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Introduction 

The rise of social media in the past decade has provided a forum to expose 

discriminatory behavior within cultural institutions in the United States, resulting in 

protests at these institutions. Although instances of racism and discrimination within 

these institutions have been made public in the past, the presence of social media 

platforms like Instagram have provided insight into the severity of the issue and given 

employees a medium to expose the innerworkings of the institutions. The critiques that 

have emerged on Instagram accounts are because the community of museum employees, 

artists, scholars, and activists noted the value in their lived experiences and knowledge of 

the innerworkings of these spaces. Change the Museum and Decolonize This Place are 

two Instagram accounts that push U.S. museums to do the hard work of developing anti-

racist actions within their institutional workspaces so they can move beyond the lip-

service proclamations of progressiveness and diversity.1  

The use of social media to publicly critique the museums’ typically obscured 

power structures is a contemporary iteration of the 1960s practice of Institutional critique. 

According to Miwon Kwon, Institutional critique is an approach where art provides an 

intervention to disturb and question the operations, power dynamics, and economics 

 
1 Change the Museum launched on June 16, 2020, and since then as shared over seven 
hundred anonymous, first-person accounts of racial prejudice, discrimination, and 
harassment within museums in the U.S, please see, their respective Instagram accounts. 
Change the Museum (@changethemuseum) 
https://www.instagram.com/changethemuseum/, and Decolonize this Place 
(@decolonizethisplace) https://www.instagram.com/decolonizethisplace/ to read their 
posts and goals listed.  

https://www.instagram.com/changethemuseum/
https://www.instagram.com/decolonizethisplace/
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within museums and their employees.2 In what became one of the most canonical 

examples, in 1970, German-born artist Hans Haacke’s (1936- ) MOMA-Poll invited 

visitors to the Museum of Modern Art to answer the politically loaded question, “Would 

the fact that Governor Rockefeller has not denounced President Nixon’s Indochina policy 

be a reason for you not to vote for him in November?” He set up two plexiglass boxes, 

marked “yes” and “no”, with paper ballots to be dropped inside so that, even without a 

numerical tally, it was visually apparent which answer received more support.3 Two 

months prior to the opening of the show, President Nixon initiated the bombing and 

invasion of modern-day Cambodia, a region previously referred to by its colonial name 

Indochina, by U.S. forces. After Nixon’s announcement on April 30th, large 

demonstrations took place all over the U.S, especially on college and university 

campuses.4 Haacke’s poll, for all its simplicity, achieved multiple objectives. Audience 

engagement within the museum was created via his use of common materials and 

language. With meager means, Haacke was able to critique the very institution where the 

work was installed, and its connection to contemporary politics. Even though his critique 

was not explicitly about MoMA, the question posed connected three members of the 

 
2Miwon Kwon, “Genealogy of Site Specificity,” in One Place after Another: Site-
Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004), pp. 11-32, 13. 
3 At the end of the twelve-week exhibition, the ballots were counted and there were 
25,566 (68.7%) Yes ballots and 11,563 (31.3%) No ballots with only 12.4% of the 
299,057 visitors participating. Please see, Haacke, Hans. Framing and being framed: 7 
works, 1970-75 (Halifax: Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 1975) pp. 
9-11. 
4 One of these demonstrations occurred on the campus of Kent State University which 
ultimately resulted in the death of four students after being shot by National Guardsmen 
responding to the demonstration. Please see, Ibid.  
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board of trustees, all from the Rockefeller family, with then incumbent Governor of New 

York State, Nelson Rockefeller.5 Moreover, for those with knowledge of the institution’s 

history, would recognize that Governor Rockefeller’s mother, Abby Aldrich Rockefeller, 

was one of the founding members of the museum in 1929. 

Fifty years hence, the contemporary critique of institutions publicized on social 

media is part of the legacy Haacke MOMA-Poll. Haacke’s contemporary external social 

factors impacted his artistic practice and compelled him to highlight the roles and 

behaviors board members had outside of the institution with an installation in the very 

institution he was critiquing. Accounts like Change the Museum, which was established 

in 2020, and Decolonize this Place, launched in 2016, are similarly used to highlight the 

hidden institutional structures while also making use of a medium that is highly visible to 

increase the public’s engagement in this conversation. In fact, in March 2019 the 

organizers of Decolonize this Place spearheaded a public protest against the Whitney 

Museum of American Art, which lasted for nine weeks, against Warren B. Sanders 

membership on the board of trustees.6  

In this contemporary moment, social media accounts are some of the most 

accessible sites of communication where employees can protest unjust institutional 

structures, especially those which stem from racial discrimination. One of the 

overarching messages to emerge, is that one should not correlate exhibition programming 

is more inclusive, with the policies that govern the innerworkings of museum and often 

 
5 Ibid. 
6 “9 Weeks Of Art in Action,” DTP, accessed May 29, 2021, 
https://decolonizethisplace.org/9weeksofartinaction2.  

https://decolonizethisplace.org/9weeksofartinaction2
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there is a visible disconnect between the two domains. As seen in the posts from Change 

the Museum, exhibition programming that is diverse is not always indicative of the 

internal workings of the institution.7It is significant to investigate this disconnect that has 

become clearer considering the new forums and conversations that arise as a result of 

social media accounts.   

As an art historian who has previously worked for a major U.S. art institution, the 

Los Angeles County Museum of art, I have witnessed and experienced many of the 

behaviors that have been shared on the Change the Museum Instagram account. In fact, I 

witnessed these actions while I was employed in the virtual reality installation, Carne y 

Arena, designed by the filmmaker Alejandro Iñárritu, that sought to replicate the 

experience of crossing the Sonoran Desert from Mexico to the U.S. My thesis 

contextualizes and interpret artworks that speak towards the immigrant experience within 

the U.S. By questioning the material, autobiographical references, and social factors 

relevant to the production of the works I question the significant role which museums 

play in the value and narrative surrounding immigrants in the U.S.  

