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Abstract 

A Tale of Two Museums: Cultural Museums in Austin, Texas 

Brittany Yvonne Johnson, MA 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

Supervisor:  Renita Coleman 

Cultural museums in the United States have a long history of promoting and 

celebrating the history, traditions and culture of various ethnic and racial groups, 

typically excluded from the fine arts.  

Demographic changes in the United States have made the need for cultural 

museums even greater as they not only serve as a repository for information but also as a 

place for education and personal growth. 

Museum attendance and membership is, however, on a steady decline. This drop 

in community participation is in part due to institutions losing touch or failing to develop 

a relationship with a growing minority-majority population while continuing to serve a 

demographic that no longer constitutes a large percentage of the population. 

Despite major changes in the country’s make up, two such museums, Mexic-Arte 

Museum and the George Washington Carver Museum in Austin have managed to 

continuously promote the art, histories, traditions and personal stories of the minority 

groups that they represent.  
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Faded black and white photographs of Betty Jean Collins ’56, Pamela Nunley ’61 

and P. McCulough ’61 are currently sitting on a shelf at the George Washington Carver 

Museum in East Austin. At one point, each of these girls carried the title of Ms. L. C. 

Anderson High School. Although their high school days are behind them, their photos 

have managed to keep them, and several of their classmates, frozen in time.  

 

Their photos make up part of a small, permanent exhibit dedicated to the 

achievements of the first black high school in Austin. A timeline featuring some of the 

school’s greatest accomplishments stretches across each of the purple and yellow walls. 

Marching band uniforms, trophies, old photographs, and the memories associated with 

each are likely all that is left of the high school, which at one time was the pride of 

Austin’s black community.  

 

The tribute to L. C. Anderson High School is one of three permanent exhibits at 

the George Washington Carver Museum. A second displays the histories of various black 

families in Austin. The third is dedicated to Juneteenth, the holiday that commemorates 

the announcement of the abolition of slavery in Texas.  

 

Through its exhibitions and programming the Carver seeks to honor and celebrate 

black Austin residents who comprise roughly 8 percent of the city’s total population. The 

exhibit for L.C. Anderson, which was dedicated and opened to the public late in 2012, is 

one example of the museum’s efforts.  
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Museums like the Carver exist in part to help communities better understand and 

appreciate cultural diversity. They have the potential to act as a safe space for 

neighborhood development, meaningful conversations and personal growth. However in 

their current state this message is falling on a mostly older, mostly white group of 

Americans.  

 

Although participation in museums has decreased steadily over time, the George 

Washington Carver Museum and Mexic-Arte Museum, cultural museums in Austin, 

continuously strive to reach a diverse group of residents through innovative programming 

and development, in order to create a space for education, discussion, and the celebration 

of minorities in the community.    

 

L.C. Anderson High School and the Carver Museum  

In 1971, after nearly 82 years of educating black students, LC Anderson High 

School was closed. Desegregation documents from the Austin History Center show that 

that same year, as Austin schools went through the process of desegregation, two other 

black schools in the area- Kealing Jr. High and St. John’s Elementary, were also ordered 

to integrate. Amid concern in the black community about what would happen to the 

collective history of their school, Anderson later reopened in a new location with a new, 

more diverse body of students. 
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This concern was due in part to Anderson High School’s historical success in 

every area imaginable. The band and the athletic department consistently won local and 

regional competitions. In 1953, they were district champions of basketball, football and 

band. In 1959, the marching band was invited to attend the Texas gubernatorial 

inauguration parade, the first black high school band to ever do so.  

 

Bernadette Phifer, George Washington Carver Museum director and curator, said 

these accomplishments were a great source of pride for Austin residents living in black 

neighborhoods. When the school integrated, community members lost one of the things 

that drew them together.  

 

“Members of the school were considered like family and when they closed that 

school, ¬they really did send a knife down the middle of the community. My hope was 

that when we developed this exhibit, we would help them heal some,” Phifer said. “They 

could come into the museum on a regular basis and see this particular trophy that they 

won every year regionally. It honors those people of high acclaim for the school.”  

 

The Carver, as museum staff and frequent visitors like to call it, is one of 78 

museums and cultural centers in the United States dedicated to the preservation, 

celebration and exhibition of African-American history and culture. Like the LC 

Anderson exhibit, the Carver Museum and its counterparts, have a history rooted in 

segregation.  
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Carver Museum History 

In 1926, Austin’s first library opened at Guadalupe and Ninth streets. The next 

year, consulting engineers Koch and Fowler were given the task of creating Austin’s first 

city plan. Under the belief that modern, efficient cities are not developed haphazardly, 

they require a solid plan of action; the partners dissected every inch of the city.  

