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Constructing Histories of Latin American Art 

DownAdes 

The original title of my talk at the Clark Art Institute, "Anthropophagy and the 

Missionary Stew: Constructing Histories of Latin American Art," was prompted 

by the Brazilian Jose Oswald de Andrade's "Anthropophagite Manifesto" of 1928.1 

De Andrade harnessed the trope of cannibalism, which has colored perceptions 

of the New World since the moment of contact with Europe, to the idea of a rad

ically eclectic modern art and literature. He proposed that modern Brazil should 

"devour its colonizers," ingest the strength of the cultural other, and fuse it with 

her own indigenous cultures. He also recognized that "contemporaneity" in 

Brazil was not just the time of modernity as it was for the technologically 

advanced countries of Europe, that cultures were mixed and not pure, and that 

history was not a linear narrative. His manifesto and the movement that accom

panied it were the first manifestations of a rich history of modern art in Brazil, 

where local appropriations or resistance to the "missionary" forms of canonical 

modern art coexist with quite distinct and original practices. All too often, this 

art remains invisible to historians and curators of twentieth- and twenty-first

century modern art outside Latin America. 

Latin American art is a field probably unfamiliar to most art historians 

in Europe and the United States, whether from the museum or the academy. It 

is meagerly represented here in departments of art history and museum collec

tions, although the respective situations are not identical. The political geogra

phy has favored bursts of collecting activity such as that led by Nelson 

Rockefeller for the Museum of Modern Art in the early 1940s, for which there is 

no equivalent in Britain, and a more global view of art history in the United 

States has stimulated active scholarship within universities.2 Interest in the subject 

has been confined in the United Kingdom to a few academic departments and a 

handful of independent curators. By contrast with the objects of study of most 

art history courses, there are very few works by Latin American artists in public 

collections in the United Kingdom.3 Thus the invisibility of Latin American art 

in art history curricula has been reinforced. 

On both sides of the North Atlantic, however, exhibitions of Latin 

American art over the last few decades have raised interest in the subject and 

questions about the ways its histories are being written, revised, and received, 

both within and outside Latin America. There is a growing realization that the 
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dominant treatment of modern art, taking Europe and New York as its axis, is 

narrow and parochial. While processes of globalization have broadened awareness 

of contemporary art practices in general, there are particular issues in relation to 

historical modernism within Latin America that make it a special case, whose 

absence from the classic accounts of modern art are a real impoverishment. 

If the desire to open up art from Latin America to greater appreciation 

and study is widely shared, there is no agreement on the methods of doing so. 

Exhibitions, fruitful meeting grounds for art historians and curators, offer a variety 

of different routes. But do exhibitions of "Latin American" art simply reinforce 

its separateness? How can curators be persuaded to include artists from Latin 

America in their thematic or period-based exhibitions--of Constructivism, say? 

Is it better to focus energy on monographic shows? The problem is how to make 

a permanent difference: the Brazilian artist Helio Oiticica has just yet again been 

"rediscovered" as a result of the Rio section of Tate Modern's Century City exhi

bition,4 having first exhibited in London in the 1960s and seen again in major 

exhibitions in London and Paris in the 1970s and '8os. It is not as if the critical 

categories of modernism-Minimal Art, or Conceptualism-exclude him. Yet 

he has nonetheless been so invisible that specialists in abstract and minimal art 

were simply unaware of him. This is not a matter of individual failure but of 

deeply entrenched assumptions about the parameters of the subject. 

