramírez laid out the challenges of exhibiting 

Latin American art. Writing in the catalog for Encounters/Displacements, she argued the 

reality of Latin America was one of “hybridization,” a state of being which could best be 

dissected piecemeal. Ramírez wrote,  

Undertaking such an encompassing task, in its unreachable wholeness, from our 
present position (of critics, artists, common people) can only be possible through 
the detail, the fragment, the piece. Metonym/synecdoche, tropes whereby the part 
represents the whole, become the most adequate means to reveal the unfolding of 
this distance.271 

This position forms the basis of Ramírez’s idea of constellation, originally deployed in 

Re-aligning Vision: Alternative Currents in South American Drawing.272 The constellar 

model, developed over the course of the past two decades, has become the dominant 

theoretical framework for all the thematic exhibitions Ramírez has organized to date. Her 

                                                
270 Ramírez did not abandon figuration entirely. She did include figurative works that tended toward 
parody, kitsch, or the grotesque (in exhibitions like Cantos Parallelos). In many ways, this type of 
figurative painting was closely allied with the political conceptualism she championed. Mari Carmen 
Ramírez, El Taller Torres-García: The School of the South and Its Legacy, exh. cat. (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1992). Mari Carmen Ramírez, et. al, Encounters/Displacements: Luis Camnitzer, Alfredo 
Jaar, Cildo Meireles, exh. cat. (Austin: Archer M. Huntington Art Gallery, 1992).  
271Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Re-Installing the Echo Chamber of the Past,” in Encounters/Displacements: 
Luis Camnitzer, Alfredo Jaar, Cildo Meireles, exh. cat. (Austin: Archer M. Huntington Art Gallery, 1992), 
10. 
272Mari Carmen Ramírez and Edith Gibson, eds. Re-Aligning Vision: Alternative Currents in South 
American Drawing, exh. cat. (Austin: Archer M. Huntington Gallery, University of Texas, 1997), 18-25. 
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efforts have helped to firmly establish a narrative of Latin American art as modern 

(abstract) and sophisticated (conceptual) and to affirm the centrality of political and 

constructive art, a narrative reinforced by several later shows that heightened the 

visibility of the artists associated with her curatorial initiatives.273 Ramírez has played a 

fundamental role in elaborating the depth and variety of Latin American modernism and 

done much to challenge existing stereotypes related to the figurative and fantastic.274  

While she was establishing a program and a rationale, Ramírez was also 

participating in a theoretical debate about the role of curators and institutions in 

increasing the visibility of Latin American art. Attending a symposium in Brazil on the 

occasion of the First Mercosul Biennial, Ramírez participated in the Biennial’s seminars, 

presenting the paper “Más allá de la identidad: Apuntes sobre la globalización y el arte 

en América Latina” (“Beyond identity: Notes on globalization and art in Latin 

America”).275 Ramírez questioned the ability of curators and exhibitions to challenge 

and/or replace existing canonical inequities. Her lecture explored the internationalization 

of Latin American art, drawing specific attention to “a hierarchical and unequal” 

representation of the region in an international art world that remained dependent on the 

                                                
273See, for instance, Tropicália: A Revolution in Brazilian Culture (MCA Chicago and the Bronx 
Museum of the Arts, U.S., 2006); The Geometry of Hope: Latin American Abstract Art from the Patricia 
Phelps de Cisneros Collection (The Blanton Museum of Art, U.S., 2007); and América Latina 1960-2013 
Photographs (Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain, France, and Museo Amparo in Puebla, Mexico; 
2013-2014), among many others. 
274For an analysis of this phenomenon see, Daniel Quiles’s “Exhibition as Network, Network as Curator: 
Canonizing Art from ‘Latin America’,” Artl@s Bulletin 3, no. 1 (2014): Article 7. For related exhibitions 
consider, Tropicália: A Revolution in Brazilian Culture (MCA Chicago and the Bronx Museum of the Arts, 
U.S., 2006); The Geometry of Hope: Latin American Abstract Art from the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros 
Collection (The Blanton Museum of Art, U.S., 2007); and América Latina 1960-2013 
Photographs (Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain, France, and Museo Amparo in Puebla, Mexico; 
2013-2014), among many others. 
275The Mercosul Biennial organized an international seminar titled “A América Latina vista da Europa e 
dos Estados Unidos.” Ramírez presented in the panel “Globalization and Latin American art,” together with 
Maria Amélia Bulhões and Carlos Basualdo on November 3, 1997. 
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hegemonic art circuits as the bestowers of cultural legitimacy.276 Advocating for a “new 

geography of cultural power” more global and less hierarchical, Ramírez ended her paper 

by questioning the ability of a regional effort such as the Mercosul Biennial to generate 

an apparatus of local or continental legitimization that could anticipate or surpass the 

center’s recognition. 

 

A CURATORIAL MANIFESTO: “BEYOND THE FANTASTIC”277 

In the winter of 1992, Ramírez’s essay, “Beyond ‘The Fantastic’: Framing 

Identity in U.S. Exhibitions of Latin American Art,” appeared in Art Journal. The issue, 

edited by Luis Camnitzer and Shifra Goldman, reflected on the year of the Columbian 

quincentennial and brought together important scholars, curators, and artists to address 

the subject of Latin America as an idea.278 Ramírez’s contribution dissected the problems 

facing curators, institutions, and artists exhibiting Latin American art in North American 

venues. The essay was a reflection on the set of conditions and restrictions she had 

already experienced and, in retrospect, can be read as a curatorial manifesto that 

contained the blueprint for Ramírez’s future efforts.  

She began by critiquing the treatment of Latin American and Latino art which she 

argued, with some exceptions but always as a coda, had been systematically excluded 

from the history of art at an academic and institutional level. Further, Ramírez took aim 

at the market, the disproportionate attention and resources directed at a small portion of 

Latin American cultural production, and the exhibition boom of the 1980s. In her 
                                                
276Although there was a project to publish the conference’s proceedings, the papers remain unpublished. 
Some of them, including Ramírez’s, are available at the FBAVM / NDP. 
277Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Beyond the ‘Fantastic’: Framing Identity in U.S. Exhibitions of Latin American 
Art,” Art Journal 51 no. 4 (Winter, 1992): 60-68. 
278Contributors included Gerardo Mosquera, Oscar E. Vázquez, Jeanette Favrot Peterson, David 
Underwood, Nelly Richard, Susana Torruella Leval. 
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assessment, all three of these factors were intertwined and inextricably linked to U.S. 

political interests and a perpetuation of American cultural imperialism. As such, Ramírez 

viewed her role as curator in inherently political terms.279  

Ramírez contended the problem undergirding the invisibility of Latin America art 

was the persistence of myths and stereotypes that obscured the reality and complexity of 

the region. Paramount among the pernicious falsehoods relegating Latin America to the 

periphery, she argued, was the perpetuation of the notion of Latin American art as 

existing outside of the Western tradition, despite the fact that the colonial legacy of Latin 

America was predicated upon a formative and sustained relationship to European and 

North American societies. As such, she reasoned it was impossible to consider the 

cultural production of Latin American art as external to western art but rather should be 

considered an alternative expression of western culture. She placed the onus for the 

perpetuation of this fallacy squarely on the shoulders of North American curators and 

institutions. The problem, Ramírez suggested, was the inadequacy of curatorial 

frameworks based on linear models which allowed for the persistent misperception of the 

regional artistic production as derivative. Specifically, she argued visitors were, 

“incapable of viewing the arts of non-First World societies without the ethnological lens 

that resulted from colonialism.”280 

                                                
279 Ramírez’s article was included in Gerardo Mosquera’s 1996 compendium of contemporary criticism in 
Latin American art. Gerardo Mosquera, Beyond the Fantastic (London: The Institute of Contemporary Art; 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press), 1996. 
280Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Beyond the ‘Fantastic,’ 62. In a later essay written in 1997, Ramírez defined 
her three primary objections to the survey exhibition. First, they developed around the ‘naïve assumption,’ 
that historical developments occurred in a neat, linear fashion. Second, they operated under the delusion 
that it is possible to accurately represent a specific artistic moment. Finally, that this particular delusion 
relies upon curatorial authority to present an uncontestable truth. See Mari Carmen Ramírez and Edith 
Gibson, eds. Re-Aligning Vision: Alternative Currents in South American Drawing, exh. cat. (Austin: 
Archer M. Huntington Gallery, University of Texas, 1997), 18-25. 
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Ramírez also singled out the survey exhibition as the primary vehicle driving the 

continued misunderstandings of Latin America;281 a format she accused of tending 

towards, “reductionism and homogenization.”282 In this, she echoed an argument made by 

Homi Bhabha in the same year. Bhabha argued that large retrospective exhibitions tended 

to reassert the primacy of western museological structures, namely a linear, evolutionary 

narrative based in the canon, even when they attempted to deconstruct them.283 Of 

particular concern for Ramírez was her belief that curators tended to impose a vision of 

continental identity onto works of art based entirely on the exoticism associated with the 

Latin American/Latino as “other”. Identity with regard to Latin America, Ramírez 

argued, “was conceived of in terms of a primal, ahistorical, and instinctual essence that 

was presumed to convey the peculiarities of the Latin American character by allowing 

itself to be expressed through art.”284 The curatorial imposition of a unified identity was 

justified by appeals to authenticity, another nebulous concept inevitably tied to 

expressions or appropriations of indigenous aesthetics or subject matter. This, Ramírez 

asserted, explained the predominance of Mexican Muralism in the public imaginary of 

Latin American cultural production as it enshrined native culture and was, therefore, 

easily assimilated to preconceived notions of Latin American identity.285 If the public 

                                                
281Ramírez’s article assessed three specific exhibitions: Art of the Fantastic: Latin America, 1920-1987, 
Indianapolis Museum of Art (1987), Images of Mexico: The Contribution of Mexico to Twentieth-Century 
Art, Frankfurt Kunsthalle (1988), and Hispanic Art in the United States: Thirty Contemporary Painters and 
Sculptors, Museum of Fine Arts Houston (1988)  
282Ibid, 63. 
283Homi Bhabha (1992), “Double Visions,” in Grasping the World: The Idea of the Museum, ed. Donald 
Preziosi and Claire Farago (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2004), 236-241. 
284Ibid.  
285Mexico role in perceptions of Latin American art are large, persuasive, and difficult to overcome. 
Mexico’s position in relationship to the United States, which became the capitol of the modern art in the 
wake of World War II, and the artistic exchange which occurred between those two countries often eclipsed 
the active and vibrant artistic scenes occurring in countries through Central and South America which bore 
little or no resemblance to the art of the Mexican Revolution. 
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perceived the folkloric or appropriations of indigenous aesthetics as synonymous with 

authenticity, any artists whose work directly engaged European art was deemed to be 

unoriginal, ultimately reinforcing the “otherness” of the region. 286 It was the duty of the 

curator, according to Ramírez, to disabuse the museum-going audience of this 

misconception by presenting alternative artists, movements, and theories that challenged 

the market and art historical orthodoxy.  

Ramírez argued it would only be possible to break this cycle of misrepresentation 

through the development of new curatorial models able to accurately convey the 

multiplicity of Latin American identity.  She also felt it necessary to emphasize that 

within the Latin American context, identity and constructions of identity were frequently 

deployed by artists as modes of resistance. This spirit of resistance, she argued, “partly 

explains why, despite its pluralism of identities and modes of expression, a common trait 

of art produced in Latin America is its constant reference to the social or geographic 

context in which it is produced.”287 Also essential was reclaiming the value of hybridity, 

a characteristic of Latin American culture produced by several factors including its 

                                                
286As Néstor García Canclini notes, the history of modern art has primarily been a narration of national 
schools of art. However, massive migration/emigration, communication technologies, and other aspects of 
the globalized world make the association of movements and style with nationality increasingly tricky. The 
challenge for museums is to reflect a changing national and global culture. The problem with the 
multicultural model is that it attempts to replace national identity with ethnic identity. Even though critics, 
such as Gerardo Mosquera, Shifra Goldman, and others point out, ethnic identity tends to collapse 
distinctions and create affinities among disparate groups. Perhaps the four most visible and recognizable 
artists from Latin America are Frida Kahlo, Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siquieros, and Jose Clemente 
Orozco. The unique and exotic world of Kahlo and the three Mexican Muralists worked in the inter-war 
period in post-Revolutionary Mexico. See Néstor García Canclini, “Modernity after Postmodernity,” in 
Beyond the Fantastic. See Homi Bhabha, “Double Visions,” in Grasping the World: The Idea of the 
Museum, ed. Donald Preziosi and Claire Farago (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2004), 236-241. Arlene Davila, 
“Latinizing Culture: Art, Museums, and the Politics of U.S. Multicultural Encompassment,” Cultural 
Anthropology 14 (1999): 180-202. Gerardo Mosquera, “Goodbye Identity, Welcome Difference,” Third 
Text 15 (2001): 25-32. Shifra Goldman, “Homogenizing Hispanic Art,” in Resisting Categories: Latin 
American and/or Latino?, ed. Hector Olea and Melina Kervandjian (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts 
Houston, 2012), 1077-1084. 
287Ibid, 67. 
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complicated relationship to various colonial powers, religious traditions, and the variable 

growth of modern, industrial economies. According to Ramírez, this change could only 

be affected through the training and hiring of curators familiar with the area who could 

then replace neocolonial relationships (vertical axis) with those that fostered exchange 

(horizontal exchange).   

 

THE CONSTELLAR MODEL: CHALLENGING THE SURVEY 

As we move into the new century, the task of eradicating these dubious 
characterizations must proceed from a tactical consideration of such issues as the 
exhaustion of identity frameworks, the failure of multiculturalism, the dynamics 
of legitimation, and their irreversible impact on the shifting function of 
curators.288 

Mari Carmen Ramírez (2000) 

Ramírez first used the constellation as a theoretical framework for the exhibition 

Re-Aligning Vision (1997) and further elaborated the concept in the article, 

“Constellations: Toward a Radical Questioning of Dominant Curatorial Models,” 

published in 2000.289 The constellation would become the central organizing principle of 

her two most important exhibitions to date, Heterotopias, organized for the MNCARS in 

2000, and Inverted Utopias, at the MFAH in 2004. The constellar model developed in 

response to what Ramírez considered the failures of multiculturalism and identity politics 

to adequately address the marginalization of Latin American and Latino artists. Her 

solution was a curatorial model which rejected artists, movements, and countries 

                                                
288Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Constellations: Toward a Radical Questioning of Dominant Curatorial 
Models,” in Art Journal 59:1 (Spring, 2000): 14. 
289 Ramírez, “Constellations: Toward a Radical Questioning of Dominant Curatorial Models.” Mari 
Carmen Ramirez, ed. Mari Carmen Ramírez and Edith Gibson, eds. Re-Aligning Vision: Alternative 
Currents in South American Drawing, exh. cat. (Austin: Archer M. Huntington Gallery, University of 
Texas, 1997), 18-25. Ramirez used a similar scheme in Cantos Paralelos: Visual Parody in Contemporary 
Argentinian Art (Austin: Jack S. Blanton Museum of Art, 1999).  
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recognized by the market in favor of lesser known individuals with established 

reputations in their countries of origin. The model was relational in its formulation and 

designed to address the oversights of canonical art history. The constellation used the 

synecdoche as a point of reference; by highlighting specific artists and movements 

Ramírez intended to illuminate theoretical and aesthetics networks that would, over time, 

reveal a broader historical narrative.290 Following the logic of the argument laid out in her 

previous critical essays and convinced that cultural knowledge equaled power, Ramírez 

opted to dispense with the notion of neutrality as a curatorial value arguing it was vitally 

important that curators act as, “brokers, translators, or cultural agents,” actively engaged 

in the struggle for legitimation and recognition.291 

Ramírez established her curatorial voice at the MFAH with the show Inverted 

Utopias (2004), which she co-curated with Hector Olea (Figure 3.1). The exhibition built 

upon the structure elaborated in Heterotopias, part of the monumental project Versiones 

del Sur, a quintet of shows mounted by the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia 

in Madrid from 2000 to 2001 (the rest of those exhibitions will be discussed in-depth in 

the following chapter).292 Within that quintet of exhibitions in Madrid, Heterotopías: 

Medio siglo sin lugar, 1918-1968 constituted a relatively traditional survey of the           

avant-garde artistic practices in Latin America (Figure 3.2).293 Structurally, the exhibition 
                                                
290Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Constellations: Toward a Radical Questioning of Dominant Curatorial 
Models.” 
291Ibid, 14. See also Mari Carmen Ramirez, “Brokering Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of 
Representation,” in Thinking about Exhibitions, ed. Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson, and Sandy Nairn 
(London: Routledge, 1996), 21-38. 
292Heterotopias also used a constellar model but differed slightly in its organization—it had seven instead 
of five constellations. Cf. Heterotopias: Medio sin lugar: 1918-1968 (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofia, 2000).  
293This critique of Inverted Utopias was noted by Taina Caragol and Isobel Whitelegg in a paper presented 
at the conference “Latin America: The Last Avant-Garde.” Their argument is cited by Sérgio B. Martins. 
Caragol and Whitelegg argued the exhibition largely replicated the traditional survey format despite its 
claims to challenge the format. See Martins, Constructing an Avant-Garde: Art in Brazil, 1949-1979 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2013), 7. 
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revolved around investigations of countries (largely Argentina, Brazil, Columbia, 

Uruguay, and Venezuela) and cities (Bogotá, Buenos Aires, Caracas, Mexico City, Rio 

de Janeiro, and São Paulo). The artistic production of smaller countries, those dominated 

by figurative or Indigenist movements, were mostly absent from the exhibition. A 

significant contribution of Ramírez’s and Olea’s Versión was an emphasis on artists of 

European descent who became active artistically after arriving in Latin America as 

immigrants - many of them Jews fleeing religious persecution in European countries – 

including Luis Camnitzer, Gego, Gyula Kosice, and Mira Schendel. Likewise, 

Heterotopías examined the relationship between European and Latin American trends by 

examining the legacies of artists, like Torres-García and Lucio Fontana, with extensive 

ties to canonical movements of modern art. Using the constellation as an organizing 

principle (a feature to be discussed shortly), the exhibition featured seven related groups 

(Kinetic, Advancer, Concrete-Constructive, Optic-Haptic, Universalist-Autochthonous, 

Contrarian, and Conceptual). The connections between these groups were illustrated in a 

diagram included in the exhibition catalog (Figure 3.3).  

The structure and theoretical formulation of Heterotopías was transmitted, in a 

slightly altered form to Inverted Utopias though the diagram accompanying the 

exhibition was slightly reduced (Figure 3.4). In Inverted Utopias, Ramírez and Olea 

defined six binaries (Progression and Rupture, Universal and Vernacular, Play and Grief, 

Vibrational and Stationary, Touch and Gaze, and Cryptic and Committed). The catalog 

also remained largely unchanged. However, essays about Torres-García’s formative years 

in Barcelona and Dr. Atl’s relationship to the Mexican aristocracy were not republished 

in the MFAH’s catalog.294 At the MFAH, the curators and Marzio proudly trumpeted the 
                                                
294Cuauhtémoc Medina, “El Dr. Atl y la aristocracia: monto de una dueda vanguardista,” in Heterotopias: 
Medio sin lugar: 1918-1968 (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000), 77-84. Robert 
Lubar, “Arte-Evolucíon: Joaquín Torres-García y la formacíon social de la vanguardia en Barcelona,” in 
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exhibition as a mission statement; an opportunity to showcase their vision of the 

continent and a blueprint for how they would develop a collection featuring the most 

complete narrative of Latin American modernism in a North American museum. Ramírez 

remarked, “We are using ‘Inverted Utopias’ as a kind of blueprint for the artists and 

works that we aspire to.”295 Ramírez and Olea made the transgressive goals of the 

exhibition clear with another change to the Reina Sofia catalog. In Houston, the catalog 

began not with Cuauhtémoc Medina’s appraisal of Dr. Atl but with Benedito Nunes’, 

“Anthropophagic Utopia: Barbarian Metaphysics,” an examination of Brazil’s 

Antropofagia, a movement that directed its followers to cannibalize European tradition in 

the search for something new and authentically of Brazil.296 

The premise of both shows pivoted around Ramírez’s and Olea’s characterization 

of Latin American avant-gardes in opposition to the historical European avant-gardes.297 

Ramírez wrote, 

Instead of the forward thrust that modernization imposed on the European historic 
avant-gardes, Latin Americans went back to their glorious, untainted past in 
search of the chimerical elements for their avant-garde approach.298 

In order to highlight this difference, the exhibition reactivated the concept of Utopia, an 

idea deeply intertwined with the place of Latin America in the global imaginary as 

ahistorical. Ramirez’s goal with the exhibition, and at the MFAH, was to establish the 

                                                                                                                                            
Heterotopias: Medio sin lugar: 1918-1968 (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000), 
93-101. 
295Ramírez quoted by Arthur Lubow. Cf. Arthur Lubow, “After Frida,” New York Times Magazine, March 
23, 2008. 
296Benedito Nunes, “Anthropophagic Utopia: Barbarian Metaphysics,” in Inverted Utopias: Avant Garde 
Art in Latin America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 57-62. 
297The historical avant-gardes Ramírez refers to are Cubism, Futurism, Dadaism, Constructivism, and 
Surrealism. See Ramírez and Olea, “Prologue,” in Inverted Utopias: Avant Garde Art in Latin America 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), xv. 
298Mari Carmen Ramírez, “A Highly Topical Utopia: Some Outstanding Features of the Avant-Garde in 
Latin America,” in Inverted Utopias: Avant Garde Art in Latin America (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2004), 3. 
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quality and depth of Latin American artistic production; a gesture of repudiation intended 

as a rebuke to North American and European histories of art, which had marginalized the 

contributions and innovations of Latin America artists for centuries.  

Yet, Inverted Utopias, as part of Ramírez’s broader goals, was more than a 

revision of existing chronologies; at stake was the completion of a story of Modernism 

that had only been partially and selectively elaborated. As Ramírez’s and Olea’s project 

would take place in a North-American institution, it represented an opportunity to 

critique the course of canonical art history from within the center and thus the chance to 

initiate “a new geography of power,” similar to the one she had espoused in her 1997 

presentation. In his analysis of the exhibitions, Daniel Quiles argues the titular shift from 

Heterotopías: Medio siglo sin-lugar, 1918-1968 (Heterotopias: A Half-Century Without-

Place: 1918-1968) to Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America signals a 

conscious move toward canonization. He writes,  

In general, ambiguities in the Spanish title and network diagram were clarified in 
Inverted Utopias, as exemplified in the slight change of title: from “half-century 
without place” to “avant-garde art in Latin America.” Both “avant-garde art” and 
“Latin America” are specific in a way that the prior exhibition had left more open-
ended, which suggests a self-aware act of canonization in the U.S. context that 
was perhaps less necessary in Spain. Both versions refuse the logic of the 
periphery: there cannot be center and periphery when one is “without place,” and 
the bolder declaration that the avant-garde was firmly planted in Latin America 
implicitly argues for usurpation, rather than coexistence, with Europe or North 
America.299 

Ramírez considered the United States the essential site from which to launch this kind of 

initiative, as it was the location of both the largest art market and the greatest population 

of individuals of Latin American descent in the world.300  

                                                
299Daniel Quiles, “Exhibition as Network, Network as Curator,” 69. 
300Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Latin American Art in Houston: Ten Years Later,” in Cosmopolitan Routes: 
Houston Collects Latin American Art, exh. cat. (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts, 2011), 13-18. 
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Much as they had in Heterotopias, Ramírez’s and Olea’s curatorial proposal 

relied heavily on existing theories of the avant-garde written by European theoreticians in 

order to elaborate a constellar model. The iterations of the constellation at the Reina Sofia 

and the MFAH, as explained by the curators, borrowed heavily from the conception of 

the “constellation” elaborated by Theodor Adorno in his Negative Dialectics (1966).301 

Adorno conceived the constellation as a site of juxtaposition in which it was possible to 

resist the tendency to reduce meaning to a common core, thereby preserving the tension 

between the universal and the particular, an essential idea for artists such as             

Torres-García.302 As the constellar scheme rejected the value of unification, the curators 

considered the flexibility of the constellation as a model—both in its theoretical 

deployment by Adorno and its schematic visual qualities—as an ideal tool to present a 

massive, group exhibition intended to challenge the conventions of the traditional survey 

format.303  

In order to emphasize the diversity and depth of the intellectual and aesthetic 

developments within Latin American, Ramírez and Olea strategically deployed artists’ 

manifestos, reproducing them in the gallery and the catalog.304 Though neither Ramírez 

nor Olea acknowledged the influence, their non-linear, schematic drawings bear striking 

                                                
301Héctor Olea, “Reflejo Constelar: Los Textos,” in Heterotopias: Medio sin lugar: 1918-1968 (Madrid: 
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000), 46. 
302Theodor Adorno, Negative Dialectics, trans. by E. B. Ashton (London: Routledge, [1966] 1973), 162-
163. It is also worth noting that the idea of a non-linear history encompassed in the constellation that was 
originally developed by Walter Benjamin and adapted by Adorno is undermined in the show by the 
presence of a particular temporal frame and its implied creation of hierarchy among movements and artists. 
See José Emilio Burucúa and Mario H. Gradowczyk, “¿Constelaciones o paranatelonta? Modelos y 
caprichos en la crítica del arte latinoamericano,” Ramona, Revista de Artes Visuales 31 (April, 2003) 4-16. 
Available on: http://www.ramona.org.ar/files/r31.pdf. 
303The curators argued that typical survey shows generally failed to coherently display disparate works and 
groups under a single organizing principle. See Mari Carmen Ramírez, “The Displacement of Utopias,” in 
Versions and Inversions. Perspectives on Avant Garde Art in Latin America, ed. Mari Carmen Ramírez and 
Héctor Olea (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 121-130. 
304Olea, “Reflejo Constelar: Los Textos,” 45-56. 
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similarities to Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome whose open model similarly allowed for 

the establishment of horizontal connections between disparate points.305 Martinican 

literary critic and writer, Édouard Glissant, had already foregrounded the relevance of the 

rhizomatic structure for the Americas in his Poetics of Relation (1997), a text which 

examined the hybrid nature of the francophone Caribbean.306  

Like Heterotopias, Inverted Utopias also asserted the fallacy of Latin American 

unity that according to the curators promoted reductive, essentialized characterizations of 

Latin American identity.307 Thus, the constellation model was fundamental to promote a 

heterogeneous view of the continent. Ramírez explained,  

As we know, a constellation is a series of randomly connected luminous points 
that have no intrinsic relationship to one another, yet whose primary function lies 
in their potential to orient travelers in the exploration of vast territories. 
Additionally, when subjected to the most rudimentary telescope, some of these 
points are revealed to stand for millions of other stars or even galaxies. When 
applied to the heterogeneous field of the Latin American avant-garde, such a 
malleable model allowed us to group artists from different countries and time 
periods into several ensembles focused on artistic, ideological, or thematic 
concerns. While concentrating in the “luminous points” for this exhibition, we 
were conscious, at any moment, of the trillions of stars left behind.308  

Inverted Utopias used the constellation to broadly critique the traditional narrations of 

modernism, as codified by institutions, like MoMA, which were responsible for 

establishing and imposing skewed authoritative paradigms.309 Inverted Utopias’ 

constellar model thus promoted itself as a critique of Barr’s arboreal diagram. In contrast, 

                                                
305Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus. 
306Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, trans. Betsy Wing (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1997).  
307Ibid. 
308Ibid., 126. 
309Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Reflexión heterotópica: las obras,” in Heterotopias: Medio sin lugar: 1918-
1968 (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000), 28. Ramírez, “A Highly Topical 
Utopia,” in Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America,ed. Mari Carmen Ramírez and Hector 
Olea (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 1. 



 118 

Ramírez and Olea’s “constellation” was defined by its rhizomatic flexibility—a quality 

that allowed for infinite growth and variation, making it capable of encompassing an 

ever-expanding body of works, artists, and movements. Under this framework, the shows 

spotlighted the constructive and conceptual art experiments of the Latin American    

avant-gardes, emphasizing their political dimension as a local characteristic. 

Following Adorno, the curators identified six “constellations” or pairs of 

opposing concepts: Universal and Vernacular, Play and Grief, Progression and Rupture, 

Vibrational and Stationary, Touch and Gaze, and Cryptic and Committed.310 Instead of 

grouping the art of the region under a single concept, Ramírez and Olea identified four 

defining characteristics of the Latin American avant-garde emphasizing its plurality.311 

The first was the aforementioned relationship to history defined by a regressive utopic 

vision, which accentuated a usable, original past for the continent. The second was a 

syncretic, formal eclecticism epitomized by Torres-García’s proposals for La Escuela del 

Sur (The School of the South), which called for a universal constructivism that inserted 

pre-Columbian iconography into the modernist grid. The selective assimilation of the 

European and American proposals produced the third defining feature of the Latin 

American avant-garde: hybridity and originality. In keeping with Adorno’s deployment 

of the constellation as able to encompass antagonistic ideas, these two concepts are 

reconciled within Ramírez’s and Olea’s conceptual framework via the elimination of the 

stigma associated with hybridity as a kind of derivation by equating selective assimilation 

with originality. Ramírez affirmed, “These are not adaptations of existing concepts . . . 

but rather original contributions denoting an interactive assimilation of Modernist, avant-

                                                
310Establishing categories or opposing pairs as part of the curatorial model had been a feature of Ramírez’s 
previous exhibitions such as Encounters/Displacements (1992) and Heterotopias (2000). It reappeared in 
Cosmopolitan Routes: Houston Collects Latin American Art (2011).  
311Ramírez, “A Highly Topical Utopia,” 3-5. 
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garde, and New World principles.”312 The final feature was a desire on the part of the 

artists and artistic movements to influence the social and political events of their 

respective countries, thus filling the space between art and social engagement. 

This fourth characteristic of Latin American art associates the artworks with their 

contexts and disseminates the notion of Latin American art as imminently political. An 

idea that was present in Frederico Morais’ First Mercosul Biennial and echoed the 

position Ramírez took in the 1993 article “Blueprint Circuits: Conceptual Art and Politics 

in Latin America,” included in the catalog of MoMA’s Twentieth Century Artists from 

Latin America, which she expanded in “Tactics for Thriving on Adversity: 

Conceptualism in Latin American Art, 1960-1980,” published in the catalog of the 

groundbreaking show Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin, 1950s-1980s (Queens 

Museum of Art, 1999) and was reproduced in the catalog for Inverted Utopias.313 In it, 

she underlined conceptualism as the second major development in modern art history, 

following the rebellions of the historical avant-gardes.314 She also located the specificity 

of Latin American conceptualism in its critique of the effectiveness of art in society 

rather than in the critique of institutions, markets, and objects, which defined North 

American Conceptualism.315  

                                                
312Ibid., 5. 
313See Camila Maroja and Abigail Winograd, ““Vectors or Constellations? Frederico Morais’s and Mari 
Carmen Ramírez’s Curatorial Narratives of Latin American Art.” Artl@s Bulletin, 3, no. 2 (2015): Article 
6. 
314Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Blueprint Circuits: Conceptual Art and Politics in Latin America,” in Latin 
American Artists of the Twentieth Century, ed. Waldo Rasmussen et al. (New York: Museum of Modern 
Art, 1993), 156-167. Mari Carmen Ramírez,“Tactics for Thriving on Adversity: Conceptualism in Latin 
America, 1960-1980,” in Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin, 1950s-1980s (New York: Queens 
Museum of Art, 1999), 53. The essay was also reproduced in the catalog for Inverted Utopias, see pages 
425-439. 
315Following Ramirez, when referring to Latin American conceptual practice we use the lower case 
“conceptualism.” In discussing the North American movement, Ramirez used capital C. 
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Following that argument delineated in Inverted Utopias, Ramírez and Olea 

identified the sixth pair, Cryptic and Committed, which explored the emergence and 

growth of Conceptual Art, as the constellation containing the most significant twentieth 

century artistic developments on the continent. The fourth characteristic of Latin 

American art—the political aspect—ended up conflated with Conceptual art and operated 

as Latin American art’s most important feature. This emphasis explains the prominent 

place that Ramírez assigned to the event Tucumán Arde—a moment she defined as a 

definitive “climax” in the progression of Latin American conceptualism.316 

Along with the Conceptual, Inverted Utopias privileged the permutations of 

abstraction and constructivism—the development of the associated movements 

occupying space in four of the six constellations: Universal and Vernacular (the School 

of the South), Progression and Rupture (Torres-García, Madí, and Neoconcretism), 

Vibrational and Stationary (Kinetic art), and Touch and Gaze (Op art). Conspicuously 

absent from the exhibition was any evidence of “the fantastic” or surreal which had 

dominated exhibitions of Latin American art up to that point. As art historian and curator 

Robert Storr stated in the seminar that accompanied the show,  

[T]here’s no Diego [Rivera], there’s no [Wifredo] Lam, there’s no [Roberto] 
Matta, and so on, in this exhibition. And it seems to me that the curatorial 
decisions taken in Houston are very wise. It does not depreciate their importance 
as artists, but it gets out of the way so that other things can be seen. And again, 
the task of an exhibition is to make something visible.317  

                                                
316Ramírez, “A Highly Topical Utopia,” 14. 
317Robert Storr, “Perspective of Exhibition Craft,” in Versions and Inversions. Perspectives on Avant 
Garde Art in Latin America, ed. Mari Carmen Ramírez and Héctor Olea (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2006), 217. 
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With Inverted Utopias, Ramírez and Olea wanted to consecrate a modern narrative for 

Latin American art at a distance from the fantastic and its previous association with the 

folkloric.318  

Heterotopías and Inverted Utopias were a response to earlier curatorial 

formulations and existing structures. In an effort to underline the intention of the critical 

objective of the exhibition, Ramírez and Olea pitted themselves against existing theories 

and previous exhibitions of Latin American art which argued for the presence of a 

“constructive vocation,” linking the abstract investigations across Latin America. She 

wrote, 

Any attempt to understand the source of these parallels, in turn, requires leaving 
aside the outworn framework of art history and the naïve parameters of 
essentialism. With the exception of the well-documented connections between 
Torres-García and several Madí artists, it is impossible to establish historical links 
between the South American Constructive groups, for they were separated both 
temporally and geographically. Similarly, interpretations based on the presumed 
origins of these links in a continental—or, in other words, “Latin American”— 
identity have all but lost their pertinence for a present that seriously mistrusts 
essentialism in any form. This was what stymied the framework postulated by two 
major exhibitions. Roberto Pontual’s groundbreaking América Latina: Geometria 
Sensível (Museu de Arte Moderna de Rio de Janeiro, 1978) and Frederico 
Morais’s Constructive Nucleus at the Primeira Bienal de Artes Visuais do 
Mercosul (Porto Alegre, Brazil, 1997). Both exhibitions engaged the paradoxes of 
the Constructive phenomenon in South America: however, they also argued that a 
“constructive will” (vontade construtiva) preceded the European presence on the 
continent, and they viewed geometric and constructive abstraction as helpful, 
timely “correctives” to prevailing conditions of chaos and instability during these 
decades of de facto regimes. Yet this interpretation is more closely related to the 
persistence of 1960s developmentalist ideology within a certain sector of Latin 

                                                
318Discussing her position in 2008, Ramírez singled out Frida Kahlo as emblematic of the pitfalls of 
viewing Latin American art through the lens of the fantastic. She said, “My objection to Frida Kahlo is the 
phenomenon of Frida Kahlo and the way it obscures Latin American art. She was a woman with an 
exceptional capacity to present her own suffering through an amazing and rather unique style. But she 
didn’t have many followers. You can’t use her as an emblem for an entire continent. It’s absurd.”  Ramírez 
quoted by Lubow in 2008. 
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American critics than to the type of primeval utopia that, as we will see, the 
avant-garde artists and groups in question pursued.319 [Emphasis added] 

Like Morais’ project, Ramírez and Olea adopted a structural metaphor to frame their 

exhibitions. Morais employed the vector, an idea with mathematical and biological 

connotations, in order to represent transnational cultural interchanges within Latin 

America. In geometric terms, the vector is an entity with both magnitude and 

directionality; biologically speaking, a vector transmits infectious elements from one 

organism to another. Morais’ model engaged the notion of both: his vectors were broadly 

thematic but capable of overlapping and cross-pollination. The model was also radial and 

thus, like the principles of Euclidean geometry it borrowed, primarily linear, 

chronological, and hierarchical characteristics. In contrast, Ramírez’s and Olea’s 

constellation schema—an accumulation of infinite luminous points—allowed for an 

endless series of groupings, juxtapositions, and connections. This web-like format created 

a framework unburdened by linear, chronological, or geographical restraints in which 

constellar groupings could incorporate difference and connect antagonistic conceptions. 