 

Their 69-page plan, which made recommendations on how to best alleviate 

traffic, how best to continue developing the University of Texas campus and where to 

place schools, parks, roads, and minorities, influenced policy decisions until 1956, when 

a new city plan was introduced to the city’s Director of Planning, Mike Mahoney.  

 

In regards to what Koch and Fowler call the racial segregation problem, they note 

that blacks were present in very small numbers throughout the city, except in the areas 

east of East Avenue (I-35) and south of the city cemetery. These two areas were 

overwhelmingly black.  

 

The partners make mention of other city planning instances in which segregation 

plans were found to be unconstitutional. They determined that the best solution to the 

segregation issue would be to make the areas that were already predominantly black 

official Negro districts. “And [we recommend] that all facilities and conveniences be 
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provided the Negroes in this district, as an incentive to draw the Negro population to this 

area.”  

 

This “Negro district” also appealed to economic sensibilities, as it eliminated a 

need for duplicate white and black schools, parks, and other facilities in several areas. As 

a result, for five years this original library served a growing white population almost 

exclusively, while East Austin residents were left without one of their own.  

 

In 1933, Phifer says that the city decided that the 1,896 square foot space was not 

large enough to meet the demands of the community; at the same time the demands of the 

black community for a library of their own were steadily growing louder. To rectify both 

of these problems, the original library was moved to Angelina Street off of Rosewood, to 

serve the black community in East Austin and a new, larger facility was built in place of 

the original.  

 

For years this Angelina Street branch was simply referred to as the “Colored 

Branch”, according to Phifer the books were actually stamped “Property of the Colored 

Library” to ensure that books belonging to the original location and books belonging to 

the east side location did not mix.  

 

In 1947, it was renamed in honor of scientist and inventor, George Washington 

Carver. The George Washington Carver Library remained in that space for decades, until 
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eventually more space was needed to accommodate the large number of community 

members who took advantage of library services. In 1979, the new Carver Library was 

opened, directly adjacent to the original library, and yet again, residents were left with the 

task of repurposing an old building. 

 

East Austin resident Ona B. Conley suggested that the old library become a 

community center and cultural museum. Community members rallied behind the idea and 

successfully lobbied city council members for funding to transform the library into a 

museum.  

 

In 1980, the George Washington Carver Museum was established, making it the 

first black museum in the state of Texas.   

 

Though the Carver was a pioneer in this state, museums and cultural institutions 

that focused on minority representation had long been established by the time the Carver 

opened its doors. 

 

The Roots of Minority Museums in America  

The first African-American and Hispanic museums in the country were 

established in the wake of the civil rights movement of the 1950s and ‘60s. They were 

tangible sources of ethnic pride and cultural self-definition.  Although these museums 

lacked financial stability, permanent facilities, staff and substantial collections, they 
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received a tremendous amount of support from the communities they served, which up 

until that point, were entirely deprived of cultural resources.   

 

In “Black and Hispanic Art Museums, A Vibrant Cultural Resource,” Azade 

Ardali writes that “through these museums, black and Hispanic communities, schools, 

and families had the opportunity to reaffirm the intrinsic worth and value of their culture, 

which they often saw derided in the mass media, or totally excluded from traditional 

museums.” 

 

These museums were more than just a source of ethnic pride for the community; 

they also provided neighborhoods and families the opportunities for achievement and 

accomplishment. In addition to exhibitions, museums held lectures, concerts, archives 

and libraries. The DuSable Museum of African American History, established in Chicago 

in 1961, offered its patrons a library of 10,000 volumes, one of the most important 

resources of its kind in the Midwest.  

 

Similar to traditional institutions, these original cultural museums were places of 

educational enrichment, often partnering with schools, offering classes and professional 

art-specific training, as well as internships and volunteer opportunities. They provided the 

public with information not often exhibited in other places.  
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“They have made available to the larger society the richness and variety of Black 

and Hispanic cultural traditions,” writes Ardali. The Bronx Museum’s 1988 exhibit, “The 

Latin American Spirit: Art and Artists in the United States” and the Studio Museum in 

Harlem’s exhibition of the art of the Harlem Renaissance are examples of this cultural 

interchange.  

 

In spite of their limitations, these first-generation museums led to the creation of 

cultural museums throughout the country. Their successors, known as second-generation 

museums were able to learn from their predecessors. They continued to hold the support 

of their communities while also becoming stronger, more permanent institutions.  

 

Second-generation museums boasted stronger, more effective boards and board 

members, more permanent facilities, designed and built expressly for their purposes, 

municipal, state or regional political backing and much larger budgets. More frequently 

than their forerunners, second-generation museums had line-item status on city and state 

budgets.  