Immigrants within American visual culture 

Although the U.S. was founded and built on the concept of immigration and 

equality, there are numerous examples of discriminatory laws and behavior directed 

towards specific immigrant populations. Typically, the most recent immigrant arrivals 

were targeted, and this behavior was perpetuated via visual culture produced. For 

 
7 Change the Museum (@changethemuseum). 2021. Instagram.  
https://www.instagram.com/changethemuseum/, 

https://www.instagram.com/changethemuseum/


 5 

example, the 1860 comic The Great Fear of the Period comic depicted recently arrived 

Chinese and Irish immigrants with exaggerated features and stereotypical dress.8 More 

recently, after the 9/11 attack in New York City in 2001, the Arab and Muslim 

community within the U.S. have been targeted with racist and demeaning 

characterizations, often casted as villains in television, movie, and theatre productions.9 

However, the negative depictions of Latin Americans in the U.S. has never subsided, 

largely in part to the 1,950 mile southern U.S.-Mexico border and the continuous 

immigration between the two countries.10 This thesis will focus on two artists of Mexican 

heritage whose work is about this continuous immigration, conveyed with large-scale 

installations at major museums in Los Angeles and New York, both in 2017. One of the 

works, Carne y Arena (Virtually Present, Physically Invisible) by Alejandro G. Iñárritu 

was an installation at LACMA that explored the human condition by replicating a U.S.- 

Mexico border crossing with Visual Reality technology and a sensory immersive design. 

The second work, Figure Ground: Beyond the White Field by rafa esparza and installed 

 
8 “The Great Fear of the Period That Uncle Sam May Be Swallowed by Foreigners : The 
Problem Solved.,” The great fear of the period That Uncle Sam may be swallowed by 
foreigners : The problem solved., January 1, 1860, 
https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/98502829/.  
9 Alsultany, Evelyn. "Arabs and Muslims in the Media after 9/11: Representational Strategies 
for a "Postrace" Era." American Quarterly 65, no. 1 (2013): 161-69. Accessed May 26, 2021. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41809552.  
10 For further information and historical background pertaining to U.S. immigration 
policies and impact of mass media in the behavior against the immigrant community 
please see, Vasti Torres et al., Understanding the Latinx Experience: Developmental and 
Contextual Influences (Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, LLC., 2019), E. Johanna 
Hartelius, ed., Rhetorics of Us Immigration: Identity, Community, Otherness (University 
Park, PA: Penn State Univ Press, 2016), and Alvaro Huerta, Defending Latina/o 
Immigrant Communities: the Xenophobic Era of Trump and Beyond (Lanham, MD: 
Hamilton Books, 2019). 

https://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/98502829/
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41809552
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at the Whitney Biennial, was a rotunda made of adobe bricks that functioned as a gallery 

space where works by five artists, invited by esparza, were displayed.  

Remix Framework 

The same year as these two installations, 2017, Karen Mary Davalos published 

Chicana/o Remix: Art and Errata since the Sixties, where she presents her “Remix” 

framework as one that reveals how U.S. art institutions have aided and caused the 

marginalization of Chicana/o artists via their exclusion from collections and exhibitions 

by bringing new narratives and erased histories to the foreground. She reveals the 

historical erasure while elevating the position and development of Chicano art as one that 

goes beyond the rigid parameters of identity politics. She uses Gloria Anzaldúa’s 

Borderlands theory because it reveals a broader analysis of identity and identification and 

via her “Remix” she is able to recenter the discourse surrounding Chicana/o art and art 

history by questioning its methods, structures and institutions.11 Davalos is able to 

provide local meaning to works often overlooked or limited to identity based narratives 

and in doing so highlights how Chicana/o art exceeded local meanings via its engagement 

with “categories of local and global, regional and universal, or collective distinction and 

individuality”.12 Using the “Remix” framework makes it possible to question the way art 

institutions engaged and treated artists of color both in the past and present. Using this 

framework and art installations as my jumping off point, I also consider the institutions 

that supported and displayed them, LACMA and the Whitney Museum of American Art 

 
11 Karen Mary Davalos, Chicana-o Remix: Art and Errata since the Sixties (New York, 
NY: New York University press, 2017). 
12 Ibid, 14. 
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are two art institutions discussed in the following chapters. By presenting the history of 

these institutions and their current power structures demonstrate the works engage and 

push viewers to question not just their personal perceptions of the immigrant experience 

but also question the institution’s.  

Davalos’s “Remix” framework builds on Anzaldúa’s, now canonical, 

Borderlands/ La Frontera: The New Mestiza, published in 1987. It was here that 

Anzaldúa first introduced the term nepantla as an interpretative tool within her work. 

Anzaldúa who defines her use of it, “nepantla, which is a Nahuatl word for the space 

between two bodies of water, the space between two worlds. It is a limited space, a space 

where you are not this or that but where you are changing.”13 14 Within current 

scholarship that applies the term it is evident that it is done so with Anzaldúa’s 

interpretation at the forefront, which further causes a gap between the local meaning of 

the word and demonstrates the risks embedded within the appropriation of indigenous 

words within scholarship. It is crucial to note that the term within the Nahuatl language is 

a relational term, one used to clarify and define location. The direct definition of the word 

is “between, in the middle of, in the midst of”, this does not demonstrate the creative and 

 
13 Gloria Anzaldúa and Karin Ikas, “Interview with Gloria Anzaldúa,” in Borderlands = 
La Frontera: the New Mestiza, 4th (San Francisco, CA: Aunt Lute Books, 2012), pp. 
266-284, 276.  
14 This acknowledgement is one of many Keating and Anzaldúa provide to the Nahuas 
community. She identified as a queer Chicana, a Mexica-Tejana whose ancestors’ 
history, culture, and language was erase. This erasure leads her to seek and question her 
own identity while constructing meaning and culture in the past, yet she was very clear to 
note that she was not a part of the Nahuas community. Please see, Anzaldúa Gloria and 
AnaLouise Keating, “Part 2: ‘Middle Writings’/ Border Arte: Nepantla, El Lugar De La 
Frontera,” in The Gloria Anzaldúa Reader (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010), 
pp. 176-187.  
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transformative qualities as defined by Anzaldúa.15 The terms transformative qualities are 

ones placed onto it by individuals who are outside of the Nahuas community. The clear 

disconnect between the local definition and use within the Nahuas community and that by 

Anzaldúa and scholars who used it after her highlights the dangers of using these terms 

because it can lead to misunderstandings and assumptions surrounding the Nahuatl 

language and Nahuas community. Believing that this referential word is in any shape or 

form concerned with the transformation of identity can cause some to believe that this is 

a major concern or practice within the community.  