At the same time, Ramírez’s and Olea’s model also suggested a hierarchy within the 

galaxy of movements and artists it displayed. 320 

                                                
319Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Vital Structures: The Constructive Nexus in South America,” in Inverted 
Utopias: Avant Garde Art in Latin America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 191-2. In this 
article, Ramírez postulates a constructive nexus among the several movements. While she insisted on the 
fact that the several movements did not influence each other, she nevertheless stated that there are some 
common characteristic among the artists including a “vital” feature that originated “organic versions of 
constructive Constructivist model that these avant-garde groups either directly or indirectly pursued 
subverted the dehumanizing nature of the original Constructive model [...].” Postulating an organic, 
“humanized” geometry to be contrasted to a rigid European model, Ramírez’s scheme for Latin American 
constructive movements is not very distinct from Pontual’s theory of a “sensitive geometry” in the 
Americas. Ramírez also refrained from suggesting the presence of an essential abstraction on the continent 
that predated the European presence in the Americas. Ibid.,198. 
320Heterotopias and Inverted Utopias are very similar to Morais’ 1st Mecrosul Biennial, see Winograd and 
Maroja, “Vectors or Constellations? Frederico Morais’s and Mari Carmen Ramírez’s Curatorial Narratives 
of Latin American Art.” 
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 Excoriating the subscription to “developmentalist ideology,” Ramírez 

differentiated her show from these earlier examples, positioning the exhibition as 

pioneering in its scope and ambition.321 More importantly, by rejecting the legitimacy of 

internal exchanges between constructive Latin American groups, she insisted upon a 

reading of Latin American art that maintained the relevance of heterogeneity and national 

specificity. Ramírez challenged the critical perspectives of exhibitions which promoted 

historicized and integrated histories of the region by postulating the “constructive will” 

and directly associating it to the modernizing impulse taking place in Latin America in 

the second half of the twentieth century. Moreover, by presenting Latin America as a 

“No-Place,” Ramírez and Olea embraced the historical erasure of Latin America opting 

to present the avant-garde production as fragmented and utopic, resisting transnational or 

Pan-American readings.322 Despite showcasing similar, if not the same, artworks, and 

emphasizing a political reading of Latin American art as previous projects had done, 

Ramírez’s and Olea’s proposal constructed a narrative of Latin American modernism that 

hung on a vision of the Latin American avant-garde as looking back into “a kind of 

primeval utopia.” Again, this vision was a fundamental piece in asserting the originality 

of Latin American art. 

In its efforts to redraw the map of curatorial interest and power, Torres-García’s 

revolutionary image América Invertida (1936), published in the journal Círculo y 

                                                
321The theory of a “constructive vocation” was also Morais’s answer to an earlier provocation by Juan 
Acha, the Peruvian art critic based in Mexico, who called for the investigation and elaboration of local 
Latin American aesthetic theory during a 1975 symposium at the University of Texas in Austin. This 
unified narrative of Latin American art could then antagonize a partisan “universal” art history, which, 
being very much informed by North-Atlantic artworks, only occasionally included isolated Latin American 
insertions like Rivera and Matta, for example. Morais wrote in, “Reescrevendo a história da arte latino-
americana,” in I Bienal de Artes Visuais do Mercosul (Porto Alegre: FBAVM, 1997), n.p. “To construct a 
Latin American art history means to de-construct a metropolitan art history.” The tone of the projects is 
thus very much in line with the ideology of Latin American criticism in the 1970s, as Ramírez pointed out.  
322Ramírez and Olea, “Prologue,” xv. 
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cuadrado in Montevideo a year after his 1935 return from Paris, was a vital reference for 

the title and spirit of Ramírez’s and Olea’s exhibition (fig. 3.4). The drawing, a now 

canonical image due in no small part to Ramírez’s intervention, represents the 

foundational modernist gesture of defiance against the exclusion and marginalization of 

Latin American art. Torres-García had long been at the center of Ramírez’s efforts to 

excavate the buried histories of Latin American modernism.  

In Inverted Utopias, America Invertida operates as a fundamental ideological 

premise in the assertion and defense of the originality of Latin American artistic 

production. Torres-García’s drawing, which was reworked for the publication 

Universalismo Constructivo, visually reiterated the artist’s first Latin Americanist 

manifesto, The School of the South (1935) in which he famously stated “in fact, our 

North looks South. For us, there must not be a North, except in opposition to our South. . . 

This correction was necessary; because of it we now know where we are.”323 For 

Ramírez and Olea, the map operated as a utopic gesture that graphically employed the 

language of Constructive Universalism to define the artist’s cultural reorientation away 

from Europe. 

Open to multiple interpretations, Torres-García’s map’s enduring currency lies in 

its capacity to expose the relational nature of images (both cartographic and artistic), 

which function as ideological constructs with concrete and profound impacts on the 

perception of the world. For Ramírez, the power of America Invertida lies in its 

interrogation of Latin America’s relationship to Europe and North America; Ramírez’s 

use of avant-garde theory mirrors Torres-García’s strategic use of Pre-Colombian 

                                                
323Torres-García quoted in Ramírez. Cf. Ramírez, “Inversions. The School of the South,” in Inverted 
Utopias: Avant Garde Art in Latin America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004), 73. 
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motifs.324 Both artist and curator selectively employed visual and philosophical 

language—it is worth noting that like the artist, Ramírez deftly inserted European theory 

into a Latin America context—to propose a dramatic inversion of the status of Latin 

American art; one that confronted hegemonic power structures, like Barr’s, head-on. As 

in Torres-García’s drawing, in Inverted Utopias, Europe operated as a counter-marker—

placing Latin America in an “inverted” or oppositional position.325 

Following Adorno, Ramírez’s and Olea’s constellation model located a 

meaningful tension in the space between the center and periphery, identifying it as the 

site of Latin American originality.  Inverted Utopias’ constellar model managed to keep 

oppositional pairs together without reaching a totalizing synthesis that according to 

Ramírez and Olea, would generate an essentialist view of Latin America. However, their 

use of imported theory perpetuated a formulation Latin American critics had been 

denouncing as colonialist since the 1960s.326 The motivation for this decision lies in 

Ramírez’s and Olea’s exhibition goal. Inverted Utopias was not a regional project. 

Therefore, it did not promote a unified view of Latin America intended to foster cultural 

integration and establish internal networks, but rather aimed to insert a narrative of Latin 

                                                
324 For further analysis of the Torres-García’s use of inversion as a metaphor see Andrea Giunta, 
“Strategies of Modernity in Latin America,” in Gerardo Mosquera. Beyond the Fantastic: Contemporary 
Art Criticism from Latin America (London, England and Cambridge, Massachusetts: Institute of 
International Visual Arts and MIT Press, 1995), 53-66. 
325 For more information see Camila Maroja and Abigail Winograd, ““Vectors or Constellations? Frederico 
Morais’s and Mari Carmen Ramírez’s Curatorial Narratives of Latin American Art.” Artl@s Bulletin, 3, no. 
2 (2015): Article 6. 
326See Morais, Artes Plásticas na América Latina, 17. In this 1979 book Morais listed his own theory as 
part of local theories that were being created to answer Acha’s call for autochthonous critical theory: 
“Anyway, there was a considerable advancement in our theoretical production. And the novelty of this 
production resides in the attempt of its critics to analyze the Latin American production as a whole, guided 
by the manipulation of some basic concepts: resistance ([Marta] Traba), liberation ([Nestor García] 
Canclini), constructive vocation (Frederico Morais), an autonomous visual thinking (Juan Acha) or the 
adoption of some concepts coming from other areas as dependency theory (Mirko Lauer).” Ibid., 36. 
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American modernism into the existing canon.327 In fact, an integrated view of Latin 

America was not just undesirable, it was detrimental to the project’s ultimate end. 

Consequently, the new parallel art historical narrative presented in Inverted Utopias 

echoed in many ways the existing Modernist canon—in its reliance on European theory 

(Adorno), the artistic genius (Torres-García), the prominence of abstraction 

(Constructivism), and the ever diminishing importance of the object (conceptualismo). 

Inverted Utopias’ utopic and dehistoricized version of a fragmentary avant-garde was 

advantageous, as it allowed an easier assimilation of new names into the existing canon. 

CULTIVATING RELATIONSHIPS: COLLECTION EXHIBITIONS AT THE MFAH 

All of the other exhibitions organized by Ramírez at the MFAH followed the 

logic and form of Inverted Utopias.  Careful to avoid the pitfalls of the survey exhibition 

as outlined in her theoretical writings, the Latin American Department at the MFAH 

under Ramírez refrained, with the aforementioned notable exception, to mount survey 

exhibitions. Instead, all the shows featuring multiple artists were of private collections. 

These exhibitions celebrated the individual tastes of some of the most prominent 

collectors of Latin American art in the United States and Europe and highlighted another 

important feature of Ramírez’s program – the ability to establish and cultivate 

relationships beneficial to her program.  

Ramírez’s interest in constructivism in the Southern Cone led to the purchase of 

the Adolpho Leirner collection, the most comprehensive collection of abstract art in 

Brazil. The collection strengthened the museum’s holdings of Brazilian and constructivist 

art while illustrating, in great depth, the quality of abstraction being produced in Latin 

                                                
327Ramírez’s decision to refrain from exhibiting the MFAH’s permanent collection of Latin American art 
alongside its European and North American contemporaries is further evidence of her insistence on the 
establishment of a parallel Latin American canon. 
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America at mid-century, reinforcing the argument made in Inverted Utopias. Having 

engineered the purchase of the assemblage in its entirety, the MFAH mounted two 

exhibitions of the work in Dimensions of Constructive Art in Brazil (2007), installed and 

exhibited at the Museum and Building on a Construct: The Adolpho Leirner Collection of 

Constructive Art at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston which traveled to the Haus 

Konstruktiv in Zurich in 2009.328 The MFAH secured the purchase after Ramírez assured 

Leirner his collection would be kept together and studied, the subject of publications and 

exhibitions.329 Making the case for the acquisition and its appropriateness of the MFAH 

as its final repository, Ramírez and Marzio both stressed the significant parallels between 

the economic and social development of Houston and Brazil in the immediate postwar 

period.330 In stressing the past and future connections between Houston and the Southern 

Cone, they also insisted upon dispelling the notion of Brazil as lagging behind the culture 

of its North American and European counterparts. Ramírez wrote, “Like an art 

exhibition, this private repository of visual culture provides opportunities for displacing, 

redrawing, or even expanding established art-historical platitudes while, in the process, 

articulating new frameworks for interpreting these tendencies.”331  

Ramírez also established long-standing relationships with important collectors in 

the United States. In 2013, the museum opened Intersecting Modernities: Latin American 

Art from the Brillembourg Caprilles Collection featuring the extensive postwar collection 

                                                
328Catalogs were published on the occasion of both exhibitions. Dimensions of Constructive Art in Brazil 
(5/20/2007- 9/23/2007) Haus Konstruktiv, Zurich, Switzerland, November 18, 2009-February 21, 2010 
329Adolpho Leirner quoted by Arthur Lubow. Cf. Arthur Lubow, “After Frida,” New York Times 
Magazine, March 23, 2008. 
330Peter Marzio, “Foreword,” in Dimensions of Constructive Art in Brazil (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston, 2007), pg nm. Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Fitting Pieces Out of Place? The Adolpho Leirner 
Collection of Brazilian Constructive Art at the Museum of Fine Arts Houston,” in Dimensions of 
Constructive Art in Brazil (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 2007), 
331Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Fitting Pieces Out of Place? The Adolpho Leirner Collection of Brazilian 
Constructive Art at the Museum of Fine Arts Houston,” 14. 
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of works owned by the Venezuelan heiress Tanya Capriles de Brillembourg.332 The 

historical thrust of the exhibition balanced the contemporary focus of the exhibition of 

the Diane and Bruce Halle collection exhibited at the MFAH in 2007.333 In 2012, the 

MFAH also presented Modern and Contemporary Masterworks from MALBA – Museo 

de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires and Eduardo F. Costantini. Costantini’s 

collection now forms the basis of the permanent collection of MALBA, an institution he 

founded in 2001 that constitutes the first and only museum of Latin American art in 

South or Central America.334 In each instance, the exhibition of private collections 

allowed Ramírez and her staff to present group shows and works which did not 

necessarily fit into the constellar model or reflect the interests of the institution while still 

allowing for the establishment of important personal and institutional partnerships which 

would further the aims of the museum. 

A STABLE OF STARS 

If there is any greater testament to the effectiveness of Ramírez’s program, it is 

the success of the artists fortunate enough to be featured in solo exhibitions she has 

organized. Since 2004, the artists featured in Heterotopías and Inverted Utopias and 

supported by the MFAH have gained global visibility and major exhibitions in global 

institutions: Lygia Clark (MOMA, 2014), Carlos Cruz-Diez (Los Angeles Museum of 

Contemporary Art and the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculpture Garden, 2012), León Ferrari 

(MOMA and Reina Sofia, 2009), Julio Le Parc (Palais de Tokyo, 2013), Cildo Meireles 

(Tate and Reina Sofia, 2013), Armando Reveron (MOMA, 2007), Mira Schendel 
                                                
332Intersecting Modernities opened June 20, 2013 and ran through September 2, 2013. 
333Beverly Adams, Constructing a Poetic Universe: The Diane and Bruce Halle Collection of Latin 
American Art, exh. cat. (New York: Merrell, 2007). The exhibition ran from March 11, 2007 to June 10, 
2007 and was curated by Gilbert Vicario.  
334The exhibition was co-organized by the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and Malba - Fundación 
Costantini, Buenos Aires and ran from April 22, 2012 through August 5, 2012.  
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(MOMA and Reina Sofia, 2009; Tate 2013), among others.335 The increased visibility of 

Latin American art is not solely the result of Ramírez’s efforts, but her impact has been 

immense. Reflecting upon her tremendous influence on academic and curatorial interests, 

New York University professor Edward Sullivan remarked, 

Ten years ago students would have gravitated toward art that was figurative, 
probably Mexican. Now students want to do things that are monochromatic, 
nonfigural, conceptual and geometric or abstract. Mari Carmen has had a lot to do 
with that. Oiticica and Clark have replaced Diego and Frida — they are a power 
couple in the public imagination the way Diego and Frida were 10 years ago.336 

Following Inverted Utopias, the MFAH organized a series of solo exhibitions, symposia, 

and publications which expanded the research presented first in 2000 at the Reina Sofia 

and again in 2004 at the MFAH. Ramírez favored artists making unique, theoretical, and 

formal developments that “preceded”, exceeded, or paralleled European and North 

American trends.337 In keeping with the established program, she continued to emphasize 

abstraction and conceptualism.  

Abstraction has always been at the center of Ramírez’s revision of the story of 

Latin American art; affirming the presence, significance, and quality of abstraction was 

the logical first step in moving, “beyond the fantastic.” Torres-García was the subject of 

her first major exhibition at the Blanton, a central figure in Heterotopias and Inverted 

Utopias, thus it is no surprise that he was the subject of an exhibition Ramírez co-
                                                
335This list is incomplete but other major examples include Luis Camnitzer, Roberto Jacoby, Marta 
Minujín, Lygia Paper, and Joaquín Torres-García. It should be noted that the MFAH was not the first 
museum to feature exhibitions of these artists’ work. For example, major retrospectives of the work of 
Leon Ferrari and Lygia Clark were held in Argentina (2009) and Spain (1997). The shows were organized 
by Andrea Giunta and Manolo Borja-Villel respectively. 
336Edward Sullivan quoted by Arthur Lubow, “After Frida.” 
337Ramírez takes this position with regard to Berni whose formulated Realist proposals, she argues, three 
decades before they became relevant to Parisian art in the 1960s. She also cites Berni’s distinctive approach 
to narration. See Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Juanito and Ramona in Paris,” 88, 90. She makes similar claims 
about Latin American conceptualism in the aforementioned series of articles, “Blueprint Circuits: 
Conceptual Art and Politics in Latin America,” and “Tactics for Thriving on Adversity: Conceptualism in 
Latin America, 1960-1980.” 
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organized with the Menil Collection in 2009.338 Torres-García was a figure Ramírez 

believed had been marginalized by historians and critics primarily as a function of 

language. In an interview with Tanya Capriles de Brillembourg conducted in 2013, she 

wrote, 

And, since cosmopolitan critics couldn’t read what he [Joaquín Torres-García] 
was writing, they denied him his place in history . . . People didn’t understand 
Torres-García – his ideas or where he was really coming from or what he was 
proposing. This lack of understanding has prevented many artists like him from 
being fairly acknowledged for their considerable contributions.339 

He was an artist who, during an extended sojourn in Paris, was associated with and made 

important contributions to the development of the avant-garde and modernism in Europe. 

Upon his return to Montevideo, Torres-García formed a school where he and his students, 

many of whom went on to make profound contributions to the history of Latin American 

art, elaborated the theories of abstraction and constructivism uniquely formulated to 

address the specificity of the social, political, and historical context of South America as 

well as the role of art in defining regional identity.340  

In keeping with her interest in abstraction and originality, Ramírez focused a 

significant amount of attention on kinetic art; solo exhibitions of Gego, Carlos Cruz-Diez, 

Oiticica, and Jesus Rafael Soto appeared at the MFAH between 2002 and 2014.341 

Significantly, Ramírez developed long and sustained relationships with the foundations 
                                                
338JOAQUÍN TORRES-GARCÍA: Constructing Abstraction with Wood  held at the Menil Collection 
Houston and curated by Ramírez. The exhibition ran from September 25, 2009 to January 3, 2010. 
339Mari Carmen Ramírez, “A Philanthropic Path of Her Own: A Conversation with Tanya Capriles de 
Brillembourg,” in Intersecting Modernities: Latin American Art from the Brillembourg Capriles Collection, 
ed. Mari Carmen Ramírez (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts, 2013), 21. 
340Ibid, 1.  
341Questioning the Line: Gego, A Selection, 1955-1990 (Organized by the Fundación Museo de Bellas 
Artes de Caracas, Venezuela exhibited at the MFAH Mar. 17, 2002 to May 19, 2002); Gego, Between 
Transparency and the Invisible (Jun. 26, 2005 – Sept. 25, 2005, Traveled to MALBA- Colección 
Costantini, Buenos Aires, Mar. 15 - May 15, 2006; Biblioteca Luis Angel Arango Bogotá, Colombia, Jul 
19-Sep 11, 2006; The Drawing Center, New York, NY, Apr 21-Jul 21, 2007); Carlos Cruz-Diez: Color in 
Time and Space (Feb. 6, 2011 – Jul. 4, 2011); Soto: The Houston Penetrable (May 5, 2014 – Sept. 1, 2014). 
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of all three artists. Despite a brief period of interest from 1955 to 1965, Kinetic art was 

generally maligned by critics unable to make room for artworks that relied on perceptual 

rather than intellectual engagement. Kinetic and Op art were viewed as trivial outgrowths 

of the 1960s obsession with drugs, psychedelia, and consumerism. For these reasons, 

Kinetic art remains what Guy Brett called, “one of 20th-century art’s great unknowns.”342 

The legacy of this marginalization is still evident in the relatively small number of Op 

and Kinetic works on display in major museums, though in the past decade, museums and 

critics have begun to revisit these movements. Despite historical, critical skepticism 

about the artists, the movement, and the work, Latin American art historians and curators, 

Ramírez chief among them, are leading the charge to reevaluate the legacy of these 

pioneers of Kineticism. 

For Latin American artists, the dismissal of Op and Kineticism as legitimate 

movements relegated some of the region’s most important artists of the twentieth century, 

among them Gego, Cruz-Diez, and Soto, to a peripheral position in the history of mid-

century art. In addition to their tenuous position in broader narratives of modernism, 

kinetic art occupies an uncomfortable, interstitial space in the narrative of Latin 

American art. Along with their embrace of what Latin American and American critics 

considered to be a European movement, many Kinetic artists immigrated to Europe or 

North America during periods of political upheaval in their own countries and remained 

abroad for the rest of their lives. Kineticism received no respite in Latin America. In 

1974, the Argentine critic Marta Traba inveighed against Kineticism, a movement she 

considered to be an external phenomenon, in her book Mirar en Caracas. She wrote, 

                                                
342Guy Brett, “The Century of Kinesthesia,” in Force Fields: Phases of the Kinetic (Barcelona: Museu 
d'Art Contemporani, 2000), 9. 



 132 

Venezuelan money and Venezuelan ruling classes are quite coherent. They 
support Kinetic art and technical and scientific experimentation, in the belief that 
they favored their progressive image. Funnily enough, while Alejandro Otero was 
asked to paint the water tanks in Caracas, Soto was invited to inaugurate the 
Museo Cinético in Ciudad Bolivar with a great fanfare, Mateo Manaure was 
called on to decorate the buses, and Cruz-Diez to produce his murals of additive 
color and chromatic induction in the Santo Domingo dam; while Kinetic works 
were invading the Venezuelan Institute for Scientific Investigation (IVIC) in 
Caracas and on Paso Ciencias in Maracaibo, the new avant-garde trends received 
no support and the acts that implied a break with tradition – Ecological and 
Conceptual Art, Povera and the Actions that replaced artistic objects – were met 
with absent-minded indifference if not with utter ignorance.343 

Ramírez’s embrace of these same movements is further evidence of her willingness to 

challenge existing Latin American theory in order to produce a new version of Latin 

American modernism.344  

Though not instructive, Latin American practitioners of Kinetic art viewed their 

work as eminently political, seeking to create liberatory, aesthetic experience free of the 

didacticism of social realism or overt political commentary and, therefore, it neatly 

reinforced Ramírez’s contention that Latin American art is notably political. 

Additionally, they are evidence of the diversity of Latin American art; a present, modern, 

and powerful example of the variety of Latin American artists and the relationships they 

develop with the spectator. Kinetic art was, and is, a forward-looking, utopian project that 

relies upon reception and not artistic intent. In a sense, the artist is incidental to the work 

and, therefore, questions of nationality, politics, and perspective are equally incidental 

making it, in many ways, a perfect allegory for the international art world. The decision 

to completely remove the presence of the artist from the work is a profound gesture; one 

that remains difficult to assimilate particularly in the postmodern era where so much art 

relies upon a degree of didactic intervention to be understood. Thus, Kineticism and its 
                                                
343Marta Traba quoted in Osbel Suarez, “Untitled,” in Los Cineticos (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofia, 2007), 243.  
344Osbel Suarez, “Untitled,” 243. 
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Latin American practitioners present an important challenge to twentieth century 

modernism.   

The 2007 exhibition Hélio Oiticica: The Body of Color, like the exhibitions of the 

Kinetic artists, resulted from a lengthy partnership between Ramírez, the MFAH, and 

Projeto Hélio Oiticica. Like those of Gego, Cruz-Diez, and Soto, Oiticica’s works 

assimilated and moved beyond the mid-century experiments of his European and North 

American contemporaries. One of the most innovative and visionary artists of the 

twentieth century, Oiticica’s work presented, though not in an overly didactic manner, a 

direct challenge to political repression and economic inequality in Brazil. For Ramírez, 

Oiticicia presented yet another opportunity to highlight the development of interactive 

artistic models, another of the hallmarks of Latin American abstract and conceptual 

practice. Ramírez’s curatorial thesis for the exhibition attempted to honor Oiticica’s anti-

art, anti-institutional position by incorporating, whenever possible, the artist’s voice in 

the catalog and the exhibition.345 

A NEW MAP OF LATIN AMERICA 

At its core, Ramírez’s project has always been one of translation. In 1992, she 

wrote,  

The majority of exhibitions have been organized by curators of modern European 
art who are not versed in the language, history, or traditions of the many countries 
that constitute Latin America. This factor, together with the relatively small 
quantity of art historical material available in English and the comparatively poor 
network of visual-arts information originating in the countries themselves, has 
helped to entrench an easily stereotyped and marketable image of Latin 
American/Latino art in the United States.346 

                                                
345Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Hélio’s Double-Edged Challenge,” in Hélio Oiticica: The Body of Color, exh. 
cat. (London: Tate; Houston: Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 2007), 23. 
346Ramírez, “Beyond the ‘Fantastic’: Framing Identity in U.S. Exhibitions of Latin American Art,” 60. 



 134 

In an effort to overcome this barrier to understanding, Ramírez launched the International 

Center for the Arts of the Americas (ICAA) in 2002 as a central component to her 

curatorial program in Houston. The goal of the ICAA was to combat the lack of research 

and resources dedicated to the study of the region. It is the research arm of Ramírez’s 

program assisting in the production of research-based exhibitions, symposia, and a 

documents project that identifies, collects, and translates into Spanish, Portuguese, and 

English primary source material pertinent to the study of the field that are now freely 

available on the internet. Each document includes an introduction and analysis by 

scholars associated with the project. The ICAA, in making available resources previously 

only accessible in archival collections across the region, is surely an invaluable resource 

for students, scholars, and curators alike. The project collaborates with researchers and 

institutions across Latin American and the United States.347 The documents are collected 

in thirteen different categories determined by the Editorial Board: Resisting Categories: 

Latin America and/or Latino?; National Imaginaries/Cosmpolitan Identities; Recycling 

and Hybridity in the art of Latino-America; Issues of Race, Class, and Gender in the 

Visual Arts of Latino-America; Art, Activism and Social Change; Suprarealism, Magical 

Realism, and the Fantastic; New World Geometric and Constructive Utopias; Abstracts 

vs. Figuratives in the Cold War Period; In Pursuit of Democracy: Graphics and 

Community Building; Exile, Displacement, Diaspora; Conceptualisms and non-Object 

Based Art; Mass Media, Technology, and Art; and, Globalization and Its Latin American 

Discontents. The ICAA also plans to publish some of the documents in book form as a 

series titled Critical Documents of 20th-Century Latin American and Latino Art. The first 

book in the series Resisting Categories: Latin American and/or Latino? was published in 

                                                
347 Partner institutons and their researchers are listed on the ICAA website 
http://icaadocs.mfah.org/icaadocs/en-us/about/theproject/partnerinstitutionsandteams.aspx. 
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2012.348 The second volume is slated for publication in 2015. Ultimately, the ICAA 

Editorial Board, composed of sixteen scholars of Latin American and Latino Art, 

determines what material to collect, research, and store.349 The decisions about what to 

include, whom to represent, where the documents are collected, what is made available, 

and how those sources are framed raises significant questions because, as was discussed 

in the introduction to this dissertation, archives are hegemonic enterprises the creation of 

which inevitably entails omissions, deletions, and the accrual of power.  

Though the MFAH amassed a sizeable collection of works over the course of the 

past thirteen years, it is not readily on display for viewers. However, the growth of the 

collection was the subject of Cosmopolitan Routes: Houston Collects Latin American Art 

2011; the exhibition celebrated the ten year anniversary of Ramírez’s hire and the 

establishment of the ICAA.  The exhibition, curated by Gilbert Vicario, highlighted the 

acquisitions made under the leadership of Ramírez, Marzio, and the Latin Maecenes (a 

committee of patrons funding the museum’s acquisitions, research, and publication in the 

area of Latin American art). Writing about the successes of the decade, Ramírez noted 

that the MFAH had acquired 400 works for the permanent collection, established 

significant partnerships with artists and institutions, published ten books, and established 

the city of Houston as an international art destination.350 Vicario explored nine 

“intersections”: Pioneers of Modernism (artists closely linked to Europe at the beginning 

of the twentieth century), Automatism (Surrealism in Mexico), The Inverted Map (the 

                                                
348Héctor Olea, Mari Carmen Ramírez, and Tomás Ybarra-Frausto, Resisting Categories: Latin America 
and/or Latino Art (Houston: International Center for the Art of the Americas; New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2012). 
349 The members of the editorial board are listed on the ICAA website 
http://icaadocs.mfah.org/icaadocs/en-us/about/theproject/editorialboard.aspx. 
350 Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Latin American Art in Houston: Ten Years Later,” in Cosmopolitan Routes: 
Houston Collects Latin American Art, exh. cat. (Houston: Museum of Fine Arts, 2011), 13-18.  
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influence of Torres-García), Constructed Identities (concrete art in Argentina, Uruguay, 

and Brazil), Conceptual Realisms (political conceptualism), Unstable Visions (kinetic 

art), Discursive Play (contemporary art), Connecting the Dots (new media), and Borders 

Crossed (artists of Latin American descent). These groups broadly define the collecting 

activities of the MFAH over Ramírez’s tenure.  

Unlike the other museums considered in this analysis, the Museum of Fine Arts 

Houston is the only institution to keep its permanent collection of Latin American art 

separated from the permanent collection of modern and contemporary art works. The 

rationale driving this decision also motivates Ramírez’s curatorial choices. She contends 

that hanging the work of Latin American artists alongside their better known European 

and American contemporaries did not level the playing field. Rather, she realizes they 

would, sadly and unfairly, suffer by comparison. The following statement by Arthur 

Lubow included in Ramírez’s 2008 profile in the New York Times Magazine makes that 

point succinctly. Lubow wrote,  

MoMA is encumbered with an abundance of masterpieces that demand to be 
displayed; amid such riches, Latin American art is inevitably relegated to a 
supporting role. Say what you will for the Uruguayan master Joaquín           
Torres-García, who painted in Paris with Piet Mondrian and Theo van Doesburg, 
then returned to Latin America and incorporated pre-Columbian iconography into 
a modernist framework. If, like MoMA, you possess a dozen major Mondrians, 
how much room can you give Torres-García?351 

Clearly, Lubow’s analysis begins with the assumption that Mondrian is a superior artist. 

If the audience, even an educated viewer like Lubow, departs from the conjecture that the 

work of Torres-García is necessarily inferior to Mondrian, then placing them together 

only serves to reinforce the secondary status afforded to artists of Latin American origin. 

In the same article, Ramírez stated this point categorically, 

                                                
351 Arthur Lubow, “After Frida,” New York Times Magazine, March 23, 2008, 54.  
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People still don’t know who these artists are, they don’t know the difference 
between Mexico, Brazil and Peru. They think everything south of the border is 
Frida Kahlo. Until this art is validated at the intellectual level, there is no point in 
talking about the ‘delusion’ of the specificity of the field. It’s not just one more 
expression of everything that happened in the United States or Europe. It has its 
own specificity.352 

For Ramírez, the solution to this conundrum was to build a collection capable of 

narrating a coherent and complete story of the region’s artistic production. The collection 

will be on display in the new building slated to open in 2019. 

Ramírez was highly successful in establishing a narrative of Latin American art as 

modern and sophisticated, affirming the centrality of the political and constructive art—a 

narrative reinforced by several shows.353 The MFAH, under her direction, has been 

fundamental in re-elaborating the depth and variety of Latin American art to avoid the 

construction of easy stereotypes. The success of the curator is measurable in the visibility 

gained by the artists associated with her exhibitions and her visions. In fact, one could 

argue that Ramírez produced a curatorial model as influential as Barr’s. To elucidate this 

history is vital in an increasingly “global” art world in which cultural institutions are 

systematically incorporating Latin American artworks in their collections – insertions that 

are certainly guided by the examples set by Heterotopias, Inverted Utopias, and the on-

going initiatives at the MFAH. 

Success comes with certain drawbacks and inevitably becomes the subject of 

criticism. Ramírez’s effect on the market is undeniable and the rising prices for Latin 

American art have been a subject of some consternation. Lubow’s profile describes her 

methods as “piratical,” and “swashbuckling.”  Both Gabriel Pérez-Barriero, director of 
                                                
352 Ibid.  
353 See Tropicália: A Revolution in Brazilian Culture (MCA Chicago and the Bronx Museum of the Arts, 
US, 2006); The Geometry of Hope: Latin American Abstract Art from the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros 
Collection (The Blanton Museum of Art, US, 2007); and América Latina 1960-2013. 
Photographs (Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain, France, and Museo Amparo in Puebla, Mexico; 
2013-2014). 
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the Cisneros Foundation, and Virgilio Garza, head of Latin American paintings for 

Christie’s New York, are quoted in Lubow’s article stating that Ramírez’s acquisitions 

and exhibitions drastically increase the prices of works of the featured artists, taking them 

out of the reach of certain collectors and museums.354 Elsewhere, Quiles argues the 

canonization of expressionism, abstraction, and conceptual art in Heterotopías and 

Inverted Utopias has resulted in a market boom for those types of works evident in art 

fairs such as the annual Pinta fairs in New York and London.355 A similar phenomenon 

associated with the purchase of archives and documents occurred following the opening 

of Perder La Forma Humana: Una imagen sístimica de los años ochenta en América 

Latina at the Reina Sofia (an exhibition which will be discussed in the following 

chapter). 

 Geography, the position of Latin American art and how it is defined, remains a 

problematic question in Ramírez’s narrative of Latin American art. Quiles, for example, 

offers a cogent analysis of the problematic theoretical cartography of the region proposed 

by Ramírez and its impact on exhibition practice.356 First, Quiles argues that when it 

comes to Latin America, geography matters – an issue addressed in the introduction to 

this dissertation. Specifically, he asserts that exhibitions of Latin American art which 

attempt to address the region as a totality are particularly important in that they produce 

maps of the region. Quiles notes that the inversion of center and periphery results in the 

creation of a new periphery within Latin America. Ramírez’s creation of new artistic 

centers, such as Brazil and Argentina, resulted in the marginalization of smaller, less 

visible countries. The emergence of exhibitions such as Bolivia Existe (Bolivia Exists) is 

                                                
354 Arthur Lubow, “After Frida,” New York Times Magazine, March 23, 2008. 
355 Daniel Quiles, “Exhibition as Network, Network as Curator,” 64.  
356 Ibid. 
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evidence of attempts to challenge the (new) prevailing understanding of Latin American 

art.357 Similarly, José Emilio Burucúa and Mario H. Gradowczyk criticized Ramírez’s use 

of the concept of Utopia, an idea deeply intertwined with the image of Latin America in 

the global imaginary as ahistorical, in“¿Constelaciones o paranatelonta?”358 Burucúa 

and Gradowczyk also objected to the dehistorization of the constellar model, suggested 

their interpretation of Adorno and Foucault was incorrect, and accused Ramírez and Olea 

of ignoring histories written by Latin American authors.  