 

The Museum of African-American Life and Culture in Dallas, the California 

Afro-American Museum in Los Angeles, the Mexican Museum in San Francisco, the 

Cuban Museum of Arts and Culture in Miami, and the Fondo del Sol in Washington D.C. 

all opened their doors in the 1970s or later and fall into this category of second-

generation museums.  
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The Carver meets the characteristics of both first- and second-generation 

museums. The museum first opened its doors in a repurposed library in 1980, over a 

decade after the apex of the civil rights movement.  

 

While independent African-American and Hispanic museums like the Carver and 

Mexic- Arte Museum in Austin have roots in the post civil rights era, they are not without 

precedents. Historically black universities and colleges, or HBCUs housed some of the 

first black museums in the country.  

 

Originally founded after the civil war, HBCUs were dedicated to advancing the 

education and citizenship of newly freed slaves. Unlike first-and second- generation 

museums, the art museums on their campuses were established first and foremost to serve 

the needs of art departments and art history curricula rather than to serve the needs of the 

public at large. These museums hold black American paintings and sculptures dating 

back to the 19th century.  

 

In 1978, led by Margaret Burroughs of the DuSable Museum in Chicago and 

Charles H. Wright, of the African American History Museum in Detroit, the National 

Association of Museums and Cultural Organizations, which is now known as the 

Association of African-American Museums, was established to advocate for both 

independent black museums and those affiliated with HBCUs.  
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Hispanic museums on the other hand, have no formal organization advocating on 

their behalf, and while Hispanic art may have been exhibited in university art museums 

or galleries at one point or another, in the United States there are no institutions of higher 

education which seek to serve Hispanic populations in the same way that HBCUs have 

done for the African-American population.  

 

Nevertheless, Hispanic museums have instead turned to the cultural communities 

of their countries of origin. Both Mexico and Puerto Rico have set an important example 

for Hispanic and black institutions, according to Mary Schmidt Campbell, dean of the 

Tisch School of the Arts at NYU. 

 

In the 1920s, Mexico’s mural movement, led by Jose Orozco, David Alfaro 

Siquieros and Diego Rivera, became an expression of the democratic ideals of both the 

Mexican Revolution and a celebration of indigenous culture. This ability to organize and 

preserve the legacy of Mexico’s indigenous people was both praised and used as a guide 

during the U.S. civil rights movement - the era that gave birth to the contemporary urban 

museum.  

 

Puerto Rico’s dominant museums, El Museo de Arte de Ponce, the island’s major, 

general art museum, El Instituto de Cultura Puertorriquena and the art museum at the 

University of Puerto Rico were established by the government “to preserve the artistic 
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and cultural patrimony of the people of Puerto Rico,” writes Campbell. These museums 

frequently exchange parts of their collection with museums in the continental United 

States. These include El Museo del Barrio, the Bronx Museum of the Arts, the Caribbean 

Culture Center and the Museum of Contemporary Hispanic Art.  

 

The success of these museums and their continued partnership with professional 

organizations or with museums in their countries of origin have created a deeper 

awareness of the worth of African and Latin cultures in the United States.  

 

Campbell believes that art is “the expression of the very deepest human needs and 

desires.” By giving minorities the medium and the facility to express these needs and 

desires, museums lock into place feelings of self-worth. A higher awareness of self-worth 

encourages full participation in American democracy among these groups who have been 

historically excluded.  

 

“The very fact that these museums have survived decades without the array of 

financial resources available to more traditional organizations is proof of the abiding faith 

communities have in them [and their mission],” she wrote. 

 

Minority Participation  

Although the Carver Museum has the support of the city of Austin’s Parks and 

Recreation Department as well as of the first-generation museums that were their 
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predecessors, museum attendance is low. They are often confronted with a problem 

unique to the audience they serve.  

 

The museum has much to offer but it is frequently overlooked. Underutilization 

can be attributed to the way in which different groups of people interact with the 

museum.  

 

According to the National Education Association’s Survey of Public Participation 

in the Arts or SPPA, in 2008, only 22 percent of American adults visited a museum or an 

art gallery. Although this figure was low, it was significantly higher than those reported 

for the ballet, opera, non-musical theater, and other fine arts. While museum 

professionals may breathe a bit easier in knowing that their attendance figures are higher 

than some, the survey went further, finding that since 1982, the year in which the first 

survey was done; museum attendance has been crawling along a downward slope.  

 

The attendance downtown can be attributed to several things, according to the 

SPPA, but ethnic/racial and age disparities are at the forefront of this decline. 