Anzaldúa describes her use of liminal space within nepantla as one similar to that 

of cultural anthropologist Victor Turner’s theory of liminal space which in turn was a 

modification of the theory of liminal space by Arnold van Gennep, best known for his 

work pertaining to rites of passage.16 The use of these Western scholars and ideas as a 

reference point to support her interpretation of nepantla further disconnects and exposes 

the limitations of the term. By presenting nepantla up against these Western theories it 

further removes the term from its origins and its true definition, a referential word to 

describe “in betweenness”. The manner in which the term has been presented and used 

within scholarship is an appropriation that does not truthfully present its Nahuatl origins 

at the forefront as the transformative qualities placed upon it has stripped it and changed 

it into a new concept that does not originate from the community. Anzaldúa herself, she 

stated that she was referencing and unraveling Mexican indigenous spirituality in order to 

 
15 “Nepantla.,” nepantla. | Nahuatl Dictionary, accessed June 15, 2021, 
https://nahuatl.uoregon.edu/content/nepantla.   
16 Ibid.  

https://nahuatl.uoregon.edu/content/nepantla
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ground her own spiritual reality.17 The degrees of removal from its origin are furthered 

through its metaphorical application and in turn limits the accuracy and proper use within 

the framework.  

Believing that the concept of nepantla had been overlooked, Women’s and 

Gender Studies scholar AnaLouise Keating published several interviews with Anzaldúa 

in order to promote and circulate her theories.18 Keating and Anzaldúa specifically 

expanded on the spiritual aspects of nepantla, stating that the in-between space serves as 

“a point of contact between the worlds of nature and spirit, between humans and the 

numinous (divine)”.19 Anzaldúa argued that through ritual transformation nepantla can be 

the bridge between these worlds, as a middle-ground to connect spirit and soul. However, 

the emphasis on the significance of the spiritual capacities of nepantla has not been 

widely in art history. Davalos’ contribution within Chicano/a Remix is her interpretation, 

“nepantla [as] a ‘site of transformation,’ and because of this, ‘the result of transformation 

is always secondary to the act’”, positioning it as an alternative to the more widely used 

concept of Aztlán.20 The concept of Aztlán emerged in the 1960s as “a new Chicano 

nation named for the ancient Nahuatl term for the territory now encompassing the 

southwestern United States and northern Mexico. Aztlán, the legendary birthplace of the 

 
17 Anzaldúa and Ikas, “Interview with Gloria Anzaldúa,” in Borderlands = La Frontera, 
278.  
18 AnaLouise Keating and Gloria Anazaldúa worked together on countless projects 
pertaining to Anzaldúa’s concepts and theories. The further read about the close working 
relationship they had please see, Anzaldúa and Keating, “Risking the Personal: AN 
Introduction” in Interviews =: Entrevistas (New York: Routledge, 2000), 1-15. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Karen Mary Davalos, Chicana/o Remix: Art and Errata since the Sixties. (New York, 
NY: New York University Press), 2017, 191. 
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Aztecs, was a metaphor intended to unify the Chicano movement and establish a new 

cultural identity in the national consciousness.”21 Davalos believes the Aztlán concept 

posed a narrow exploration of Chicana/o art because the “quest for the homeland” was 

deeply ingrained and ultimately tied back to normative and nationalist expectations that 

overlooked the complexities of the works.22 Davalos’ use of nepantla as a perspective to 

challenge against the established boundaries within the discipline of art history by placing 

it as an alternative to Aztlán serves as a critique of the discipline.  

After the publication of Borderlands, Anzaldúa described artists as nepantleras, 

assigning them this role because of their ability to recognize and dismantle oppressive 

existing power structures while also ensuring to not replicate the same structures.23 

Although Anzaldúa privileged the writing process as the best means with which to 

articulate nepantla, she acknowledged that visual artists also engaged with and served as 

intermediates between various worlds, communities to ultimately provide a site for 

transformation.24 Davalos’s Chicana/o Remix takes the concept of the nepantleras 

further, applying it to persons whose “transnational lives and aesthetics” can be fully 

explained via an attention to transformation, hybridity, and negotiations.25 Following the 

thread established by Anzaldua and expanded by Davalos, I want to argue that nepantla 

 
21 Phillip Brookman, “Looking for Alternatives · 1991: Notes on Chicano Art, 1960–
1990,” in Chicano and Chicana Art a Critical Anthology, ed. Jennifer A. González and 
C. Ondine Chavoya (London: Duke University Press, 2019), pp. 19-29, 23.  
22 Ibid. 
23 Anzaldúa and Keating, Light in the Dark = Luz En Lo Oscuro,81-85. 
24 Anzaldúa and Ikas, “Interview with Gloria Anzaldúa,” in Borderlands = La Frontera, 
276.  
25 Davalos, Chicana/o Remix, 189.  
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and nepantlera can function as an intervention where the viewer is confronted and enters 

a transitional space where the individual’s perceptions and assumptions are being 

challenged to allow them to emerge as “agents of awakening”. 26 

Terminology 

In U.S. popular culture, some of the most common terms to denote an immigrant 

from Latin America include “illegal alien” and “undocumented,” terms that have taken 

on a derisive connotation. The use of the term “illegal” carries with it a history of 

criminalization of migrants that easily triggers negative associations with other terms 

such as ‘enemy’, ‘alien’ and ‘un-American’. As stated by Human Communications 

scholar Claudia A. Anguiano, there is an ongoing debate surrounding the terms and labels 

used when describing this specific group of people, yet many times terms are interwoven 

with political correctness. The term “illegal alien,” or its shorten version of “illegal,” 

invokes a complex history as “circulated in local and national media, reflected in policy 

discussion, and referenced in public commentary, this polarizing label is integral to both 

maintaining and disrupting claims for legal rights and social inclusion.”27 The term 

“undocumented” is also inaccurate, according to Anguiano, “as migrants may have all 

 
26 The line of questions and research for this project were driven by the works selected 
especially when considering the usage of the “Remix” framework and the concept of 
nepantla and nepantlera. As a result of this line of questioning there are no artworks by 
women artists selected for this project. There were artworks by contemporary women 
artists considered for this project but ultimately the works were not suitable for the goal 
of this particular project.  
27 Claudia A. Anguiano and E. Johanna Hartelius, ed., “Dropping the “I-Word”: A 
Critical Examination of Contemporary Immigration Labels” in Rhetorics of Us 
Immigration: Identity, Community, Otherness (University Park, PA: Penn State Univ 
Press, 2016), 93. 
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sorts of documents, like a driver’s license, from their home country.”28 Considering the 

historical and political contexts that are signaled with the usage of these terms, scholars 

avoid them in favor of the term “immigrant,” for its presumed political neutrality. 

Cultural Studies scholar Robert DeChaine defines the term “immigrant” as “a condition 

whereby persons and collectives experience limited opportunities to participate in the 

making of their futures” because it considers the need to migrate from their home country 

to another, in this specific case the U.S., to build and maintain a better future.29 This 

definition and usage is one that respects and humanizes the group while ensuring that 

criminalization and lawfulness status is not at the foreground.  