Where previous curatorial attempts to narrate the history of twentieth century art 

in Latin America had largely discussed existing histories and relied on existing 

theoretical frameworks, Ramírez proposed a new curatorial model for understanding and 

exhibiting the region. In so doing, she fulfilled her own calls for new models and 

structures of knowledge capable of challenging existing notions of Latin American art 

specifically and the history of art in general.359 However, the “constellar model” is rooted 

in a paradox. Quiles identifies this conundrum in his discussion of Heterotopías/Inverted 

Utopias noting,  

With its purview limited to avant-gardes, Heterotopías/Inverted Utopias staged an 
avant-garde curatorial experiment, shaking off the obligations of the historian in 
favor of the creative freedom to posit new, networked connections. In doing so, 
however, they embraced something of a paradox. Using the network, Olea and 
Ramírez positioned the region as a fragmented yet interwoven totality over and 

                                                
357 See Bolivia existe, organized by Momenta Art with Kiosko Galería, Santa Cruz, Bolivia (December 6, 
2013 – January 19, 2014). Also, Gustavo Buntinx, “Communities of Sense/Communiities of Sentiment: 
Globalization and the Museum Void in the Extreme Periphery,” in Museum Frictions, eds. Ivan Karp, 
Corinne A. Kratz, Lynn Szwaja, and Tomás Ybarra-Frausto 
358 Burucúa and Gradowczyk, “¿Constelaciones o paranatelonta? Modelos y caprichos en la crítica del arte 
latinoamericano,” Ramona, Revista de Artes Visuales 31 (April, 2003) 4-16. Available on: 
http://www.ramona.org.ar/files/r31.pdf 
359 See, for example, Dawn Ades, Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1820-1980, exh. cat. South Bank 
Centre, London (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989, Jacqueline Barnitz, Twentieth-Century Art of 
Latin America (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001), and Edward J. Sullivan, Latin American Art in 
the Twentieth Century (London: Phaidon Press, 1996) and Latin American Art (London: Phaidon Press, 
2000).  
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against the former center. In their essay, they do not address what it would look 
like if a curator were to make those same connections and network diagrams in 
tracing links between Latin American and European artists, or between North 
American and South American institutions. Given the number of artists in the 
show who themselves traveled, studied or were born abroad, were members of the 
avant-garde movements in other countries and, unlike Torres-García, did not 
actively take up the mantle of creating a, “School of the South,” such an 
international network would certainly be possible to sketch.360  

The question of Ramírez’s theoretical impact and whether or not the models she 

established and the maps she drew have resulted in the construction of a new and equally 

restrictive stereotype – no longer figurative and fantastic but abstract and conceptual - is 

an unanswered.  On an even more fundamental level, Taina Caragol and Isobel 

Whitelegg convincingly argue for the problematic nature of the use of the term              

“avant-garde” and Ramírez’s application of that language within the constellar model as 

it fails to question the ways in which that concept is central to European and North 

American narratives of modernism. Its use, therefore, perpetuates misunderstandings of 

the region as it fails to account for the culturally loaded nature of the avant-garde itself.361  

Ramírez is not unaware of these concerns. In the midst of celebrating the 

achievements of the MFAH in the field of Latin American art, Ramírez tempered the 

enthusiastic tone of Cosmopolitan Routes by highlighting the dangers of the quest for 

legitimation of the field. She wrote,  

While there is no doubt that all this frantic back-and-forth is extremely positive 
for a growing field seeking validation, it also brings potential pitfalls. The 
‘mainstreaming’ of Latin American art, for example, has sought to take away the 
specificity of its multifarious manifestations by reducing them to yet other 
instances of de-territorialized, ‘global’ art.362 

                                                
360 Daniel Quiles, “Exhibition as Network, Network as Curator,” 71. 
361 Caragol summarizes the argument made by herself and Whitelegg in her dissertation “Boom and Dust: 
The Rise of Latin American and Latino Art in New York Exhibition Spaces and the Auction House Market, 
1970s-1980s,” 282. 
362 Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Latin American Art in Houston: Ten Years Later,” 16 
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In contrast, Cosmopolitan Routes, like Inverted Utopias and Heterotopias before it, 

sought to emphasize the dynamism and circuits of exchange activating the artistic 

production of the region. Ramírez’s comments are a tacit acknowledgment of difficulties 

inherent in her project. Whether they are inverted or redrawn, the drawing of maps still 

entails the construction of hierarchies, the creation of centers, and the production of 

peripheries. 
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Chapter 4:  Vindicating Latin America: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofía and Latin American Art 

The creation of an art historical narrative that shuns the linear and the 
ethnocentric involves taking into account all that, conversely, escapes 
homogenization. In forging other narratives and searching for other modernities, 
the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía gives priority to consideration of 
the South (and Latin America, in particular) and the subaltern as key elements in 
an anomalous cartography that has no vertical orientation, given that it has been 
written neither from the North nor from a securely hegemonic position.363 

Manuel Borja-Villel (2010) 

VERSIONES DEL SUR: CINCO PROPUESTOS EN TORNO AL ARTE EN AMÉRICA 

Beginning in December of 2000, the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia 

opened a suite of five exhibitions titled Versiones del Sur: cinco propuestas en torno al 

arte en América (Versions of the South: Five Proposals on Art in America). During the 

year 2000, the five exhibitions in the cycle, which represented five distinct proposals 

about the nature of Latin American art, occupied all of the temporary exhibition space 

within the museum, including the Palacio de Velazquez and the Palacio de Cristal. The 

five exhibitions: Mas allá del documento (December 12, 2000 – February 12, 2001), No 

es sólo lo que ves (December 12, 2000 – February 19, 2001), Heterotopias: Medio siglo 

sin lugar, 1918-1968 (December 12, 2000 – February 27, 2001), F(r)icciones (December 

12, 2000 – March 25, 2001), and Eztetyka del Sueño (January 23, 2001 – March 25, 

2001). Each presentation, organized by Latin American curators, examined a different 

aspect of Latin American artistic production.  

In 1605, Miguel de Cervantes published Don Quixote.364 Cervantes penned the 

novel when Spain, just over a century after the “discovery” of the Americas, was rich 

                                                
363Manuel Borja-Villel, “Introduction,” in Martin Ramirez: Reframing Confinement (Madrid: Museo 
Nacional de Arte Renia Sofia, 2010), 6. 
364The novel’s complete title was El Ingenioso Hidalgo Don Quijote de la Mancha. 
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with the gold, silver, and natural resources plundered from the New World; Spanish and 

European societies were in flux.365 Over the centuries, Don Quixote has become the 

archetypal deluded, tragicomic hero, an eccentric proverbially tilting at windmills. Yet, 

when Quixote saw giants and Sancho saw windmills, Cervantes made a profound 

philosophical statement, one which has resonance for the current cultural moment. Don 

Quixote interprets the world according to his own perspective. There is no immutable 

truth; there is only the imperfect world as perceived through the lens of the individual’s 

experience. 

Three hundred and thirty-nine years later, the Argentinean author, Jorge Luis 

Borges, himself a devotee of Cervantes, published a slim volume of short stories titled, 

Ficciones. The book contained eight stories. The third, “Pierre Menard, Author of 

Quixote,” addressed the legacy of Cervantes. In Pierre Menard, Borges, in the voice of 

an anonymous narrator, discusses the life and work of Menard; a French symbolist and 

author of short, inconsequential writings, whose true legacy is deeply intertwined with 

the tale of Don Quixote. The narrator suggests that Menard’s most brilliant contribution 

to posterity was his effort to faithfully transcribe the ninth and thirty-eighth sections of 

Part One and a fragment of XXII of Cervantes’ epic novel. 

Near the end of his story, the narrator focuses on a passage written by Quixote 

and rewritten by Menard, “. . . truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of 

deeds, witness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present, and the future’s 

                                                
365Columbus’ arrival in the Americas definitively determined that the world was round and not flat and the 
Reformation rent the very fabric of the Old World by challenging the authority of the Catholic Church. 
Cervantes’ Quixote reflected the transition from what traditional historians deem the Middle Ages to the 
Early Modern Period; this era was one of profound transformation in which the global economy emerged in 
its nascent form. In many ways, Don Quixote’s travels and struggles defined the human state-of-being in 
the modern age; a state of dissatisfaction. In an era of absolutes, Cervantes’ hero operated in a world that 
questioned fundamental truths.  At its heart, Don Quixote is the story of a man who finds the world to be 
lacking and sets out to change it. 
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counselor.”366 The audacity and genius of his work, the narrator tells the reader, was to 

transcribe Cervantes, word for word, and, in so doing, to bring a novel written in the 

seventeenth century into the twentieth. The act of transcribing fills Cervantes’ text with 

an entirely new world of meaning, thus, Borges suggests Menard’s copy functions as a 

translation. By rewriting the text, Menard injects the history of the intervening three 

centuries, those transformative centuries from which modernism was born, into the novel, 

lending it an ambiguity and complexity which Cervantes could never have imagined. The 

narrator declares,  

History, the mother of truth! – the idea is staggering. Menard, a contemporary of 
William James, defines history not as a delving into reality but as the very fount of 
reality. Historical truth, for Menard, is not “what happened”: it is what we believe 
happened. The final phrases – exemplar and adviser to the present, and the 
future’s counselor – are brazenly pragmatic.367 

To validate this act of seeming farcicality, Borges asserts that the act of rereading the past 

is, in and of itself, a purposeful, philosophical enterprise; one which is at once futile and 

necessary because it forces one to ruminate on the meaning of the past, the present, and 

the future. Menard, in his rewriting of Cervantes, confirms the necessity of returning to 

what has been written in order to uncover new paths to new truths. 

F(r)icciones, one of the Versiones del sur, curated by Ivo Mesquita and Adriano 

Pedrosa, referenced Borges’ tale of transcription, as the title for their contribution and as 

a foundational metaphor in their text “Plática” in the exhibition catalogue (Figure 4.1).368 

In that “Conversation,” the curators argued for an understanding of exhibitions as venues 

for the construction and deconstruction of history. Mesquita and Pedrosa suggested their 

                                                
366Jorge Luis Borges, “Pierre Menard, Author of Quixote,” in Ficciones (1944); Reprint Jorge Luis Borges 
Collected Fictions, ed. Andrew Hurley (New York: Penguin, 1998), 90.   
367Ibid, 94. 
368Ivo Mesquita and Adriano Pedrosa, “Plática,” in F(r)icciones: Versiones del Sur (Madrid: Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000), 212-217. 
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curatorial project was an act of transcription akin to that described in Menard’s Quixote. 

They argued that, in essence, the act of exhibiting Latin American art involves an 

engagement with centuries of history. Such an effort requires the willingness to attempt 

to write the story of a field whose history has been only partially elaborated. The act of 

exhibiting Latin American art is, therefore, an exercise in deconstructing that which is not 

fully constructed. Mesquita and Pedrosa acknowledged their exhibition as a presentation 

of fictions; a universe of micro-histories intended to tell stories and to create frictions, not 

just within their own exhibition, but also within Versiones del Sur and the history of art 

writ large.369  

Heterotopías, organized by Ramírez and Olea, functioned as a counterpoint to 

Mesquita’s and Pedrosa’s vision.370 The former took a more traditional approach to their 

version of Latin American art, focusing on artistic production in the areas of abstraction, 

constructivism, kineticism, and conceptualism. Where Mesquita and Pedrosa featured 

examples of colonial art, Heterotopias presented an examination of avant-garde 

movements in Latin America from 1918-1968 and employed Foucault’s concept of 

heterotopias as the organizing metaphor for their exhibition. In Of Other Spaces, Foucault 

proposed the idea of heterotopias as counter-sites in which concepts could be 

simultaneously contested and/or inverted.371 Ramírez and Olea highlighted exchange 

between Latin American, European, and American artists in an effort to refute an 

unidirectional notion of artistic transmission.372 Heterotopias explored networks of 

                                                
369Ibid, 214. 
370Mari Carmen Ramírez and Hector Olea, Heterotopias: Medio sin lugar: 1918-1968 (Madrid: Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000).  
371Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces,” Diacritics 16 (Spring, 1986): 22-27. 
372Heterotopias explored avant-garde movements in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Columbia, Cuba, Mexico, 
Puerto Rico, Venezuela and Uruguay.  
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exchange, which Ramirez and Olea referred to as constellations, focusing on specific 

concepts, cities, and periods.373 

The curators used the constellation to broadly critique the traditional curatorial 

models, as typified by institutions such as the Museum of Modern Art, which Ramirez 

argued were responsible for establishing and imposing authoritative paradigms.374 

Additionally, Heterotopias, like the other exhibitions within the cycle, asserted the 

fallacy of Latin American unity which promoted reductive, essentialized 

characterizations of Latin American identity.375 To that end, Ramirez and Olea 

strategically deployed artists’ manifestos, reproducing them on the walls of the gallery 

and in the catalog in order to shed light on the link between theory and praxis while 

drawing attention to the original philosophical and theoretical proposals developed by 

Latin American avant-garde theorists and practitioners.376  

For their contribution, Carlos Basualdo and Octavio Zaya departed from the 

premise that the social, cultural, and political diversity of Latin America could not be 

discussed as a unity. In spite of this, they argued, there existed a persistent desire on the 

part of museums, scholars, and curators to discuss the cultural production of the 

Caribbean, South, and Central America as an entity.377 In a repudiative gesture at 

                                                
373The seven constellations were as follows: Constelación Promotora explored the exchanged between 
Barcelona, Paris, and Mexico City circa 1918. Constelación Universalista-Autóctona  looked at 
developments in Mexico, Peru, and Brazil in the 1920s and 1930s. Constelación  Impugnadora looked at 
artistic practice in the capitols of Buenos Aires and Caracas in the1950s and 1960s. Constelación Cinética 
focused on film in Mexico City, Los Angeles, Buenos Aires, and São Paulo from the 1930s to the 1960s. 
Constelación Constructiva explored developments in abstraction in Argentina, Uruguay, and Brazil 
between 1930 and 1960. Constelación Óptica-Háptica examined Kineticism. The finally constellation, 
Constelación  Conceptual looked at conceptual practice from the 1960s to the present.  
374Mari Carmen Ramirez, “Reflexión heterotópica: las obras,” in Heterotopias: Medio sin lugar: 1918-
1968 (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000), 28. 
375Ibid.  
376Hector Olea, “Reflejo Constelar: Los Textos,” 45-56. 
377Carlos Basualdo and Octavio Zaya, “Prólogo a un  momento precario,” in Eztetyka del Sueño, ed. Carlos 
Basualdo and Octavio Zaya, 21-25 (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000), 21. 
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attempts to consolidate the continent into a single artistic lineage, Basualdo and Zaya 

explored a moment when, they argued, Latin America could, in fact, be viewed as in the 

midst of a unified artistic moment. The exhibition curated by Carlos Basualdo and 

Octavio Zaya used film, specifically Brazilian Cinema Novo, to explore politically 

engaged artists. Taking its title from the second manifesto written by the influential 

Brazilian director Glauber de Andrade Rocha, Eztetyka del Sueño used Rocha’s aesthetic 

ideology described in his “Eztetyka del sueño” as well as the “Eztetyka del hambre” to 

elaborate the efforts of a community of artists dedicated to using their practice as a 

revolutionary gesture (Figure 4.2).378   

Rocha’s manifestos combined the political and aesthetic to propose an art of 

cultural resistance that was not merely oppositional but integrated positivism into 

irrationalism. The Brazilian auteur identified Cartesian rationality as the enemy of 

revolutionary art. In order to be effective, Rocha opined radical art must have the 

capacity to bewitch the viewer, thereby providing them the emotional support needed to 

exist in an absurd reality. His was a theory that combined the mythical and political. 

Rocha was a visionary who believed in the possibility of integrating the subcontinent; he 

was also part of a generation of artists who matured in an era when the forces of 

nationalism and development forged new social realities; a group of artists who believed 

it was possible for Latin Americans to escape the hegemony of Europe and the United 

States.379  

Alongside Rocha’s aesthetic theory, Basualdo and Zaya explored the concurrent 

emergence of Liberation Theology as elaborated in the treatises penned by the Argentine 

                                                
378Glauber Rocha, “Eztetyka del hambre,” and “Eztetyka del Sueño,” in Eztetyka del Sueño, ed. Carlos 
Basualdo and Octavio Zaya, 37-46 (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000). 
379Basualdo and Zaya, “Prólogo a un  momento precario,”21-25. 
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philosopher Enrique Dussel. Dussel, a postmodern liberation philosopher and advocate of 

the notion of “transmodernity,” argued the dominant understanding of modernity as 

produced in the west and disseminated to the global south via colonization was a 

distortion of global history.380 Philosophy professor and scholar Eduardo Mendieta noted,  

In Dussel’s view, the willfully myopic conceptualization and chronology that 
informs most contemporary Eurocentric philosophy has resulted in part from a 
series of conflations: First: from conflating the formulation of the “new 
theoretical paradigm” (modernity) with its historical origin, as well as with the 
crisis and eventual demise of the medieval paradigm. Second: from conflating 
European ontogenesis, so to speak, with world phylogenesis, in such a way that a 
mirroring (espejismo) effect takes place in which what were effects of a 
positioning within a world system are taken to be intrinsic advantages that belong 
to the very spirit of the west.381 

Armed with the theories of Rocha and Dussel, both of which represented autochthonous, 

intellectual developments, Basualdo and Zaya explored the works of artists from the 

1960s through the beginning of the twenty-first century which engaged with issues of 

politics, dictatorship, and exile. 

The Cuban curator Gerardo Mosquera’s contribution to Versiones del Sur took 

Minimalism, a movement nearly synonymous with North American art, as its subject. No 

es solo lo que ves (It is not only what you see) inverted the tautology used by Frank Stella 

to describe his own work, what you see is what you see (Figure 4.3).382 The titular 

inversion reflected the premise of the exhibition which explored the political and 

conceptual nature of minimalism. Mosquera used what became a mantra of the 

                                                
380Mintz and Wolf suggest similar views of the distortion of modernity see Sidney Mintz, Sweetness and 
Power (New York: Viking, 1985) and Eric Wolf, Europe and the People without History (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1982).  
381Eduardo Mendieta, “Beyond Universal History: Enrique Dussel’s Critique of Globalization” in Thinking 
from the Underside of History: Enrique Dussel’s Philosophy of Liberation, ed. Linda Martin Alcoff and 
Eduardo Mendieta (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2000) 119-120. 
382Frank Stella, quoted by Bruce Glaser, “Questions to Judd and Stella,” in Minimal Art: A Critical 
Anthology, ed. George Battock (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1968), 157-158. 
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Minimalist movement to explore the work of artists from Latin America and beyond, the 

only one of the five exhibitions to include artists from outside of the region, employing a 

minimalist vocabulary in service of conceptual, political practice.  

Finally, Más allá del documento, curated by Mónica Amor and Zaya, focused on 

photography (Figure 4.4). Más allá looked at three groups of artists. The first, which 

included the work of Alfredo Jaar, Carlos Garaicoa, and Fina Gomez, reflected critical 

attitudes toward documentary photography. The second group of artists included 

photographers whose work investigated the relationship between the documentary 

photograph and its referent. The final group of artists used photography to scrutinize, 

recreate, and play with depictions and ideas of the irrational or uncanny. Together, these 

group exhibitions expanded the historiography of areas of Latin American artistic 

production, photography, minimalism, and film, which remain largely absent from 

discussions of the region.  

In a single collective effort, the Reina Sofía illustrated five distinct narratives of 

Latin American art defying a century-long story of the region generally defined by a 

single narrative. Versiones del Sur challenged a variety of curatorial conventions with 

regard to Latin American art. Perhaps most significantly, the shows refuted the notion of 

Latin America art and artist as followers of European and American trends.383 Rather, 

many of the artists considered in Versiones del Sur, asserted and established pathways of 

exchange between artistic centers and the Americas; while others responded primarily to 

local conditions. The curators of all five exhibitions firmly established the presence of 

diverse practices in the areas of photography and film, challenging the limitations of the 

existing historiography of Latin American art and filling in gaps in the exhibition record.  

                                                
383Shifra M. Goldman, “Versions of the South: Challenging the Parameters,” ArtNexus 40 (2001): 84. 
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With the Versiones del Sur, the Reina Sofía confirmed the museum’s commitment to 

Latin America that began with Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1820-1980 (1989) 

curated by Dawn Ades and El Taller Torres-García y su legado (1991) curated by 

Ramírez. Aside from the impressive range of works, artists, and styles displayed during 

the cycle, the exhibitions were significant because they solidified the institutional 

approach of the Reina Sofía to Latin American art. That is, the museum would highlight 

the diversity and breadth of Latin American artistic production while employing curators, 

art historians, and theorists from Latin America allowing those guest curators the space to 

critique the western canon’s exclusion of Latin American art, as well as the Reina Sofía, 

as an institution and, by-proxy, the Spanish state. 

Despite the progressive nature of the presentation, the Versiones del Sur raised 

questions about the motivations of the institution and the Spanish state with regard to 

Latin American culture. In her review of Versiones del sur, American scholar and critic 

Shifra Goldman wrote,  

One interesting question that arises is why did Spain at this moment in time, in its 
most prestigious art museum, established after the demise of the forty-year Franco 
dictatorship by the constitutional monarchy, make such a momentous decision to 
present this exhibition? . . . The suspicion arises of a cultural policy with perhaps 
three objectives:    a) a reinforcement of nationalism in a “free and democratic 
country”; b) an increase in tourists attracted by the arts which have become a 
world-wide industry; and c) the promotion of alliances on behalf of market 
resources, especially in “Ibero-America and the growing “Hispanic” population in 
the United States.384 

This very tangible conflict was a reality acknowledge by Mesquita and Pedrosa, who 

categorically stated their awareness that the MNCARS had chosen them, and their fellow 

invitees, to curate exhibitions which served the purposes of the institution.385 Whatever 

                                                
384Goldman, “Versions of the South: Challenging the Parameters,” 85. 
385Mesquita and Pedrosa, “Plática,” 214, 216 
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their reasons, through the Versiones del Sur the Reina Sofía made a bold statement about 

its engagement with Latin American art. First, they proved their willingness to challenge 

curatorial convention governing past displays of art from the region. They did so by 

confronting the notion that Latin American modernism was primarily a response to or 

regurgitation of European and North American avant-garde proposals. Second, they 

presented a sweeping, though disjointed, narrative of Latin American art as integral to the 

evolution of Modern art in its totality. The Reina Sofía suggested that European (Spanish) 

art and Latin American art, were mutually constitutive and had been so since the time of 

the Conquest of the Americas. The Versiones del Sur, as well as future exhibitions, 

entirely refuted the narrative of isolation surrounding the entirety of Latin America and 

extended that argument to the fifteenth century. By engaging the participation of a 

multitude of voices from across Latin America, the Versiones de Sur painted a diverse 

and multi-vocal portrait of the region.  

A NEW MUSEUM FOR SPAIN OR A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE REINA SOFÍA 

The Reina Sofía, officially created by Royal Decree in 1988, opened with three 

stated objectives; to promote the value of contemporary art, to invigorate artistic 

production in Spain, and to foster connections between Spain and the global artistic 

community.386 As such, the state’s and the museum staff’s aims for the museum were 

sweeping in scope. The pamphlet produced at the beginning of the renovations on the site 

of the former Hospital San Carlos, a sixteenth century building first erected by King 

Felipe II and later redesigned during the eighteenth century in the reign of King Carlos 

III, declared, 

                                                
386Spanish Royal Decree #535/88 issued on May 7, 1988. For full text see the website of the Spanish 
Government, http://www.boe.es/buscar/doc.php?id=BOE-A-1988-13480. 
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Para favorecer la comunicación de la actividad artistica española con el arte 
contemporáneo internacional, el Centro de Arte Reina Sofía deberá incorporarse 
al circuito de los grandes centros de arte moderno existentes en Europa y en el 
mundo, programando en ellos iniciativas de interés y ámbito internacional e 
intercambiando sus producciones. En este sentido, deberá ser un foco de 
irradición de la creación española en el mundo y un polo de convergencia de la 
creación internacional contemporánea.387 

The 1990s were years of profound change in Spain. The death of Franco in 1975 and 

Spain’s subsequent transition to democratic governance profoundly altered society. The 

ruling Socialist Party viewed the Reina Sofía as an essential building block in its plan to 

reinvent Spain as a European cultural capitol making Madrid an important stop on the 

international art circuit.388   

In the country’s transition to democracy, the Spanish government viewed 

museums as integral to a strategy whose goal was to produce a sense of cohesion, a 

specific narrative of nationhood to a country fractured and divided by years of fascist 

rule. Within the panorama of museums created in the 1980s and 1990s, the Reina Sofía’s 

charge was to renovate the idea of Spain in the global imaginary as, not only home to one 

of the premier institutions of modern art in the world, but to explore the contribution of 

Spanish artists to the development of art of the twentieth century.  In her examination of 

the role of museums in the new Spanish state, curator Selma Rueben Holo noted, 

It was understood that museums contributed to the balancing act among those 
competing forces that allowed modern Spain to cohere as a nation: some would 
serve to advance the power and prestige of the state and some the regions; a 
growing number would feed the thirst for the modern and others would protect a 
range of traditional values; some would reflect the desire to be international and 
others appease anxieties about globalism; some would be dedicated to the 

                                                
387“To encourage communication of the Spanish artistic activity to international contemporary art, the 
Center Reina Sofia must join in the circuit of great centers of modern art in Europe and the world, create 
programming initiatives of interest on the international level and exchange these programs. In this sense, it 
must be a focus for the dissemination of Spanish creativity in the world and a point of convergence for the 
global contemporary art.” Pamphlet for the Opening of the Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1986. 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/museum/history 
388Selma Rubin Holo, Beyond the Prado (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1999), 37.  
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rehabilitation of forgotten histories, while a few would stubbornly relate the 
former official story . . . Because politicians hoped that promoting museums could 
be especially useful in convincing the public of the sincerity of their efforts to 
achieve this profound change, they granted them unprecedented levels of financial 
support. And, since art museums are so popular and consistently attract the 
biggest audiences and the most media coverage, they received the most generous 
support of all.389  

To ensure the success and international relevance of the Reina Sofía, plans for the 

museum’s development were extensive and included the future establishment of centers 

for drawing, photography, documentation, and music. The goal of the Reina Sofía was to 

make modern and contemporary art visible and relevant in Spanish society and to 

reconstruct the history of artistic production in Spain which had been overlooked by 

political crises and oppressive state rule. The MNCARS opened in the heart of the city 

within an historical building, situated in one of Madrid’s oldest neighborhoods, within 

walking distance of the venerable Museo del Prado. 

The Prado, like many of the finest museums in Europe, the Louvre, the 

Hermitage, and the National Gallery in London, are the result of the democratization of 

royal collections. The modern museum emerged in the eighteenth and nineteenth century 

when a wide-spread public fascination with objects accumulated at the height of colonial 

empires coincided with the opening of princely collections, amassed in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth century, to the public. For example, the Louvre, the first of the great western 

museums, opened after elimination of the monarchy following the French Revolution. A 

former palace became a public museum. That metamorphosis, allowed the Louvre to 

embody the ethos of the Revolution. It was a visible manifestation of democratic triumph 

over tyranny; the shift from a despotic to a benevolent state.  In this transformation from 

princely gallery to public museum, cultural participation became synonymous with the 

                                                
389Holo, Beyond the Prado, 5. 
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rights of citizenship. Likewise, the basis of the Prado’s collection was the Spanish Royal 

family’s array of paintings and sculpture which King Ferdinand VII made available to the 

public in November of 1819.390 Together the two museums, the Reina Sofía and the 

Prado, would extol the glory of the old Spain; the Spain of Hapsburgs, Bourbons, and 

vast colonial empire, and the new Spain, the Spain on the cutting edge of cultural 

developments.  

Also among the priorities in creating new museums for the Spanish state was a 

renewal of Spain’s relationship with its former colonies. This was part of a broader 

economic effort to give Spain an edge in the global economy by serving as the bridge 

between the European community and Latin American goods and markets. This effort 

involved a cultural push to incorporate Latin American art into the narrative of Spanish 

art. The Spanish government’s investment in activities related to the five hundredth 

Columbian anniversary was symptomatic of the cultural investment and its desire to 

resuscitate the cultural connection between the state and Latin America. In 1989, the 

museum hosted the traveling exhibition Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1820-

1980 curated by Ades. 391 Two years later, the museum also hosted Ramírez’s El Taller 

Torres-García y su legado originally organized for the Blanton Museum of Art in Austin, 

Texas. The Reina Sofía was the only European venue for the important exhibition which 

traveled widely in the United States and Mexico.392 Both exhibitions, the first and largest 

                                                
390Museo Nacional del Prado, Historia del Museo, http://www.museodelprado.es/la-institucion/historia-
del-museo/. 
391Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1820-1980 opened at the MNCARS on December 14, 1989 and 
ran through March 4, 1990. See Ades, Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1820-1980 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1989).  
392The exhibition opened at the Reina Sofia on June 18, 1991 and ran through August 12, 1991. The 
exhibitions travel schedule was as follows: Archer M. Huntington Art Gallery, Austin, Texas (September - 
December, 1991); Museo de Monterrey, Mexico (January - March, 1992); Art Museum of the Americas, 
OAS, Washington, DC (June - August, 1992); The Bronx Museum of the Arts, New York (September, 
1992 - January, 1993); Museo Rufino Tamayo, Mexico City (February - May, 1993) 
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survey in Europe of Latin American art up to that point and a focused exhibition on the 

beginning of the constructive movements in the region, are emblematic of the early and 

sustained commitment to the region on the part of the museum.    

A little less than a decade later, the Reina Sofía mounted its next large scale 

investigation of Latin America. The catalogues accompanying each of Versiones del sur 

included introductory statements by Pilar del Castillo, Minister of Education, Culture, 

and Sport; Juan Manuel Bonet, Director of the Reina Sofía; and Luis Miguel Enciso 

Recio, President of the Sociedad Estatal España Nuevo Milenio; the exhibition cycle’s 

primary sponsors. These introductions explained the rationale which supported the 

tremendous investment of resources, time, and space for the set of exhibitions. The 

reasons were social, historical, and political. Del Castillo noted the museum’s, and       

by-proxy the state’s, enduring commitment to the art and culture of Latin America. She 

expressed pride in the Spanish effort to better understand “the other shore,” and 

acknowledged the complexity and breadth of the artists and movements represented in 

the exhibitions, and finally she wrote,  

Artists from the North, Central, and South of our America, not to mention the 
crucible of the Caribbean, appear here to testify to the importance of continental 
contribution to the cultural heritage of the twentieth century [Emphasis added]. 393  

Del Castillo’s language is striking. Her reference to “our America” is indicative of a 

sense, not just of affinity but of ownership; speaking as a representative of the Spanish 

government, del Castillo declared the presence of cultural connections between Latin 

America and Spain. Recio echoed del Castillo sentiments, declaring that the Versiones 

del Sur would stand as a testament to the complexity of twentieth century artistic 

                                                
393“Artistas procedentes del Norte, del Centro, y del Sur de nuestra América, sin olvidar el crisol del 
Caribe, comparecen aquí para dar testimonio de la importancia de la aportación continental al patrimonio 
cultural del siglo XX..” The statement written by Pilar del Castillo was included in the catalogues for all 
five Versiones del Sur exhibitions. It appears on the first page of each catalogue.  
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production in the Americas as well as evidence of the cultural links between Spain and its 

former colonies.  

Bonet related these sentiments and added an art historical dimension to the 

arguments. He assured the reader and the viewer that the cycle of exhibitions would 

convey not one, but a multiplicity of voices, which embodied the complexity of twentieth 

century art from the Americas, a history which in its plurality reflected not just an 

assimilation of European styles, but the production of new and unique perspectives. 

Bonet also asserted the importance of Spain in opening new paths for art from “el Nuevo 

Mundo,” to the rest of Europe and the world. In so doing, he argued these exhibitions, 

and the MNCARS, would fundamentally vindicate Latin American art in the eyes of the 

world.394  

INTEGRATION: THE PERMANENT COLLECTION DISPLAY AT THE MNCARS395 

A museum’s collection intrinsically traces notions of history and time. But what 
history or histories do we tell? We are aware that, traditionally, museums have 
been trapped within a canonical view of history that seeks to establish sequential 
order between time periods. This traditional approach aims to explain works of art 
with documents and testimonies from an era without understanding that the 
images and objects far surpass the circumstances from which they were born. In 
this light, this approach fails to understand that time is not a past time, but the 
time of memory, which the historian interpellates [sic] insofar as this memory 
contains heterogeneous times.396 

Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía   

                                                
394Juan Manuel Bonet, “Introduction,” Heterotopias, n.p.  
395Observations on the permanent collection are based on notes from a series of visits to the museum made 
in 2011 and 2012. Changes in the collection have occurred since that time. That information has been 
gathered from the museum’s website which extensively documents all aspects of the permanent collection 
display. All the texts, images, and diagrams of the museum are available at 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection. 
396Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, “Presentation of the Museum Collection” available at 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/presentation (accessed December 6, 2014).  
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The current configuration of the permanent collection reflects the direction of 

Manuel Borja-Villel. Borja-Villel took up his post in 2009. Taking the helm of the 

museum, Borja-Villel, formerly the director of the Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de 

Barcelona reinstalled the permanent collection. Describing his plans for the 

reorganization of the museum early that year, he stated,  

Moreover, we have started to rearrange the collection and expect it to be ready by 
May 2009. This rearrangement is focused on a museum that intends not to explain 
the hegemonic history of the 20th century, but to explain other sorts of stories 
more related to the South, as it is named by Enrique Dussel; stories more to do 
with the modernity that has not been able to express itself. Finally, the 
rearrangement aims at establishing equivalences between the museum and today's 
global social and political situation. This has entailed the creation of a Department 
of Public Programs (which, in a way, is like creating a collage within the museum 
itself), and the arrangement of temporary activities, and is the direction we will 
follow from now on… The guidelines are linked to this new approach for the 
collection, a collection that is the antithesis of the modern linear global collection, 
based upon parameters related to the English speaking world. It is located in 
another perspective in which there is not a sole narration but an array of narrations 
which discuss with each other a very specific reality -that of Spain, which is in 
turn related to Europe, Latin America and the Mediterranean- plus another reality 
that is more complex, more universal.397 

The process of integrating Latin America into the permanent collection and exhibition 

practice of the museum began prior to his arrival, as previously discussed. Yet it is 

important to note that in accepting the position at MNCARS, Borja-Villel declared that as 

director he would attempt to present a program which represented a real exchange with 

Latin America and Latin American artists in contrast to replicating a “colonial” stance, 

specifically citing the position of the MFAH, as an example of an institution which 

retained a one-sided dialogue with the region.398 
                                                
397Manuel Borja-Villel quoted by Raúl Molín López, “Interview with Manuel Borja-Villel,”2008. 
Available at http://www.artfacts.net/index.php/pageType/newsInfo/newsID/4641/lang/1 (accessed 
December 6, 2014).  
398Elena Vozmediano, “Los espacios de libertad hay que ganárselos. El concurso es sólo el primer paso. 
Entrevista a Manuel Borja-Villel”, El Cultural.es, 24-1-2008 
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In the display of its permanent collection, the Reina Sofía narrates a history of 

twentieth century art divided into three sections; Eruptions of the twentieth century: 

utopias and conflicts, 1900-1945, Is the war over? Art in a divided world, 1945-1968, 

From Revolt to Postmodernity, 1962-1982 and Minimal Resistance, Between Late 

Modernism (these last two function as a pair). In Madrid, the Latin American collection is 

fully integrated into the permanent collection display. As the collection narrative unfolds, 

important figures and key periods in Latin American art are integrated into the general 

flow of the museum. Latin American artists like Torres-García and Lucio Fontana (this is 

a significant departure as no other international museum views Fontana as a Latin 

American artist), in the first section, each merit an entire room and are also identified as 

relevant in discussions of Latin American, international, and local, Spanish, artistic 

contexts. Eruptions of the twentieth century: utopias and conflicts, 1900-1945 examines 

the first half of the twentieth century through the lens of Spanish contributions to art 

history with special attention to the presence of Latin Americans in Spain.  

The fulcrum of the Reina Sofía’s permanent collection is Picasso’s Guernica 

(1937). Picasso is the lodestar of Spanish modernism. His importance in the history of art 

is immeasurable and his role in Spain and the Spanish imaginary cannot be overstated.399 

Guernica, commissioned by the Spanish Republican government, hung in the Spanish 

Pavilion at the Paris Exposition Internationale des Arts et Techniques dans la Vie 

Moderne in 1937.400 At the conclusion of the fair in 1938, the painting traveled through 
                                                
399In fact, the first works of art to be installed in conjunction with the opening of the Reina Sofía were las 
Salas Picasso (the Picasso rooms). See Pamphlet for the Opening of the Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1986.  
Available at http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/museum/history. 
400Guernica commemorated the bombing of the Basque town of Gernika on April 26, 1937. During the 
three hour German bombardment, one-third of the town’s residents were killed or injured. The destruction 
of the town of Gernika earned the dubious distinction of being the first civilian, non-military target to be 
destroyed by aerial attack in modern history. Picasso completed the painting in Paris at the behest of the 
embattled Spanish Republican government. The Spanish Civil War began on July 18, 1936 when 
conservative factions within the Spanish Military initiated an armed conflict against the Republican 
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Europe and finally Picasso arranged for the painting to be transferred to the Museum of 

Modern Art in New York where it would remain until democracy was restored in Spain 

in 1981. 