Traditionally, average museumgoers are adults between the ages of 45 and 54. Non-

Hispanic whites are overwhelmingly among this group. Although they represent just 69 

percent of the total population, they are eight out of every museum 10 visitors. Younger 

adults and minorities are significantly underrepresented.  
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In 2008, Latinos and African-Americans made up the smallest share of the 22 

percent of American adults who attended a museum or gallery, at 14.5 and 12 percent, 

respectively.  

 

A summary of SPPA data from the 1980s concluded that the difference in 

participation could be tied to “subtle forms of exclusion,” implying that historically 

grounded patterns of segregation have led to a lack of social networks which would 

encourage minorities to participate.  

 

As museums have the potential to feel intimidating and exclusionary, few 

minority families have instilled museum-going habits in their young children. If children 

did not grow up attending museums (and other fine arts institutions), they may believe 

they lack the cultural capital to understand and appreciate what are perceived by many as 

“elite art forms” and are unlikely to return with their own children as adults, continuing 

the cycle of non-participation. 

 

More recent studies have identified within the African-American community what 

has been labeled the “FUBU (For Us, By Us) test,” meaning that African-Americans are 

more likely to attend events characterized by black themes and in which they are well 

represented among performers, audience members and staff. A report from the 

Smithsonian National Museum of American History found that the FUBU test works 

within the Latino community as well. The report found that survey respondents had, 
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“very strong expectations that museums should include diverse staff, bilingual 

interpretations, Latino perspectives and some Latino-themed content.”  

 

The creation of museums centered around the FUBU test has increased museum 

participation among minorities, but only slightly.  

 

The simple solution would be for museums to reach out to underrepresented 

patrons, namely younger Latino and African-Americans. However, by focusing solely on 

the black experience, the Carver is already employing the FUBU theory, and it doesn’t 

seem to always work in their favor.  

 

Phifer believes low attendance numbers are due in part to the black community 

taking the museum for granted. 

 

 “It’s like ‘oh I know that’ and you don’t really know it. You only think you know 

it. Or it hasn’t really been a question yet. You don’t know what you don’t know,” she 

said.  

The only way this group can learn what they don’t know that they don’t know is 

by coming in, which tends to be an after thought among many people, not just blacks,” 

she said.  
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Minority Participation and the Carver Museum 

The idea that you can do something later is a large problem for the Carver and 

institutions all over the country that need groups of people to come in on a daily basis. 

“…If you’re living in the city, you won’t go because it’s gonna be there,” Phifer said. “I 

can do this...so I’ll go later, and sometimes the later never gets here.”  

 

Although whites make up a large percentage of the visitors who come through the 

Carver on a regular day, Phifer and her team have had to battle with the idea that some 

may believe the museum is a place solely for blacks.  

 

“Some people want to believe that when this building opened it’s doors that it was 

just supposed to be blacks, turnstile, just come in and going out. I didn’t know that it was 

supposed to be a segregated institution and I feel sad that they feel it should be this way. 

It’s for everyone,” she continued.  

 

While the museum may face challenges getting people to come in on an average 

day, Phifer, who has been with the museum for 27 years, is committed to ensuring that 

the museum reaches its full potential.  

 

“When I first came here I wanted the facility to look more like a museum…we 

were more than just the 1,800 square foot facility that we had at the time,” she said.  
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Since the 2005 move to the new building, the museum has held hosted several 

temporary exhibits and has established two successful recurring programs, a Juneteenth 

picnic held in Rosewood Park, and a summer theater program for teenagers. The 

museum’s Summer Arts Program, which began roughly five years ago, is so popular that 

museum staff is often forced to turn parents away. 

 

The summer program has room for 60 participants, ages seven to 17. For seven 

weeks, these students are whipped into shape by local music, dance and acting coaches. 

At the end of the camp the students put on two full-scale productions for family and 

friends. Last summer students performed Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory for a 

packed theater.  

 

This summer, theater coordinator Para Agboga has decided to try something new. 

There will be two separate productions, one for the younger students and one for the 

teenagers. The younger children will perform Shrek, the Musical. Teenagers will take to 

the stage to perform a version of George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart’s comedic play, 

“You Can’t Take it with You”.   

 

“I recognized it in my program that we weren’t touching the thirteens and up and 

they were kind of getting lost in the shuffle,” she said. “So much of what we focus on 

were younger kids until the time they were teens they didn’t want to be a part of it 
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anymore. They think they’re too old for it. So I said all right, well we’ll give them 

something that they can do.” 

 

A team of three people, which includes Agboga and her husband, spend almost an 

entire year preparing for the kids, and then when they come in the summer- actually 

providing them the experience that their parents sent them to camp to have.  

 

“Ultimately, at the end of the day, they should have an experience that they look 

back on and can be proud of. Even though we like to have a good show, we really want 

their self-esteem to be boosted…we want them to kind of get the feeling that they can do 

anything,” said Agboga. 