In the 1970s, the U.S. Census Bureau popularized the term Hispanic, as it sought 

to quantify the Spanish-speaking population in the U.S.30 This political term implies that 

all people whose families originate from Spanish-speaking countries   are culturally 

equivalent. However, as with nearly all ethnic categories, those who would be 

categorized as Hispanic by the U.S. government in fact represent  many diverse 

populations with radically different political, social and cultural histories.31 When used in 

academic scholarship, such as Art History, the term “Hispanic” perpetuates the false 

homogeneity that ultimately cause an erasure of the wide-ranging experiences that people 

 
28 Ibid, 105. 
29 Robert DeChaine and Hartelius, E. Johanna, ed. “Afterward: Tracking the “shifting 
Borders” of Identity and Otherness; Productive Complications and Ethico-Political 
Commitments”. Rhetorics of Us Immigration: Identity, Community, Otherness. pp:275-
288 (University Park, PA: Penn State Univ Press), 2016., 285. 
30 Vasti Torres et al., Understanding the Latinx Experience: Developmental and 
Contextual Influences (Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, LLC., 2019), 113. 
31 Ibid.  
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of Latin American descent, whether they identify as Hispanic, Latino, Chicago, or 

Latinx.32 It is primarily for these reasons that the term Hispanic will not be used within 

this thesis. 

In the past five years, the term Hispanic has increasingly been substituted for the 

gender inclusive Latinx. Latinx emerged in 2014 among digital spaces and journals as an 

alternative to Latino yet the term continues to lead to other evolved lexicon options. As 

seen in the presence of Latine as a current alternative used within various Latin American 

communities because the -e is a softer and complies better with a Spanish pronunciation, 

unlike Latinx. The monolithic treatment the Chicano art field was given by the art history 

discipline serves as evidence for various scholars and artists to pushback and hesitate to 

use the Latinx term within the discipline because the term is one that prioritizes its desire 

to be gender inclusive and does not define nor narrow itself. Anthropology scholar Arlene 

Dávila states, “Latinx refers to artists from Latin American background in the US, 

whether they are first generation or have a longer history here, who work primarily in the 

United States and identify with the US Latinx experience.”33 The presence of the X in 

Latinx is one that is about calling attention to the need to queering structures because the 

X allows space for gender, sexual and racial inclusivity.34 Spanish is a gendered language 

 
32 Further conversation about the impact of the term “Hispanic” has on the art market and 
collection of Latin American and Latinx artists can be seen in chapters, “Nationalism and 
the Currency of Categories” and “On Markets and the Need for Cheerleaders” within her 
book, Latinx Art: Artists, Markets, Politics.  
33 Arlene Dávila. Latinx Art: Artists, Markets, Politics. (Durham and London: Duke 
University press.), 2020, 1.  
34 Further scholarship supporting the presence of the X providing an alternative for 
individuals in the queer community who reject the gender binary can be seen in Vasti 
Torres, Hernández Ebelia, Martínez Sylvia, Sarita Brown, and Deborah Santiago. 
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and the usage of the X is also an attempt to neutralize the historical patriarchy that is 

reflected in the language. Lessons from the label of “Chicano art” need to be considered 

in the development of Latinx art scholarship. The monolithic tendencies of “Chicano Art” 

eventually led into an exclusion of artists whose work dealt with subject matter that 

expanded beyond identity and diaspora concepts. As stated in the introduction for 

Phantom Sightings: Art After the Chicano Movement, ignoring historical context when 

speaking about artists who engaged “with local and global politics, mix high and low 

cultures, and sample sanctioned and bootlegged sources” prevent art history from 

understanding the “changing notions of ethnic identity, cultural politics, and artistic 

practice”.35 Furthermore, Chon A. Noriega explains the issues that have emerged 

surrounding the usage of Chicano within art history in his “The Orphans of Modernism” 

essay. According to Noriega, Chicano art came to be defined by a rigid expectation 

linked to a limited scope of formal and iconographic characteristics so that when artists, 

who identified as Chicano, made works that did not conform to these expectations that 

work was excluded from exhibitions and scholarship.36 Chicano art also gave artists of 

Mexican heritage and those who resided within the U.S. with a privilege that was not 

given to other artists of color so much so that it was an even more limited scope which 

Chicano art function within. Many artists did not and continue to refuse to engage in 

 
Understanding the Latinx Experience: Developmental and Contextual Influences. 
(Sterling, VA: Stylus Publishing, LLC.), 2019, 2.  
35 Rita González, Howard N. Fox, and Chon A. Noriega, Phantom Sightings: Art after the 
Chicano Movement. (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press), 2008, 13.  
36 Chon A. Noriega. “The Orphans of Modernism”, Phantom Sightings: Art after the 
Chicano Movement. (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press), 2008. 17-19. 
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identity politics because they do not want their work to limited to these issues since they 

believe they engage with complex issues that go beyond identity politics within the U.S. 

It is for these reasons that the term “Latinx” has come into wider circulation because it 

can encompass different linguistic traditions, race, citizenship, and nationality.37  

Another term to contend with is “Border art,” which is dependent on three 

specific conditions in order to be applied. In the first place, it refers to work that engages 

with the complex and far-reaching geopolitics of the U.S.-Mexico border, often times 

sited there.38 Second, the “art is abstracted and layered with everyday realities” and this 

abstraction allows for the human body to function as a site that houses the artwork, as 

seen within various performances.39 Lastly, it “is a critique of the normative forces within 

academic, social, and political discourses” that largely has given space to the practice of 

engaging with the concept of absence.40 Art from the border is mainly distinguished from 

Border art because it is not site specific to the actual Southern boundary of the U.S. and 

Mexico. Art from the border tackles and provide critiques of power structures, engage 

with absence, and does allow for abstraction yet the major difference is that it is not 

geographically bound like Border Art. Although the works featured in this thesis engage 

with the issue of immigration along the U.S.-Mexico border, they are not “Border Art” as 

 
37 Arlene Dávila furthers this conversation about the usage of Latinx and its impact and 
long-term effects of the rise of this identifier within, “What is Latinx Art? Lessons from 
Chicanx and Diasporican Artists” within her book Latinx Art: Artists, Markets, Politics. 
38 Katherine G. Morrissey, John-Michael H. Warner, and John-Michael Warner, “A 
Border Art History of the Vanishing Present,” in Border Spaces: Visualizing the U.S.-
Mexico Frontera (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 2019), pp. 195-217, 197.  
39 Ibid.  
40 Ibid. 
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they are not sited along the U.S.- Mexico border. The works may fall under the label of 

Art from the Border because they are engaging with absence and critiques of power 

structures, yet the main focus of this paper does not contend with the positionality of the 

works under this label.  