During the dictatorship and in its exile, Guernica became a symbol of the nation 

and an international symbol of resistance to dictatorship. Picasso’s homage to the victims 

of the tragedy and the vicissitudes of war became an icon of Spanish resistance, the fight 

against fascism and dictatorship, an international call for peace, and one of, if not the 

most, iconic works of modern art ever produced. The reputation of the painting was such 

that merely looking upon a reproduction of Guernica became a gesture of defiance in 

Fascist Spain. As the work’s biographer, Gijs van Hensbergen wrote  

To make the pilgrimage across the border into France to see [Buñuel’s film] 
Viridiana, and to own a poster-sized reproduction of Guernica, had become 
highly symbolic gestures [. . .] Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper, always placed 
above the table, was unceremoniously removed [. . .] In its place came Guernica, 
a symbol of the past that now spoke of hope in the future and the freedoms to 
come; a silent reminder that history was not entirely dead.401 

In 1981, the return of Picasso’s anti-fascist masterpiece marked the symbolic end of 

Franco’s rule. Picasso’s masterwork went on view for the first time in Spain upon the 

transfer of the painting from MoMA to the Prado, home to such masterpieces of Spanish 

Art as Diego Velazquez’s Las Meninas and Francisco de Goya’s El 3 de Mayo en 

Madrid.402 Despite some controversy surrounding the transfer, the relocation of Guernica 

to the Reina Sofia set the stage for the display of MNCARS’ permanent collection which 

                                                                                                                                            
government. Under the direction of General Francisco Franco, they seized control of Spanish Morocco and 
moved on to the Spanish mainland. A bloody Civil War ensued, which ended when Barcelona was captured 
in March of 1939. The Republican struggle against Fascism became an international cause-célèbre drawing 
partisans from around the world to participate in the war effort.  
401Gijs van Hensbergen, Guernica: Biography of a Twentieth Century Icon (London: Bloomsbury, 2004), 
237. 
402Jutta Held and Alex Potts. “How Do the Political Effects of Pictures Come about? The Case of Picasso’s 
“Guernica”” Oxford Art Journal 11:1(1988), 33-39. 
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placed Picasso and his masterpiece at its center; the pivot point around which the artistic 

universe of the Reina Sofía was built.403 

Here it is worth noting that unlike MoMA or the Tate, the collection of the 

MNCARS, with one extraordinary exception, is largely free of the masterworks which 

define those other collections. Latin American artists appear early and are featured 

prominently in the permanent collection display – perhaps none more important than 

Torres-García. Identified as the founding father of Latin American abstraction by 

Ramírez, he is a consistent presence in the early stages of the Reina Sofía’s chronology. 

Ramírez established the centrality of Torres-García to contemporary narratives of Latin 

American modernism with the exhibitions, El Taller Torres-García: The School of the 

South and Its Legacies (1992), Heterotopías (2000), and Inverted Utopias (2004). She 

wrote,  

By placing the artistic and theoretical production of the artists of the School of the 
South against the framework of Torres-García’s Americanist [sic] discourse as 
well as the conditions for its emergence in the contemporary context, I hope to 
show how Torres-García’s art and writings have been turned into a paradigm for a 
visual system of codes that differentiates South American art from mainstream 
forms of Modernism and Post-Modernism.404 

In Ramírez’s construction of Latin American modernism, Torres-García’s Constructive 

Universalism was the first modern movement in Latin America and set the stage for 

further developments in Latin American abstractions. The Reina Sofía also celebrates the 

                                                
403The transfer of the painting was controversial with art historians inside and outside the country. Scholars 
such as William Rubin argued Picasso intended the painting to remain in the Prado. In an Op-Ed published 
in the New York Times Rubin insisted the painting was a gift from Picasso to the Spanish people and 
therefore it was beyond the government’s purview to change the venue of the painting. William Rubin 
(1927-2006) was director of MOMA’s Department of Painting and Sculpture in the 1970s and 1980s. See 
William Rubin, “Guernica: you can’t go home again,” New York Times, Jun 21, 1992. 
404Mari Carmen Rami ́rez. “Re-Positioning the South: The Legacy of El Taller Torres-Garcia in 
Contemporary Latin American Art,” in El taller Torres-Garci ́a: The School of the South and its Legacy, ed. 
by Mari Carmen Rami ́rez (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1992), 253-289.  
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legacy of Torres-García in Latin America, but by emphasizing his connections to Spain, 

Spanish movements, and European art.  

His role is so important at the Reina Sofía that the artist’s work occupies an entire 

room, Torres-García: Construction and Abstraction (Figure 4.5). The didactic material 

introduces the artist and his work as follows,  

In 1891, the family of Joaquín Torres Garcia (Montevideo, Uruguay, 1874-1949) 
left the American continent and settled in our country, first in Mataró and later in 
Barcelona. Joaquín Torres García’s relationship with Spain, where the artist 
developed his work during different periods of his life and where he interacted 
with the representatives of the intellectual and artistic media of the times, is very 
significant.405  

Indeed, the Uruguyan artist’s connection to Spain is extensive. Born in 1874, Torres-

García arrived in the country with his parents at the age of seventeen. Working in and 

around Barcelona, the young artist studied and taught. Following a brief sojourn to New 

York City from 1920 – 1922, stops in Italy, and Southern France, Torres-García settled in 

Paris where he founded Cercle et Carré with the writer Michel Seuphor.406 He would 

return to Montevideo in 1934 where he founded the Asociación de Arte Constructivo in 

1935 and established the Taller Torres-García in 1943. 

Torres-García is first introduced in room 201, Modernity, Progress, and 

Decadentism.407 The work, FiloSofía presentada por Palas en el Parnaso (FiloSofía X 

Musa), is a neoclassical, history painting Torres-Garcia executed in Barcelona in 1891. 

As in the rest of the collection, the starting point for the discussion of this period is Spain 

and the ways in which Spanish artists grappled with the tensions between modernism and 

                                                
405Sala 206.01: Torres García: Construccíon y Abstraccíon text available at 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/sala/sala-20601. 
406Cercle et Carre was founded by Torres-García and Seuphor in 1929 in Paris. The group had no official 
manifesto but brought together abstract artists from different schools opposed to Surrealism.  
407Sala 201: Modernidad. Progreso y decadantismo text available at 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/sala/sala-201. 
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tradition in the visual arts as well as the technological and social transformations at the 

turn of the century in Europe.  The emergence of a uniquely Spanish approach to the 

modern experience, as well as the connection of the Spanish avant-garde to the rest of 

Europe, is stressed by the didactic materials and the works in the space. Within this 

framework, Torres-García is presented as a member of the Mediterranist School of artists 

who sought to combine Spanish identity with classicism. By including Torres-García, a 

pioneer of the Latin American avant-garde, under the umbrella of artists seeking to 

negotiate a new Spanish identity, the Reina Sofía implies a connection between Latin 

American identity and Spanish identity in this formative period of modernity in Western 

art. Significantly, the Reina Sofía’s texts argue Torres-García’s classically inspired 

canvases from this period prefigure his later constructivist work, further emphasizing the 

significance of the artist’s period of residence in Spain as foundational to his future 

innovations.408  

Room 203, The New Culture in Spain, Between the Popular and the Modern, 

introduces the elaboration of another key aspect of the Reina Sofía’s narrative; the 

introduction of artistic changes occurring in Spanish art from the 1920s to the present.409 

The museum’s account of this period deliberately demonstrates connections between 

Madrid and the School of Paris by making specific reference to exhibitions held at the 

Palacio de Velazquez in the Parque Buen Retiro in 1923 and the Exhibit of Paintings and 

Sculptures of Spaniards Living in Paris held in 1927. The attention paid to the 

relationship between the Parisian avant-garde and Spanish avant-garde is significant for 

two reasons. First, it affirms the national identity of Spanish artists central to the 

                                                
408Sala 206.01text available at http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/sala/sala-20601. 
409Sala 203: La Nueva Cultura en España. Entre lo popular y lo modern 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/sala/sala-203 
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development of modernism in a variety of media including Picasso, Juan Gris, Salvador 

Dali, Luis Buñuel, and Joan Miró, while dismissing the notion of Spain as a cultural 

backwater. Second, the insistence on the permeability of borders affirms the transnational 

nature of artistic schools in the twentieth century. This second aspect of exchange is 

significant for the Reina Sofía’s discussion of Latin American artists because it rejects 

the isolationism associated with classical accounts of the development of modernism. 

The presence of Latin Americans in the first stage of the collection moves beyond       

Torres-García. Room 210.2 also includes works by Marius de Zayas, an influential 

Mexican artist and gallerist who was a member of Alfred Stieglitz’s inner-circle and 

served for a time as the Chief Curator of his 219 Gallery.410 De Zayas often traveled to 

Europe at Steiglitz’s behest bringing back art for the gallery. In addition, De Zayas 

opened and operated the Modern Gallery as well as the De Zayas Gallery, becoming one 

of the primary disseminators of cubism and European avant-garde art in New York in the 

pre-War period and one of the principle proponents of African art in the United States. 

De Zaya’s abstract portraits of Steiglitz, Francis Picabia, and others feature prominently 

in the display. The focus on De Zayas’ role as facilitator is significant because it allows 

the collection to illuminate, not just the oversight of Latin American artists, but the 

oversight of Latin American curators, collectors, and initiators of currents within the 

development of modern art.411  

The second part of the collection, Is the War Over? 1945-1968, follows Picasso 

and the last great history painting with galleries dedicated to Art Brut, photography, and 

the philosophical developments of existentialism, phenomenology, and the breakdown of 

                                                
410Sala 210: La ruptura cubista del espacio http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/sala/sala-210 
411Willard Bohn, “The Abstract Vision of Marius de Zayas,” The Art Bulletin 3 (1980): 434-452. 
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language.412 The didactic material in the galleries, pamphlets, and exhibitions continues 

to examine artistic developments under the framework of political change. Is the War 

Over? explores the tension between the ethos of individualism central to the embrace of 

Abstract Expressionism, and the collectivist and figurative impulses valorized by Soviet 

aesthetics. The polarity of Cold War dynamics frame the museum’s discourse 

surrounding this period. Following Adorno, the Reina Sofía further addresses the 

philosophical and theoretical challenges of the post-War period arguing the Holocaust 

and World War II represented the second profound failure of western humanism to 

prevent massive, catastrophic loss of human life.413 The outgrowth of that reality, in 

Europe, was a thorough philosophical investigation of the nature of language, perception, 

and reality in the writings of Adorno, Antonin Artaud, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jean-Paul 

Sartre, and others. Their philosophical writings are at the core of the critical engagement 

with art history, at the heart of the Reina Sofía’s narration of the period from 1945 to 

1968.  

Is the War Over? begins with a description of the post-war artistic landscape 

including the process by which New York City supplanted Paris as the capital of modern 

art. Rooms 401 and 403 introduce the post-war, neo-avant-garde featuring the works of 

idiosyncratic, artist-theoreticians such as Jean Dubuffet, Wols, and Henri Michaux while 

emphasizing the impact of the war on critical theory, through the work of Adorno, 

Artaud, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty, and artistic movements granting special significance 

                                                
412Is the War Over? 1945-1968 http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/coleccion-2-la-guerra-ha-
terminado-arte-en-un-mundo-dividido 
413Many European intellectuals, including Adorno, considered World War I to the be the first major failure 
of European humanism to prevent catastrophic loss of life. 
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to Art Brut and Lettrism.414 Room 402 factors in the impact of the establishment of 

totalitarianism on Spanish artists like Dali.415  

Significantly, the Reina Sofía features Art Brut and Lettrism, two movements 

among the short-lived groups which emerged in post-war Europe that are, though well 

represented within their holdings, largely absent from the narrative presented by the 

permanent collection of MoMA and Tate Modern. Beginning in the 1940s, Dubuffet 

coined the term Art Brut to refer to “outsider art.” Lettrism was one of the precursor 

groups to Situationist International and was the name of the group of artists, which 

included Isidore Isou and Guy Debord, for the first seven years of its existence. Under the 

guidance of Isou, Lettrism was critical of Surrealism, Marxism, Social Realism, and 

abstraction. The group’s primary concern was to present a cultural critique of capitalism 

which was capable of exposing the ideological underpinnings of society and the failure of 

the existing avant-garde to reveal these shortcomings.416 This introduction to the central 

portion of the museum’s narratives is indicative of the Reina Sofia’s willingness to 

embrace cultural critique and movements that closely relate to areas which are a priority 

for the institution, including political engagement, “outsider” or “peripheral” art, and 

challenge existing hierarchies of significance.  

The importance of Latin American artists as central to Reina Sofía’s narrative is 

most visible in this second stage of the collection Is the War Over? 1945-1968 from 

                                                
414Sala 401: La Europa de la distopía. Arte después de la Segunda Guerra Mundial. 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/sala/sala-401  Sala 403: La rebelión de Juventad. La alternative 
letrista al trauma posbélico http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/sala/sala-403.  
415Sala 402: Un parte para el regimen: ruina y utopia en el sueño de exaltación nacional 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/sala/sala-402 
416Thomas F. McDonough, “Rereading the Situationists” October 79 (Winter, 1997): 3-14. Elizabeth 
Sussman, ed. On the Passage of a Few People through a Rather Brief Moment in Time: The Situationist 
International, 1957-1972 (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1989).  Anthony Vidler, “Terres Inconnues: 
Cartographies of a Landscape to Be Invented,” October 115 (Winter, 2006): 13-30.  
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Room 404 through Room 411.417  The New Blood, explores the development of 

abstraction in Spain from 1948-1953. Recounting these new developments, the collection 

emphasizes the presence of alternative circuits of artistic exchange and their significance 

in creating new proposals for the horizons of abstraction. Significantly, this alternative 

pathway runs directly through Latin America with the First Latin American Art Biennial 

held in Madrid in 1951, as well as through the School of Altamira which brought together 

artists and theorists including Mathias Goeritz, a significant figure in the development of 

abstraction in Spain and Mexico.418   

In 1957, Jorge Oteiza represented Spain at the 4th São Paolo Biennial. Oteiza’s 

submission was Experimental Proposition, twenty-eight works subdivided into four 

sculptural groups, then further grouped into ten family units. Oteiza’s triumph in Sao 

Paulo followed a thirteen year sojourn in Latin America, teaching and exhibiting in 

Buenos Aires and Santiago from 1935-1948.419  Oteiza’s Homenaje de Mallarmé (1958) 

greets viewers in Room 407 Oteiza and the ‘Experimental Proposition’, the artist’s 

deconstruction of a square reveals the way in which his sculptural works are meditations 

on issues of space, the emptying of form, movement, and light. Oteiza is at the apex of 

the story of Spanish art in the post-war period, an era in which Latin America grows in 

importance (Figure 4.6). Oteiza’s success at the São Paolo Biennial (he was awarded the 

prize for best foreign sculptor) is the culmination of the story begun in Room 405, The 

                                                
417See floorplan at Is the War Over? 1945-1968 available at 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/collection-2. 
418The Hispano-American Biennial was held in Madrid in 1951 and in Barcelona in 1955. Mathias Goeritz 
was born in Germany and escaped Nazi Germany by traveling through North Africa and Spain. He founded 
the School of Altamira in Northern Spain in 1948. Goeritz eventually settled in Mexico in 1949 and 
became an important figure in the development of Mexican modernist architecture. See Osvaldo Sanchez, 
“Mathias Goeritz: The Ministries of Space,” in The Experimental Exercise of Freedom (Los Angeles: 
Museum of Contemporary Art, 1999), 137-167.  
419Sala 405: The New Blood. Margit Rowell and Francisco Calvo Serrallar, Oteiza, Mito y Modernidad 
(Madrid : Sociedad Estatal para la Acción Cultural Exterior, 2005). 
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New Blood: Recuperation of the Avant-Garde in the Early Years of Francoism. Room 

406, Spanish Art of the 1950s and its International Projection continues that narrative by 

describing the success of Spanish artists and Art Informel in New York, Venice and São 

Paolo.420 

In the Cold War scenario, a constructive poetics in Brazil and in Spain developed 
an aesthetic option that was committed to transforming the modes of sensitive 
perception starting from radical formal investigation. Certain institutions and 
events such as the São Paulo Biennial played a decisive role as spaces of visibility 
for these productions, and enabled connections to be made that would end up 
strengthening the formative and experimental ideal of Geometrical Abstraction in 
different territories.421  

By emphasizing the role of the Biennial and the relationships amongst its participants, the 

museum establishes a triangular circuit of artistic exchange in which Latin America plays 

a foundational role. 

The importance of the São Paolo Biennial and its role in the development of 

modernism is a recurring theme throughout the permanent collection. Oteiza’s sojourn in 

Latin America put him in contact with a flourishing community of artists experimenting 

with abstraction in South American countries. In 2013, the didactic information in Room 

408, Concrete Art in Brazil, the text read as follows, “In the early fifties certain Latin 

American regions directly linked to the cultural milieux [sic] of Western Europe began to 

discuss the potential of the Constructivist Programme in the aftermath of World War 

II.”422 The juxtaposition of Oteiza with Concrete artists working in Brazil such as Lygia 

                                                
420Sala 405: The New Blood: Recuperating the Avant-Garde in the Early Years of Francoism (1948-1953) 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/room/room-405. Sala 406: Spanish Art of the 1950s and its 
International Projection http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/sala/sala-406. 
421Sala 406: Spanish Art of the 1950s and its International Projection text available at  
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/room/room-406 
422This quote comes from the text in room 408 originally Concrete Art in Brazil. text available at 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/sites/default/files/salas/informacion/sala_408_eng.pdf. In 2014, the room 
became  Abstract Art. Geometry and Movement, which explored concurrent abstract movements in Spain 
and Paris, text available at http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/room/room-408.   
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Pape, Helio Oiticica, and Franz Weissman, illustrates the affinities between Latin 

American and Spanish abstraction. Weissman’s, a member of Grupo Frente formed in 

Rio de Janiero, Columna Neoconcreta No. 3 (1957) like Oteiza’s Propósito 

Experimental, deconstructs the cube and explores its spatial properties.  

In 2014, the contents of room 410 and 411 became the site of the museum’s 

installation of the Cisneros collection, perhaps the most important collection of Latin 

American modernism in private hands (Figures 4.7 and 4.8). The installation followed the 

closing of the exhibition Concrete Invencíon: Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection.423 

The first room features geometric abstraction and the second examines optical and kinetic 

movements in Latin American art. The permanent collection display at the Reina Sofia 

proposes simultaneity as the defining feature of the development as post-war 

international avant-gardes, a position recently elaborated by art historian Andrea 

Giunta.424  

Is the War Over? places significant emphasis on artists’ movements, such as 

Lettrism and Situationism, that sought to bridge the gap between art and daily life. The 

desire to critically examine the role of the art object and art institutions were concerns 

shared by the Argentinean avant-gardes of the 1950s and 1960s.425 One of the most 

interesting figures to come out of Buenos Aires was Alberto Greco. In 1962, Greco 

published the Manifesto Dito del Arte Vivo in which he argued the role of the artist was to 

                                                
423Concrete Invencíon: Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection opened January 23, 2013 and remained 
open for nine months until September 16, 2013. More information about the publication and events 
scheduled to coincide with the exhibition are available at http://www.lainvencionconcreta.org/.  The text 
accompanying the installation in the permanent collection display is available at 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/room/room-410. 
424Giunta argues that the idea of centers and peripheries is no longer a valid construct in the discussion of 
contemporary art. Andrea Giunta, When Does Contemporary Art Begin (Buenos Aires: Fundacíon arteBA, 
2014), 109-114. 
425Inez Katzenstein ed. Listen, Here, Now! Argentine Art of the 1960s: Writings of the Avant-Garde (New 
York: Museum of Modern Art, 2004).  
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seek living art outside of the limitations of existing institutions. That same year, he began 

his Vivo dito series (1962-1965); a series of performances in which Greco selected 

objects, people, or places to which he affixed a sign or directly signed his name (Figure 

4.9).426 The Reina Sofía identifies Greco as a pivotal figure in the development of art 

history stating,  

This is why including his oeuvre in the narrative context of twentieth-century art 
implies a recognition of his role, often diluted and even ignored by the same 
institutionalized discourses in the art scene of the late fifties and early sixties.427 

In eliminating the distance between art and life, Greco’s work confronted the political 

realities of Spanish society when he arrived in the early 1960s. The act of signing his 

name was as provocative a gesture in Argentina as it was in Barcelona and Madrid.428  

The MNCARS emphasizes Greco’s role in the development of Conceptualism; as well as 

his influence on Spanish art, in particular, his relationships with members of the Spanish 

avant-garde. While in the Spanish village of Piedralaves, Greco produced Gran 

Manifesto-Rollo Arte Vivo-Dito (1963) which is now in a case in the center of Room 416. 

Greco’s actions were even more daring considering the repressive conditions in Fascist 

Spain. Greco’s real impact on Spanish art is visible in his relationships to Manolo 

                                                
426Mari Carmen Ramirez, “Tactics for Thriving in Adversity: Conceptualism in Latin America, 1960-
1980,” in Global Conceptualisms: Points of Origin, 1950-1980s, ed. Luis Camnitzer, et. al. (New York: 
Queens Museum of Art, 1999), 53-71.  
427Sala 416:  Greco and the Adventure of the Real text available at 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/room/room-416 
428The 1950s and 60s were years of turmoil in Argentina as well. In 1955, a military coup sent Juan 
Domingo Peron into exile for a second time. The following two decades were marked by political 
instability, economic strife, and social unrest culminating in the bloodless coup in which Jorge Rafael 
Videla initiated a period of state sponsored repression and terror known as La Guerra Sucia (The Dirty 
War). The war lasted from 1976 until 1983 during which time an estimated 30,000 individuals 
“disappeared” at the hands of the military government. 
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Millares and Antonio Saura with whom the Argentine established friendships and created 

collaborative works while abroad.429  

Lucio Fontana and his Spatialist propositions have been the subject of an entire 

room at the Reina Sofía but are currently displayed in Fissures of Modernity, 

Antiprojects: the Formless, the Disfunctional, and the Unproductive (Figure 4.10). 

Fontana is an important figure for the MNCARS for two reasons. First, he is an artist 

whose significant contributions to post-war art went overlooked until the 1980s when he 

began to receive much recognition as a pivotal figure in the artistic developments of the 

1960s and 1970s.430 Second, Fontana’s career and work bridges the divide between 

European and Latin American art at mid-century. Fontana spent the war years in 

Argentina where he had significant contact with the developments in abstraction 

occurring in Buenos Aires.  It was in Argentina, in contact with artist-intellectuals like 

Tomas Maldonado and Gyula Kosice, where Fontana made his most significant 

intellectual proposals regarding explorations of space and movement. Giunta pointed out,  

The end of the War, the beginning of the atomic age and a collective uncertainty 
of being situated in an historical abyss were all circumstances Fontana 
experienced while in the displaced scene in Argentina, where at the very moment 
that history seemed to be undoing the world’s forward progress, the avant garde 
inscribed itself in a gesture that tended to subvert this destiny. Buenos Aires was 
far from the “primitive immensity” with which Dominique Liquois describes 
Fontana’s period in Argentina, in an almost Orientalist stereotype.431  

By featuring Fontana and highlighting his significant relationship with Latin America 

artists and artistic developments, the Reina Sofía proposes an intellectual lineage for 

                                                
429Sala 416: Greco and the Adventure of the Real text available at 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/room/room-416 
430Hal Foster, et. al. “1959,” in Art Since 1900: Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism (London: 
Thames and Hudson, 2004), 411-415. 
431Andrea Giunta, “Lucio Fontana in Buenos Aires” in Lucio Fontana. Obras maestras de la colección 
Lucio Fontana de Milán (Fundación Proa: Buenos Aires, 1999), 72-87. 
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Spatialism, a movement which produced lasting reverberations in the development of 

European art, that run directly through Argentinian theoretical developments. This is an 

important distinction as the fecund period of development undergone by Fontana in 

Argentina has been systematically erased over the years.432  

The third and final section of the Reina Sofía’s permanent collection explores 

postmodernity. Here again, the focus is on the impact of political developments and the 

emergence of new cultural theory. The introduction to this third phase of the collection 

states, 

The period from the 1960s to the 1980s, the years that the new rooms in the 
Collection explore, is when the political, social, cultural, and technological 
changes that would give shape to the contemporary global situation took place: 
decolonization, the uprisings of ’68, feminist movements, the economic crisis, the 
expansion of popular culture, and the emergence of other peripheral 
modernisms.433 

The narration focuses on arts of protest and movements which explored the meaning of 

art as object.     

In this portion of the visitor’s journey to the MNCARS, Latin America takes 

center stage in four decisive presentations: Revolution and Decolonisation, Helio 

Oiticica, Feminism, and Art and Activism in Latin America. The MNCARS draws 

parallels between the social and political circumstances of Spanish and Latin American 

societies during this period and the impact of dictatorships and political repression on 

artistic production. What is left out of this discussion is the complicated position of Spain 

with relation to the colonization and decolonization of Latin American countries. Also 

absent is any recognition of Spain’s relationship to its former colonies in the 1990s and 

                                                
432See also, Anthony White, Lucio Fontana: Between Utopia and Kitsch (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2011).  
433From Revolt to Postmodernity (1962-1982) http://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/collection-3 
(accessed December 1, 2014).  
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2000s sometimes called the Reconquista, a phenomenon discussed previously in this 

dissertation. This omission is significant in that it obscures, if not abdicates, State 

involvement in the political developments in Latin America during the twentieth and 

twenty-first centuries; to claim cultural affinity without acknowledging culpability 

conceals certain truths. This presentation suggests not only that Spain and Spanish artists 

are significant to the development of Latin American art, but that the inverse is true as 

well. The permanent collection establishes the connection between Latin America and 

Spain by making the presence of Latin American work a consistent presence in all three 

stages of its narrative development; the hang singles out the work of individual artists 

turning off entire galleries to their work while stressing the transnational, transatlantic 

exchange of ideas, artists, and movements. 

EXHIBITIONS434 

In 1994, the Reina Sofía opened Cocido y Crudo (Cooked and Raw). The focus of 

Cocido y Crudo was to interrogate the connection between art and issues of identity as 

raised by artists and their works in the 1980s and 1990s.435 In particular, Cocido y Crudo 

addressed the idea of internationalism, a contentious topic in the 1980s.  Theoretically, 

the influence of Feminism, the Civil Rights Movement, and theories of multiculturalism 

broadened the boundaries of the art market, museums, and academia to produce a more 

inclusive, international focused art world. Dan Cameron, the show’s curator, used the 

exhibition as a platform to pose the question of whether or not the perspective of the art 

institutions had actually shifted or whether they remained mired in dichotomies of center 
                                                
434 Dates appearing after the name or an artist or exhibition indicates the year in which the exhibition took 
place. 
435Cocido y Crudo (Cooked and Raw) is an inversion of the title of the famed French anthropologist 
Claude Levi-Strauss’ seminal text Raw and Cooked. In this text, Levi-Strauss engaged in a structuralist 
examination of myths and argued for the existence of universal binaries that undergird the organization of 
all societies.  
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and periphery.436 Cameron argued little actual change had been effected. He notably 

rejected the biennial model, a growing phenomenon at the time, and confronted 

approaches to identity which failed to eliminate an “us versus them” mentality. Cameron 

wrote,  

In other words, it is only by refusing to define the artist’s authorial voice in terms 
of his personal sociocultural origins, and by resisting the relativization of all 
forms of artistic practice as part of an endless chain of examples of difference, 
that we can also learn to stop penalizing artists who belong to ethnic, religious, or 
sexual minorities, or those whose gender is female, or whose primary points of 
cultural reference lie in situations that do not form part of the Western European 
or North American alliances.437 

The position outlined by Cameron, the desire to present a continuum of practice rather 

than emphasizing difference, reflects the attempts of the Reina Sofía’s exhibition 

program to embrace different curatorial models and perspectives which, in this case, 

move beyond the architecture of difference in favor of a sense of continuity.  

Major thematic categories emerge upon examination of the Reina Sofía’s 

temporary exhibitions from 1992 to the present. Each of these categories elaborate an 

aspect of the narrative within the permanent collection. Though Borja-Villel is perhaps 

the most vocal champion of the Reina Sofía’s goal to become an arbiter of taste at the 

forefront of critical and theoretical change in current museum practice, the emphasis on 

the connection to Latin America and postmodern narration predate his stewardship of the 

museum. In fact, in her written introduction to Cocido y Crudo the Spanish Minister of 

Culture, Carmen Alborch, stated the exhibition served to illustrate the principle driving 

Spanish museum practice, namely that the function of the institution was to raise 

                                                
436Jerry Saltz, “Mas de lo que sabes,” in Cocido y Crudo (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofia, 1994), 16-23.  
437Dan Cameron, “Cocido y Crudo” in Cocido y Crudo (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofia, 1994), 319.  
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questions.438  As is evident in the display of the permanent collection, from the beginning 

of the 1990s, the exhibitions of Latin American art at the MNCARS attempt to reveal and 

then to explicate a substantive and productive link between Spain and the artists and 

countries of Latin America. The focus in temporary exhibitions, as in the permanent 

collection, also emphasized a post-modern approach to modern and contemporary art. 

Straddling the divide between realities and possibilities, as in the permanent collection 

display, the museum presented an impressive and extensive run of exhibitions which 

emphasized overlooked areas of the historiography of Latin American art with a focus on 

artistic exchange and postmodern narration. However, the temporary exhibitions 

complicated and enhanced the ideas developed in the permanent collection.    

Major retrospective exhibitions of well-known or established artists 

At the turn of the twentieth century, a young Venezuelan painter, born to a 

wealthy family, began to study art in Caracas. Armando Reverón would go on to study in 

Paris and Barcelona. Eventually, he abandoned academic painting in search of a form of 

expression capable of capturing the effects of light. In this way, his work relates to the 

efforts of artists like Henri Matisse and Pierre Bonnard, artists with whose work the 

young Reveron was not familiar.439 In 1992, Reveron was little known outside of his 

native Venezuela. The MNCARS mounted a major retrospective of his work that year in 

collaboration with Fundación Galeria de Arte Nacional in Caracas.440 A major exhibition 

                                                
438Carmen Alborch, “Presentacion,” Cocido y Crudo (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofia, 1994), n.p. 
439Reveron was in Paris in 1914 and appears to have visited the Louvre and the Luxembourg Gardens. 
However, later accounts make it unclear whether he was able to access those museums as they may have 
been closed due to World War I. For a more thorough discussion of this point see John Elderfield, “The 
Natural History of Armando Reveron,” in Armando Reveron (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2007), 
19.  
440Armando Reverón (1889-1954) Exposición Antólogica, March 3 – April 19, 1992, Palacio de Velázquez, 
Parque del Retiro. A catalog accompanied the exhibition, Armando Reverón, 1889-1954: exposición 
antológica (Caracas: Fundación Galería de Arte Nacional, 1992).  
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of the work of the Cuban painter Wifredo Lam also opened at the Reina Sofía in 1992.441 

Lam, a significant figure in the development of cubism, was an important but little-

appreciated figure in the history of western art, though better known than the majority of 

his Latin American peers.442 Both exhibitions were part of the activities planned to 

coincide with the Spanish quincentennial celebrations.  

For the Reina Sofía, these exhibitions established a precedent for the examination 

of the careers of paradigmatic Latin American artists including Manuel Alvarez Bravo 

(1996), Lucio Fontana (1998), Roberto Matta (1999), Xul Solar (2002), and Joaquín 

Torres-García (1991).443 In general, these shows focused on artists well-versed in the 

history of art, well-traveled, and in contact with European and North American peers, 

who developed unique, visual languages. In some instances, the purpose of these 

monographic exhibitions was to refute prevailing stereotypes or misconceptions of the 

artists’ oeuvre. In the case of Reveron, the exhibition rejected the notion of artist as 

reclusive “nobel savage.”444 At issue with respect to Manuel Alvarez Bravo was his 

designation as Surrealist photographer, an appellation the artist repeatedly refuted. At 

times, the concern was to recognize a widespread cultural influence, an influence that 

extended beyond the boundaries of Latin America. The retrospectives of Matta, Fontana, 

and Torres-García sought to correct the omission of these artists from the existing 

historical record as each made enormous contributions to the artistic developments of the 

twentieth century. Significantly, these exhibitions predated large-scale exhibitions of 

these artists at other institutions; Reveron was the subject of a retrospective at MoMA in 

                                                
441Wifredo Lam, September 29 – December 14, 1992, Sabatini Building. A catalog accompanied the 
exhibition Wifredo Lam (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1992).  
442Lam’s masterpiece, The Jungle (1943), entered the collection of the Museum of Modern Art in 1945.  
443Archive of the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Folletas Cajas 284, exp. 2, sub. 1, 2183-14,  
444“Presentación,” Armando Reverón, 1889-1954: exposición antológica (Caracas: Fundación Galería de 
Arte Nacional, 1992). See also the introduction to the exhibition on the museum website.  
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2007 and the influence of Solar was the subject of a 2006 exhibition mounted at the 

MFAH produced in collaboration with MALBA.  

Attention to underrepresented but significant figures/movements in the 

development of Latin American art  

The rewriting of history requires the rediscovery of overlooked figures and 

movements. To that end, the exhibition program at the Reina Sofía featured and 

continues to explore the work of artists and schools which challenge stereotypes of Latin 

American visual culture. As part of that effort, the Reina Sofía consistently recognizes 

the contributions of female artists. On their website and at the entrance to the museum, 

visitors are offered itineraries focused on specific aspects of the collection; among them 

is Feminismo, which deems the Feminist movement one of the principle catalysts of 

social change in the twentieth century.445 

The legacy of figurative, nationalist painting in Latin America continues to 

dominate public perception of art from the region. The connection between figurative or 

folkloric painting shares a particularly strong association with Mexico. To counter this 

narrative, the MNCARS presented a show devoted to the work of Jose Luis Cuevas; an 

artist whose manifesto Behind the Cactus Curtain directly confronted the legacy of 

Mexican Muralism and the figurative tradition in Mexico.446 Cuevas rejected the artificial 

optimism of pre-war Mexican art and dedicated himself to painting or drawing daily 

reality as opposed to the sanitized reality associated with government sponsored murals. 

Cuevas studied a variety of art historical precedents and showed a particular fondness for 

artists who likewise dedicated themselves to honest depictions of reality, including 

                                                
445Itineraro Feminismo itinerary available at http://www.museoreinasofia.es/visita/tipos-visita/visita-
comentada/feminismo. (accessed February 2, 2012). 
446Cuevas, José Luis. "La cortina de nopal." In Ruptura, 84-91. Mexico City: Museo Carrillo Gil, 1988. 
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Francisco José de Goya y Lucientes whose Caprichos detailed the exploits of the 

Catholic Church and social evils of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. 