The idea of an "alternative modernism" in Latin America, to use Oriana 

Baddeley and Valerie Fraser's useful phrase from their book Drawing the Line: Art 

and Cultural Identity in Contemporary Latin America, can lead to a sweeping 

rejection of abstract or constructivist art, seen as belonging to an international 

arena contaminated by Cold War policies. They explain, "Because our interests 

are concentrated around the Latin American futures of Latin American art, or 

the essentially Latin American issues it raises, we have tended to exclude works 

which, for example, take the processes of composition and construction as their 

only subject matter. Since such purely reflexive abstract art deliberately avoids 

specificity, it cannot be illuminated by being considered within a Latin American 

context. This is not to say that such art may not embody certain values, but these 

tend to be the values of the schools of New York or Paris and of international 

capitalism."5 But the exclusion from one narrative does not necessarily entail 

inclusion in another. So Oiticica and Lygia Clark's neo-concrete works of the 

1950s, which rupture the hygienic purity of the modernist grid to incorporate the 

body and the senses, are always rediscovered with a sense of surprise. 
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Latin American art occupies a peculiar position, being both part of but 

also distinct from Western artistic traditions and the modernist canon. On the 

rare occasions when it is included in general histories of art, this is almost always 

in terms of European norms. So Norbert Lynton, in The Story of Modern Art, 

sequel to E. H. Gombrich's The Story of Art, mentions only, of all possible artists 

from Latin America, the Mexican muralists Diego Rivera, Jose Clemente 

Orozco, and David Alfaro Siqueiros, but judges that their propagandist intentions 

involve repudiating modernism.6 (However, he has no difficulty in drawing the 

post-Dadaist propaganda photomontages of John Heartfield into the fold of 

modern art.) So stereotypes are repeated, and Latin American art is reduced to 

the Mexican muralists and magical realism. 

The notion of a fantastic or marvelous reality that conditions a specifically 

Latin American experience runs from Alejo Carpentier's lo real maravilloso to 

Garda Marquez's magical realism; in relation to the visual arts it has tended to 

favor figurative rather than abstract and, to an extent, both builds 

upon and resists the Surrealists, who were among the first Europeans to pay serious 

attention to the complexity of modern Latin American culture and to value the 

alternatives it seemed to offer. 

This "marvelous reality" was the governing conception for the first 

group exhibition of Latin American art in a major museum for twenty years, Art 

of the Fantastic: Latin America from I920 to I987, organized by Holliday T. Day 

and Hollister Sturges for the Indianapolis Museum of Art in celebration of the 

Tenth Pan-American Games in 1987.? Twenty years earlier (1966) Stanton Catlin 

and Terence Grieder had mounted the monumental Art of Latin America since 

Independence at the Yale University Art Gallery.s This had been "addressed pri

marily to the North American university community," and had a specifically 

continental approach, its aim being to compare and contrast Latin American cul

ture and sensibility with those of North America. It is interesting that Frida 

Kahlo, now the most famous artist from Latin America, was not among the nearly 

three hundred artists included there.9 

The Argentine art historian Damian Bayon proposed the theme of the 

fantastic for the Indianapolis show, and thirty artists over three generat\ons were 

selected. A determined effort was made to distinguish this exhibition's notion of 

the "fantastic" from Surrealism. The proposal was that Latin American "reality" 

contains many distinct cultural elements that give the art produced there a 

"fantastic effect," whose devices "such as metamorphoses, incongruous hybrids, 
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dislocations in time and space and shifts in scale and materials create fantastic 

images which break the rules of the natural world."JO This falls within an inter

esting tradition in Latin America that rejects Surrealism, considered as an intel

lectually programmatic theory derived from Freud, in favor of an idea of a more 

spontaneous and intrinsically "fantastic" reality. Arguing that the Fantastic is not 

an "ism" and could in theory be pare of any style including geometric arc, in 

practice the organizers did not include any; although six comprehensive themes, 

shared in some form by the thirty artists ("the Catholic church, colonial past, 

Pre-Columbian and African influence, political oppression, Latin America's role 

in Western culture and its isolation") were identified,ll the exhibition only 

attempted to address the one aspect, omitting "the rich history of abstract or 

concrete art, the enormously varied and fascinating folk traditions [and] the 

mural movement initiated in Mexico." A groundbreaking exhibition nonetheless, 

it did not attempt visually to contextualize these six "themes," nor to question 

the conventional division between popular and "high" art. 