 

The program brings together members of a community that is no longer confined 

to one area of the city. East Austin has changed dramatically from the days of 

segregation. A community that was once made up entirely of black residents is now home 

to students and professionals, most of whom are young, single and white.  

 

Similar to the patterns Koch and Fowler noted in their observations of Austin, 

black residents are once again dispersed throughout the city and its suburbs. But for two 

nights at the end of the summer, the Carver Museum’s theater is packed full of proud 

parents, friends and counselors, ready to see their children show off their newly honed 

theater skills.  
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Black families who may not visit the museum otherwise drive their kids to the 

camp from areas as close as downtown or as far away as Dripping Springs to give them 

that sense of community.  

 

“It’s kind of a family thing,” Agboga said. “Everyone becomes very invested in it. 

Last year, after the performances, one of the families threw a party…and everyone came. 

You would think they would all be tired, but everyone came. A good time was had by 

all.”  

 

Beulah Jones, a music professor at Huston-Tillotson University and LC Anderson 

alumna has led the music portion of the camp for several years because she believes in 

the way it brings the community together.  

 

“My mother was very involved in our community, she was a librarian and 

volunteer at the Carver. She taught me the importance of giving back…I don’t like to call 

it that, I’m just doing something for the next generation,” Jones said.  

 

Almost all who participate in the camp echo Jones’ sentiments and say they will 

continue to return in the summers for what is quite possibly the museum’s most-

anticipated yearly event.  
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Blockbuster events such as the Carver’s summer arts program and the picnic are a 

successful tactic used periodically by museums across the country. Museums pump time, 

energy and money into blockbusters looking to create buzz and stir up excitement. 

Because of the hype created, they have the potential to draw new people into the 

museum, and encourage both memberships and gift shop sales.  

 

Participation and Mexic-Arte Museum 

Across town, Young Latino Artists, an annual summer blockbuster, is known to 

breathe life into a Mexic-Arte Museum, an institution primarily known for its collection 

of revolutionary and folk art.   

 

Each summer since 1996, guest curators have used their creativity to round up and 

exhibit the work of roughly 18 artists. As the name suggests, the artists chosen must be 

young (under the age of 35), Latino and contemporary, meaning that they are currently 

making art.  

 

Last summer was the 17th year of YLA. Guest curator, James Huizar, who is also 

the collections and production manager at Mexic-Arte Museum, chose to focus on 

graphic artwork, forcing audiences to come to terms with the idea that graffiti can be fine 

art.  

 



 20 

“[Graffiti] is a medium that I’ve participated in. I am mostly attracted to the bright 

colors. The imagery they use, it just, um, I respect it. And I feel like there needed to be a 

show about graphic art inspired by graffiti art in Austin,” said Huizar.  

 

As guest curator, Huizar used Flickr, Facebook, Instagram and personal 

connections to find and bring together both independent artists and collectives, from 

several Texas cities, including San Antonio and Oak Cliff, while also tapping artists from 

Mexico City and Mexicali for “Grafficanos” a made up term that combines the words 

‘graffiti’ and ‘mexicanos’.   

 

As an artist in both YLA 14 and 15, guest curator for YLA 17 and Mexic-Arte 

employee, Huizar has seen several iterations of the exhibition. He believes that its 

continued success is due to the unique nature of the event.  

 

“Where are the opportunities for young artists to show in Texas? Especially in 

Austin… because there are not very many institutions. And then to even stretch that 

beyond? What about Latinos? We have a voice. We’re a very large population, but yet 

there’s no specific place to show. And Mexic-Arte is that. And Young Latino Artists 

Exhibition is that for these artists,” he said.  
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Both YLA and Mexic-Arte have roots in striving to be an outlet for artists who 

would otherwise have few opportunities to showcase their work. Perhaps this is what 

makes the museum the perfect host for the annual summer exhibition.  

 

Mexic-Arte Museum History 

Sylvia Orozco is both a co-founder and director of the museum. She combined her 

involvement with the Chicano movement of the 1970s, and ’80s and her time spent 

studying art in Mexico to lay the groundwork for what would become Mexic-Arte 

Museum. 

Dj  funky frpaccilte tefudjdjdjdjdj CARLOS  

“We started doing social activism through the arts and so in trying to find 

something culturally relative…well there was nothing,” Orozco said. “Actually, there 

was very little in terms of the arts, and for Mexican-American people there was nothing 

at all, except for what the students were doing...so I saw a need there,” she said. 