Seizing upon Cuevas’ relationship to artists like Goya, the Reina Sofía exhibition 

presented the Mexican iconoclast as heir to a long and storied lineage in Spanish art that 

stretched backwards from Picasso and Miró to Goya and Velazquez.447  

Following the exhibition of Cuevas’ work, the Reina Sofía continued to mount 

shows which explored the oeuvres of artists who challenged artistic convention and 

theoretical practice, including Leon Ferrari and Roberto Jacoby.448 Both Ferrari and 

Jacoby critically examined language and blurred the boundaries between artistic practice 

and political activism. In keeping with their general emphasis on female artists, these 

exhibitions frequently focused on the work of notable women including Mira Schendel, 

Regina Silveira, and Lygia Pape.449 The work of Schendel, Silveira, and Pape was central 

to the radical transformation of modern art in Brazil and is often overshadowed by their 

male counterparts such as Helio Oiticica and Cildo Meireles.450 All these artists were 

pivotal figures in the development of modernism in Latin America and, with the 

exception of Ferrari and Schendel, were only given solo shows by the Reina Sofía.451 
                                                
447Cuevas, Jose Luis, Jose Luis Cuevas (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1998).  
Folletos Caja 864-14, Archives of the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia. 
448Tangled Alphabets (November 25, 2009 – March 1, 2010) featured the work of Ferrari and Schendel. 
Roberto Jacoby: Desire Rises from Collapse (February 25 – May 30, 2011) was accompanied by a catalog 
of the same title.  
449Regina Silveira: Lumen (May 12 – July 5, 2005). Lygia Pape: Magnetized Space (May 25 – October 3, 
2011).  
450Oiticica was the subject of a major retrospective co-organized by the MFAH and Tate Modern in 2006 
called Helio Oiticica: The Body of Color. Oiticica’s work has been widely exhibited in the United States, 
South America, and Europe. The MFAH and Tate also collaborated on an exhibition of Meireles’ work in 
2008.  The exhibition tour was as follows Published to accompany the touring exhibition 'Cildo Meireles', 
held at Tate Modern, London, 14th Oct. 2008-11th Jan. 2009; Museu d'Art Contemporani de Barcelona, 
Feb. 11-May 3, 2009; The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, June 7-Sept. 27, 2009; Los Angeles County 
Museum of Art, Los Angeles, Nov. 22, 2009-Feb. 7, 2010; Art Gallery of Ontario, Mar. 27-June 27, 2010. 
451 The exhibition Tangled Alphabets was a coproduction by the Museum of Modern Art in New York, the 
Reina Sofia, and the Fundaçao Iberê Camargo in Porto Alegre Brazil. The exhibition schedule was as 
follows Museum of Modern Art MoMA, New York (April 5, 2009 - June 15, 2009);  Museo Nacional 
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In addition to recontextualizing the work of specific artists, the Reina Sofía also 

reexamined movements. Two of these exhibitions, Arte MADÍ in 1997 and Los Cineticos 

in 2007, featured related developments, the birth of abstraction and the incorporation of 

movement in the art object. Together these exhibitions make a substantial contribution to 

the existing historiographical analysis of abstract art in Latin America. The purpose of 

these exhibitions was to expand the knowledge of two pivotal movements in the history 

of Latin American art, both of which had lasting and wide-ranging influence that 

remained virtually unknown in Spain, Europe, and beyond.452  

The traditional recitation of the development of abstraction in Latin American art, 

including that of the Reina Sofía, begins with Torres-García and La Escuela del Sur and 

then spreads through the Southern Cone via Argentina and Brazil. However, perhaps the 

most innovative and impactful proposal of the Latin American avant-garde emerged in 

Argentina in the 1940s, is the incorporation of movement into an abstract, constructivist 

paradigm. Of Arte MADÍ, curator Maria Luisa Borras said, “Fue una rupture y tambien el 

primer movimiento nacido de raices latinoamericanas. Por eso reivindicaron la figura de 

Torres Garcia, frente a la de Tomas Maldonado, que miraba mas a Europa.”453 MADI’s 

development and affinity for articulated sculpture – notably Kosice’s Royi (1944) – 

incorporated visual and physical interaction with the art object. The idea of movement, as 

it developed in the Argentine avant-garde, became a foundational principle in Latin 

American art, creating a traceable lineage of abstraction through the twentieth century to 
                                                                                                                                            
Centro de Arte Reina Sofica (November 25, 2009 – March 1, 2010); Fundaçao Iberê Camargo, Porto 
Alegre (April 08 - July 11, 2010) 
452“It was a rupture as well as the first movement of Latin American origin. Therefore, they claimed the 
figure of Torres Garcia, in opposition to Tomas Maldonado, who looked more to Europe.” For Maria Luisa 
Borras, “Medio Siglo de Arte Madi,” in Arte MADí (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 
1997), 10-11. “Seguimiento Informativo”  Folletos Caja 803-16 
453Maria Luisa Borra quoted in Miguel Angel Trenas, “El Museo Reina Sofía revisa el geometrismo del 
madi, arte de raices latinoamericanas,” La Vanguardia, Cultura pg. 50 July 2, 1997. See also Folletos Caja 
803-16 “Seguimiento Informativo”. 
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the present. The idea of movement is a theoretical lodestar, which differentiates Latin 

American avant-garde practice from its European and American contemporaries. Not 

only did Arte MADÍ introduce a movement that was little known outside of Latin 

America, the show traced the international trajectory of the movement and measured its 

impacts.454  

Los Cineticos elaborated on the significance of Kineticism in modern art, the role 

of Latin American artists as pioneers in the incorporation of movement and light into 

works of art, as well as the lasting and wide-spread impact of these developments on the 

global history of modernism.455  From a traditional, museological perspective, Kinetic art 

is difficult. The works are difficult to store, maintain, and recreate. They do not reproduce 

well in catalogs. Historically, the story of Kinetic art is messy. It exists at the intersection 

of dozens of artistic movements, artist interactions, and the vagaries of historical 

confluence. The skeins of interconnectivity are thus difficult to unravel and rearrange into 

tidy narratives or chronologies. The national origins of the artists are varied with 

important contributors coming from areas of the world considered artistic backwaters or 

peripheries. Despite a brief period of interest from 1955 to 1965, Kinetic art was, 

generally, rejected by critics. In Europe and the United States, the primary sites of artistic 

legitimation, both movements were viewed as trivial outgrowths of the 1960s obsession 
                                                
454Maris Luïsa Bòrras, Arte MADÍ (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1997). Arte 
MADÍ ran   July 1 – October 27, 1997.  
455Kineticism, as a movement, debuted on the evening of April 6, 1955 with the opening of the exhition Le 
Mouvement at the Galerie Denise René in Paris. René, in collaboration with the Hungarian artist Victor 
Vasarely, a regular fixture at the gallery, presented an exhibition, the goal of which was to create a lineage 
for kinetic art. All of the artists included in Le Mouvement worked in abstract, constructivist modes. 
However, the criterion for inclusion was the incorporation of movement in the work of art. Le Mouvement 
brought established artists like Vasarely, Marcel Duchamp, and Alexander Calder together with relative 
newcomers like Yaakov Agam, Pol Bury, and a recent arrival the young Venezuelan artist, Jesus Rafael 
Soto. See Estrellita Brodsky, “Latin American Artists in Postwar Paris: Jesús Rafael Soto and Julio Le 
Parc, 1950–1970” (Ph.D. Diss., New York University, 2009). Marth L. Sesín, “Playing their Game: France, 
Latin America, and the Transformation of Geometric Abstraction in Postwar Paris” (Ph.D. Diss, University 
of British Columbia, 2008).f 
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with drugs, psychedelic music, and consumerism. The legacy of this marginalization is 

still evident in the relatively small number of Op and Kinetic works on display in major 

museums, though in the past decade, museums and critics began to revisit these 

movements.  

In the 1950s, Latin American artists flocked to Paris and joined the legion of their 

peers working in emerging forms of media which embraced technology and 

experimentation. By in large, these artists shared a desire to create a universally legible 

aesthetic encounter. The accessibility of Op and Kinetic art, in that the works did not rely 

on prior knowledge of any kind, made them supremely democratic, egalitarian modes of 

working. Kinetic Art was an alternative means of communication; a method for 

dissolving apathy and producing an active, participating spectator. Significantly, the 

theoretical proposals of MADÍ profoundly impacted the artistic growth of the most 

important Latin American proponents of Kineticism including Carlos Cruz-Diez, Julio Le 

Parc, and Jesus Rafael Soto. Therefore, Arte MADÍ and Los Cineticos asserted the 

presence of radically innovative, highly impactful theoretical advancements in Latin 

America that mirror or precede similar developments in Europe and the United States.456 

Internationally recognized contemporary art stars of Latin American origin  

The 1990s saw a dramatic increase in the number of international art fairs and 

biennials. The visibility of individual curators and artists also increased tremendously, 

turning artists like Jeff Koons and Damien Hirst into international, celebrity sensations. 

Among these newly minted celebrities were Latin American artists like Francis Alÿs 

(2003), Guillermo Kuitca (2003), and Gabriel Orozco (2005). All three artists received 

                                                
456See Brodsky, “Latin American Artists in Postwar Paris: Jesús Rafael Soto and Julio Le Parc, 1950–
1970”.  Alma Ruiz, Suprasensorial: Experiments in Light, Color, and Space (Los Angeles: Museum of 
Contemporary Art Los Angeles, 2010).  
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solo exhibitions at the Reina Sofía.457 Additionally, the MNCARS featured artists who 

were beginning to bestablish reputations in the art world as future stars. They include 

José Damasceno (2008), Leandro Erlich (2008), KCHO (2000), Mario Garcia Torres 

(2010), and Pablo Siquier (2005).458 

Mexico and Mexican artists were extensively exhibited. 

Over the course of the past twenty years, the Reina Sofía presented sixteen 

exhibitions which featured an exclusive focus on Mexican art. Curatorial attention to 

Latin American movements that emphasized abstraction emerged as a reaction to the 

early twentieth century focus on figurative movements, specifically that of Mexican 

Muralism. This study addressed MoMA’s interest in Mexican Muralism in chapter two as 

well as the conscious decision on the part of Ramirez and the MFAH to avoid exhibitions 

of both Mexican art and figuration in response to that early trend. The Reina Sofía’s 

decision represents a counterpoint to the position of MoMA and the MFAH. Over the 

course of the past twenty years, the MNCARS explored the diversity, in terms of genre, 

media, and chronology, of Mexican artistic practice. This effort included exhibitions that 

focused on the typical and familiar such as Andre Breton y Surrealismo (1991) and Arte 

Mexicano: Colección Jacques y Natasha Gelman (2000).459 Both shows explored the 

                                                
457Alÿs was the subject of two exhibitions in the 2000s: Francis Alÿs: la profeta y la mosca (May 27 – 
August 18, 2003); Francis Alÿs: Fabiola (October 28, 2009 – March 7, 2010).  Kuitca received a mid-
career retrospective that was co-organized by the Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires 
(February 6 – April 28, 2003). Orozco’s work was featured in the Palacio Cristal (February 8 – April 18, 
2005). 
458José Damasceno: Coordenadas y Aparaciones (February 8 – May 6, 2008); Leandro Erlich: El Torre 
(November 26, 2008 – November 23, 2009); Mario García Torres: Alguna vez has visto la nieve caer 
(February 10 – May 24, 2010);  Kcho: La Columna Infinita (February 8 – May 3, 2000); Pablo Siquier 
(June 2 – September 12, 2005). 
459Andre Breton y el Surrealismo (October 1- December 2, 1991); Arte Mexicano: Colleción Jacques y 
Natasha Gelman (November 23, 1999 – January 10, 2000). 
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well-covered territory of Surrealism in Mexico, Figuration, Mexican Muralism, and Frida 

Kahlo.460  

Significantly, the museum collaborated with the Consejo Nacional para la 

Cultura y las Artes in Mexico to develop and mount the exhibition Eco: Arte 

Contemporáneo Mexicano (2005). Curated by Osvaldo Sanchez and Kevin Power, Eco 

examined contemporary art practice in Mexico from the 1980s and 1990s, paying 

particular attention to the reasons for and the benefits of the institutional neglect of 

Mexican artists during that period.461 In the catalogue, Itala Schmelz, then director of La 

Sala de Arte Público Siquieros, argued that despite the best efforts of Mexican artists and 

curators as well as the neglect of Mexican art during the last decades of the 2000s, 

stereotypes of Mexican art persisted and necessitated the need for confrontational 

practice.462 By the opening of Eco, Mexican art reached global prominence in the work of 

artists such as Frances Alÿs, Gabriel Orozco, and Melanie Smith. In facilitating the 

exhibition and working almost entirely with Mexican curators, the Reina Sofía succeeded 

in producing a show which commented critically on the state of contemporary art on a 

global level, as well as acknowledging the dissonance between conflicting motivations 

within the institution.  

 

Networks of exchange 

                                                
460Andre Breton y el Surrealismo; Juan Soriano: Retrospectiva, 1937-1997 (February 4 – May 6, 1997); 
Vincente Rojo: Obra Sobre Papel y Gran Escenario Primtivo (January 28 – March 39, 1997);  Arte 
Mexicano: Colleción Jacques y Natasha Gelman; Francisco Toledo (June 20 – August 28, 2000); Martin 
Ramirez: Reframing Confinement (March 31 – July 12, 2010).  
461Cuauhtémoc Medina, “Notes for an Aesthetic of the Modernized,” in Eco: Arte Contemporáneo 
Mexicano (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2005), 210.  
462Itala Schmelz, “Five Pieces of Evidence Showing that this Essay is Impossible,” in Eco: Arte 
Contemporáneo Mexicano (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2005), 220. 
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The theme of exchange is an established and thoroughly explored aspect of art of 

the twentieth century in the permanent collection and the Reina Sofía further emphasized 

this aspect of early modern art in the exhibitions La Escuela del Sur: El Taller Torres-

Garcia y su Legado (1991), Wifredo Lam (1992), Lucio Fontanta (1998), Versiones del 

Sur (2000-2001), and Anni y Josef Albers: Viajes por Latinoamérica (2006). Over the 

course of two decades, these shows focused on significant, international figures in the 

development of artistic movements in Europe, the United States, Latin America, and the 

Caribbean; they are figures involved in figuration and abstraction as well as more 

contemporary issues such as the dissolution of the art object.463 These shows also 

reinforce the effort to highlight the links between Spain and events taking place in the 

Americas.  Yet, having established the idea of exchange, the temporary exhibitions also 

serve to complicate the idea of exchange as a transmission of ideas. In his introduction to 

the catalogue for the 2012 exhibition Lygia Pape: Magnetized Space, Borja-Villel and 

Teresa Velazquez addressed the possibility of the artist’s refusal to assimilate ideas. He 

argues that even the idea of exchange is too simplistic in its ability to explicate the 

interconnections between Latin America and the rest of the world.  

We know that Latin American artists were not isolated from events in Europe and 
the United States nor were they unfamiliar with what transpired there; indeed, 
they found European geometric abstraction to be of much greater interest than 
American colour-field [sic] painting. Instead of recognizing this fact, there is a 
tendency to speculate about a constructivist South, prolonging its status as a 
contemporary El Dorado. As in the past, Latin America remains relegated to the 
realm of the mythical. This characterization conceals the complex 
interrelationship that exists between the centre [sic] and periphery, between art 
and history.464  

                                                
463Fontana: Entre Materia y Espacio (September 30 – November 16, 1998) 
464Manuel Borja-Villel and Teresa Velázquez, “Lygia Pape: Magnetized Space,” in Lygia Pape: 
Magnetized Space, 13-17 (Madrid: Museo Nacional de Arte Reina Sofia, 2011), 14. 
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Borja-Villel’s statement is a direct response to the ways in which academic and curatorial 

examinations of Latin America currently emphasize, almost exclusively, abstract and 

constructivist tendencies within early twentieth century Latin American historiography. 

Thematic exhibitions looking at multiculturalism, postcolonialism, identity politics, 

feminism, and postmodernism 

Cocido y Crudo was the first in a series of group exhibitions that dealt critically 

with the history of art: À Rebours: La Rebelión Informalista, 1939-1968 (1999), 

Principio Potosí (2010), and Specters of Artaud (2012).465 All four of these shows 

presented a challenge to common interpretations of modern art. À Rebours examined 

Informalism. According to the curator Dore Ashton one of the central principles of the 

exhibition was that Informalism,  

. . .que no pretende ser representativa en el sentido literal del termino, es la de 
mostrar que, asi como el impetu del expresionismo abstracto, el otro gran 
movimiento pictorico de la posguerra, fue transnacional, formando una especie de 
lingua franca que se extendia por todo el mundo, esta caracteristica que tuvo el 
informalismo prevalecío despues de las guerras en muchos lugares del mundo 
mientras las regiones conservaban sus propios dialectos.466 

 

À Rebours carefully plotted the development and dissemination of Informalism in Latin 

America and included the discussion of the movement by prominent art critics; as well as 

the relationships of artists, like the Nicaraguan painter Armando Morales and the Cuban 

group Los Onces, to similar developments in America and Europe.   

                                                
465Other exhibitions can be included in this category such as Arte MADÍ, Los Cineticos, and all five of the 
Versiones del Sur. However, since they have already been discussed at length, they will not be revisited 
here.  
466"is not intended to be representative in the literal sense of the term, is to show that, as well as the 
impetus of Abstract Expressionism, the other great pictorial post-war movement, was transnational , 
forming a kind of lingua franca that stretched around the world, this feature that had the informality 
prevailed after wars in many parts of the world while retaining its own regional dialect". Dore Ashton 
quoted in Carlos Rubio, “Llega al Museo Reina Sofía la ‘rebelion informalista,’” Reforma (Mexico City) 
July 26, 1999; 5. 
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Taking up the theme of intellectual exchange, Specters of Artaud mirrors the 

alternative narration of modernism in the permanent collection by emphasizing the 

contributions of Lettrism while expanding upon Artaud’s influence in the visual arts. The 

exhibition establishes a constellation of influence that stretches from France to the United 

States and to Brazil. Curators Kaira M. Cabañas and Frédéric Acquaviva propose that 

Artaud’s theories influence a strain of modernism whose primary concern is language. 

The engagement with language runs counter to practices, inspired by Duchamp, which 

destabilize or investigate the possibilities of art as object.467 In Brazil, Artaud’s attacks on 

the specificity of media, the importance of interaction, spontaneity, and sensual 

experience are taken up by the concrete poets Augusto and Haroldo do Campos, the 

author of the Manifesto Neoconcreto Ferreria Gullar, and subsequently in the work of 

artists including Lygia Clark and Helio Oiticica. Oiticica’s Spatial Poems and Lygia 

Clark’s Espaço modulado were prominently featured in the exhibition. These works 

explored the fragility of mind and body as well as the expressive possibilities of 

geometry.  In discussing the contemporaneous engagement of Brazilian, French, and 

American artists with Artaud’s theories, the exhibition affirms the presence of Latin 

American artists in the reception of critical texts and at the cutting-edge of new 

international developments.  

Recently, the Reina Sofía has also engaged the implications of Spain’s colonial 

legacy in the Americas in a variety of ways. After the conquest, the Spanish colonial 

authority discovered silver in the Andean highlands in the city of Potosí. Potosí became 

the largest industrial city in the world. Using native, slave labor, Spain exploited the 

                                                
467Kaira D. Cabañas and Frédéric Acquaviva, Espectros de Artaud: Lenguaje y arte en los años cincuenta 
(Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2010). Branden W. Joseph, “Modernism without 
Organs,” in Artforum International 51(Sept., 2001): 494. 
http://artforum.com/inprint/issue=201207&id=31958 (accessed December 1, 2014). 
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riches of their newly conquered colonies to capitalize Europe. Accommodating the 

tremendous amount of wealth created by the mines necessitated the establishment of 

stock exchanges, funded enormous armies, and capitalized the industrialization of 

Europe.468 The Spanish colonial government established artistic centers where indigenous 

artisans produced religious images to be disseminated throughout the colonies and the 

Catholic world.469 The images produced by those artisans, specifically those produced in 

Potosí, are the foundation for the exhibition Principio Potosí: ¿Comó podemos cantar el 

canto del Señor en tierra ajena? The show paired twenty paintings created in the 

workshops of Potosí with contemporary artworks that explored the post-colonial realities. 

In his catalog introduction, Borja-Villel directly challenged the traditional narration of 

modernism arguing that the beginnings of the modern era were better located in the mines 

of Potosí than the factories towns in London during the Industrial Revolution. Further, he 

argued the world was little changed; the dehumanizing conditions in the mines of 

seventeenth century Bolivia continued to exist in sweat shops and mines throughout the 

world.470 The animating principle behind Principio Potosí is the possibility of agency in 

the face of staggering odds. The artisans of Potosí used art as a tool of liberation by 

combining Catholic imagery with indigenous ritual and meaning. This intentional 

hybridization was an act of defiance that affirms the critical power of artistic production.  

 

                                                
468Barbara Hadley Stein and Stanley J. Stein, “Financing Empire: The European Diaspora of Silver by 
War,” in Colonial Legacies: The Problem of Persistence in Latin America, ed. Jeremy Edelman, 51-68 
(London: Routledge, 1999). Gerrit Jackson, “Alice Crescher, Max Jorge Hinderer, and Andreas Siekmann,” 
Artforum International 49.1 (2010): 301.  
469Principio Potosí: ¿Comó podemos cantar el canto del Señor en tierra ajena? (Madrid: Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2010).  
470Manuel Borja-Villel, “Prologo,” in Principio Potosí: ¿Comó podemos cantar el canto del Señor en 
tierra ajena? (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2010). 
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 BECOMING “THE GREAT MUSEUM OF THE SOUTH” 

In 1992, Maria de Corral suggested the importance of Latin American artists in 

the development of Spanish and European art in her introduction to the exhibition 

Wifredo Lam.471 The official presentation statements, in the catalog for another 

quincentennial exhibition, the monographic appraisal of Reveron organized in 

conjunction with Galeria del Arte Nacional de Venezuela, echoed a similar sentiment472 

The exhibition Cocido y Crudo followed those of Lam and Reveron in 1994. Cocido y 

Crudo presented the work of artists from five continents and examined the polarities 

between the global north and the global south, while expressing an openly critical stance 

towards the relationship between Spain and its former colonies. In their essays published 

in the Cocido y Crudo catalog, both Mar Villaespesa and Gerardo Mosquera critically 

examined the motivation on the part of an institution of the Spanish government  

simultaneously to adopt an attitude of paternalism towards Latin America while asserting 

the ability to move beyond a model of us versus them.473 

In an interview in 2008, Borja-Villel remarked on his motivations for applying to 

the directorship of the museum and his vision for its future, 

[The Reina Sofía] was missing an immense, historic opportunity to become the 
great Museum of the South. I don’t mean in the geographic sense, but in the sense 
that [Latin American writer and philosopher] Enrique Dussel uses it: to define art 
that does not represent the predominant world view rooted in Europe and the 
US.474 

                                                
471“It is my desire, that after Wifredo Lam, the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía continue 
presenting the art of Latin America, that has so many promises and surprises.” Maria de Corral, 
“Presentación,” Wifredo Lam (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1994), 11. 
472“Presentacion” Armando Reveron (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1994), 11. 
473Mar Villaespesa, “Citología,” in Cocido y Crudo ed. Dan Cameron, 24-31(Madrid: Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1994). Gerardo Mosquera, “Cocinando la identidad,” ed. Dan Cameron, 32-
37(Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 1994). 
474Manuel Borja-Villel quoted in Christina Carrillo de Albornoz, “Reina Sofía can become a 21st-century 
leader,” The Art Newspaper 17 (2008): 21. 
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Borja-Villel’s statement is telling in two ways. First, it suggests that he conceives of 

Spain as part of the global south. Second, the invocation of Dussel sheds light on the 

Reina Sofía’s cultural role both nationally and globally as envisioned by Borja-Villel. 

Accepting the position that same year, Borja-Villel declared that as director he 

would attempt to present a program which represented a real exchange with Latin 

American art and Latin American artists.475 The colonial mentality denounced by Borja-

Villel, as well as his conception of the role of the museum in the international art world, 

reflects Dussel’s critique of modernism and the construction of alterity. In Dussel’s 

estimation, modernism is predicated on a dialectics of exclusion. He argued,    

The claim that the philosophy of liberation is postmodern is grounded in the 
following thesis: modern European philosophy, even before the ego cogito but 
certainly from then on, situated all men and all cultures – and with them their 
women and children – within its own boundaries as manipulable tools, 
instruments. Ontology understood them as interpretable beings, as known ideas, 
as mediation or internal possibilities within the horizon of the comprehension of 
Being.476 

The possibility of critique only exists in the willingness to acknowledge the dignity of the 

other.477 Borja-Villel has invoked Dussel as important to his formation of the philosophy, 

guiding the current activities of the MNCARS. In a statement echoing Dussel’s 

assertions, Borja-Villel wrote “The more reticent a system is to the interpellation of its 

others, the more totalitarian, belligerent, and intolerant it turns.”478  

This push-and-pull between patronage and patronization remains a persistent 

feature of the permanent exhibition and temporary exhibition program at the MNCARS. 

                                                
475Elena Vozmediano, “Los espacios de libertad hay que ganárselos. El concurso es sólo el primer paso. 
Entrevista a Manuel Borja-Villel”, El Cultural.es, 24-1-2008 
476Enrique Dussel The Philosophy of Liberation, trans. Aquilina Martinez and Christine Morkovsky (Mary-
Knoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1985), 1.  
477Eduardo Mendieta, Global Fragments: Globalization, Latinamericanisms, and Critical Theory by 
Eduardo Mendieta (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007).   
478Mendieta, Global Fragments, 130. 
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Despite the presence of this profound contradiction, the Reina Sofía, its curators, and 

directors consistently acknowledge the tension implicit in the presentation of Latin 

American art in a Spanish museum. The institution attempts to mediate that tension by 

employing curators like Cameron, Medina, Mosquera, and artists to present exhibitions 

that are openly critical of the Reina Sofía, the museum as an institution, and the general 

narrative of twentieth century modernism.  

RESEARCH INITIATIVES AT THE REINA SOFÍA 

Like the rest of the case study institutions, the MNCARS hosted an affiliated 

research initiative aimed at elaborating specific aspects of Latin American artistic 

practice. The Red was formed in 2007, motivated in part by the destruction of much of 

the extant work of Hélio Oiticica, employs artists, curators, and scholars the majority of 

which are based in Latin America. Since its initial research initiative, “Cartographies,” 

the Red de Conceptualismos del Sur (RCsur or the Red) has hosted conferences, 

organized exhibitions and produced publications. RCsur focuses primarily on conceptual 

art and practice as well as artists’ archives from the 1960s and 1970s in an effort to 

provide visibility to understudied areas of Latin American artistic production. Discussing 

RCsur’s goals, Daniel Quiles notes, 

This was expressly to counter what the Red call ‘knowledge multinationals’ – 
comparatively wealthy Northern institutions such as MoMA, the Getty, or the 
Museum of Fine Arts Houston, which have contributed to a kind of archival drain 
of documents from Latin America to the international context. The Red itself has 
utilized the largess of certain institutions such as the Reina Sofía, but generally 
insists on its autonomy in collaborating and has not relied on any exclusive venue 
or funding source.479 

                                                
479Quiles, “Exhibition as Network, Network as Curator,” 73. 
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The Red has become increasingly important in the scholarly and curatorial discourse 

surrounding Latin American art on an international level as well as a significant resource 

for the Reina Sofía in the production of exhibitions. 

The organization of the project reflects the priorities of the museum. In the 

“Manifesto Instituyente”, the project directors outline their project, its goals, its 

relationship to the museum, and the governing structure of the institute. The organizing 

principle activating the project is the desire to recapture or resuscitate the power of 

conceptual practice to effect revolutionary change in societies in the grip of social 

(discrimination on the basis of sexual and gender identity) or political oppression 

(authoritarian regimes). The Manifesto argues that the institutionalization of conceptual 

practices minimizes the visceral impact of those works. In order to reclaim the 

potentiality of art from that period, the research, publication, and exhibition activities, 

developed and executed by the network, attempt to recreate the memories of the 

circumstances which produced the necessity of conceptual practices.  

The secondary goal of the project is to radically redefine the process by which 

institutions consolidate knowledge and objects. In describing the connection between the 

museum and RCsur, the unnamed author vocally denounces the “acquisitive model” 

associated with traditional archival and museum practices.  The organizing principles of 

the network, as described in the manifesto, advocate collective practice amongst 

researchers and collaboration with local institutions to challenge existing inequities of 

power between stake holders in the cultural spheres. The document states, 

Que la Red Conceptualismos del Sur considera que las políticas de constitución, 
circulación y adquisición de los archivos no sólo deben coincidir con el 
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reconocimiento de las secuelas del colonialismo, sino también con el de la 
presencia de la colonialidad en la América Latina contemporánea.480 

The policies of the research arm of the Reina Sofía thus match the politically aware 

efforts of the museum itself, despite the assertion to the contrary that the activities of the 

RCsur are not dictated by the Reina Sofía but by the researchers and curators.481 The 

name for the organization Red, which means network in Spanish, reflects the effort of the 

research initiative and the museum to work horizontally to accumulate information in 

order to combat the remnants of colonialism present in institutional and curatorial 

practice. 

Most recently RCsur investigations produced the exhibition Perder la Forma 

Humana: Una imagen sísmica de los años ochenta en América Latina (2014). The show 

focused on a dark chapter in many Latin American countries marked by coups d’etats, 

dictatorial regimes, and repressive state control. Bookended by the 1973 coup d’etat in 

Chile that led to the establishment of the Pinochet dictatorship in that country and the 

inauguration of the Zapatista movement in Mexico in 1994, Perder la Forma Humana 

investigates a spectrum of artistic practice that engages with the body on a spectrum from 

the elimination of the human form to explorations of new subjectivities. All the work in 

the exhibition challenges the western doctrines of Humanism and their logical 

underpinnings.482 Reflecting the investigative and archival nature of the Red, the 

exhibition was primarily composed of reproductions of documentation, photographs, and 

                                                
480“The Red Conceptualismos del Sur considers the politics of formation, the circulation, and acquisition of 
archives must not only recognize the effects of colonialism, but also the presence of coloniality in 
contemporary Latin America.” Red Conceptualismos del Sur: Manifesto Instituyente. 
http://www.museoreinasofia.es/red-conceptualismos-sur/red-conceptualismos-sur-manifiesto-instituyente 
(accessed December 6, 2104). 
481Red Conceptualismos del Sur y Museo Reina Sofía http://www.museoreinasofia.es/red-conceptualismos-
sur/red-conceptualismos-sur-museo-reina-sofia (accessed December 6, 2104). 
482Roberto Amigo Cerisola, et. al. Perder la Forma Humana: Una imagen de los años ochenta en América 
Latina (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2012). 
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posters. Like Heterotopias and Inverted Utopias, Perder la Forma Humana included a 

thematic map (Figure 4.11). In contrast to its streamlined predecessors, including those 

deployed by MoMA, Barr, and Ramírez, this map is a profusion of terms, ideas, and 

categories. The focus of the exhibition was artistic developments, actions, and 

circumstances specific to Latin American countries. There was no emphasis on networks 

of exchange but rather local response to local concerns. This project is a logical 

outgrowth of the RCsur and the MNCARS commitment to politically engaged artistic 

practice. Interestingly, it is also reinforces the position taken by Ramírez throughout her 

career that Latin American art is eminently political.  

RCsur falls under the umbrella of the Museo en Red, a larger initiative which 

includes Fundación de los Communes, L’Internationale, and Red Iberoamericana de 

Conservación de Arte Contemporañeo (RICAC). Fundación de los Communes is a 

lecture series that draws together actors in different cultural sectors within the Spanish 

state including universities, publishers, newspapers, and news magazines.483 The 

Fundación organizes lectures, discussions, and research projects that focus on the internal 

developments of the Spanish people with special attention paid to the impact of the 

Spanish economic crisis on the cultural, political, and social lives of citizens.484 

L’Internationale and RICAC are international initiatives bringing together museums and 

conservators from across the European Union. L’Internationale collectively produces 

exhibitions which travel to museums within the network.485 Together, these efforts of 
                                                
483http://www.museoreinasofia.es/fundacion-comunes (accessed December 6, 2014). 
484Following over a decade of tremendous growth and economic liberalization, the Spanish economy fell 
into recession during the global financial crisis of 2007. The result was unprecedent levels of 
unemployment, public debt, and the implementation of draconian austerity measures. See Ramon Pachecho 
Pardo, “From Miracle to Crash? The Impact of the Global Financial Crisis on Spain,” in Europe and the 
Financial Crisis, ed. Pompeo Della Posta and Leila Simona Talani (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2011), 
165-183.  
485Participating museums institutions: Moderna galerija (MG, Ljubljana, Eslovenia); Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (MNCARS, Madrid, España); Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona 
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Museo en Red reflect the Reina Sofía’s commitment to connecting the practice of artistic 

communities in Latin American countries by producing a more inclusive museum. The 

framework of a network expands in these other initiatives to improve not just the 

MNCARS but its fellow cultural institutions within Spain and the broader European 

community allowing the museum to fulfill its goal of become an arbiter, not only of taste, 

but of industry standards. 

The first project associated with L’Internationale is Minimal Resistance: Between 

Late Modernism and Globalisation, Artistic Practices during the 80s and 90s which 

forms part of the permanent collection display. It details the last two decades of the 

twentieth century. The period is significant in that it represents the contemporary practice 

featured in the museum and covers the period in which the Reina Sofía opened. These 

facts are all noted by the museum,  

It covers a period in which Spain was deeply affected by the socio-political 
transformations related to Spain’s transition to democracy. The 80s began with 
events such as the arrival of Guernica and the attempted coup d’etat of 1981, the 
first Contemporary Art Fair ARCO and the victory of the Socialist Party in 1982. 
The decade continued with the creation of the Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (1986) 
and the country’s decision to join the European Union. The 90s began with 
celebrations, such as the Universal Expo in Seville and the Olympic Games in 
Barcelona. These are just a few of the milestones that marked Spain’s transition to 
a fully democratic system. The two decades also witnessed, in 1989, the turning 
point sparked by such significant historical events as the fall of the Berlin Wall 
and later the wars in the Balkan region, direct consequences of that period’s 
economic globalization policies.486  

                                                                                                                                            
(MACBA, Barcelona, España); Museum van Hedendaagse Kunst Antwerpen (M HKA, Antwerpen, 
Bélgica); SALT (Istanbul y Ankara, Turquía)  and the Van Abbemuseum (VAM, Eindhoven, Holanda). 
Collaborating universities: Grizedale Arts (GA, Coniston, United Kingdom), Liverpool John Moores 
University (LJMU, Liverpool, United Kingdom), Stiftung Universität Hildesheim (UH, Hildesheim, 
Germany) and University College Ghent School of Arts (KASK, Ghent, Belgium.  
486Minimal Resistance between Late Modernism and Globalisation: Artistic Practices during the 80s and 
90s http://www.museoreinasofia.es/exposiciones/minima-resistencia (October 16, 2013 – January 5, 2014).  
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In these final sections From Revolt to Postmodernity, 1962-1982 and Minimal 

Resistance, Between Late Modernism, the museum heavily features the work of female 

artists. The Reina Sofía’s attention to the work of women and Feminist artistic practice is 

visible and a consistent theme in the presentation of the permanent collection. The work 

of Latin American women including Diamela Eltit, Patricia Gadea, and Lotty Rosenfeld 

are featured as part of the larger elaboration of female/feminist contributions. In its 

current configuration, the museum follows Borja-Villel’s vision for the museum as a 

voice of dissent within the global art historical dialogue. 

CONCLUSION 

The Reina Sofía’s narration of modernism directly contrasts with the version of 

modernism at MOMA in New York. In fact, the configuration presents a Postmodernist 

genealogy of modernism. In Formless: A User’s Guide, Rosalind Krauss and Yves Alain-

Bois, published in 1997 to accompany the exhibition L’Informe: le mode d’emploi held at 

the Centre Pompidou in Paris, laid out a critique of Greenbergian high modernism.487 In 

their alternative assessment of modernity, Krauss and Alain-Bois challenge the centrality 

of painting and posit Surrealism as the transformative movement of the twentieth century, 

not Abstract Expressionism. James Elkins’ discussion of Formless and the theoretical 

position of the authors, associated with the influential critical journal October, describes 

the position of Krauss and Alain-Bois as follows,  

The genealogy of high modernism – the route from Cézanne and Picasso through 
abstract expressionism – is replaced by a family tree that goes from Dada and 
surrealism (but especially surrealist photography, not painting) through anti-art, 
Fluxus, performance, and video: a measurably different sense of the century, and 
the most important alternative to the modernisms I have named. 488 

                                                
487Rosalind Krauss and Yves Alain-Bois, Formless: A User’s Guide (New York: Zone, 1997).  
488James Elkins, Master Narratives and Their Discontents (New York: Routledge, 2005), 93. 