Methodology 

In this thesis the primary methodology is a social history of art, so that external 

social and political contexts beyond the installations are taken into consideration.41 42 The 

selected art installations need the presence of external context because the works were 

produced with external influences of immigration that can become disconnected for 

viewers within their display because it was not a priority to present these contexts for 

viewers. Other relevant methods include artist autobiographical context, a focus on 

materials, and the institutional framework where the installations were exhibited, all 

which demonstrate the relevance of the nepantla and nepantlera concept. The use of 

Davalos’ “Remix” framework brings attention to the financial support and institutional 

structures underpinning these exhibitions. Drawing attention to the financial inner 

workings of the museums also provides a means to consider how institutional critique, in 

the vein of Haacke, is operating in and around these installations. In many ways the 

 
41 To read further history and development of social history of art as an art historial 
approach please see, B. Aulinger. “Social History of Art.” Grove Art Online. Oxford 
University Press, 1996. 
http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T079457.  
42 French critic and historian Hippolyte Taine’s Philosophy of Art from 1865 states that 
the artist is influenced by race, history, and various other social factors. Taine argued for 
the need to understand social context in which the artist produced the work in order to 
understand the work itself. Please see, Hippolyte Adolphe Taine and Stephane Douailler, 
Philosophie De L'art (Paris: Fayard, 1985). 

http://www.oxfordartonline.com/subscriber/article/grove/art/T079457
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installations reveal the invisible reality and value of immigrant experiences by 

embedding them in the material choices and display techniques. Engaging with the 

materiality of the works is another route to apply a social historical method and draw 

attention to the ways the materials signify outside of the museum context as well as 

within.43 The material used by the artists become an agent for viewers that lead them into 

a web of connections and concepts that are influenced by the external contexts that reside 

outside of the art institution.  

The line of questions and research for this project were driven by the works 

selected especially when considering the usage of the “Remix” framework and the 

concept of nepantla and nepantlera. As a result of this line of questioning there are no 

artworks by women artists selected for this project. There were artworks by 

contemporary women artists considered for this project but ultimately the works were not 

suitable for the goal of this particular project. For example, America’s Family Prison by 

Guatemalan Regina José Galindo done in 2008 is a work that provides viewers with the 

inhumane reality of the immigrant experience in detention centers. 13 International Dogs 

by Gala Porras-Kim demonstrates her critique of the art history discipline’s treatment of 

cultural artifacts. Monochromatic Dreams a 2020 installation by Yvette Mayorga’s use of 

piping bags as a tool to paint in her work demonstrates the immigrant experience as it is 

tied to her autobiographical context. 44 Women artists, especially women of color, have 

 
43 The intentions of artist impact and modify the agency of material and by looking into 
the Lambros Malafouris, “At the Potter’s Wheel: An Argument for Material Agency,” 
Material Agency, 2008, pp. 19-36, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-387-74711-8_2.  
44 “Monochromatic Dreams,” Yvette Mayorga, accessed June 1, 2021, 
https://www.yvettemayorga.com/work#/monochromatic-dreams/.  

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-387-74711-8_2
https://www.yvettemayorga.com/work#/monochromatic-dreams/


 18 

faced exclusion within the discipline or received narrow interpretations tied to their 

gender but it would be a disserve to include them in the project based on their gender and 

not their work. I invite you to see their work as many of these projects connect with some 

of the issues I flag in this paper.  

In chapter one, I unravel how the virtual reality installation Carne y Arena 

distinctly incorporates the immigrant experience via its materials and VR medium. Using 

the application of the nepantla metaphor reveals Iñárritu’s intention to create a site of 

transformation for viewers to reassess the humanitarian crisis present at the U.S.- Mexico 

border. An institutional critique is presented via analysis of the financial backing and 

management of the work within LACMA and other entities involved in the project. Using 

the “Remix” framework unveils the disconnect that exists within the institution and the 

gravity of the subject matter via an analysis of LACMA’s membership and 

developmental teams’ treatment of the installation. 

In chapter two, I analyze the use of adobe material in the Figure Ground 

installation as representative of the immigrant experience because of its autobiographical 

connect for the artist which in turn represents the nepantlera role which he embodies. 

With the use of the “Remix” framework surrounding the history and controversaries of 

the Whitney Museum and the Biennial demonstrates the disconnect and shortcomings 

within the institution’s inner and outer façade. The institutional critique emerges when 

considering the contemporary external social factors and demonstrates where the 

Whitney falls short despite their belief of being one of the most progressive museums in 

the U.S. 
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In the conclusion, I present the various contradictions that arise throughout the 

project. The institutional critique that emerges via the use of the “Remix” framework 

demonstrates how museums inclusion of art installations that are concerned with major 

social issues, like that of immigration from the U.S.-Mexico border, does not signal that 

these institutions are as progressive as one sees. The various social media accounts and 

platforms that emerged have exposed the large disconnect between the innerworkings of 

museums which then complicate the “site of transformation” which these works are 

positioned as under the nepantla and nepantlera lens.  
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Chapter 1: A Virtual Nepantla Experience  

The rhythm of a human heartbeat overpowers the audio while visually a human 

heart contract. Covered in a glossy shade of pink and red the virtual portrayal of the 

human heart became realistic. This is what visitors would hear and see when they found 

themselves within the virtual body of the migrants and border patrol agents as they 

experienced the VR installation, Carne y Arena (Virtually present, Physically invisible). 