What follows is a critical analysis of the exhibition I organized with the 

help of Guy Brett and Stanton Catlin, Art in Latin America: The Modern Era 

r82tri980, at the Hayward Gallery in London in 1989.12 It coincided with another 

exhibition, Les Magiciens de la terre, in Paris.13 Although the approaches were 

very different, they shared an impulse to break out of the restrictive canon of 

European and North American art. Magiciens de la terre, which, as its title sug

gests, had a global coverage, took a horizontal slice through contemporary art, 

juxtaposing artists of international reputation with local and "indigenous" artists 

who were sometimes also ritual practitioners. If this exhibition was criticized for 

superficial juxtapositions and lack of context, mine was criticized for too much 

history and too much context. 

Art in Latin America: The Modern Era r82tri98o had its origins in a 

unique research and teaching context at the University of Essex. This is the only 

university in the United Kingdom, so far as I know, to offer specialist courses at 

both graduate and undergraduate level in Latin American art, and has done so 

since the early 1970s. The courses began in the context of an Area Studies degree 

within the radical formation of Essex, a University founded in the 1960s (like 

Warwick, Sussex, and East Anglia). The Area Studies programs were interdisci

plinary, incorporating Literarure, Sociology, Government (Politics), and History. 

The issues that I have been concerned with and which fed into the Hayward 

exhibition were formulated in this interdisciplinary context: nation, race, indi-
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genism, periodization, and cultural syncretism. The Department of Art History 

was also one of the first to include theory, which has now become a mainstream 

component of art history courses and encouraged an approach that challenged 

the classic stylistic histories of art. This expansion of the parameters of the sub

ject led, for instance, to critical reappraisals of modernism, in which the nature 

of Latin American art in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries could play an 

interesting role. We also continued to stress the need for direct experience of the 

painting or sculpture under study, and the lack of actual Latin American works 

to see was acutely felt. The commercial pressures on museums and galleries to 

pull in the punters tends to discourage the unfamiliar. The public presentation 

in an exhibition of new or overlooked bodies of work or the reconceptualization 

rather than recycling of familiar ones can pose problems of various kinds. Art 

historians may tend to pursue a scholarly agenda that needs mediation for a 

public of whom only a small proportion may be the specialists to whom an 

argument is addressed. 

The unusual willingness of London's Hayward Gallery to bring together 

unfamiliar bodies of work supported by original research provided the conditions 

for Art in Latin America. The exhibition was thought of as a temporary museum 

of post-independence Latin American art; its structure was partly a consequence 

of its origins in a teaching program, in which Latin American history was divided 

into the colonial and post-independence periods. The intention was also to work 

with the special physical space of an exhibition, its capacity for nonlinear pres

entation and for unexpected juxtaposition to question straightforward narratives 

and conventional periodization. Raising questions of artistic identity within a 

post-colonial perspective, it incorporated pre-Columbian and popular works. So, 

for example, the same Aztec sculpture was visible in two spaces: at the start of the 

exhibition in the conventional position of "Pre-Columbian Origins" and also in 

the Muralist gallery, to signal the revaluation of pre-Spanish culture during and 

after the Mexican Revolution. More could probably have been done to question 

the official versions of history: for instance the fact "independence" itself, con

ventionally used as a watershed in many places, was not recognized as such 

among indigenous populations as opposed to the urban elites. The inclusion of 

popular and "ethnographic" material was, however, an attempt to look at the 

plurality of cultural traditions and the nonsequential timeframe of Latin 

American modernity. 
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The introductory space of Art in Latin America contained early maps 

and two works from the colonial period: one of the extraordinary Angels with 

Guns from the Andean school, and the other a "caste" painting with the Virgin 

of Guadalupe (fig. r). These signaled cultural miscegenation and the syncretic 

iconography that have retained considerable currency. The first room, painted 

red, was devoted to heroes of independence like Simon Bolivar and the Peruvian 

Fig. I. Introductory room of Art m Loun Amenco: The Modem Ero 1820-1980, at the Hayward Gallery in London, 1989. wrth a 
view of an Aztec sculpture and Mexican Muralists beyond 

martyr Jose Olaya. One of the many discoveries made during the initial research 

travels for the exhibition was the quantity and quality of these portraits that were 

barely known outside Latin America; many were housed in government build

ings, and it was often a diplomatic issue to acquire them. The only work that I 

did not have the opportunity to see in the flesh before requesting it was Jose Gil 

de Castro's magisterial portrait of the Martyr Olaya, which was housed in the 

National Museum of History in Lima, regularly closed during my visits. 