 195 

The permanent collection of the Reina Sofía closely adheres to the narrative outlined by 

Krauss and Alain-Bois and discussed by Elkins. The gallery guides, which provide 

additional information to visitors, also list sources for further information and cite the 

textbook penned by Hal Foster, Krauss; Bois; Benjamin H. D. Buchloh Art Since 1900: 

Modernism, Antimodernism, and Postmodernism which, more than one reviewer noted, 

repackaged thirty years of criticism published in October in the form of a textbook.489  

In contrast to MoMA, the MFAH, and the Tate, the layout of the MNCARS 

collection takes an explicitly, political approach to the narration of modern art. Where 

MoMA follows a classically Modern route from Impressionism to abstraction and the 

Tate does away with chronology in favor of an exploration of themes, the Reina Sofía 

follows a trajectory of conflict through the twentieth century highlighting war, tyranny 

and political confrontation as catalysts for artistic change. In order to fully explain the 

existence of Guernica, the MNCARS focuses on the strengths of the Spanish 

masterworks in their collection and the schools of modern art lead by Spaniards (Cubism 

and Surrealism) in the decades prior to the Second World War.  Following in Picasso’s 

political footsteps, the display goes on to highlight various artistic movements generally 

considered peripheral to the standard discussion of modern art. The Reina Sofía is a 

national collection, therefore, the museum’s focus on the role of Spaniards in the 

                                                
489Art since 1900: Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism by Hal Foster; Rosalind Krauss; Yve-Alain 
Bois; Benjamin H. D. Buchloh Review by: Nancy J. Troy, Geoffrey Batchen, Amelia Jones, Pamela M. 
Lee, Romy Golan, Robert Storr, Jodi Hauptman and Dario Gamboni The Art Bulletin , Vol. 88, No. 2 (Jun., 
2006), pp. 373-389. There are some significant departures from the postmodern account described by 
Elkins with a few significant differences. Perhaps most significant is the role afforded Picasso who 
remains, for obvious reasons, crucial to the retelling of modernism in the permanent collection display.  At 
the Reina Sofía, Cubism retains an important role but with differential emphasis. The MNCARS asserts 
Cezanne is not the only source from which the cubist vocabulary suggesting the importance of film and the 
mechanical age in the emergence of analytical and synthetic cubism. See Cubism’s Break with Space. See 
also Bernice B. Rose, Picasso, Braque, and Early Film in Cubism (New York: Pace Wildenstein Gallery, 
2007). Charles Palermo, “Picasso, Braque, and Early Film in Cubism,” Nineteenth Century Theater and 
Film 35:2 (2008): 76-81. 
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development of modernism is no surprise. However, the Reina Sofía’s collection also 

emphasizes the role of Latin American artists, women, and often overlooked schools in 

its elaboration of modernism.490 Throughout the permanent collection display, the 

temporary exhibition cycle, and the research initiatives of the institution, the MNCARS 

directly confronts existing art historical oversights and corrects them by highlighting 

developments that run through Latin American artists and regional developments. 

Collecting is an important aspect of the growth of the collection and the 

commitment to Latin American art in this aspect of the Museum’s activities is also 

significant. Speaking publically about an exhibition featuring new acquisitions at the 

Reina Sofía in 1994, de Corral noted,  

La politica de adquisiciones el museo desde que se abrió al publico ha sido 
completer el arte español de la primera mitad de este siglo y contar con la 
presencia de los artistas extranjeros que son fundamentales dentro del arte de 
vanguardia.491 

The MNCARS decision to collect art by non-Spanish artists has at times met with a 

certain degree of resistance.492 Yet, it remains steadfastly committed to the complete 

integration of Latin American art into their narrative of the art of the twentieth century. 

The Reina Sofía’s approach differs dramatically from that of its contemporaries in the 

commitment of resources and exhibition space to exploring new artists and overlooked 

movements. Without doubt, MNCARS is one of the best known and most important 

institutions of modern and contemporary art in the world. Its bold and comprehensive 

approach to Latin America is unprecedented in scope, unique in the United States and 

                                                
490Itinerario Feminismo http://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/itinerarios_en.html 
491“The collecting policy of the museum since its opening to the public has been to tell the story of Spanish 
art from the first half of this century and to recount it with the presence of foreign artists who are 
fundamental to the art of the vanguard.” Maria de Corral quoted in Deia (Bilbao), July 4, 1994, pg. 17. 
492“La directora del Reina Sofia lamenta la ‘ola conservadora y retrograde’ que vive en España,” El País 
(Madrid) July 6, 1994 pg. 27 sect. 4.  
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Europe. The Reina Sofía has consistently shown a willingness to critique the history of 

art, the history of art in Spain, and the institution itself. By consistently working with 

external curators, mainly from Latin American countries, the museum openly addresses 

the contradictions of the institutional relationship to the state and the relationship of the 

state to its former colonies while expanding the discourse of art to be more widely 

inclusive.  
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Chapter 5: Tate Modern, a Museum for the Twenty First Century 

Nationally, the location of the new Tate marks, for good or ill, a reinforcement of 
London’s primacy; internationally it joins the competition between cities to 
become a prime site on the cultural map. Thirty percent of its visitors are expected 
to come from overseas. There are unequal geographies here too. For while the 
internet may change the whole notion (and the geography?) of ‘visiting’, most of 
those who travel to this site will come from the presently industrialised, and 
richer, areas of the world. It is a geography reflected too in the roots and routes of 
the art they come to see. Is Tate Modern to be collecting art which is itself a 
product of the radiating out of a stream of western culture, or can new 
developments disrupt this mirroring of imperial geographies?493 

Dawn Massey (2000) 

A NEW MUSEUM FOR BRITAIN 

On May 11, 2000, Queen Elizabeth II presided over the official opening of Tate 

Modern. Prior to the inauguration of the new museum, London, unlike Paris or New 

York, lacked a museum dedicated to art of the twentieth century.494 The Modern, housed 

in a renovated power station on the south bank of the Thames, carrying the imprimatur of 

the Tate, was a symbol of the renewed vigor of London as a cultural capital.495 In 1889, 

the sugar magnate Henry Tate donated his collection of art to the British State, planting 

the seeds for the eponymous museum that would became Britain’s national collection of 

British Art. With the opening of the Modern, the Tate divided its holdings into two 

categories. The original Milbank building would continue to house the gallery’s 

collection of British art, while the Modern would house the gallery’s large and growing 

                                                
493Doreen Massey, “Bankside: International Local,” in Tate Modern: The Handbook, ed. Iwona Blazwick 
and Francis Morris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 27. 
494Unlike other European countries, the United Kingdom does not have an official governmental policy 
that governs museums. See Derrick Chong, “Institutional Identities and National Museums in the U.K.” 
The Journal of Art Management, Law, and Society Winter (2001): 273. 
495Swiss architects Herzog and de Meuron renovated the gallery at a cost of $226.9 million dollars. See 
Paul Levy, “Judging the Hang: Tate Modern Opens in a Revamped Power Plant,” Wall Street Journal 
Europe May 12, 2000, pg. 29. (Accessed February 23, 2014). 
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collection of modern and contemporary works. With its inauguration, the Modern became 

Britain’s first nationally financed gallery of modern art and a symbol of national pride.496  

The factors driving the creation of Tate Modern were varied, but paramount 

among them was London’s recovery after the financial crisis of the preceding decade. On 

October 19, 1987, a day known as Black Monday, stock markets around the globe 

collapsed. In the United States, the Dow Jones lost nearly a quarter of its value in a single 

day and in London the equivalent of fifty billion pounds worth of stock disappeared 

almost instantaneously.497 Overnight, the wealth and decadence that had defined life in 

the city of London evaporated. The bursting of the stock market bubble led to a 

corresponding crash in the booming property market and along with it the financial 

barriers to living in the once prohibitively expensive capital. The result was a tremendous 

abundance of cheap housing, exhibition, and studio space. The London art scene 

expanded exponentially; artists moved in and galleries opened. In 1988, Damien Hirst 

organized the exhibition Freeze featuring sixteen artists, many of whom would soon 

comprise the Young British Artists (YBA) and a nation rarely recognized for its 

contemporary art became a formidable presence on the international scene.498 By 1996, 

Newsweek published a story titled, “London Reigns,” which read,  

THE MOMENT MAY HAVE COME weeks ago, when the grand Paris fashion 
houses Givenchy and Dior decided to install two brash young London designers 
as their top couturiers. Or perhaps it came in September when Trafalgar House 
unveiled its plan to build the 92-story Millennium Tower in London's financial 
district on a site badly damaged by an IRA bomb in 1992. Or was it, less grandly, 
two weekends ago at the Ministry of Sound, when one of the London club's 

                                                
496The building of the Tate Modern was funded by the Millennium Commission and the Art Council’s 
Lottery Fund each contributed £50 million. 
497Simon Goodley, “How Black Monday Sowed the Seeds for the Current Financial Crisis,”The Observer, 
Saturday, October 12, 2012 (accessed February 22, 2014).  
498For more information see “Brilliant”: New Art from London, exh. cat. Walker Art Center, Minneapolis, 
1995. Adam Brooks, et. al. Sensation: Young British Artists from the Saatchi Collection, exh. cat. Royal 
Academy of Arts, London, 1997. 
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bouncers was frisking a striking Australian girl and turned up a batch of shiny 
foil-wrapped condoms? The precise timing matters less than the consensus 
opinion: right now, London is a hip compromise between the nonstop newness of 
Los Angeles and the aspic-pre-served beauty of Paris, sharpened to a New York 
edge. In short, this is the coolest city on the planet.499 

London had arrived.   

The New Labour government of Tony Blair invested heavily in the creation of 

Tate Modern as part of its Cool Britannia campaign; an effort to rebrand the global image 

of the country and its capital. The impetus behind the building of the new museum was 

part of a push by Blair’s government to reshape London’s global image as a cosmopolitan 

city. Efforts to tout the British cultural renaissance of the 1990s built upon a report 

commissioned by the government in 1997, Britain: Renewing Our Identity, highlighted 

the need for the country to rebrand itself for international consumption.500 The renewed 

vigor of British culture and government investment in its image abroad marked a decisive 

shift from the Thatcherite policies of the 1980s, which emphasized British heritage.501  

It is no wonder then that the first temporary exhibition to open at Tate Modern, 

Century City, celebrated the city as actor by examining the centrality of urban spaces to 

the development of modernism in the twentieth century (Figure 5.1). The exhibition was 

a collaborative effort, which brought together twelve curators, each from a distinctive 

geographic location. The curators of the exhibition were selected by the curatorial team at 

the Modern as representatives or authoritative voices for a particular geographic region 

allowing them to identify the city and the time period they wished to explore. The 

assembled team comprised some of the most significant voices in contemporary curating.  

                                                
499“London Reigns” Newsweek November 3, 1996. http://www.newsweek.com/london-reigns-176148 
(accessed February 22, 2014).  
500Louise Jury and Simon Calder, “Cool Britannia rediscovers its style again; Tourists are flocking to join 
in a cultural renaissance,” The Independent (London) September 27, 1996 (accessed February 23, 2014). 
See also Chong, “Institutional Identities and National Museums in the U.K.,” 275. 
501Chong, ibid.  
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They included: Geeta Kapur and Ashish Rajadhyaksha (Bombay/Mumbai, 1992-2001); 

Okwui Enwezor and Olu Oguibe (Lagos, 1955-1970); Emma Dexter (London, 1990-

2001); Lutz Becker (Moscow, 1916-1930);  Donna De Salvo (New York, 1969-1974); 

Serge Fauchereau (Paris, 1905-1915); Paulo Venancio Filho (Rio de Janeiro, 1955-1969); 

Reiko Tomii (Tokyo, 1967-1973); Richard Calvocoressi and Keith Hartley (Vienna, 

1908-1918).  

Visitors to the museum entered Century City through the London portion of the 

exhibition, which examined the 1990s and the city’s cultural renaissance.502 In the 

twentieth century, cities served as global crossroads, crucibles of progress, and incubators 

for all kinds of social, political, and philosophical transformations. Tate Modern, its 

curators and director, hoped the new museum would embody the same spirit of 

innovation. As Olu Oguibe, curator of the show’s Lagos section noted,  

This is the first show of its kind. And it is in London, where it should help 
audiences to recognize that in the so-called heart of darkness, there were modern 
cities where modernism existed with modern writers, artists, and cosmopolitan 
centers, not just little villages. It is a continuous struggle for us to get people to 
acknowledge that. Beyond presenting the grand concepts of modernity, 
modernism, and urbanism, it provides the first opportunities for modern African 
artists to be exhibited alongside modern artists from other parts of the world. So 
you have, say, Ibrahim Salahi’s The Last Sound (1964) exhibited alongside 
Picasso. It is a great opportunity for us and for these artists to inscribe their place 
in history. This is a first.503  

Situated in a transitional neighborhood on the edge of a bustling urban environment, 

London, as critic Alana Jelineck noted, was a perfect metaphor for the Modern itself.504 

                                                
502Emma Dexter, Century City: London 1990-2001 http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-
modern/exhibition/century-city/century-city-london-1990-2001 (accessed December 24, 2013).  
503Olu Oguibe in Lars Nittve, et. al. “Century City: Conversations with the Curator,” Art Journal, 62. 
504Alana Jelinek, “Working within and against Tate modernism,” Third Text 57 (Winter, 2001-2002): 61-
64. 
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Century City was the opening salvo in the Modern’s effort to create the 

quintessential museum of modern art for the twenty-first century. For Sir Nicholas Serota 

and his curatorial team, this meant establishing a program that reflected the character of 

London while expanding the scope of the institution’s purview to encompass the ever-

broadening horizons of the globalized art world. Within that scheme, the Modern used 

Century City to make a statement about the vision for and trajectory of the new museum. 

In his foreword to the exhibition catalog, Director Lars Nittve wrote,  

Indeed Century City, which launches Tate Modern’s exhibition programme, can 
be seen as a mission statement which forecasts the richness, breadth and direction 
that we hope will characterise our activities in the coming year. . . . The global 
remit of Century City indicates Tate Modern’s ambition to widen our cultural 
perspective, from a Western concept of internationalism – in the case of modern 
museums often synonymous, embarrassingly enough, with the NATO alliance – 
to one which is truly worldwide. Like Century City the programme will be at the 
same time classic and cutting edge, large scale and intimate, aesthetically 
appealing and intellectually challenging.505 

The exhibition illustrated two major institutional goals. The first was to establish a global 

perspective which identified and explored the cultural production of “peripheral” artistic 

communities. To that end, Century City touched five different continents (Africa, Asia, 

Europe, North, and South America); featured two cities within the British Imperial orbit 

(Bombay/Mumbai and Lagos), visited the traditional centers of modern art history (Paris, 

Moscow, New York, and Vienna), as well as peripheral locales (Bombay/Mumbai, 

Lagos, Rio de Janeiro and Tokyo). Second, the Modern dedicated itself to innovating and 

challenging the fundamental premises of museological practice which governed 

curatorial efforts dating back to the end of the nineteenth century. Century City eschewed 

chronological and philosophical coherence and embraced a cacophony of modern voices. 

                                                
505Lars Nittve (Director) “Foreword,” Century City: Art and Culture in the Modern Metropolis, (London: 
Tate Publishing, 2001), 7. 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF TATE MODERN506 

The plan for the Modern originated with the Tate’s new director, Sir Nicholas 

Serota, appointed in 1988. Serota’s initial seven year plan suggested the potential benefits 

of splitting the museum’s collection into two parts, effectively creating an independent 

British museum for modern and contemporary art. The peculiarities of the Tate’s 

collection have their roots in the Massey Report, the product of a commission convened 

by the British government in 1946 to investigate the roles of the country’s national 

museums. The resulting report defined the mission of the Tate as being dually responsible 

for the increased visibility and public awareness of British Art since 1600 as well as 

modern art of the twentieth century.507 The Tate, opened in 1897 on the site of the former 

Milbank Prison, was originally an offshoot of the National Gallery of Art. The National 

Gallery and Tate Gallery Act of 1954 officially separated the two museums.508 The Tate 

received its first bequest of non-British art in 1915 from the estate of Sir Hugh Lane. As 

early as 1964, then director Norman Reid noted,  

It has been customary to think of the Tate Gallery as housing two collections, 
British Painting of all periods and Foreign Painting of the last one hundred years. 
In present conditions these divisions have lost much of their usefulness. The 
British sculpture of the later nineteenth century, for example, now seems to have 
little in common with the more recent sculpture in the collection. The fact is that 
the movements of Modern Art, which are the Tate’s chief concern, have become 
to a great extent international. The art of the present is indivisible and it is no 
service to British artists to consider them in isolation.509 

                                                
506Much of the historical information in this section can also be found in articles on the Tate written by 
Derrick Chong. I cite these articles frequently here but they can be consulted for a more complete picture of 
the founding, history, and changes in the Tate and other national British museums.  
507Great Britain, The Report of the Committee on the Function of the National Gallery and the Tate Gallery 
and, in respect of Paintings, of the Victoria and Albert Museum together with a Memorandum thereon by 
the Standing Commission on Museums and Galleries (London:HMSO, 1946).	  
508Derrick Chong, “A ‘Family of Galleries’: Repositioning the Tate Gallery,” Museum Management and 
Curatorship 2 (1999), 146. 
509Norman Reid in The Tate Gallery Report 1964–1965, London 1966, 1.  
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As Reid had before him, Serota argued that the peculiar combination of styles under one 

roof did a disservice to the collection in its entirety and was an impediment to the 

integration of modern and contemporary art into the consciousness of the British 

audiences.510 The division of the collection, he reasoned, reconciled the long-standing 

state of incoherence and afforded the institution adequate space to display more of the 

collection, mount more exhibitions, and present two distinct and more comprehensive 

narratives while achieving greater visual and scholarly congruence. Perhaps most 

important, the creation of the new museum would allow Tate to better absorb and display 

emerging trends in the visual arts. 

The turning point for the plan, dubbed Project Moby Dick in the Masterplan 

report submitted to Tate Trustees, came in 1992. In that year, the Tate’s trustees focused 

their attention on two significant upcoming dates: the hundredth anniversary of the 

gallery in 1997 and the approaching millennial celebrations.511 In the master plan for the 

Tate written in July of 1992, Tate curator Richard Francis lobbied for the division of the 

collection noting, 

In our current practice we are unable to sustain a consistent argument which 
absorbs multi-cultural artists and their communities in British art. We ignore these 
issues as arguments when we present, say, eighteenth century or earlier twentieth 
century art. But if we are taking a ‘geographic’ approach we would be able to use 
the demographic changes as part of the reading of the period.512 

In financial terms, two important government initiatives provided the funding for the 

building of the new museum: The Lottery Bill and the Museum and Galleries Act. Passed 

in December of 1992, the Lottery Bill distributed monies among a variety of different 

                                                
510Nicholas Serota, “The Dilemmas facing the Tate: the Director’s Reply,” Apollo (June, 1992), 393.  
511Chong, “Institutional Identities and National Museums in the U.K.” 283. Tate Masterplan (Tate 
Records: Tate Modern Project; Early Concept and Masterplan #TG 12/1/1/1), 1.  
512Tate Masterplan (Tate Records: Tate Modern Project; Early Concept and Masterplan #TG 12/1/1/1), 12. 
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charities including the Millennium Commission.513 The second was the passage of the 

Museums and Galleries Act which, like the former, provided funding for the building and 

division of the collections.514 The official decision to open the Tate Modern was 

announced by the Trustees of the Tate Gallery in December, 1992.515  

At all times, the intellectual and curatorial treatment at the Modern reflected 

Serota’s approach to modern art, a position Serota defined in the twenty-eighth Walter 

Neurath Memorial lecture, later published as a book titled Experience or Interpretation: 

The Dilemma of the Modern Art Museum.516 Significantly, Serota began his lecture with a 

discussion of the permanent collection display at MoMA arguing that the arboreal model 

established by Barr in New York continued to be the standard for museums of modern 

art.517 Barr’s history of modernism was characterized by a unidirectional movement of 

control from Paris to New York in the 1940s. Though Barr, and MoMA under his 

direction, initially collected more broadly incorporating acquisitions from beyond that 

axis, most comprehensively in Latin America, over the years the scope of the museum’s 

collection practice winnowed significantly to be almost entirely constituted by work from 

Europe and North America. 

 In Serota’s estimation, Barr’s installation was the descendent of the 

“encyclopedic” style of installation used in museums, such as London’s National Gallery, 

since the mid-nineteenth century, an approach to collections governed entirely by the 

                                                
513The Millennium Commission was created to, in the words of Peter Palumbo, Chairman of the Arts 
Commission, “The rehabilitation of the cultural glory to be found in Britain’s cathedrals, churches and 
other public building, with the intent of creating a mood of celebration to boost morale and rouse 
expectations.” 
514Full text of the bill is available at http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1992/44. 
515Chong, “A ‘Family of Galleries’: Repositioning the Tate Gallery,” 150.  
516Sir Nicholas Serota, Experience or Interpretation: The Dilemma of the Modern Museum (London: 
Thames & Hudson, 1996).  
517This is a commonly acknowledged truth of contemporary museological practice. For more information, 
please refer back to chapter two of this dissertation.  
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curator whose choice of works resulted in the presentation of a selective historical 

narrative. Serota contrasted the encyclopedic with what he termed the “dictionary” 

approach, in which concentrations of work by individual artists replaced the sequential 

narrative. Again, Serota referenced MoMA, 

The Pollock display at the Museum of Modern Art is but one example of a much 
wider trend which within ten years has established a new, now even dominant 
convention for the presentation of twentieth-century and contemporary art. It is a 
convention which gives absolute weight to the work of individual artists, which 
favors presentation over analysis and which undermines the traditional priority 
given to the curator as the person who exercises discriminating judgment over 
selection and display in the museum.518 

In Serota’s judgment, both the encyclopedic and the dictionary approach no longer 

functioned adequately for modern and contemporary art. Significantly, he argued the 

critique of the institution, a hallmark of contemporary art since the 1960s, challenged the 

museum to develop new modes of display which eschewed movement-based 

chronological interpretations of art. Serota proposed that the curator should now act as 

collaborator and the museum should become a studio in order to facilitate an audience 

encounter, which was not mediated by individual taste but rather fostered engagement.  

LATIN AMERICA AT TATE 

However, we need to do much more if we are to ensure that the Tate Collection 
continues to develop for future generations. Recently we have been focusing on 
new geographical areas, beginning to acquire modern art from Latin America.519 

Sir Nicholas Serota (2004) 

From its inception, the Trustees of the Tate, Serota, and its curators, imagined a 

museum at the forefront of academic and scholarly trends. Richard Francis, writing again 

                                                
518Ibid, 15.  
519Tate Reports 2002-2004 (Tate Reports are accessible on line at http://www.tate.org.uk/about/who-we-
are/tate-reports/tate-report-2002-2004)  
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in the master plan, argued for a view which reflected a multicultural approach to the 

history of art.520 In October of 2005, Tate Liverpool opened Inverting the Map, an 

exhibition of recent Tate acquisitions of works by Latin American artists.521 The title of 

the exhibition referenced Joaquin Torres-Garcia’s América Invertida (America Inverted), 

an image which represented a defiant gesture against the exclusion and marginalization of 

Latin America in discussions of modern art. The pamphlet produced to accompany the 

exhibition recognized that collecting in the region was a departure from the Tate’s 

historical areas of interest, which involved engaging in debates within the field including 

ambivalence to the very idea of Latin America as a discrete or cohesive entity.522 The 

nebulous idea of “Latin America” represented a productive ambiguity for the postmodern 

narration championed by the Tate. In expanding the reach of the collection and the 

exhibition displays, the institution hoped to absorb and reflect the notion of 

“transnationalism,” the belief that art produced in the modern era is inexorably tied to 

international trends and cannot be described purely on the bases of national or insular 

contexts. This is particularly relevant to the field of Latin American art history because of 

the high degree of international exchange occurring constantly throughout the twentieth 

century. Absorbing the notion that all twentieth century art is a product of the exchange 

of ideas inherently challenges the idea of art from the periphery as secondary or ancillary 

to its European and American counterparts. What set the Tate apart in its narration of the 

twentieth century was not its approach to Latin America but rather the aspiration to 

                                                
520Tate Masterplan (Tate Records: Tate Modern Project; Early Concept and Masterplan #TG 12/1/1/1) 
521The Tate opened two satellite spaces prior to the opening of Tate Modern: Tate Liverpool in 1981 and 
Tate St. Ives in 1988. The facilities in Liverpool and St. Ives function as satellite spaces aimed at extending 
the reach of Tate beyond London.  
522Inverting the Map – Tate Liverpool, 2005 
http://www.tate.org.uk/research/tateresearch/majorprojects/garaicoa/pdfs/ Tate_InvertingMap_leaflet.pdf  
(accessed December 12, 2013). 
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challenge ideas of display and collecting practice with respect to the entire globe. In that 

effort, the curators of the Modern chose Latin America as its first case study in expanding 

the scope of the institution.  

Why Latin America? The institutional interest in the region, in part, reflected the 

strength of Latin American Area Studies programs within British academia, particularly 

at the University of Essex, and the presence of prominent scholars within the field of 

Latin American art including Dawn Ades who was at that time a Trustee of the Tate. The 

University of Essex was founded in 1964 with the intention of becoming a center of 

interdisciplinary teaching with a focus in Soviet and Latin American studies. In addition 

to intensive focus on language, the University established four original departments: 

Government, Sociology, Literature, and Art History. Ades, a specialist in Dada and 

Surrealism, was hired as an art history professor and asked to develop a course in the 

history of Latin American art. While still teaching at Essex, Ades, recognizing the 

importance of the Columbian quincentennial in generating interest in the field, organized 

Art in Latin America: The Modern Era.523 The exhibition, the first major survey of Latin 

American art in a European museum, opened at the Hayward Gallery and subsequently 

traveled to Stockholm and Madrid. The significance of Ades to the field of Latin 

American art in the UK and the world is evident in the prominent positions held by her 

former students: Gabriel Perez-Barreiro (Collecion Patricia Phelps de Cisneros), 

Cuauhtémoc Medina (formerly at Tate now Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo at 

the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México), Maria Clara Bernal (Universidad de los 

Andes, Bogota), Isobell Whitelegg (Nottingham Contemporary), and Daniel Usabiaga 

(Museo Universitario del Chopo, Mexico City), to name a few. Other figures in London 

                                                
523 Ades, Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1820-1980 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989). 
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who were active and influential in the development of the academic and scholarly field, 

included Essex literature professor Jean Franco author of The Modern Culture of Latin 

America: Society and the Artist (1967). Art critic and curator Guy Brett organized several 

important exhibitions including Transcontinental: Nine Latin American Artists (Ikon 

Gallery, 1990) and Force Fields: Phases of the Kinetic (MACBA and the Hayward 

Gallery, 2001).524 Brett was also a pivotal figure in bringing Latin American artists to 

London through the Signals Gallery which opened in 1964, and closed in 1966, and 

exhibited artists such as Sergio Camargo, Lygia Clark, Carlos Cruz-Diez, Alejandro 

Otero, and Mira Schendel. Serota himself had overseen the installation of an exhibition of 

the work of Kahlo and Tina Modotti curated by Laura Mulvey and Peter Wollen at the 

Whitechapel Gallery in 1982. This pool of resources, a group of curators, writers, and 

thinkers was, according to Tanya Barson, Curator of International Art, critical to the 

Tate’s decision to engage with Latin America.525 

Discussing the collecting strategies of the museum, Barson, noted that in the 

preparations for the opening of the Modern, the institution became keenly aware of the 

global visibility attained by Latin American artists in the 1990s.526 In their efforts to 

accurately reflect the area, the decision was made to hire an external curator who would 

coordinate Tate’s efforts. Discussions surrounding the hire began as early as 2001 and 

focused on an ideal candidate who would be expected to remain in their home country, 

assist with acquisitions, and contribute to the critical reassessment of the place of Latin 

                                                
524Valerie Fraser, “Arte Latinoamericano desde el Reino Unido: Política, ética, y estética,” ARARA – Art 
and Architecture of the Americas 11(2013), accessed November 26, 2014. 
http://www.essex.ac.uk/arthistory/research/pdfs/arara_issue_11/fraser.pdf. 
525Personal conversations with Dawn Ades October 15, 2011 and Tanya Barson March 15, 2014. 
526Barson specifically names Gabriel Orozco, Doris Salcedo, Ernesto Neto, and Cildo Meireles; three of 
these four artists received major solo exhibitions or, as was the case with Salcedo, produced a site-specific 
project for the Tate’s Turbine Hall.  
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America in the collection. By hiring a curator from Latin America, the museum intended 

to engage an expert with a thorough knowledge of and established relationships to artists 

and markets.527 In formulating a collections policy for Latin America, the decision was 

made to acquire works that complemented the existing collection of European and 

American art in order to facilitate the presentation of a more complex narrative of 

modernism.528 As a part of this policy, the Modern and its acquisition committee chose to 

focus their attention on artists as individuals rather than artists as representatives of 

national identity.529 The decision to concentrate acquisitions on contemporary works was, 

according to Barson, driven primarily by the market as the prices commanded by works 

of established Latin American artists, such as Diego Rivera or Matta, were beyond the 

reach of the institution at that time.530   

The first external curator hired was the Mexican curator, scholar, and former Ades 

pupil Cuauhtémoc Medina.  In an interview in 2004, curator Susan May discussed the 

decision to bring Medina to the museum in an interview published in Art Nexus 

magazine. She noted the lack of specialization in the existing staff with respect to Latin 

America as the primary motivation. Medina met the strong need for someone on the 

ground who could advise the museum and its collection committee on the latest trends 

and artists emerging in the contemporary Latin American scene.531 According to May, 

Medina was chosen not just for his knowledge of the field but also because he had 

                                                
527Ibid. 
528Taina Caragol, “Notes of interview with Tanya Barson, Curator of International Art, Tate Modern” 
November 9, 2007. Archives of ESCALA at the University of Essex.   
529Caragol, “Interview with Tanya Barson,” November 9, 2007. 
530Ibid. 
531Cristian Segura, “An Interview with Susan May Curator at the Tate Modern London,” Art Nexus 51 
2(2004): 68-70. 
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received a Ph.D. from the University of Essex and was thus also familiar with the British 

scene.532 She remarked, 

Our interest in acquiring Latin American art is both to a short and a long term. We 
are not doing it because it is a current trend, but because we want to commit to the 
art production coming from this part of the world.533 

The position created and first occupied by Medina was successful enough to become a 

model replicated by the Tate for other regional initiatives in Africa, Asia, the Middle 

East, Russia, and Eastern Europe. Julieta Gonzalez replaced Medina in 2009.534 The most 

recent project announced in 2012 focused on Africa and involved a curatorial hire, 

exhibitions, performance, and events at the Modern and in Ghana, Cameroon, and 

Nigeria.535 

Subsequent hires were also made with Latin American in mind including Serota’s 

appointment of Vicente Todolí in 2002. In discussing the hire Serota said,  

I think that we have always had the ambition to make this a museum that has an 
international voice as well as a voice for Britain. To bring a continental voice, 
especially one from the south, will change what we have to offer here. Vicente 
has a strong connection with Latin America, which people in Britain don’t have. 
That will find its way into some of the exhibitions.536 

The interest in collecting and hiring in Latin America reflected the Modern’s 

considerable interest in the region. In 2012, the Tate announced its appointment of José 

                                                
532Ibid. 
533Ibid.  
534The acquisitions committees for South Asia, Russia, and Eastern Europe were launched in 2007.  
535Rebecca Atkinson, “Tate Announces Acquisition of African Art” 
http:www.museumsassociation.org/museum-journal/news/02112012-tate-announces-acquisitions-of-
african-art (accessed February 24, 2014).  
536Tom Pilston, “Todoli Brought in to Give the Tate Modern a Latin Slant,” The Independent (London) 
May 30, 2002, 7.  
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Roca as the Estrellita B. Brodsky Adjunct Curator of Latin American Art to be 

Gonzalez’s successor.537   

PERMANENT COLLECTION DISPLAY538 

As many younger artists are unwilling to accept modernism as the defining force 
in their cultural heritage, old hierarchies of art, gender, and geography are 
constantly assailed and dismantled. Art History, developing within a wider 
theoretical context informed by semiology, Marxism, feminism, psychoanalysis, 
analytical philosophy and the politics of identity, has explored the powerful yet 
complex impulses of politics, society, and geography on art. It no longer seems 
possible to account for the diversity and dexterity of artistic innovation through a 
single, all-embracing historical narrative, nor to see art as a continual and 
inexorable progression, of reaction and innovation, towards a commonly agreed 
end. This open and fluid situation was what the new Tate Modern, inaugurated in 
2000, felt called upon to address.539 

Frances Morris (2010) 

As with the other case studies presented in this analysis, the presentation of the 

permanent collection is important in examining the institutional priorities reflected by 

those displays. With the Modern, this is a somewhat difficult task. Unlike the Museum of 

Modern Art in New York and the Reina Sofia in Madrid, the permanent collection at the 

Tate is not organized chronologically but thematically. The initial installation, as well as 

subsequent editions of the permanent collection comprised two complete floors of the 

museum, divided in two parts, and with each display presented a discrete, coherent 

                                                
537Press Release “Jose Roca: Estrellita B. Brodsky Adjunct Curator of Latin American Art at the Tate” 
http://universes-in-universe.org/eng/magazine/articles/2012/jose_roca_curator_tate (accessed February 24, 
2014).  
538Unless otherwise noted, the information on the collection is drawn from the author’s visits to the 
Modern, the Tate’s website, or the three editions of Tate Modern: The Handbook. When specific reference 
is made to one of those sources a citation will accompany the reference. The information accessed on the 
Tate website by this author took place over the course of February 2014. If I refer to information gathered 
prior to or after that date, specific reference will be made in the footnotes. For further information visit, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/display/tate-modern-displays. It is important to note that the 
works within the permanent collection rotate frequently.  
539Frances Morris, “From Then to Now and Back Again: Tate Modern Collection Displays,” Tate Modern: 
The Handbook  (London: Tate Publishing, 2010), 27. 
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narrative of the birth and evolution of modernism. The structure of the building’s interior 

dictated the decision to organize the permanent collection in a hub and spoke formation. 

Each section orbits around a single large display which elaborates the main thesis of the 

subcategory. The core room is accessed through an introductory gallery to each section in 

which the works of two artists are placed in dialogue. The argument presented by the 

main room is then expanded or challenged by satellite displays in adjacent galleries. 

Therefore, the goal in this analysis is to reflect on the thematic content of the display of 

the permanent collection and, wherever possible, to address the inclusion of Latin 

American art within those groupings.  

In keeping with the philosophy established by Serota in Experience or 

Interpretation, the installation of the Modern’s permanent collection eschewed 

chronology in favor of thematic display. Curators Ilona Blazwick and Frances Morris 

elaborated on the questions and strategies driving the installation of the permanent 

collection at the Modern in their essays included in Tate Modern: The Handbook. 

Blazwick and Morris addressed the complexity of the museum as an idea in the history of 

modern art. Citing the concerns of the historical avant-gardes and the more recent 

phenomenon of institutional critique as subject of contemporary practice, they argued that 

the role of the museum in contemporary culture remained unsettled. The pressing 

question for Blazwick and Morris, and the Tate in general, was whether or not it was 

possible to create a space that addressed the realities of the twenty-first century while 

redressing the oversights made by museums in the twentieth. Ironically, it was the gaps in 

the Tate’s collection of modern art since 1900 and, therefore, the inability to replicate the 

kind of sweeping chronological survey offered by institutions like MoMA, which allowed 
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the Modern to develop a theoretical framework for collecting, permanent collection 

display, and temporary exhibitions that challenged existing canonical dogma.540  

Following the precedent established during the reinstallation of the Tate’s 

permanent collection, prior to the division at the old Milbank site by Serota, the 

installation at the Modern was organized as a series of temporary exhibitions in order to 

avoid the creation of a monolithic or static narrative using the museum’s collection. In 

keeping with Serota’s vision, the staff sought to create a narrative which reflected the 

strengths of the collection while making the visitor aware of the museum’s geographical 

and historical location. In 1991, he wrote,  

It is important that when you come to the Tate and look at twentieth-century art 
you should be conscious of the fact that you are in London and not in Paris or 
New York: that is to say I think people come hoping they will see how British art 
plays a part in the broad story of international twentieth-century art.541 

In keeping with these two principles, the permanent collection, rehung every five years, 

was subdivided into four different categories which functioned as independent 

exhibitions under the umbrella of a single idea. Wherever possible, the work of British 

artists was placed in conversation with international trends.  