The visitor’s ability to enter a human heart is the most significant and overlooked aspect 

of the VR installation.45 The inclusion of the heart reinforced Iñárritu’s messaging, there 

aren’t any real differences between the visitors and the immigrants. Iñárritu said, “If you 

are a police officer and I am a Mexican, we all share the same flesh, red blood, heart 

beating.”46 This human heart element fights against the perceptions of the immigration 

issue at the U.S.-Mexico border that the American public has been confronted with 

countless times via mass media. Iñárritu intended to challenge viewers perspectives of the 

immigrant experience by prioritizing the humanity of the migrants. During his 2017 

Oscar acceptance speech, Iñárritu said “When immigrants are called “rapists, or illegal 

aliens”, then a whole community is reduced to an idea, to an impoverished, misleading, 

 
45 The visitor’s ability to enter into the body of the figures is not told to them by LACMA 
employees. Often times, visitors discovered this accidently throughout their time within 
the VR film portion of the installation. At times visitors would become startled and yell 
when they made this discovery while others would find this aspect fascinating and 
continue to walk into the virtual bodies.  
46 Joost Raessens, “Virtually Present, Physically Invisible: Alejandro G. Iñárritu’s Mixed 
Reality Installation Carne y Arena,” Television & New Media 20, no. 6 (July 2019): pp. 
634-648, https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476419857696, 636-637.  
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and degrading perception of reality.”47 He removed all labels and reductive ideas, only 

leaving a human with a heart. Despite Iñárritu’s best efforts to push viewers into a 

nepantla site where they engage with the potentiality of viewing the human condition of 

the immigrant experience, the handling of the installation at the hands of the art 

institution hindered his artistic intentions. 

Depictions of Immigration within Art 

Art that deals with the concept of immigration at the U.S.-Mexico border is 

known as Border Art or Art from the Border. “Art about the border is about the place, 

seeing from the outside in. Border art takes place within la frontera and at the border”.48 

End of the Line performance conducted in 1986 at the Border Field Park and Playas de 

Tijuana by art collective The Border Art Workshop / Taller de Arte Fronterizo had 

members dressed up as ‘border stereotypes’, including “the Border Patrol, a Catholic 

bishop, and taxi drivers in Tijuana.”49 “Together, the costumed performers gathered 

around a large table placed directly on the border so that half of the participants were in 

 
47 Alejandro González Iñárritu Accepts a Special Oscar for Carne Y Arena, YouTube 
(YouTube, 2017), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jGI-
nCuQuFY&ab_channel=Oscars.  
48 Katherine G. Morrissey et al., “A Conversation on Border Art and Space,” in Border 
Spaces: Visualizing the U.S.-Mexico Frontera (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 
2019), pp. 113-133, 121. 
49 The collective included David Avalos, Michael Schnorr, Guillermo Gómez-
Peña,Victor Ochoa, Sara-Jo Berman, Isaac Artenstein, and Jude Eberhard. They formed 
in 1985 and held a strong emphasis on community and questioning the abstract divisions 
which the physical border created for communities who lived along the border. Please 
read, John-Michael H. Warner and Ila N Sheren, “Stealth Crossings: Performance Art 
and Games of Power on the Militarized Border,” in Border Spaces: Visualizing the U.S.-
Mexico Frontera (Tucson: The University of Arizona Press, 2019), pp. 134-150, 138. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jGI-nCuQuFY&ab_channel=Oscars
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jGI-nCuQuFY&ab_channel=Oscars
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the United States and half in Mexico.”50 The group “illegally” held hands and exchanged 

food across the line; they turned the table 360 degrees and entered “illegally” into each 

other’s countries over and over again. “In the video documentation for End of the Line an 

unidentified female voice announces the goal of the piece: to “prove that this border isn’t 

really a war zone” … [this] statement was a direct challenge to the anti-immigration 

rhetoric of the border as a war zone.”51 This performance demonstrates the tradition 

within the discipline to intentionally use art to challenge the public’s perception of life at 

the Border. The performance is also a counter to the to the emergence of the physical 

barrier by using the fence as a canvas, [marking] their resistance against the 

militarization.52  

An example of art from the border is Regina Galindo’s America’s Family Prison. 

The 24-hour performance piece first done in 2008 had Galindo living with her daughter 

and husband inside of a rented family-sized cell.53 She used family cells from T. Don 

Hutto “Family Detention Center” in Taylor, Texas as a model for her work.54 After 

Galindo and her family left the cell, the door to the cell remained opened, inviting the 

public to enter the cell. Galindo’s performance aims to educate the public about the 

reality migrants and refugees face at the Border in these detention centers. Here Galindo 

 
50 Ibid. 
51 Sheren, “Stealth Crossings: Performance Art and Games of Power on the Militarized 
Border”, 139.  
52 Morrissey et al., “A Conversation on Border Art and Space”, 115 
53 “America's Family Prison,” regina josé galindo, accessed November 27, 2019, 
https://www.reginajosegalindo.com/en/home-en/.  
54 “About the Exhibition,” America's Family Prison (artpace.org), accessed November 
20, 2019, https://www.artpace.org/works/iair/iair_spring_2008/americas-family-prison.  

https://www.reginajosegalindo.com/en/home-en/
https://www.artpace.org/works/iair/iair_spring_2008/americas-family-prison
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demonstrates how she is seeing the issue from the outside in making this work fall under 

art from the border. As art critic Rossina Cazali points out, Galindo invites the public to 

discuss and see first-hand the effects of policies have on the lives of migrants who are 

caught crossing.55 The cell invites the viewer to have a closer look, breaking the invisible 

barrier created by their physical distance from the U.S- Mexico border. Seeing is 

believing for issues of this nature but the images and stories that the public has via the 

news has lost its shock.  

When viewing Carne y Arena, it is important to note that it is in conversation 

within a tradition in art as seen with the BAW/TAF performance and the Galindo 

installation. Both works fight against perceptions that exist about the U.S- Mexico border 

and the migrants attempting to cross it by presenting an alternate reality that humanizes 

and creates space for empathy. The public must be confronted by these harsh and 

traumatic realities to help them see the issue better. The focus on the human experience 

and human interactions helps bring down the walls placed between the U.S. public and 

the immigrant experience. Carne y Arena followed the path set by these performances 

and added to it. As Joost Raessens states, this is all “based upon raw facts, unstaged 

reality, showing things as they really are; a local tragedy with global meanings; suffering 

in the order of lived experience but understood within a political and historical 

framework; …and human beings with a face.”56 

 
55 Rossina Cazali, “Empathy and Complicity in Regina José Galindo's America's Family 
Prison,” post (The Museum of Modern Art, July 22, 2020), 
https://post.moma.org/empathy-and-complicity-in-regina-jose-galindos-americas-family-
prison/.  
56 Raeseens, “Virtually Present, Physically Invisible”, 640. 

https://post.moma.org/empathy-and-complicity-in-regina-jose-galindos-americas-family-prison/
https://post.moma.org/empathy-and-complicity-in-regina-jose-galindos-americas-family-prison/
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The virtual reality installation of Carne y Arena as installed at LACMA reflects 

the nepantla metaphor because it aims to engage the viewers with the potential that exists 

when the immigrant experience is humanized and given priority within spaces that 

historically marginalized this population. In this chapter, I will present how the nepantla 

metaphor complicates and reveals the intentions of Iñárritu but ultimately the work faces 

contradictions when considering the role of the art institution. I will analyze the materials 

selected for the installation to demonstrate the prioritization of the immigrant experience 

reflects Iñárritu’s goal to create a space where the perceptions and reality viewers held of 

the immigrant experience was challenged. Implementing Davalos’ “Remix” framework 

by investigating the funding behind the installation and the handling of the work by 

LACMA complicate the intended goals, this becomes a space where institutional critique 

emerges within the installation. 