The second room (painted dark green) looked at Academies: and this 

was in fact one of several instances in which the actual histories did not coincide 
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Figs. 2 and 3. Views of room three of Art m Latin Amenco, "Nature, Sc1ence, and the Picturesque" 

with the conventional periods, for the Mexican Academy was founded under the 

Viceroyalty in 1785, while in other countries a Fine Arts Academy was not found

ed until the twentieth century. These were followed by a large gallery that made 

a striking contrast: it included landscape and costumbrista paintings by both 

European travelers and local artists, as well as objects of popular manufacture and 

ethnographic material (figs. 2 and 3). The purpose was to bring together the wide

eyed gaze of the traveler in search of exotic lands, costumes, and customs and the 
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Fig. 4. The room trtled ''Modem•sm and the Search for Roots'' 1n Art 
1n LatJn America 

native artist for whom these were 

familiar and homely "realities." Two 

"offshoot" galleries developed aspects 

of this material: firstly, the landscape 

paintings of the Mexican artist Jose 

Maria Velasco, whose epic views of 

the Valley of Mexico deserve much 

wider recognition, and secondly, the 

prints of the Mexican graphic artist 

Jose Guadalupe Posada. 

A suite of rooms then 

addressed different aspects of the first 

decades of the twentieth century: on 

the one hand responses to mod

ernism ("Modernism and the Search 

for Roots" [fig. 4] and "Indigenism 

and Social Realism") and on the 

other, the Mexican Mural Movement 

that had such a massive influence 

within America. The latter, of course, 

presented one of the most serious 

museological problems of the show: 

how to represent the huge and 

immovable murals. We managed to 

borrow a very large cartoon for a mural by Juan O'Gorman (fig. 5), which gave a 

sense of the scale and physical presence of the originals, and also had a continuous 

display of slide sequences of the major mural cycles. The room also contained the 

art of the pre-conquest period that was being revalued at the time (fig. 6). 

The final four rooms were intended as parallels and contrasts to show 

the diversity of twentieth-century Latin American art. One section was devoted 

to the extraordinary Madi movement's abstract, geometrical, and mobile objects. 

Then were two counterpoised rooms, one painted black, the other white. The 

first was called "Private Worlds and Public Myths" (fig. 7) and was an attempt to 

present and critique the Surrealist frame that is often imposed on Latin American 

art. This room included work by Frida Kahlo and Marfa Izquierdo, but also the 

kind of chosen objects so valued by the Surrealists such as masks, works by 
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Haitian artists inspired by voodoo beliefs, and the wooden carvings of artists like 

the Brazilian GTO, but set within their own contexts. The other room, curated 

by Guy Brett, and called ''A Radical Leap," included work by the Venezuelan 

abstract artists Alejandro Otero, Carlos Cruz 

Diez, and Jesus-Rafael Soto, and some of the 

extraordinary neo-concrete works dating 

from the '5os and '6os by Helio Oiticica and 

Figs. 5 and 6. Views of a room delloted to "'The Mexican Mural Movement• and art of the pre-conquest period 111 Art 1n LcronAmenca 

Lygia Clark, whose Rubber Grub can be seen in the foreground of the installation 

photograph (fig. 8), together with other pieces that are intended to be moved, 

worked, picked up, worn, and played with. The final section was probably the 

most problematic, in that its selection of more recent art (although not attempting 

to come up to date) was determined by the preceding arguments about History 

and Identiry. 