For the inaugural installation, the Modern examined the permutations of four 

types of painting: Landscape, Still Life, Nude, and History. The choice of genres as the 

thematic organizing mechanism referenced the challenge to academicism posed by 

modern art as the willingness to defy the hierarchies of art and painting as a defining 

feature of the modernist revolt against convention. In revisiting the hierarchy of the 

genres established in the seventeenth century, the displays addressed the evolution of 

modernism through the lens of traditional and familiar tropes.  
                                                
540Iwona Blazwick and Frances Morris, “Showing the Twentieth Century,” in Tate Modern: The 
Handbook, ed. Iwona Blazwick and Francis Morris (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 28-39. 
541Serota quoted in Andreas Papadakis, ed. New Museology (London: Academy Publications, 1991), 92.  
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In Landscape, Matter, Environment, the curators of Tate Modern departed from 

late nineteenth century Paris, the moment when the Impressionist painters dared to break 

with academic tradition. This revolution found its most famous expression in the 

landscape paintings of Claude Monet, juxtaposed with Richard Long’s Red Slate Circle 

as the starting point for Landscape, Matter, Environment, which explored artistic 

responses to technological change through the lens of landscape.  The rapid pace of 

industrialization and urbanization in the twentieth century challenged the traditional 

landscape form as the human presence increasingly dominated the natural world and thus 

charged landscape painting with a range of new meaning. Views about the meaning of 

these changes produced competing artistic responses; some artists viewed the growth of 

technology and cities as catastrophic and conceived of the natural world as a refuge from 

the degradation and alienation of modernization, while others, like the Italian Futurists, 

celebrated the utopian possibilities of the new age.  Regardless of their position, the Tate 

Modern proposes that landscapes played a significant role in the development of 

modernism. The genre of landscape was used as a loose framing device so that non-

traditional landscapes such as Surrealist works which were dubbed, “landscapes of the 

mind,” could be considered as well.  The reemergence of landscape typified by the works 

of various artists including Joseph Beuys’ expanded field of sculpture, the earthworks of 

American artists such as Robert Smithson, to the practice of living artists such as Richard 

Long and Hamish Fulton, allowed Landscape, Matter, Environment to trace a lineage of 

landscape from Monet to the contemporary moment. 

 Still Life, Object, Real Life presented another alternative journey through the 

twentieth century, though still with a decidedly Eurocentric bent. Here the Modern traces 

the arc of modernism through Paris during the first decade of the twentieth century, 

specifically, the Cubist deconstruction of space, inspired by Cezanne and pioneered by 
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Georges Braques and Picasso, beginning in 1906. Still life painting, a rich tradition of 

depicting the objects of daily life established in the seventeenth century, became fecund 

ground for the project of modernism. This section explored two divergent tendencies, one 

towards abstraction and the other concerning depictions of the real objects.   

Nude, Action, Body started from the premise that the naked body was one of the 

central preoccupations of artists since Ancient Greece. This section traced the evolution 

of images of the body.  Bodies, being the primary sites of cultural, gender, and sexual 

differentiation, became important battlegrounds in fights over rights, visibility, and 

acceptance waged by artists throughout the twentieth century and into the twenty-first. In 

tracing the evolution of the nude, Nude, Action, Body addressed the emergence of 

feminism, multiculturalism, and other important artistic movements. Finally, the section 

examined the increased prominence of the artist’s physical body in the work of art in the 

tremendous growth of performance, in which the artist’s body became the site of artistic 

practice and the challenge this presented to the notion of art as object.  

 In the academic hierarchy ranking the genres of painting, history painting stood 

firmly at the apex. Earnest, monumental depictions of real life events and heroes which 

expressed religious, social, or historical value towered above nudes, still life, and 

landscape in their perceived significance. The spirit of history painting, the desire to 

uplift the masses, was never absent from the history of twentieth century art sometimes 

expressed in direct quotations of historical styles, as in the work of the Mexican Muralists 

or in less obvious guises as the subject of History, Memory, Society.  

The non-linear and non-stylistic approach taken by the Tate in its initial 

installation raised questions and criticisms. The artist and critic, Alana Jelinek, noted in 

her review of Tate’s initial installation that despite the rhetoric, the configuration of the 

Modern did little to overthrow the Eurocentric perspective. She wrote,  
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The first hang of Tate Modern showed the work of very few non-European 
(descent) artists. Work by Mona Hatoum and Anish Kapoor was shown in 
‘Between Cinema and a Hard Place’, in the paying exhibition on the 4th floor. A 
video piece by Hatoum also featured in a side viewing area in the permanent 
collection. Tracey Moffat’s and Steve McQueen’s work was featured in the 
‘Nude/Body/Action’ suite on the 5th floor. Doris Salcedo was represented by two 
sculptural works in ‘History’, also on the 5th floor. The current Tate Modern hang 
has pared down Salcedo’s contribution to one piece and does not include the other 
works listed above. By my estimation, work by Japanese artist Yukinori Yanagi is 
the only work by a non-European artist currently on display in the ‘permanent’ 
collection (Landscape, floor 3). Does this infer that the Tate Modern is as blind to 
the work of non-European artists as is the Tate historically?542 

Though Jelinek’s question is important, it is not possible to infer the level of commitment 

to non-European artists based solely on the display of the permanent collection, a display 

that is frequently changed, particularly since the project of the Modern was not just to 

challenge the historical eurocentricity of the Tate but to challenge the structure of 

museums of modern art on a much larger and more comprehensive scale. The 

effectiveness of that project, to create an institution which effectively challenged 

tradition, might best be gauged by the response of Hilton Kramer. Kramer, the stalwart 

conservative critic, writing a review of Century City for New Criterion wrote 

disparagingly of the Modern’s project. Kramer took issue with what he viewed as 

Serota’s total rejection of the, “very idea of tradition in art.”543   

After five years, the permanent collection was reconfigured to explore four new 

thematic ideas: States of Flux, Poetry and Dream, Material Gestures, and Energy and 

Process. The focus of the new hang was movements, or groupings of movements, rather 

than genre.544 Describing the new installation, Serota noted, “We have made special 

                                                
542 Jelinek, “Working within and against Tate modernism,” 62.  
543Ibid.  
544Frances Morris, “From Then to Now and Back Again: Tate Modern Collection Displays,” 26. 
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efforts to acquire work from Latin America, we’ve begun to look to Asia and we are 

buying more from Eastern Europe. We are taking a broader view.”545   

States of Flux explores three avant-garde movements: Cubism, Futurism, and 

Vorticism. All three movements celebrated the growth of technology and the 

industrialization associated with modern life. The Cubist experiments of Braque and 

Picasso rejected the illusionism associated with the picture by incorporating objects from 

the real world into the picture itself. The Futurist, led by the Italian poet Filippo 

Tommasso Marianetti, attempted to capture the dynamism of the mechanical age in art. 

Vorticism, the British answer to Futurism, Expressionism, and Cubism, rebelled against 

the conservatism of British society. These three movements embraced experimentation, 

an interest in formal innovation, and an investment in radical political agendas. The 

satellite displays of States of Flux follows the logic of these three defining factors to 

explore the permutations of collage, appropriate, and montage from the post-war period 

to the present including its expressions in Pop, Fluxus, and Russian graphic art.  

Poetry and Dream examines Surrealism and its legacies. The Tate’s holdings in 

Surrealism are extensive representing one of the real strengths of the institution’s 

twentieth century collection. The central display, Surrealism and Beyond, features the 

work of several Latin American artists. In keeping with the spirit of the subject matter, 

the room is organized in a salon style hang and includes the work of Leonora Carrington, 

Wifredo Lam, Leonor Fini, and David Alfaro Siquieros.  These four artists represent the 

essential core of what has come to be recognized as Latin American art. Carrington was 

born in Britain but fled from France to Mexico via Spain and Portugal during World War 

II. She became associated with the Surrealists in Paris and was part of the exodus to Latin 

                                                
545Serota quoted by Tom Teodorczuk in “A Change of art as Tate Modern carries out a reshuffle,” London 
Evening Standard, section C, May 22, 2006, 25 (accessed December 23, 2013).  
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America by artists fleeing the conflagration on the continent. Lam received his formal 

training in his native Cuba but left Havana in 1923 for Spain and did not return to the 

Caribbean until 1941. The time he spent in Europe was pivotal to his development as an 

artist. His contact with some of the greatest actors in European modernism, such as 

Picasso and the philosophical leaders of Surrealism, particularly Andre Breton, in 

addition to his own artistic development and his own cultural background (African 

Caribbean religions) would eventually result in his formation of a signature style. Lam’s 

fusion of European modes of representation with the folk traditions of Cuba and African 

resulted in the creation of unique individual language that retained parts of his heritage to 

produce an idiom which referred to both European and Caribbean art and culture. 

Siquieros is a painter known for his affiliation with Mexican Muralism; the best-known 

movement to emerge from Latin America in the twentieth century.546   

Latin American artists are also featured in the satellite displays of Poetry and 

Dream. In exploring the legacy of Surrealism, Poetry and Dream examines the 

persistence of realism in the face of the Surrealist challenge. In particular, the satellite 

display, Realisms, considers the way in which representational painting became 

associated with political activism, specifically Communism. Within this display, the work 

of Diego Rivera, specifically his murals, are used to investigate Socialist Realism and the 

challenge it represented to Surrealist practice.  

                                                
546After the Mexican Revolution ended in 1920, José Vasconcelos, the Mexican philosopher and minister 
of education, promoted a cultural project that aimed to redefined Mexican identity. His goal was to 
ideologically unite all Mexicans by merging the legacies of pre-Columbian cultures and Colonial era 
influences under a highly modernist and nationalistic framework and classical European traditions. 
Vasconcelos saw the visual arts as a vehicle that could effectively communicate this message to the masses. 
He understood the impact art and culture could have in the nation’s psychology, and envisioned and 
supported a cultural platform that promoted a unified Mexican identity. The Mexican Muralist movement, 
which enshrined public buildings celebrating the assumed unity of the Mexican people and the 
Revolution’s “victory” on a heroic scale, flourished under this program. 
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In Poetry and Dream, Latin American artistic production largely follows the 

stereotypical narratives surrounding the role of Latin American artists in the narrative of 

Modern Art. Surrealism and its connection to artists of Latin American origin has been 

the subject of numerous articles, publications, and exhibitions.547 This is due in part to the 

popularity of Surrealism with the general public and the association with Surrealism of 

some of the most famous Latin American artists of the twentieth century including 

Manuel Alvarez Bravo, Wifredo Lam, Frida Kahlo, Roberto Matta, and David Alfaro 

Siquieros.  

The extensive relationship between Surrealism and Mexican art in particular, 

which in and of itself dominates much of the early literature and exhibition history on 

Latin American art in the United States and Europe, plays an outsized role in the public 

perception of Latin American art.  As art historian Graciela Speranza wrote,  

However, in retrospective accounts of Latin American art and literature in recent 
decades, surrealism has elicited only disdain, suspicion, or unease, as if, after 
quickly flourishing in the 1920s, it had just as quickly erased its ties to the 
present, only to be occasionally exhumed as a historical object. This fate is by no 
means unrelated to the relatively meager legacy of surrealism’s most orthodox 
heirs, but it is more in keeping with a critical defensive battle to liberate Latin 
America art and literature from the stereotypes of exoticism, primitivism, and 
irrationality that, under the worn-out concepts of the fantastic, lo real maravilloso, 
and magical realism (and their strained relation with surrealism), had defined 
Latin American aesthetics from inside and outside the continent.548 

It is precisely this aspect of Surrealism, its popularity, that has diminished its reputation 

within the field in recent years, as well as the rejection of Surrealism by constructive 

                                                
547The latest study on this subject was published in 2012 and was coauthored by an expert on Surrealism 
and Latin America, Dawn Ades who is also a professor of Latin American art at the University of Essex 
and a former Tate Trustee. See Surrealism in Latin America: vivisimo muerto, ed. by Dawn Ades, Rita 
Eder, and Graciela Speranza (Getty Research Institute, 2012. 
548Graciela Speranza, “Wanderers: Contemporary Latin American Art and Fiction,” Surrealism in Latin 
America Vivísimo Muerto, ed. Dawn Ades, Rita Eder, and Graciela Speranza (Los Angeles: John Paul 
Getty Research Institute, 2012), 193-194.  
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groups in Argentina, Brazil, and elsewhere. Alternative narrations of Latin American 

modernism emphasize the abstract and the conceptual, just as those curators discussed in 

the previous chapters consider Surrealism a closed chapter in Latin American art.549  

Material Gestures, focused on avant-garde production of the post-war period, 

specifically forms of gestural abstraction in the United States and Europe. The crux of 

this section was the artists’ shared interest in experimentation with form and materials as 

well as the interrogation of the spiritual and philosophical foundations of Western 

Humanism that undergirded the development of Abstract Expressionism and Art 

Informel. The satellite displays of Material Gestures explore a variety of responses to 

these developments, such as the move toward purity and geometry in the Minimalism of 

the 1960s and 1970s and the incorporation of gesture into the performance and 

installation art. Other displays examine the immediate historical precursors of post-war 

abstraction including German Expressionism, specifically the work of Ernst Ludwig 

Kirchner, and the influence of Impressionism on the growth and incorporation of the 

gesture into twentieth century modernism. Included in this portions of the permanent 

collection display were works by Lucio Fontana presented within the context of a broader 

consideration of simultaneous experiments with minimalism taking place in Europe, 

Latin America, and North America.  

The central room of Energy and Process is primarily dedicated to sculpture made 

in the late 1960s, particularly that which incorporated non-traditional sculptural materials 

including objects from everyday life into the realm of fine art. In documenting this turn to 

the quotidian, Energy and Process revolves around the development of Arte Povera in 

Italy, Mono Ha in Japan, and post-Minimal movements in the United States.  Room 2 of 

                                                
549For more information see the above volume edited by Ades, Eder, and Speranza.  
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Energy and Process, Beyond Painting, examines works that moved beyond conventional 

ideas of painting. In 2011, this room featured the works of two Brazilian artists, Nelson 

Leirner and Helio Oiticica.550 In its current configuration, Energy and Process includes 

the work of only one Latin American artist, Brazilian Jose Leonilson. Leonilson’s work is 

placed in dialogue with the work of the Chinese artist Chen Zhen. Both Leonilson’s and 

Zhen’s work involves the use of non-traditional materials. In Leonilson’s case, the artist 

began to use fabric as his primary medium after being diagnosed with AIDS in the 1990s. 

Working with materials and processes generally associated with women’s work, 

Leonilson produced allegorical portraits of his own body as it was ravaged by disease. 

At the end of 2013, Transformed Visions and Structure and Clarity replaced 

Material Gestures and States of Flux. Transformed Visions explores abstraction and its 

challenge to the figure. The central display New Images of Man focuses on artistic 

responses to the challenges of Western Humanism precipitated by World War II. In 

particular, New Images of Man takes up the issue of the body, or representations of the 

body. Rhe works in this section of the Modern stretch from Monet’s Waterlilies after 

1916 to Hrari Sarkissian’s 2008 Execution Squares.  

Structure and Clarity also explores abstraction, but here the focus is on pure 

abstraction in the form of competing constructivist tendencies. Structure and Clarity 

opens with a comparison of works by Piet Mondrian and Gego, Mondrian being one of 

the most iconic and well-known artists of the twentieth century and Gego, nee Gertrude 

Goldschmidt, a transformative and iconic figure in the development of constructive 

tendencies in Venezuela and Latin America. The central display focuses on abstraction in 

the 1920s and 1930s, while the satellite displays examine abstraction throughout the 

                                                
550Information gathered on author’s visits to the museum in September of 2011.  
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twentieth century and across the world. Latin American artists figure prominently in 

Constructionism, a satellite display which explores abstraction of the 1950s and 1960s; 

specifically in the work of British and Brazilian artists. The work of Helio Oiticia and 

Sergio Camargo appear here as representatives of the Brazilian Neoconcreto.  

From its inception, the Trustees of the Tate, Serota, and its curators, wanted the 

museum to be at the forefront of academic and scholarly trends in the field of art history. 

Richard Francis, writing again in the master plan, presents a view which conforms to the 

new approach to the history of art.  

There is an argument which says that we should be presenting a complex history 
of 20C [sic] art, including that of different cultures (raising issues of collecting 
policy), a collection constructed around several histories and illuminated by 
displays which relate ideas rather than the isms of art.551 

In essence, Francis lobbied for a museum of modern art which reflected academic and 

cultural trends. Namely, he suggested the newly created Tate Modern should embrace 

postmodernism and reject the notion of a history of modernism based upon linearity. The 

“traditional” approach to the history of modern art is codified in the display of the 

permanent collection at MoMA. Tate Modern’s approach deviates from that model in its 

presentation of art history divided into thematic suites of objects used as artifacts of a 

broader cultural history. 

TEMPORARY EXHIBITIONS  

Museums and art galleries are repositories of history. Popularised in the 
nineteenth century, they are intimately connected to the ideology of nationhood 
and, as a result, deeply entangled in the Yin of Enlightenment, democracy and 
Utopian rationalism and the Yang of Colonialism, racism and exclusion of ‘the 
other’; even though much effort is being made to present art as unaffected by this 
dichotomy, following its own history, i.e. art history. In reality, Western-centric 
Modernism, which forms the backbone of Tate’s collection of international 

                                                
551Tate Masterplan (Tate Records: Tate Modern Project; Early Concept and Masterplan #TG 12/1/1/1) 
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modern art, as heir apparent to the Enlightenment tradition is intrinsically caught 
up in this dynamic, the white walls of the galleries it customarily inhabits 
demarcating not just aesthetically but also ideologically ‘white space’.552 

Achim Borchardt-Hume (2007) 

In 2007, a mere seven years after the opening of the museum, the Modern opened 

another exhibition dedicated to the importance of cities in the evolution of economic, 

social, and cultural movements.553 Where Century City examined the cultural production 

of specific cities at particular moments, the focus of Global Cities was the growth of 

urban areas in five thematic categories: size, speed, form, density, and diversity. The 

exhibition, first presented at the 10th Venice Architecture Biennial, took a typically 

interdisciplinary approach in exploring the visual arts and architecture. The focus of 

Global Cities was primarily non-western urban areas, including Mexico City, Sao Paulo, 

Shanghai, Istanbul, Johannesburg, Mumbai, Tokyo, and Cairo. The show encapsulated 

the museum’s dedication to engaging and exhibiting the cultural production of 

“peripheral” locales. The two Latin American cities featured in the exhibition, Mexico 

City (Size and Density) and Sao Paulo (Size and Diversity), reinforced a discernable 

preference within the permanent collection display towards an in-depth analysis of 

Mexico and Brazil respectively. The prominence of Brazil and Mexico carries through 

from Global Cities to the temporary exhibition program as a whole. 

Over the course of its existence, Tate Modern featured three large, retrospective 

exhibitions of Brazilian artists: Helio Oiticica (2007), Cildo Meireles (2008), and Mira 

Schendel (2013).554 Of these exhibitions, two, Oiticica and Meireles, were co-organized 
                                                
552Achim Borchardt-Hume, “Sculpting Critical Space,” Shibboleth (London: Tate Publishing, 2007), 17.  
553Sir Nicholas Serota, “Foreword,” in Global Cities, exhibition brochure (London: Tate Publishing, 2007). 
Global Cities was curated by Sheena Wagstaff with Sarah Ichioka, November Paynter, Kathy Noble, 
Achim Borchardt-Hume, and Sutart Comer (June 20 – August 27, 2007).  
554Helio Oticica: The Body of Color opened at the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston on December 10, 2006 
and ran through April 1, 2007. The exhibition ran at the Tate Modern from June 6, 2007 to September 23, 
2007. Cildo Meireles opened at Tate Modern on October 14, 2008 and ran through January 11, 2009. The 



 225 

with the MFAH. The first was originated by the MFAH while the latter was hosted by 

that institution. All three artists are icons in the history of Latin American art and are 

recognized for the breadth of their vision and the originality of their artistic production. 

Additionally, all three of the artists are unique in the highly conceptual, theoretical, and 

philosophical natures of their oeuvres. They were, and in the case of Meireles remain, 

some of the most exceptionally innovative producers of the twentieth century. Over the 

course of this three exhibition arc, Tate Modern investigated and displayed the panorama 

of Brazilian art in the fifties, sixties, and seventies from geometric abstraction and the 

innovations of Oiticica and the Neoconcreto through to the conceptual experiments 

pioneered during the dictatorship undertaken by Meireles and his peers. Schendel, a 

relative outsider, immigrant woman, presents a counterpoint to the dominant and better 

known Brazilian artists and trends represented by Oiticica and Meireles. Schendel’s 

brand of aberrant abstraction, produced parallel to but outside of the dominant art 

historical development in post-war Brazil, rounds out the exploration of this fecund 

period of Brazilian modernism.  

As was the case with Brazil, the Modern mounted three major solo exhibitions of 

Mexican artists: Frida Kahlo (2005), Francis Alÿs (2010), and Gabriel Orozco (2011).555 

Kahlo was the first Latin American artist to receive a solo exhibition at the Modern. The 

choice was an interesting one as Kahlo is an extremely controversial figure in the 

narrative of Latin American art. Barson, curator of the exhibition Frida Kahlo, 

acknowledged Kahlo as a problematic figure for art historians and curators who 

                                                                                                                                            
exhibition then traveld to the Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, The Museum of Fine Arts Houston, 
the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and the Art Gallery of Ontario. Mira Schendel opened at  
September 25, 2013 and ran through January, 19 2014. It is currently traveling to the Fundação de 
Serralves - Museu de Arte Contemporanea, Porto, 28 February-24 June 2014, and Pinacoteca do Estado de 
São Paulo, São Paulo, 24 July-19 October 2014.  
555Frida Kahlo, exh. cat. (London: Tate Publishing, 2005).  
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specialize in the field.556 However, in selecting Kahlo the Tate made a strong statement 

about its willingness to revisit territory which other institutions, like the MFAH and the 

Reina Sofia, would not choose to explore. Additionally, Kahlo was, and remains, an icon 

of modern art and a massive retrospective of her work is, by definition, a blockbuster 

event. There were, no doubt, financial considerations involved in the decision to mount 

Frida Kahlo. The accompanying catalog brought together a comprehensive group of 

essays which featured feminist, post-colonial essays in an attempt to reflect the artist’s 

spirit of rebellion.557  

Alÿs and Orozco are also interesting examples of contemporary artists who 

complicate the idea of national identity as it pertains to the arts. The international cache 

associated with Alÿs and Orozco is evident in that both solo exhibitions at the Tate were 

organized in collaboration with the Museum of Modern Art in New York. In the case of 

Orozco, the exhibition originated in New York and traveled to London, while Alÿs Story 

of Deception was organized in conjunction with the WIELS Centre of Contemporary Art 

in Brussels and MoMA. It is also worth noting that both Alÿs’ and Orozco’s work 

appeared frequently at Tate Modern prior to being given a solo exhibition.558 Belgian by 

birth, Alÿs moved to Mexico City in the mid-1980s and was part of the generation of 

artists from Mexico City who became dominant and visible presences in the global art 

market of the 1990s. Alÿs is routinely associated with Mexico though both his 

background and his appropriation of local Mexican aesthetics in his own work raises 

questions about the very idea of “nationality” in considerations of art in the age of 

                                                
556“Notes of interview with Tanya Barson, Curator of International Art, Tate Modern” November 9, 2007. 
Archive of ESCALA at the University of Essex. 
557See Frida Kahlo, ed. Emma Dexter and Tanya Barson (London: Tate Publishing, 2005) 
558Alÿs appeared in Street and Studio. He is also featured in the A-Z section of Tate Modern: The 
Handbook (London: Tate Publishing, 2011), 60 as well as Tate Modern: The Handbook (London: Tate 
Publishing, 2006), 60. Orozco appeared in Commonwealth and Cinema and a Hardplace.  
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globalization. Orozco, like many contemporary artists from Latin America and other 

regions, leads an international, peripatetic lifestyle and resists the notion that his work is 

tied to a specific national context. The contrast is striking: a Belgian artist actively 

insinuating himself into a local context and a Mexican artist insisting on being viewed as 

global. Two internationally renowned, conceptual artists whose work is frequently 

exhibited at art fairs, biennials, and museums worldwide, artists who, not coincidentally, 

call into question the very term “Latin American artist” in that the appellation fails to 

account for or circumscribes understandings of their practice. The engagement with these 

two figures, in contrast to Kahlo, raises questions about the idea of Latin America as a 

unity or an identity concept, which in turn prompts inquiries about the idea of nationality 

in contemporary art. These three exhibitions also juxtapose the stereotype, Kahlo the 

quintessential Latin American artist, with the new reality. 

While the solo exhibition program explored senior figures, the Tate’s group 

exhibition program featured the work of younger, lesser known artists from Mexico and 

Brazil. Century City and its counterpart, Global Cities, focused on the artistic culture of 

Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo respectively.559 In the first exhibition to utilize the façade of 

the building, Street Art commissioned six artists, among them two Brazilian collectives 

Os Gêmeos and Nunca, to produce works on the exterior of the Modern. In the 

publication accompanying Street Art, an international examination of graffiti and street 

art, an entire section focused on Brazil Style (Figure 5.2). Curator and author Cedar 

Lewishon noted the connections between the street interventions that became hallmarks 

of the conceptual and political practice in Brazilian cities during the seventies and 

eighties and the tradition of graffiti in Brazil. Lewisohn suggested an explicit relationship 

                                                
559Global Cities, exh. cat. (London: Tate Publishing, 2007).  
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between the types of interventions made by Cildo Meireles and contemporary 

practitioners of street art. The exhibition even went so far as to suggest a connection 

between the tradition of Latin American muralism and graffiti in Brazil.560 The Mexican 

tattoo artist Dr. Lakra appeared in Pin Up: Contemporary Collage and Drawing in the 

Modern’s Untitled series, a group of exhibitions which explored the relationship between 

the private and the public sphere.561 The group exhibition Common Wealth focused on the 

work of Latin American and British artists who created interactive, installation works and 

included the work of Orozco.562 An earlier group show, similarly dedicated to 

developments in contemporary installation art, Between Cinema and a Hard Place, also 

included Orozco.563 

The Modern commissioned work by other contemporary Latin American artists 

for several individual exhibitions, including a series of year-long site-specific exhibitions 

located in the Turbine Hall, the main entrance to the museum. Doris Salcedo, one of the 

most famous Latin American artists of the past three decades, was given the opportunity 

to design a project for the Modern’s Turbine Hall.  In his introduction to the catalog for 

the exhibition, Vicente Todolí wrote,  

The installation reminds us that the history of colonialism and racism is the Janus-
face of the history of Enlightenment and the strife towards a Utopian world-order. 
This reminder could not be more timely as Tate is seeking to reevaluate its 
historic mission to collect ‘international’ modern art on behalf of the nation. To 
look towards the future we need to face the past. The importance of artists such as 

                                                
560Cedar Lewisohn, Street Art: The Graffiti Revolution (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2008); 52-59. The 
exhibition ran from May 23 – August 25, 2008.  
561Untitled: Pin Up: Contemporary Collage and Drawing (December 4, 2004 – January 30, 2005). 
562Common Wealth also included the work of Jennifer Allora and Guillermo Calzadilla, an artistic 
collaboration between an American and Puerto Rican artist who live and work in Puerto Rico. Common 
Wealth, ed. Jessica Morgan (London: Tate Publishing, 2003) 
563Between Cinema and a Hard Place (May 12 – December 3, 2000). 
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Doris Salcedo and their insistence that the histories of the ‘one’ and the ‘other’ are 
one and the same cannot be overestimated in this context.564 

With Shibboleth, Salcedo broke open the floor of the building; a monumental feat of 

engineering that left a permanent scar in the building.565 Salcedo’s sculptural installation 

referenced colonial history, social violence, as well as the history of London (Figure 5.3). 

In 2012, Tania Bruguera’s Immigrant Movement International carried out a 

performance for The Tanks the Modern’s live arts program. Bruguera’s piece was an 

experiment in crowd control involving two horses, mounted police and the audience 

(Figure 5.4).566 Other smaller projects by artists from across the region have included 

film, installation, performance, and sculptural installations: an installation by the 

Mexican artist Damián Ortega entitled the The Uncertainty Principle; Present Memory, a 

film presentation by the Uruguayan artist about his father’s cancer diagnosis; as well as a 

series of performances of the work of deceased Chilean artist Juan Downey were also 

held during The Tanks event.567 

One of Tate’s newest exhibition initiatives, Project Space, encapsulates the 

museum’s efforts in the sphere of contemporary art and is, in many ways, emblematic of 

the Modern’s approach to non-Western art at the museum.568 The series features 

curatorial projects which are the result of collaboration between Tate curators and foreign 

                                                
564Vicente Todolí, “Director’s Foreword,” in Shibboleth (London: Tate Publishing, 2007), 8.  
565Doris Salcedo Shibboleth (October 9, 2007 – April 6, 2008). 
566Tania Bruguera Immigrant Movement International  (August 7 – August 15, 2012). 
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern-tanks-tate-modern/exhibition/tania-bruguera-immigrant-
movement-international. 
567Untitled: Damián Ortega: The Uncertainty Principle (April 23 – June 12, 2005). 
http://www.tate.org.uk/about/press-office/press-releases/damian-ortega-uncertainty-principle. Alejandro 
Cesarco: Present Memory (July 10 – October 31, 2010) http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-
modern/exhibition/level-2-gallery-alejandro-cesarco-present-memory. Juan Downey (October 23 – October 
26, 2012) http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern-tanks/exhibition/juan-downey. 
568For further information on Project Space see: http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-
modern/exhibitionseries/project-space (accessed February 18, 2014). Information about Project Space 
comes directly from the Tate Modern website unless otherwise noted.  
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institutions. The first exhibition to open under the umbrella of Project Space was Out of 

Space (2011), a collaborative project with the Darat al Funun – The Khalid Shoman 

Foundation in Amman, Jordan – and the Romanian Cultural Institute. The exhibition 

featured the work of artists who focused on the relationship between political power and 

personal histories.569 Since 2011, the Modern has mounted ten Project Space exhibitions. 

Two of them, Ruins in Reverse and No Lone Zone, were co-organized with Latin 

American institutions, the Museo de Arte de Lima-MALI and the Sala de Arte Público 

Siquieros, Mexico City respectively.570 Ruins in Reverse brought together the work of six 

international artists, four of them from Latin America (Pablo Hare, José Carlos Martinat, 

Elliana Otta, and Amalia Pica) probing the connections between art and archaeology.571 

No Lone Zone featured three artists (Teresa Margolles, Cinthia Marcelle, and David Zink 

Yi) and one collective (Tercerunquinto), all from Latin America, whose work explored, 

“the intersection of history, nature, and politics.”572 All of the exhibitions in the Project 

Space series examine aspects of contemporary life and culture, often examining the 

impact of contemporary or historical conflict in specific locations. All of the exhibitions 

are mounted at the Modern as well as the cooperating institution. In this way, the Project 

Space series presents the perspectives and works of curators and artists from outside of 

Europe within the museum and reaches an audience far beyond London.  

In the first edition of the Tate Handbook, Blazwick and Morris asserted the 

necessity of temporary exhibitions to serve as interrogative counterpoints to the 

                                                
569 Project Space: Out of Place (February 11 – April 17, 2011) see http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-
modern/exhibition/project-space-out-place (accessed February 18, 2014).  
570Project Space: Ruins in Reverse (March 1 – June 24, 2013), Project Space: No Lone Zone (January 27 – 
May 13, 2012). 
571Project Space: Ruins in Reverse http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/project-space-
ruins-reverse (accessed November 23, 2014).  
572Project Space: No Lone Zone (January 27 – May 13, 2012) see http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-
modern/exhibition/project-space-no-lone-zone (accessed November 23, 2014).  



 231 

permanent collection displays.573 Taken in its totality, the temporary exhibition program 

at Tate Modern, like the permanent collection, explores ideas and trends in the field of 

contemporary art. Unlike the permanent collection at the Reina Sofia, there is no 

programmatic intention on the part of the Modern to fundamentally rewrite the history of 

any single region. Together, the Modern’s displays of the permanent collection, 

accompanied by the temporary exhibitions, seek to expand understandings of the 

development of modernism.  

Open Systems: Rethinking Art c. 1970 (2005) is also emblematic of that project. 

With Open Systems, the Modern posited the seventies as a pivotal decade in the 

development of contemporary art. By identifying the late sixties and early seventies as 

the defining moment in contemporary art, the Modern shifted the narrative of modernism 

ahead two decades, away from the post-War abstraction of the 1950s.574 This shift 

allowed the Modern to focus on the history and development of conceptual art practices 

and elaborate a postmodern narration of the twentieth century, which privileged 

Surrealism over abstraction, playing to the strengths of the existing collection, and 

expanding the discussion of modern art beyond Western Europe and the United States by 

exploring a moment when artists in the Americas, Central and Eastern Europe, and Asia 

developed conceptual artistic projects simultaneously, if not prior to, the efforts of artists 

in the traditionally recognized artistic centers.575 As the exhibition’s curator noted, 

                                                
573Morris and Blazwick, ““Showing the Twentieth Century,” 39. 
574Donna De Salvo, “Where We Begin: Opening the System, c. 1970,” in Open Systems: Rethinking Art c. 
1970, ed. Donna De Salvo (London: Tate Publishing, 2005): 10-23.  
575 Mark Godfrey, “From Box to Street and Back Again: An Inadequate Descriptive System for the 
Seventies,” Open Systems: Rethinking Art c. 1970, ed. Donna De Salvo (London: Tate Publishing, 2005): 
24-49.  
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conceptualism was, perhaps, the first movement of the twentieth century which could 

accurately be described as not having a “geographic center.”576  

EXCEEDING EXPECTATIONS 

Under Serota’s direction, Tate Modern set out to become the ideal museum of 

contemporary art. In its first year of existence, the Tate Modern drew 5.25 million 

visitors making it the most popular museum of modern art in the world.577 Initially 

designed to accommodate less than two million tourists, the Modern’s success far 

surpassed expectations and its peers.578 For Serota that meant challenging existing 

canonical definitions of modernism and expanding the purview of the institution to 

encompass art and artists from around the globe. Following the model developed with 

respect to Latin America, the Modern turned its gaze toward India, Asia, and Africa. 

After a decade and a half, the Modern continues to actively collect across all five 

continents. An interest in Latin American art in Britain was not without precedent, but the 

Modern was one of the driving forces behind its increased visibility within Europe and 

the world following its opening. By 2010, the museum had acquired 4,104 works. 623 of 

those works came from outside of the United States and Europe. Of that number, 317 

came from Latin America.579 Acquisitions of works by Latin American artists skew 

toward the contemporary, a quarter of the works in the collection were created by artists 

born after 1985 who come from Central and South America. To underscore the Tate’s 

                                                
576Donna De Salvo, “Where We Begin: Opening the System, c. 1970,” 13. 
577“A Summary of the First Year.” Tate Press Release May 11, 2001 accessed January 14, 2014.  
578The Centre Georges Pompidou received 3.5 million visitors and the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York 2.8 Stephen Bayley, “How the Tate taught us to be modern,” The Times (London) April 24, 2010.  
579 “Tate Modern is 10: Tate reaches across the world with works acquired from Latin America, Asia, the 
Middle East, and North Africa.” Tate Press Releases May 11, 2010.  
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position towards Latin America, the Tate’s Latin American acquisition committee is now 

the largest in world.580  

The project of Tate Modern is to investigate the possibilities of the museum as an 

institution. By absorbing and reflecting the lessons of institutional critique, the planning 

and programming of the Modern, opened at the dawn of the twenty-first century, aspired 

to create a new kind of museum. Serota and his team took the challenges presented by the 

Modern’s collection, its inconsistencies and oversights, and turned them into advantages. 