 

Traditional museums, Orozco believed, were too preoccupied with their Picasso 

paintings to pay any attention the art that young Mexican-American students were 

creating. Instead, she and her ex-husband, Pio Pulido, took advantage of alternative 

exhibition spaces around the city, working specifically with artists who were traditionally 

excluded. It was during this time period that they realized that they and their white peers 

were working towards different goals.  
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“I realized that we weren’t in the same role, they were trying to get into the 

mainstream museums, but we didn’t even have those. We weren’t even in the 

mainstream. We had to build our own museums first, before we could complain that we 

weren’t in them,” she said. 

 

In 1984, after applying for a $2,000 grant from the City of Austin, Orozco and 

Pulido officially became Mexic-Arte Incorporated and put on their first exhibition under 

that name. The exhibition, which has evolved into an annual exhibit and festival, was 

centered around the Day of the Dead, or Día de los Muertos, a Mexican holiday that 

focuses on remembering family members and friends who have died. It was at that 

moment that Orozco and Pulido realized they were ready. They applied for more grants 

and renamed themselves Mexic-Arte Multicultural Works.  

 

Orozco was a fan of Austin’s Women & Their Work, and used that organization 

as a guide, shaping the local women’s gallery’s bylaws and organization structure to fit 

Mexic-Arte’s needs. Eventually Mexic-Arte dropped “multicultural” from the name, and 

focused more specifically on art from Mexico and Latin America. 

 

When the warehouse they were using as a home base closed three years later, they 

were able to find their current space, an old hotel rumored to be haunted, at the corner of 

Congress and 4th streets and in 1987 they moved in.  
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Since then, the museum has continued to evolve, making changes here and there, 

continuously striving to become better. However, for the museum’s most vocal critics, 

this change hasn’t come soon enough.  

 

No longer described as ambitious or innovative, the museum has clearly outgrown 

its space. As its third and fourth floors have officially been declared unsuitable for public 

use, the second floor operates as an office, library and storage area for part of the 

permanent collection; museum staff has divided the first floor into two exhibitions 

spaces, a front gallery and a back gallery. In appearance the museum resembles a gallery 

rather than a true museum.  

 

In addition to space issues, the museum’s long time supporters fear it has grown 

predictable. Leslie Castro, who was a past YLA participant and current writer for 

Glasstire, a blog dedicated to visual art in Texas, believes that the art the museum 

chooses to exhibit fits neatly into two general categories.  

 

On her blog, Castro writes that the exhibition programming “is not innovative 

except for the small contemporary exhibitions in the back gallery and the annual Young 

Latino Artists exhibition. If you think about it, their programming has been based on two 

things, one, folk art and two, exhibitions illustrating the Mexican Revolution in some way 

or another, usually through print.”  
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She believes that by restricting itself to these two main themes the museum runs 

the risk of becoming irrelevant to the very culture it seeks to promote. 

 

The belief that the museum’s programming has become stale is due in part to a 

general dissatisfaction with current board members. Castro, and those who stand behind 

her opinions would like to see younger, more diverse board members added to the mix. 

Critics say that fresh faces would bring in new energy and connections. Younger board 

members would also better understand how to reach a new generation of museum 

patrons. 

 

Finally, there is a consensus that the mission statement is too long and too 

complex. Orozco and her team have narrowed their focus greatly from the early days 

when they showcased “multi-cultural works” which included but was not limited to art, 

theater, poetry, and dance from any corner of the globe. However, more can be done. 

There is support among both museum staff and visitors that the museum would do well to 

focus solely on the work of Mexican and Mexican-American artists. 

 

Although their mission statement says they promote and exhibit the work of 

Mexican and Mexican-American artists, they have not always been exclusive. “That’s the 

major focus…but we’ve done…for example, we’ve done Haitian art, Colombian, 

Argentine, Brazilian and even Filipino…you know, because of Spanish 

colonization…we’ve done it all,” Orozco said.  
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However what visitors and those who criticize Mexic-Arte’s shortcomings do not 

understand is that change takes time.  

 

This time next year, the museum board is hoping to break ground on what they 

are calling an iconic building.  

 

The plan is to replace the current location with a $30 million, six-story, 

cylindrical structure- a reference to the Aztec calendar. The façade will be translucent, 

allowing the museum to display the calendar if they wish to do so. The lead architect on 

the project is Fernando Romero, son-in-law of Carlos Slim, the world’s richest man. 

Romero and his team have designated three upper levels for office space, available for 

rent, and lower levels for gallery space, a library and storage of items in the permanent 

collection.  

 

The museum currently has roughly $5.5 million dollars set aside for the new, 

iconic building, and is seeking another $25 million. Board president John Hogg is 

optimistic about their ability to get the funds needed in time.  