The exhibition was criticized both from within and from outside Latin 

America, though it also had support from some quarters. One view was that its 

huge temporal and geographical scope meant that it missed out on specific his

tories and specific contexts. But my starting point was that issues of identiry and 

a mestizo culture are common to most Latin American countries, although 



Fig. 7. The room "Private Worlds and Pubhc Myths" in An m Latin America 

Fig. 8. The room ""A Rad1cal Leap"' in An •n la!Jn Amenca 
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differently articulated, and would still dispute the charge that Larin America 

appeared in this exhibition as "exotic, primitive, quaint, pure . .. expressed by 

the erasure of all national art histories turning the continent into one place."14 I 

also feel that one of the alternatives for those keen to make the art of this continent 

better known falls into a different type of cultural and political essentialism, and 

that is nationalism. Working on the Hayward exhibition in the late 1980s, I 

encountered for the first time the idea that the art of a country should be dealt 

with only by irs nationals, with the corollary that art historians were concerned 

only with the art of their own country. Admittedly, in the difficult economic con

ditions in many Latin American countries, it has been often almost impossible 

to travel abroad, and the assumptions of privileged art historians used to roam

ing visually, intellectually, and physically in any territory they please can indeed 

look neo-colonial. Much could be said about the nationalist perspectives that 

reign both in museological and art historical discourses in Latin America and are 

reinforced by an institutional permeability: art historians tend to move much 

more freely between museum and university than in the United Kingdom. While 

on the one hand nationalism as the expression of an ideal imagined community 

has been a form of resistance to colonialism, it has also accompanied an inde

pendence often won in the name of a few, ignoring indigenous and immigrant 

peoples whose culture and language are not defined within the new nation states, 

and has provided a myth of unity when in fact little existed. 

Major exhibitions of the art of any given country have often been of a 

celebratory nature and generated by political and economic interests.l5 Post

independence cultural initiatives in most countries have been insistently con

cerned with national identity. There have been well-intentioned projects to write 

the story of Latin American art from within, but these have always fallen back 

on the basic geopolitical map. Edward Sullivan's Latin American Art in the 

Twentieth Century was explicitly a reaction against the dominance of European 

and North American critics and historians writing about and exhibiting Latin 

American art. Divided country by country, each section is written by a native art 

historian or critic, and by and large follows an uncritical national narrative illus

trated by the expected artists. There were, though, encouraging notes of dissent, 

even within this structure. Alicia Haber, for example, wrote of Uruguayan artists 

working under the dictatorship of 1973-84, whose works "respond to the disillu

sionment with the concept of ideal nation, which in the collective imagination 

constituted the paradise of immigrants, a model of homogeneity, democracy, 
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rolerance, innovation, culture, economic stability and a high level of education. 

In the years of dictatOrship, the myth of Uruguay as the Switzerland of the 

Americas was dispelled once and for all."t6 

I would be happy for the monolithic, essentializing constructions of 

Latin American art to which I have contributed to fade away if it were in favor 

of the incorporation of Latin American artists into a broader, international arena 

in the contexts both of historical and contemporary projects (this is already hap

pening among the international curators of contemporary art within which Latin 

American artists now have a high profile) and also of specific and detailed studies 

of artists and visual practices above and below the national. 

Criticism of the Hayward exhibition of a different kind came from the 

European press. Aesthetic quality here was the issue: apart from objections to the 

mixture of "low" and "high" art, there were condescending comments about the 

paucity of paintings of "European museum quality," or even "acceptable paint

ings"; while the muralists and Frida Kahlo were "weakened by their early 19th 

century forebears."t7 Judgments about quality, in fact based upon habits of taste, 

were left undefined. "Such dubious phrases revealingly echo a language of 'purity' 

for which cultural miscegenation can only be seen as a failure to meet 'proper' 

standards. Latin American culture is nothing if not mestizo: a condition it turns 

into its triumph and its challenge to European norms."IB Art hisrorians both 

within and without Latin America could well benefit from this challenge in a 

world whose condition is increasingly and richly mestizo. 
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