Blazwick and Morris wrote, 

The challenge for the museum of art today is twofold. Can we create the museum 
envisaged by artists, critics and the range of communities that constitute our 
public, one that can, in the words of Andreas Huyssen, ‘work with changes, refine 
its strategies of representation and offer its spaces as sites of cultural 
contestation’? Can we also create conditions of viewing which reflect artistic 
intention, celebrate the aesthetic and intellectual achievement of those artists 
whose works are part of our national patrimony and provide lucid and informative 
critical frameworks for their enjoyment and understanding? Over a five year 
period we will see not one, but many stories of the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries, understood through a shifting and multifaceted perspective. They will 
allow flexibility, dynamism and a continued commitment to new scholarship, and 
new ways of seeing and of understanding the past in relation to the present.581 

The Tate was able to establish a vision, which reflected concerns about the role of the 

institution in the broadest sense. In selecting Latin American art as its initial jumping off 

point from the west to the rest, the Modern made a strategic political decision. At its 

peak, the British colonial enterprise was enormous in scope, encompassing swathes of 

Asia, Africa, the Indian subcontinent, and the Middle East. In contrast, the British 

                                                
580Among the current members of the Tate Americas Committee are Estrellita Brodsky and Ella    
Fontanal-Cisneros. For a full description of the Tate’s acquisition policy and list of voting members see 
http://www.tate.org.uk/about/our-work/collection/acquisitions. Sue Hubbard, “A Visual Philosophy,” 
Apollo (February, 2011): 56. 
581Blazwick and Morris, “Showing the Twentieth Century,” 39. 
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footprint in Central and South America was small.582 Thus, expanding the reach of the 

museum into Latin America allowed the Tate to establish an effective program of 

collaboration in a region without becoming embroiled in discussions of colonial legacies. 

In describing the intentions of the museological project, the curators at the Tate defined 

their project in opposition to the narrative elaborated by the Museum of Modern Art in 

New York. One might argue that the Tate’s position with regard to Latin America is 

unique amongst the case study institutions, in that it was precisely the relative lack of 

geopolitical investment which drove the Modern’s investment in the region.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

                                                
582 The only exception to this statement may be Falkland Islands, Argentines refer to the islands as the 
Malvinas, an archipelago in the South Atlantic off the coast of Argentina. Though the islands were the 
subject of much dispute from the 16th to the 19th century, the British expelled Argentine officials from the 
Falklands in 1833. Since that time, they have claimed ownership of the archipelago. The dispute over the 
islands was taken up by the United Nations in 1965 who encouraged the two sides to reach peaceful 
resolution to the conflict. The protracted discussions between Britain and Argentina broke down in 1982 
when the Argentine military, at the behest of General Jorge Rafael Videla, the leader of the military junta, 
invaded the islands. The Falkland Islands War, as it was known in Britain, ended after ten weeks with the 
surrender of Argentine forces. Margaret Thatcher’s decision to send troops to Falklands and her successful 
recapture of the island is largely believed to have precipitated her reelection as Prime Minister. 
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Conclusion:  Is the Grid the New Palm Tree?583 

If the grid is the new palm tree of Latin American art we are making progress584. 

- Alessandro Balteo Yazbeck (2007) 

In September of 2001, the Argentine collector Eduardo F. Costantini donated the 

two hundred and twenty works from his collection to the foundation created in his name 

and opened the building on the 3415 Avenida Presidente Figueroa Alcorta. The 

collection, which had traveled extensively in South America and Spain in the 1990s 

(Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes de Buenos Aires and Museo de Artes Visuales de 

Montevideo in 1996 and the Museos do Arte Moderno de São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro 

and Fundación La Caixa, Madrid in 1998) found a permanent home. Upon its opening, 

the Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires (MALBA) became the first museum 

solely dedicated to the art of the region to open in a Latin American country, a distinction 

it retains to the present.   

Costantini’s vision was to collect and display a complete picture of Latin 

American artistic development in the twentieth century. In 2013, MALBA’s chief curator 

Marcelo Pacheco wrote,  

El mapa y los itineraries fueron claros: reunir las mejores piezas de los principales 
protagonistas del arte regional, cubriendo sus procesos desde la segunda década 
del siglo XX hasta, sobre todo, los años 70 con el hiperrealismo, y las múltiples 
variantes del arte conceptual. Como toda colección en proceso, el conjunto creció 
de acuerdo a un plan, pero limitado a la aparición de las piezas que tuvieran el 
máximo grado de representación de un artista, de un movimiento y de una época. 
Las abstracciones y el constructivismo, los surrealismos, el arte informal, los 
artistas concretos y neoconcretos, el arte óptico y cinético, la nueva figuración y 
el pop, el arte conceptual, el arte ecológico, el minimalismo, el hiperrealismo, el 

                                                
583 Portions of this chapter were previously published in the article Camila Maroja and Abigail Winograd, 
““Vectors or Constellations? Frederico Morais’s and Mari Carmen Ramírez’s Curatorial Narratives of 
Latin American Art.” Artl@s Bulletin, 3, no. 2 (2015): Article 6. See footnote 264 for futher details. 
584 Alessandro Balteo Yazbeck quoted by Kaira M. Cabañas, “If the Grid is the New Palm Tree in Latin 
American Art,” Oxford Art Journal 33:3 (2010): 365. 
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arte de objetos, fueron entrando a su coleción con un ritmo acelerado y de manera 
simultánea.585  

Pacheco’s description of the museum’s mission is reflected in its permanent collection 

display which follows the linear and chronological developments of Latin American art 

from the early twentieth century through the 1990s. 

Given the scope of this dissertation, it is interesting to consider how the collection 

and display of Latin American art within Latin America compares with the efforts of 

institutions in North America and Europe. If geography matters, does MALBA reflect the 

discussion and the decisions being made in the museums considered in this study? 

Reflecting upon the circumstances of the museum’s creation, Pacheco discussed the 

intellectual and curatorial revolution in Latin American art described in the first chapter 

of this dissertation. He cited the curatorial efforts of Ramírez (Cantos Paralelos and Re-

Aligning Vision) along with exhibitions organized by Ivo Mesquita (Cartografías), Guy 

Brett (Transcontinental), and Nelly Richard (La Cita Transcultural), as well as the 

important work of scholars of Latino Art such as Shifra Goldman and Tomás Ybarra 

Frausto in the United States and Néstor García Canclini, George Yúdice, and Olivier 

Debroise in Central and South America.586 Pacheco speaks to the significance of the 
                                                
585“The map and the routes were clear: to reunite the major pieces by the principle protagonists of regional 
art, covering their progress from the second decade of the twentieth century, especially, the hyperrealism of 
the seventies, and the multiple variations of conceptual art. Like any collecting process, the collection grew 
according to a plan, but was limited to the appearance of the pieces that have the highest degree of 
representation of an artist, of a movement and an era. Abstraction and constructivism, Surrealism, Art 
Informel, concrete artists and neo-concretes, optical and kinetic art, Nueva Figuracion, and Pop, conceptual 
art, ecological art, minimalism, hyperrealism, objects of art, were entering the collection simultaneously 
and at an accelerated pace.” Marcelo Pacheco, “Malba, ¿otra contradicción porteña,” in Relatos 
latinoamericanos: Obras de Malba-Fundación Costantini (Buenos Aires: MALBA-Fundación Costantini, 
2013), 11. The Spanish curator Agustín Pérez Rubio replaced Pacheco in 2014.  
586Mari Carmen Ramírez, Cantos Paralelos: La parodia plástica en el arte argentino contemporáneo 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1999). Mari Carmen Ramírez and Edith Gibson, eds. Re-Aligning 
Vision: Alternative Currents in South American Drawing, exh. cat. (Austin: Archer M. Huntington Gallery, 
University of Texas, 1997). Ivo Mesquita, “Cartographies." In Cartographies: José Bedia ... [et. al.], 13-61. 
Exh. cat., Winnipeg, Canada: Winnipeg Art Gallery, 1993. Guy Brett, Transcontinental: An Investigation 
of Reality, Nine Latin American Artists (New York: Verso, 1990). Nelly Richard and Bernice Murphy, eds., 
Art from Latin America: La Cita Transcultural (Sydney: Museum of Contemporary Art, 1993). 
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Columbian quincentennial and the attendant flurry of exhibitions including Latin 

American Artists of the Twentieth Century and its extensive European tour and the artistic 

events organized throughout Spain during that year.587 His arguments attest to impact of 

these events as watersheds in the interest and development of Latin American art on a 

global scale. 

Ultimately, MALBA’s ability to display Rivera and Kahlo alongside Torres-

Garcia, Matta and Lam with Rhod Rothfuss, and Fernando Botero with Nelson Leirner 

drawing together opposing movements and styles, reflects its freedom from the 

ideological concerns that drive the aesthetic and curatorial choices at the institutions 

considered in this analysis. MALBA makes it clear that the absence, limited visibility, or 

peripheral condition of Latin American art in Western institutions is, as has been argued 

here, a question of structure and not an accidental oversight.  

The narrative of modernism on display at the Museum of Modern Art, based 

primarily on the formal, aesthetic, and socio-cultural developments of the European 

(Parisian) and North American (New York) avant-gardes, is the bogeyman of Latin 

American art in the west.  The curatorial and formal structure created by Barr is, as has 

been addressed in this study, the standard against which the Museum of Fine Arts in 

Houston, the Reina Sofia, and the Tate Modern reacted. The relationship of MoMA to 

Latin America, by the admission of Pérez-Oramas, was at times politically motivated in 

its inclusions and omissions. Therefore, the challenges posed by the three other case-

study institutions were also based on a geopolitical argument. In contrast to MoMA, the 

MFAH, and the Tate, the layout of the MNCARS collection takes an explicitly, political 

approach to the narration of modern art. Where MoMA follows a classically Modern 

                                                
587Marcelo Pacheco, “Malba, ¿otra contradicción porteña,” 8-13. 
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route from Impressionism to Abstraction and the Tate does away with chronology in 

favor of an exploration of themes, the Reina Sofía follows a trajectory of conflict through 

the twentieth century highlighting war, tyranny, and political confrontation as catalysts 

for artistic change. Ramírez and Marzio at the MFAH, the Borja-Villel at the Reina Sofia, 

Serota and the Tate all drew upon their relative geographic and political positions to Latin 

America to advance an institutional agenda that confronted the ideological, historical, and 

practical implications of MoMA’s legacy.  

At the MFAH, Marzio and Ramírez made a case for the importance of 

challenging MoMA on this front basing their argument in consideration of relative 

location (Houston’s proximity to Latin America) and the necessity of challenging 

stereotypical constructions of Latin American identity – a fight Ramírez had already been 

waging for a decade while at the Blanton. It is interesting to note, as was briefly done in 

chapter three, not only did she position herself against the MoMA and western narrations 

of Latin American art, Ramírez took issue with Latin American curatorial and theoretical 

proposals as well. Particularly, she positioned herself against the curatorial proposal of 

the 1997 I Bienal de Artes Visuais do Mercosul (Porto Alegre, Brazil), known as the 

Mercosul Biennial, for which Brazilian art critic and curator Frederico Morais devised a 

“vectorial” scheme to create a cohesive regional historiography.588 Both exhibitions 

adopted a structural metaphor to frame their curatorial projects. Morais’ employed the 

vector, a concept with mathematical and biological connotations, in order to represent 

transnational cultural interchanges within Latin America. In geometric terms, the vector 

is an entity with both magnitude and directionality; biologically speaking, a vector 

transmits infectious elements from one organism to another. Morais’ model engaged 

                                                
588 See Frederico Morais, I Bienal de Artes Visuais do Mercosul, exh. cat. (Porto Alegre: FBAVM, 1997), 
n.p.  
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both; his vectors were broadly thematic but capable of overlapping and cross-pollination. 

The model was also a radial image and thus, like the principles of Euclidean geometry 

from which it borrowed, was primarily linear, chronological, and hierarchical. In contrast, 

Ramírez and Olea’s constellation schema—an accumulation of infinite luminous 

points—allowed for an endless series of groupings, juxtapositions, and connections. This 

web-like format created a framework unburdened by linear, chronological, or 

geographical restraints in which constellar groupings could incorporate difference and 

connect antagonistic conceptions. At the same time, Ramírez and Olea’s model also 

suggested a hierarchy within the galaxy of movements and artists it displayed. 

Like Inverted Utopias, the Morais exhibition confronted the conception responded 

of an earlier formulation of Latin American culture as synonymous with “the fantastic”, 

that had dominated artistic discourses until the 1990s, and was intended to reformulate 

the identity of Latin American art.589 Thus these shows consciously projected an image of 

the art of the region as modern and avant-garde, which likely explains why both 

ultimately promoted similar artists and movements, specifically abstraction and 

conceptualism. Nevertheless, these curatorial discourses were also distinct in their 

ambitions. Whereas Morais wanted to start rewriting the history of art from an 

autonomous, internal Latin American viewpoint, Ramírez and Olea’s project was a 

confirmation of the participation of Latin American artists in the development of global 

                                                
589 The intention to shift from this association with the fantastic was explicitly addressed by the curators of 
both shows. Morais wrote in his curatorial proposal that he would not include the fantastic in the biennial, 
and Ramírez in 1992 wrote “Beyond the ‘Fantastic’: Framing Identity in U.S. Exhibitions of Latin 
American Art,” an article that in retrospect can be read as a curatorial manifesto. In that essay, Ramírez 
identified three exhibitions that had associated Latin American and Latino art with the fantastic: Art of the 
Fantastic: Latin America, 1920-1987, Indianapolis Museum of Art (1987); Images of Mexico: The 
Contribution of Mexico to Twentieth-Century Art, Frankfurt Kunsthalle (1988); and Hispanic Art in the 
United States: Thirty Contemporary Painters and Sculptors, Museum of Fine Arts Houston (1988). See 
Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Beyond the ‘Fantastic’: Framing Identity in U.S. Exhibitions of Latin American 
Art,” Art Journal 51, no. 4 (Winter 1992): 60-68. 
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Modernism. These projects also reflected different political concerns: the former aimed to 

propose an independent canon for Latin American art informed by 1970s anti-imperialist 

debates within the Americas; whereas, the latter was formulated from within the center to 

create a new curatorial framework capable of breaking the cycle of misrepresentation that 

had relegated Latin American art to the periphery for decades.  

Morais did not conceive of the vectors as static, but rather as having the potential 

to “overlap and merge into new formations.”590 This structure did not merely emphasize 

his belief that “everything in Latin America tends towards hybridization.”591 In this 

scheme, the vectors transcended geographic barriers and represented recurrent 

transnational tendencies across the region. By directly associating these vectors with the 

region’s social and political history, Morais offered a contextualized and, therefore, 

historical reading of Latin American art. He also linked art to regional economic 

developments, a welcome element in a biennial that originated in an economic treaty.592 

More importantly, he visually reinforced a unified regional view by presenting multiple 

artists and artistic movements from across the Americas within each of the vectors.593 In 

his curatorial scheme, Latin American art and territory were defined as discrete entities 

united by the use of common artistic strategies such as the shared formal and theoretical 

foundations of constructive art across the continent, which, Morais argued, were fostered 

by shared economic and political characteristics that transcended national boundaries. 

                                                
590 Frederico Morais, “Reescrevendo a história da arte latino-americana,” in I Bienal de Artes Visuais do 
Mercosul. 
591 Ibid. 
592 The creation of a Southern market quickly took on anti-imperialist tones, since it was seen as an 
alternative to the historical U.S. hegemony in the area. Artist Luis Camnitzer noticed the strange 
combination of neoliberalism and anti-U.S. politics in the Mercosul Biennial project. See Luis Camnitzer, 
“Letter from Porto Alegre,” Art Nexus no. 27 (January-March 1998): 42-47. 
593In 1998, Morais designed a curatorial proposal for the 2nd Mercosul Biennial solely dedicated to the 
fantastic vector, but which he associated with outsider art. After a change in the presidency of the FBAVM, 
a new curator was appointed and the proposal dismissed. 
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In his post-exhibition report to the Biennial Foundation, Morais highlighted his 

creation of a multi-vector scheme as the most important achievement of the 1997 

Mercosul Biennial.594 Supporting this claim, Morais quoted a letter he received from 

Ramírez in which she claimed that his decision to “organize the show according to 

conceptual axes, as well as the judicious representation of artists and movements 

according to an internal legitimation criterion and not according to the market gave an 

unusual freshness to the event.” She concluded: “Few times have I seen a reading of 

Latin American art so right in all its dimensions.”595 

Ramírez visited the show and participated in the Biennial’s seminars, presenting 

the paper “Más alla de la identidad: Apuntes sobre la globalización y el arte en América 

Latina” (Beyond Identity: Notes on Globalization and Art in Latin America).596 As the 

title indicates, her lecture explored the internationalization of Latin American art, which, 

she argued, operated in “a hierarchical and unequal way” and was highly dependent on 

the legitimization of hegemonic art circuits.597 Advocating for a “new geography of 

cultural power” that was more global and less hierarchical, Ramírez ended her paper by 

questioning the ability of a regional biennial to generate an apparatus of local or 

continental legitimization that could win or surpass the recognition of the center of the art 

world. 

                                                
594 Morais composed a final report of the show for the FBAVM that he revised into an article published in 
an anthology of Morais’ writings. In it, he mentioned that several foreign critics and academics appeared to 
better understand his curatorial scheme, quoting Jacques Leenhardt’s statement that “the great merit of the 
show was to organize the artworks according to axes,” composing a “sampling pedagogy.” See Frederico 
Morais, “I Bienal do Mercosul: Regionalismo e globalização,” in Frederico Morais, ed. Silvana Seffrin 
(Rio de Janeiro: Funarte, 2004), 182. 
595 Ibid. Morais quotes Ramírez in the article. A copy of the letter is available at the FBAVM / NDP. 
596 The Mercosul Biennial organized an international seminar titled “A América Latina vista da Europa e 
dos Estados Unidos.” Ramírez presented in the panel “Globalization and Latin American art,” together with 
Maria Amélia Bulhões and Carlos Basualdo, on November 3, 1997. 
597 Although there was a project to publish the conference’s proceedings, the papers remain unpublished. 
Some of them, including Ramírez’s, are available at the FBAVM / NDP. 
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The creation of this vectorial model allowed Morais to avoid the conventions of 

the traditional biennial format, in which divisions between artists were made on the basis 

of nationality, a scheme that had been established by the Biennale di Venezia and which 

was echoed in the Mercosul Biennial’s closest rival, the Bienal de São Paulo.598 Morais’ 

vectorial structure created a cohesive, easily identifiable regional narrative for Latin 

American art that was also dynamic, presupposing the continuous inclusion of new 

vectors. Morais’ framework thus fulfilled the Mercosul Biennial’s goal of rewriting art 

history from a Latin American viewpoint. 

Beyond this effort by both exhibitions to repudiate the frequent conflation of the 

“art of the fantastic” with the cultural production of the region, Morais’ vectorial scheme 

and Ramírez and Olea’s constellar model shared much in common. The shows limited 

their scope to selections from the twentieth century and focused their geographic range 

on countries with a stronger urban tradition—specifically Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, 

and Venezuela. The shows used their respective structural frames to spotlight the abstract 

and conceptual art experiments of the Latin American avant-gardes, emphasizing their 

political dimension as a local characteristic. Aspiring to display a large number of 

artworks, the curators adopted models that encouraged accretions and the possibility of 

growth and variation. Despite the previously mentioned differences between the linear 

structure of the vector and the network format of the constellation, the result was the 

inclusion of many of the same artists and movements, including Oiticica, Lygia Clark, 

Madí, Neoconcretismo, Alberto Greco, Torres-García, Jesús Soto, and Carlos Cruz-Diez. 

By privileging such a selection, the two shows strongly asserted that these tendencies, 

                                                
598The São Paulo Biennial eliminated its “National Representations” section in 2006, during the 27th 
Biennial curated by Lisette Lagnado. Some attempts to update the format had been made before that, 
including Walter Zanini’s 1980 biennial that relegated the national division to just the catalogue and Paulo 
Herkenhoff’s in 1998 that openly criticized the arrangement. 



 243 

especially in their political aspects, formed the foundation of a new canon, a position 

which also created substantial ripples in the Latin American art market.599 

In their attempt to radically transform the narrative of Latin American modernism, 

both shows operated as massive survey exhibitions, despite Morais’ preference for 

curator Catherine David’s term “retro-prospective show” to describe his biennial and 

Ramírez and Olea’s statement that Inverted Utopias was not a “survey exhibition.”600 As 

examined above, Morais understood the 1997 Biennial as an opportunity to showcase a 

vision of a unified (though non-totalizing) idea of Latin American art that he had been 

constructing since the 1960s and 1970s. Responding to critics who accused the show of 

being excessively historical, Morais also stressed that the Mercosul Biennial had 

“particularities that differentiated it from its counterparts.”601 Arguing that the past is 

“always open to new interpretations,” Morais insisted that the exhibition’s importance 

was not about “differentiating the historical from the contemporary” but the way that 

canonical works were approached, as “you can make an aged reading of the 

contemporary production or, inversely, a reading capable of actualizing art history.”602 As 

we have seen, Ramírez and Olea’s rejection of the survey exhibition was based on their 

understanding of the format as responsible for perpetuating distortions of the artistic 

production of the region, namely by presenting a uniform and general view of its art.603   

                                                
599 Lubow, “After Frida.” 
600 See, Morais, “I Bienal do Mercosul: Regionalismo e globalização,” 186, and Ramírez, “A Highly 
Topical Utopia,” 3-5. 
601 Morais, “I Bienal do Mercosul: Regionalismo e globalização,” 186. 
602 Ibid. 
603 As British critic and noted curator Guy Brett argued in his favorable review of the show, Inverted 
Utopias functioned as a survey exhibition, a format that, he argued, had a long and troubled history in its 
treatment of Latin American art. Guy Brett, “Inverted Utopias,” Artforum International, Vol. 43, No. 3 
(November 2004): 217. 
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Regardless of the similarities between the two schemes and the complimentary 

appraisal Ramírez penned for Morais, in Inverted Utopias she and Olea pitted themselves 

against Morais’ Biennial by criticizing his lecture on constructive art. Ramírez took 

specific aim at his theorization of a “constructive vocation,” as it unified the abstract 

investigations across Latin America. Using their show’s catalogue as a platform, Ramírez 

distanced herself from Morais with a lengthy and pointed rebuttal of his transnational 

claims, associating them with “the outworn framework of art history and the naïve 

parameters of essentialism” and arguing that “with the exception of the well-documented 

connections between Torres-García and several Madí artists, it is impossible to establish 

historical links between the South American Constructive groups.” Taking issue with his 

notion of a “constructive will” originating among Latin American artists, Ramírez argued 

that “this interpretation is more closely related to the persistence of 1960s 

developmentalist ideology within a certain sector of Latin American critics than to the 

type of primeval utopia that, as we will see, the avant-garde artists and groups in question 

pursued.”604 

Ramírez and Olea differentiated their show from these views, positioning Inverted 

Utopias as pioneering in its scope and ambition. By rejecting the legitimacy of internal 

exchanges between constructive Latin American groups, they insisted upon a reading of 

Latin American art that maintained the relevance of heterogeneity and national 

specificity. Moreover, by presenting Latin America as a “No-Place,” Ramírez and Olea 

embraced an ahistorical view of Latin America, opting to present avant-garde production 

                                                
604 Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Vital Structures: The Constructive Nexus in South America,” in Inverted 
Utopias, 191-2. More recent investigations have repudiated the assertions made by Ramírez. Specifically, 
Maria Amelia Garcia and Christina Rossi have since demonstrated connections between South American 
constructive groups. 



 245 

as fragmented and utopian rather than inserting it directly into an historicized 

transnational economic and political context, as in Morais’ exhibition.605 

Ramírez and Olea constructed a narrative of Latin American modernism based on 

a vision of the Latin American avant-garde as looking back into “a kind of primeval 

utopia”—a fundamental element in their assertion of the originality of Latin American 

art. Morais, on the other hand, viewed utopia as deeply linked to the artistic project of 

constructivist artists who wanted to build a better and more equal society. In his 

curatorial proposal for the Mercosul Biennial, he wrote, “The constructive project is 

fundamentally optimistic. And utopic. The Constructive artist believes that art can be an 

instrument of society’s transformation.”606 As Ramírez noted, Morais associated this 

project with the modernizing schemes implemented in Latin America in the 1950s, 

Brazil’s planned capital, Brasília, being perhaps the most paradigmatic example. Surely, 

both shows attempted to highlight the originality and distinctiveness of Latin American 

art without reference to the fantastic and showcased similar and, sometimes the same, 

artworks. Nevertheless, by employing the concept of a utopian past via a “‘constructive 

will’ [that] preceded the European presence on the continent” and anchoring this 

conception on modernization projects in the region, Morais’ vision was firmly rooted in 

time and space, escaping ahistorical notions of art. 

Morais’ historicized, unified narrative of Latin American art was framed in 

opposition to a partisan “universal” art history that only occasionally included isolated 

Latin American artists such as Rivera and Matta. Supporting this view in accordance with 

his trajectory as a critic, Morais argued that “to construct a Latin American art history 

                                                
605 Ramírez and Olea, “Prologue,” xv. 
606 Morais, “Curatorial Proposal,” n.p. Morais made this argument in several of his writings, including a 
critique of the Colombian constructive artist Ramírez Villamizar. See Federico Morais. “Utopía y forma en 
Ramírez Villamizar,” in Ramírez Villamizar (Bogotá: Museo de Arte Moderno de Bogotá, 1984), 29–55.  
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means to de-construct a metropolitan art history.”607 In its anti-imperialist tone, the 

project was in line with the ideology of Latin American criticism in the 1970s, as 

Ramírez pointed out. In contrast, Ramírez and Olea’s constellation model, following 

Adorno, located a meaningful tension in the space between the center and periphery and 

identified it as the site of Latin American originality.  If, on the one hand, Inverted 

Utopias’ constellar model managed to keep oppositional pairs together without reaching 

a totalizing synthesis that, according to the curators, would generate an essentialist view 

of Latin America, on the other hand, their use of imported theory perpetuated a scheme 

that critics like Morais had been denouncing as colonialist since the 1960s. The likely 

motivation for this decision lies in Ramírez and Olea’s exhibition goal. Inverted Utopias 

was not a regional project. Therefore, it did not promote a unified view of Latin America 

intended to foster cultural integration and establish internal networks, but rather aimed to 

insert another narrative of Latin American modernism into the existing canon. Therefore, 

an integrated, contextualized view of Latin America would have been detrimental to their 

project’s ultimate end. Consequently, the new parallel art historical narrative presented in 

Inverted Utopias echoed in many ways the existing modernist canon, including its 

reliance on European theory (Adorno and the avant-garde), a foundational artistic genius 

(Torres-García), the prominence of abstraction, and the ever-diminishing importance of 

the object amidst a political conceptualism. It is perhaps for this reason that Inverted 

Utopias played a decisive role in the subsequent assimilation of new names into this 

larger, preexisting canon of world art. 

Ramírez’s decision to refrain from exhibiting the MFAH’s permanent collection 

of Latin American art alongside its European and North American contemporaries is 

                                                
607 Morais, “Reescrevendo a história da arte latino-americana,” n.p. 
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further evidence of her insistence on retaining the specificity of Latin American art and 

the necessity of a parallel Latin American canon.608 This position separates the curatorial 

program at the MFAH from the rest of the case-study institutions. The Tate organized 

their collections around ideas dispensing with chronology and linear concerns. MoMA 

inserted Latin American artists who reaffirmed the primacy of the canon the museum had 

previously established into existing formal structures.  

Meanwhile, the institutional narrative presented by the MNCARS is distinct from 

that of its counterparts in that, under the leadership of Borja-Villel, the museum has 

attempted to use their colonial relationship to Latin America as the starting point for its 

engagement with the region. This is most evident in their permanent collection display as 

well as their archival efforts lead by the RCSur, namely their efforts to establish a    

South-South axis of exchange, both historically and currently, that bypasses the centers of 

the artistic world, namely the United States and North/West Europe. However, this 

alternative network of exchange between Latin America and Madrid is entirely dependent 

on the ability of the Reina Sofia to reasonably cast itself as a “southern” nation despite 

Spain’s pivotal role in establishing the dichotomy between “global north” and “global 

south” via its participation in the European colonial enterprise.  

Despite the often confrontational nature of the debate between the case-study 

institutions, they have often collaborated on projects beginning with Ramírez and Olea’s 

Heterotopías. Over the course of its existence, Tate Modern featured three large, 

retrospective exhibitions of Brazilian artists: Helio Oiticica (2007), Cildo Meireles 

                                                
608In Lubow’s feature on Ramírez, her replacement at the Blanton, Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, who is currently 
the Director of the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Foundation, wrote that Ramírez would not speak to him 
following his appointment. In private conversations with the author, Pérez-Barreiro indicated that this split 
was due, in part, to his decision to reinstall the Latin American collection alongside the museum’s modern 
and contemporary American collection retitling the installation America/Americas.  
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(2008), and Mira Schendel (2013).609 Of these exhibitions, two, Oiticica and Meireles, 

traveled to the MFAH which also co-organized the Oiticica show. Similaryly, the Tate 

co-organized Orozco’s 2010 retrospective with MoMA. 

Despite using different conceptual models and having different political aims, 

these institutions, individually and collectively, contributed to a tremendous shift in the 

representation and visibility of Latin American art internationally. The impact of 

Ramírez’s revision of the Latin American canon via the theorization of the constellar 

model has shifted the focus toward constructive abstraction and political conceptualism, a 

narrative that has been reinforced by later shows that have heightened the visibility of the 

artists associated with her curatorial intiatives.610 The Mercosul Biennial and Inverted 

Utopias were thus fundamental in elaborating the depth and variety of the canon of Latin 

American art and escaping earlier stereotypes related to the figurative and fantastic. 

Whether these models have nonetheless resulted in the construction of other, perhaps 

equally restrictive stereotypes is an issue currently being debated.611 Uncovering and 

elucidating this history is vital in an increasingly global art world in which major cultural 

institutions, including the case study museums, the Guggenheim and the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, among many others, are actively building Latin American collections. 
                                                
609 Helio Oticica: The Body of Color opened at the Museum of Fine Arts in Houston on December 10, 
2006 and ran through April 1, 2007. The exhibition ran at the Tate Modern from June 6, 2007 to September 
23, 2007. Cildo Meireles opened at Tate Modern on October 14, 2008 and ran through January 11, 2009. 
The exhibition then traveld to the Museo d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona, The Museum of Fine Arts 
Houston, the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and the Art Gallery of Ontario. Mira Schendel opened at  
September 25,  2013 and ran through January, 19 2014. It is currently traveling to the Fundação de 
Serralves - Museu de Arte Contemporânea, Porto, 28 February-24 June 2014, and Pinacoteca do Estado de 
São Paulo, São Paulo, 24 July-19 October 2014.  
610 See, for instance, Carlos Basualdo, ed., Tropicália: A Revolution in Brazilian Culture, exh. 
cat. (Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago, 2006), Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, ed., The Geometry 
of Hope: Latin American Abstract Art from the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection, exh. cat. (Austin: 
The Blanton Museum of Art, 2007), and América Latina 1960-2013, exh. cat. (Paris: Fondation Cartier 
pour l’art contemporain, 2013), among many others. 
611 See Daniel R. Quiles, “Exhibition as Network, Network as Curator: Canonizing Art from ‘Latin 
America,’” Artl@s Bulletin 3, no. 1 (2014): Article 7. 
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The current taste at these institutions, and elsewhere in the field, has been guided in large 

part by exhibitions and conceptions of Latin American art expounded by the museums 

considered in this study. 

 

 

 
  



 250 

Figures  

 

Figure 1.1: Alfred J. Barr, The Development of Abstract Art, 1936. Chart prepared for the 
Museum of Modern Art.  

 

Figure 1.2: Installation view of The Couple in a Cage (1993), Walker Art Center, 
Minneapolis, MN.  
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Figure 1.3: Alfredo Jaar, A Logo for America, 1987, computer animation, 45 sec. 
Commissioned by the Public Art Fund for the Spectacolor Sign, Times 
Square, New York, April 1987. Photo and Youtube video available at 
phaidon.com. 

 

Figure 1.4: Installation view of Magiciennes de la Terre (1989), Centre George 
Pompidou, Paris. 
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Figure 1.5: Installation view of “Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal 
and the Modern (1984), Museum of Modern Art, New York. Picture from 
artresources.com. 

 

  

Figure 2.1: Catalog for Latin American Artists of the Twentieth Century edited by Waldo 
Rasmussen (1992). 
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Figure 2.2: Installation view of The Responsive Eye (1965), Museum of Modern Art, 
New York. Museum of Modern Art, New York, website. 

 

Figure 2.3: Installation view of Hans Haacke’s MoMA Poll included in Information 
(1970), Museum of Modern Art, New York. Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, website. 
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Figure 2.4: Layout of the permanent collection of the Museum of Modern Art, New York 

           

Figure 2.5: Installation views, Room 26 Art by Latin American Artists, Museum of 
Modern Art, New York. Picture by the artist.  
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Figure 2.6: Installation view of Projects: Luis Fernando Benedit (1972), Museum of 
Modern Art, New York. Museum of Modern Art, New York, website. 

 

Figure 2.7: Installation view of Projects: Chuck Close and Liliana Porter (1973), 
Museum of Modern Art, New York. Museum of Modern Art, New York, 
website. 
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Figure 2.8: Installation view of Projects 21: Cildo Meireles (1990), Museum of Modern 
Art, New York Museum of Modern Art, New York, website. 

 

Figure 2.9: Installation view of Projects 34: Felix Gonzalez-Torres (1992), Museum of 
Modern Art, New York. Museum of Modern Art, New York, website. 

 

Figure 2.10: Installation view of Projects 70: Banners II: Jim Hodges, Beatriz Milhazes, 
Faith Ringgold (2000), Museum of Modern Art, New York. Museum of 
Modern Art, New York, website. 
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Figure 2.11: Installation view of Projects 76: Francis Alÿs (2002), Museum of Modern 
Art, New York. Museum of Modern Art, New York, website.  

 

Figure 3.1: Installation view of Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America 
(2004), Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. Installation view available at 
houton.culturemap.com. 
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Figure 3.2: Installation view of Heterotopias: Medio siglo sin lugar, 1918-1968 (2000), 
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, website.  

 

Figure 3.3: Curatorial diagram from Heterotopias: Medio siglo sin lugar, 1918-1968, 
published in Heterotopias: Medio sin lugar: 1918-1968 (Madrid: Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2000), 26. 
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Figure 3.4: Curatorial Diagram from catalog for Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art 
published in Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2004), 6. 

 

 

Figure 3.5: Joaquin Torres-García, America Invertida, 1936.  
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Figure 4.1: Installation view of F(r)icciones (2000), Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, 
website.  

 

Figure 4.2: Installation view of Eztetyka del Sueño (2000), Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 
Madrid, website.  
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Figure 4.3: Installation view of No es solo lo que ves (2000), Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 
Madrid, website.  

 

Figure 4.4: Installation view of Más allá del documento (2000), Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 
Madrid, website.  
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Figure 4.5: Installation view of Torres García: Construction and Abstraction, Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, website.  

 

Figure 4.6: Installation view of Oteiza and the Experimental Proposition, Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, website. 
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Figure 4.7: Installation view of Room 410 at the Reina Sofia, Patricia Phelps de Cisneros  
Collection Room 1: Concrete Invention, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, 
website.  

  

Figure 4.8: Installation view of Room 411 at the Reina Sofia, Patricia Phelps de Cisneros  
Collection Room 2: Movement and Participation, Museo Nacional Centro 
de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 
Madrid, website. 
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Figure 4.9: Installation view of Room 416 at the Reina Sofia, Greco and the Adventure of 
the Real, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, website.  

 

Figure 4.10: Installation view of Room 418 at the Reina Sofia, Fissures of Modernity, 
Antiprojects: the Formless, the Disfunctional, and the Unproductive Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. Museo Nacional Centro de 
Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid, website.  



 265 

 

Figure 4.11: Diagram reproduced in the catalog for Perder la Forma Humana: Una 
imagen de los años ochenta en América Latina (Madrid: Museo Nacional 
Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, 2012), unpaginated. 
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Figure 5.1: Bombay/Mumbai: 1992-2001, curated by Geeta Kapur and Ashish 
Rajadhyaksha, for the multi-part exhibition ‘Century City: Art and Culture 
in the Modern Metropolis’. Installation view, Tate Modern, London, 2001 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2: Installation view of Os Gêmeos on the façade of Tate Modern, London 
(2008). Tate Modern Website. 
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Figure 5.3: Installation view of Doris Salcedo, Shibboleth (2007), Turbine Hall, Tate 
Modern, London. Tate Modern Website. 

 

Figure 5.4: Tania Bruguera, Tatlin’s Whisper (2012), Turbine Hall, Tate Modern, 
London. Tate Modern Website. 
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