Carne y Arena first opened at the 70th Cannes Film Festival in May 2017 before 

opening in June 2017 at the Fondazione Prada in Milan. It traveled to LACMA in July of 

2017 and was on view until the summer of 2018. The piece also traveled to Mexico City 

at the Tlatelolco Center at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) from 

late 2017 to the summer of 2018. After closing at LACMA, the work was on view in 

Washington D.C at a repurposed church. The installation continues to travel throughout 
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the U.S.57 For the purpose of this chapter, I will focus on the installation as shown at 

LACMA.58   

Locating Nepantla within Carne y Arena Installation Design 

Carne y Arena is successful in representing a site of transformation as called for 

by nepantla because the installation materials and VR film elements build upon one 

another to push viewers to transform their perceptions about the immigrant experience. 

The nepantla metaphor’s success relies on VR film elements and scenes. Anzaldúa 

positions the artist as a mediator capable of navigating the terrain that is found in the 

space “in between” under a nepantla metaphor.59 Nepantla was adopted from the Nahuatl 

language by Anzaldúa to represent the liminal space in which changes occur and often 

“indicates space/times of great confusion, anxiety, and loss of control.”60 This space is an 

emotional and uncomfortable space where world views and identities are shattered, this is 

a state that Iñárritu creates for visitors. The immersive design of Carne y Arena allows 

for the visitor to have time for self-reflection; the space is given to potential growth that 

 
57 The installation’s most up to date travel schedule information can be found on the main 
website of the work, carne-y-arena.com.   
58  All iterations of the installations contained the same materials and room designs yet 
spatial floor plan design varied given the art venues floorplan. I worked the LACMA 
iteration of the installation from October 2017 till the end of its run as a LACMA 
employee. My description is based on my work experience as a LACMA On-site services 
associate.     
59 Anzaldúa Gloria and AnaLouise Keating, Interviews =: Entrevistas (New York: 
Routledge, 2000). 
60 AnaLouise Keating, “From Borderlands and New Mestizas to Nepantlas and 
Nepantleras: Anzaldúan Theories for Social Change,” Human Architecture: Journal of 
the Sociology of Self-Knowledge 4, no. 3 (June 21, 2006): pp. 5-16, 
https://doi.org/http://scholarworks.umb.edu/humanarchitecture/vol4/iss3/3, 8.  



 26 

can lead to the chance of seeing beyond “restrictive cultural and personal scripts.”61 The 

scripts which are being dismantled by Iñárritu are the ongoing dehumanizing narrative 

and treatment of immigrants who cross the U.S.-Mexican border. Iñárritu’s experience as 

a director provided him with the capacity to understand the power that story telling has 

when elevated via lighting, text, space designs and narration yet achieved a new level by 

displaying within art institutions like that of LACMA. Museum spaces hold great 

influence over visitors as they may operate as a space for education and reflection. As 

stated by artist Fred Wilson, “The museum space often tells us what we should think 

about a work of art and the artist before we can grasp the significance of the work for 

ourselves. The wall text, the lighting, and the overall design of the space can tell us more 

about the society of the curator and the exhibition designer than any cultural information 

that we may be getting about the art.”62 The immersive design applied for Carne y Arena 

is layered with this awareness from Iñárritu and reinforces the presence of a nepantla site.   

The immersive aspects are not solely grounded in the medium of VR technology, 

rather there are various design decisions that build upon each other that ultimately led to 

an immersive experience for the visitor. Only one person can experience the work at a 

time. Iñárritu forces the visitor to experience a virtual border crossing by themselves; this 

is an attempt to replicate the fear and anxiety that some migrants feel when they embark 

on their journey alone. The initial shift in the mindset for visitors was raised with the 

artist statement where Iñárritu said, “I invited some of them to participate in this project 

 
61 Ibid, 9. 
62 González, Subject to Display, 93. 
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so that their personal journeys would not be just a statistic for the rest of us, but would 

instead be seen, felt, heard, and experienced by others.”63 Scholar Rebecca A. Adelman 

states, “the simulation’s capacity to facilitate a mediated introjection into a radically 

different subject position is the locus of its power” as it makes the crisis at the border an 

issue that is difficult to overlook when it is within an arm’s length.64  This proximity 

breaks down the aspects that are attached to the term “VR film”, the technology is no 

longer just virtual and immaterial as design elements have tricked visitors to lean more in 

to the reality of the immigrant experience despite the ‘unreal” aspect of the VR. Nepantla 

has room to grow within this space and engage the viewer in this regard as they are 

pushed to buy into the visuals that are provided, they are left to believe they are 

witnessing a “real” border crossing. Iñárritu’s design challenges them to question their 

actual location and once that is achieved it is easier for the viewer to walk among his site 

of transformation. 

Carne y Arena Design Presents Nepantla 

An artist statement was displayed in Spanish and English before the cold room 

where guests were asked to remove their shoes and all personal belongings to place into a 

locker.65 The cold room’s design replicated that of a holding cell found in an immigration 

 
63 “CARNE y ARENA (Virtually Present, Physically Invisible),” CARNE y ARENA 
(Virtually present, Physically invisible), accessed January 15, 2021, https://carne-y-
arena.com/. 
64 Rebecca A. Adelman, “Immersion and Immiseration: Alejandro González Iñárritu's 
Carne y Arena,” American Quarterly 71, no. 4 (December 2019): pp. 1093-1109, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/aq.2019.0080, 1094. 
65  A copy of this artist statement is available to view in English the official website for 
the work, carne-y-arena.com.  

https://carne-y-arena.com/
https://carne-y-arena.com/
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detention center. The room was filled with shoes that Iñárritu and his team gathered from 

the desert during their research and development phase.66 Guests waited until a red 

flashing alarm in the room alerted them that they can proceed into the next room. In the 

volume, two LACMA representatives provided instructions on how to use the equipment 

and rules for navigating the space.67 The volume floor was covered in sand and rocks, 

meant to mimic the desert floor, and was illuminated by an orange-red light. Once all 

equipment was placed on the guest, the six-and-a-half-minute VR film began and when it 

was over, guests were directed into a different door and room to retrieve their belongings 

from the locker. Once they were ready another alarm flashed in the room, signaling for 

them to enter the portrait hallway. The portraits were photographs of the actors seen in 

the VR film and their individual border crossing experience was overlaid in text onto 

their portraits for viewers to read.  