 

“I’ve spent the last year working political channels and city council channels. It’s 

a tremendous amount of energy, it’s difficult to navigate the waters to build, but there are 

a lot of ways to get [the money].”   
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It is likely that Hogg is the best person to canvass for the funds necessary to build 

the “iconic structure.” As board president his enthusiasm for the museum and its potential 

is immediately evident, and after three years in that role he can skillfully create a larger 

picture for why this new structure is necessary for anyone who will listen. 

 

“I think it’s very important that the museum itself...the structure itself be so 

compelling that people will want to go in it just because it’s such an iconic structure,” 

Hogg said. “And my vision is this…start with the museum in Spain (the Guggenheim in 

Bilbao), in the middle of nowhere, in an industrial city that nobody toured. They had 

80,000 visitors to the city a year, and now they have over a million. Nothing else changed 

really except for that. It’s been repeated here...in Arkansas (Crystal Bridges in 

Bentonville), and then in Florida. When you do something like that it draws tourism, 

which helps the whole city, it brings in tax dollars, funds, programs that will help the 

people.”  

 

Hogg is correct. The Alliance of American Museums (AAM), an advocacy and 

research organization that provides support to 21,000 museums across the country, 

estimates that in 2011 museums pumped roughly $21 billion back into the American 

economy. In that same year museums employed 400,000 Americans and served as a 

popular destination for families, leisure and cultural/heritage tourists, bringing millions of 

dollars to their individual communities.  
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Each year museums, on average, spend $2 million on education, through school 

visits, teacher trainings and developmental programs, making a direct investment in the 

future of the American economy. A statement from the U.S. Conference of Mayors said, 

“The arts, humanities and museums are critical to the quality of life and livability of 

America’s cities.” 

 

The AAM has found that although museums contribute in a variety of ways to the 

quality of life and economic wellbeing of Americans around the country a large number 

are under economic stress. The Annual Condition of Museums and Economy Survey, or 

ACME, conducted by the AAM found that in 2011 more than 70 percent of their member 

museums reported economic stress at their institutions. This stress ranged from moderate 

(43 percent) to severe (16 percent) to very severe (13 percent). Stress was greatest in the 

Southeastern states and more moderate in the mountain-plains states, as well as Texas.  

 

Unlike European museums, only a small and shrinking number of their American 

counterparts receive federal funding.  The Institute of Museums and Library Services, 

IMLS is the primary federal agency responsible for connecting people with information 

and ideas. Their Office of Museum Services assists museums in research, grant making, 

public policy and advises the President and Congress on the issues most important to 

museums. In 2012, they were awarded $231.9 million dollars, roughly $30.8 million of 

which went to the OMS for grant making.  
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Museums receive the funds needed to operate from a wide variety of sources. This 

includes federal grants, but also donations, endowments, fundraising and special events. 

Money made from individual tickets sales tend to make up the smallest portion of a 

museum’s budget.  

 

In discussions relating to the 2013 and 2014 fiscal year, President Obama has 

proposed limiting the value of itemized deductions for charitable giving; a move that the 

advocacy branch of the AAM believes would dissuade potential donors.  

 

Currently, a gift generates a tax deduction that is equal to the tax rate. For 

example, under the current system a taxpayer in the 39.6 percent bracket who gives 

$1,000 would be eligible for a $396 tax savings. Under the system proposed by the 

President, this same individual would be eligible for a tax savings of $280.  

 

While the possibility of receiving a tax deduction is not the only reason a potential 

donor would give to a museum, museums know that it does make donating much more 

appealing. The AAM believes that limiting charitable deductions would eliminate 

roughly $5.6 billion of donations in one giving cycle. This has the potential to effect the 

donations Hogg and board members can hope to receive from traditional donors.  
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Mexic-Arte will host the 2013 annual Gala del Museo on Cinco de Mayo. The 

gala is the principal fundraiser for the museum’s operations, drawing both longtime and 

new supporters. Donations from the fundraiser are put towards various projects for the 

next fiscal year, including the new building. “Fundraising is such a huge and lofty goal, 

its kind of this enormous thing,” said Hogg. “You know, what can you get from 

donations, corporations and so on…it’s a huge thing for us.” 

 

In addition to stirring up interest in the museum, a new facility would also mean 

taking a step towards becoming a certified museum. In the spring and summer of 2011, 

Mexic-Arte went through a series of two assessments with AAM’s Museum Assessment 

Program (MAP).  One of the program assessment suggestions was that Mexic-Arte 

strongly consider improving the facility in which it currently reside.  

 

In the meantime, board members and staff are on the lookout for places to 

temporarily work and exhibit when they officially close the doors on Congress and 4th 

streets. Hogg and Orozco hope to stay relevant to the Austin art community even without 

a home base. 

 

During this time, the small staff, many of whom are also artists, will work on 

refining their jumbled mission statement and their collection, which has proven to be 

easier said then done. 
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Unlike the Carver Museum, which seeks to exhibit any and all African-Americans 

who make their histories and artifacts available, Mexic-Arte is at a crossroads in terms of 

both who they want their audience to be and in what they will exhibit. The museum 

strives to reach several groups of people.  

 

Through programming and exhibitions the museum hopes to reach Austin 

residents of all ethnicities, but especially Mexican-Americans who were born here and 

may or may not have a strong connection to their ancestor’s homeland, as well as 

Mexicans who have settled here recently. This includes both affluent and less-wealthy 

Mexicans who have made Austin their new home.  

 

Museum curator, Claudia Zapata also recognizes a break down within the 

Mexican/Mexican-American community along generational lines. She believes these 

differences could affect how museum patrons understand and interpret the art hanging in 

their gallery space.  

 

“There’s definitely this really obvious shift in generations of Latino art 

professionals that’s going on. They (older Latino artists) wanted to just work with the 

community…a lot of it was this kind of need to bring the community along…it was more 

of a movement politically and culturally for a more cohesive community,” said Zapata.  
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While Mexic-Arte may continue to conjure images of revolutionary and folk art, 

Zapata is guiding the museum along a path to serious change, hoping to help the museum 

regain its groundbreaking reputation.  

 

“There are all these different waves of what different markets are classifying as 

Chicano or Latino artwork’s presence. What I’m trying to push is more contemporary 

artwork and Chicano artwork. That’s personal, because it’s not shown enough,” she said. 

“It’s going to eventually happen in terms of more permanent collections are going to have 

Chicano artwork…its not yet in a place where it’s strong, but it’s happening. There’s 

more of us, so people are going to want more.” 

 

Conversations between Zapata and the staff about future exhibition planning and 

art acquisition sound similar to conversations about the future of the Latino community in 

the United States. In some ways, this community is still very much attached to Mexican 

history and culture. However a large and growing Latino community, which includes 

Hispanic Americans who do not have ethnic roots in Mexico, is creating their own 

history and legacy that deserves recognition. 

 

“No one is going to say Chicano. That’s still kind of a taboo word. It’s very 

limiting [labeling yourself as a Chicano artist]. Because people don’t want that. Some 

people don’t even want to be in shows, because it’s a Chicano art show. Or they have to 

be really clever about how they’re presenting themselves. Or they just have to be really 
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good,” she said.  “It’s a weird space to be in…Latino in the United States right now…it’s 

a great time, it’s a confusing time. It’s what’s defining us for the future.” 

 

For Orozco, one of the principal challenges of ensuring the museum’s prosperity 

is not securing a new building or experimenting more with exhibitions, it is the museum’s 

inability to retain young, knowledgeable staff, like Zapata and Huizar. “We’ve created a 

good team,” she said, but the museum “can’t offer the best salaries, the best benefits and 

all of that…that’s one of the things we want to work towards.” 

 

This summer will prove to be a busy one for both the Carver and Mexic-Arte 

Museum. In addition to its pre-scheduled events, the Carver will move from holding 

monthly genealogy workshops to opening a full time center dedicated to family research.  

The center will be dedicated primarily to African-Americans but will be open to anyone. 

Phifer envisions the space as a place where “we support each other and our endeavors of 

looking at our past, and then, in finding our past, everyone celebrates your discovery.”  

 

The museum is also working towards opening an art school to cater to aspiring 

artists as well as those established artists who might like to take advantage of a large 

studio space.   

 

Mexic-Arte is gearing up for their 18th year of YLA. Local artist Michael 

Anthony Garcia, who was a guest artist at YLA 11, will curate this year’s exhibition.  
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Garcia has selected artists from Dallas, Austin, San Antonio, Mexico City and 

Guadalajara, MX to be part of a collaboration based around the idea of community. In 

addition to select individual works, each of the artists will be put into groups to 

collaborate and create new pieces. Artists who cannot meet in person will have to rely on 

Skype, emails and phone calls in order to work together. 

 

Garcia will document the progress of these interactions on a Wiki, looking to 

discover and document the ways in which artists connect and whether physical proximity 

plays a role in community building. The exhibit is set to open in June.  

 

While the George Washington Carver Museum and Mexic-Arte Museum may not 

see large crowds coming through the door on a daily basis, the determination of staff and 

supporters to continue acting as a resource for the city of Austin, and to continue to 

become better than they were, ensures that they will continue to follow in the footsteps of 

first and second-generation museums. They intend to keep the doors open to offer an 

opportunity to explore a culture still not widely represented in traditional museums.  
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