Visitors are forced to trust in strangers and in the unknown while inside of the VR 

experience. Removing their shoes and placing all personal belongings that would obstruct 

with the VR equipment into a locker removed another layer of comfort. The presence of 

surveillance removed another layer, especially within the cold room. Despite knowing 

that cameras were present in every room it was inside the cold room where this became a 

serious element of the work for visitors. The wall text in the cold room invited guests to 

sit on the benches and wait for their turn yet the curiosity got the best of some; some 

 
66 Michael Govan and Alejandro G. Iñárritu // The Director's Series. 
67 The volume was a term used for the room in which the VR film portion of the 
experience took place. This is a term handed down and used by LACMA employees from 
Iñárritu and his team’s instructions.  
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visitors wandered around the room touching shoes. Once a guest would touch a shoe or 

exhibit behavior that went against the rules set out then the “operator” of the work would 

use a loudspeaker to ask them to not touch anything and remind them of the rules.68 

Every aspect of the design is meant to replicate the experience some immigrants 

encounter when they are detained by Border patrol. The removal of belongings and the 

constant state of surveillance to further criminalize their existence is an experience that 

many visitors may have read or seen in the news but Iñárritu wanted to trick their senses 

into believing that this was an experience they were living. The uncomfortable and 

awkward state in which some visitors engaged with prior to the VR film portion of the 

installation reflects with experiences which are expected within the nepantla state.  

Every room in the installation allows for the viewer to remain a viewer but it is in 

the volume room and the VR film portion where the viewer is granted direct access to the 

perspectives of the migrants by virtually crossing the border with them.69 The film began 

with the beautiful landscape of the Arizona sunset but then the viewer hears and notices a 

group of migrants emerge from behind them.70 The group is led by a coyote; a 

grandmother in the group has hurt her ankle which has slowed down the group and she 

 
68 The term operator refers to the LACMA representative who would oversee all camera 
feeds, the main controls for the VR technology, speaker, fans, and subwoofers. This term 
was label set and used by LACMA internally. I am unaware if this is how workers for the 
other iterations of the work were referred to.  
69 The term “volume room” was a descriptive label that as an employee I did not know 
why it was referred to as volume nor questioned it as this term came down by Iñárritu and 
his team.  
70 Visitors were always positioned within the same location and direction, under the 
bird’s nest which housed the main cords and connections for the VR technology. This 
starting position was done in order to ensure this starting audio and visual in the VR 
emerged from behind them.  
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says that she can’t keep going because of the pain. 71  The coyote insists that they are 

almost there. Soon the sounds of a helicopter and border patrol cars emerge from the 

darkness. The group was quickly surrounded by border patrol agents, and they draw their 

guns, flashlights, and their K-9 agents bark at the group. One of the border patrol agents 

speaks Spanish and is helping the grandmother who is hurt but she passes out. At this 

moment it all goes dark, and a ball of soft white light moves in front of the viewer line of 

vision and opens up to the mirage sequence.  

By the time visitors were granted access into the volume their comfort levels were 

pushed, and their emotional state would be different from that of an ordinary art 

installation experience. It was within this room that they would encounter another person 

for the first time since entering the installation. The LACMA representatives were given 

a script to follow when visitors would enter, the script and the setting set a serious tone 

that did not lean itself to a happy mood. The workers gave clear directions and calmed 

individuals who were nervous and fearful the best they could.72 It was necessary to have 

two LACMA representatives in the volume with guests because the VR film did not 

provide visitors with boundary lines when wearing the oculus headset and the presence of 

wiring that was a tripping hazard. These physical hazards for the visitors required them to 

trust in strangers to have the capability to prevent them from getting physically harmed 

while viewing the VR film. The process of trust handed over to a stranger is similar to 

 
71 In this context, a coyote is the person who helps immigrants cross the border from 
Mexico to the U.S. undetected, and is paid a substantial fee for the service. 
72 This information about the “script” is based on the nine months I spent working in the 
VR experience at LACMA. Please see, Michael Govan and Alejandro G. Iñárritu // The 
Director's Series. 
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that of the experience immigrants have when crossing the U.S. – Mexico border with the 

guidance of a coyote. Immigrants have to trust that the coyotes will help them arrive on 

the other side safely; this is a level of trust and faith that is hard to replicate. Carne y 

Arena does not replicate the same level of faith yet the act of trusting a stranger while 

experiencing an unknown landscape is evident in the design of the installation.   

These intentional choices made by Iñárritu highlights his desire to completely 

immerse the visitor into the immigrant experience at the U.S.-Mexico border yet not 

limiting this immersion to the digital space. Visitors were pushed to alter their mindsets 

in preparation for the visual transformation that occurs when placing the oculus headset. 

The transformation would aide in allowing the visitor to be more open to the message of 

the work; this is a major requirement of a nepantla state. To fully be within this state one 

“must be willing to open themselves to personal risks and potential woundings”, these 

“woundings” are not limited to the physical danger visitors encountered with the 

immersive quality of the work.73 Iñárritu closed the physical distance between the visitor 

and the crisis at the border by creating a tangible experience for visitors where the 

presence of physical danger is triggered for them. The space gave way for reflection, 

allowed them to question how humans are experiencing these conditions at the border by 

placing them within these very inhumane conditions. The installation does not engage 

with the results from their transformation, this is reflective of the nepantla metaphor. 

Davalos expands this metaphor by making it evident that the engagement with nepantla 

 
73 Keating, “From Borderlands and New Mestizas to Nepantlas and Nepantleras”, 6. 
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is one that prioritizes the state of transformation and not the results from this 

experience.74  

The mirage sequence opened with the older woman sitting at a long table drinking 

water from a canteen while across from her a young boy is turning a flashing light on and 

off, and in the middle a man from the group is seated eating skittles. Border patrol agents 

are seen smoking by their white trucks, but one is laying on top of the car reading Juan 

Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo.75 From the table a small boat emerges filled with human figures, 

the boat begins to tip over and the figures fall over. A second helicopter overhead is felt 

and seen, ending the dream.76 Back in the main sequence the border patrol agents detain 

the group. A man in the group states he is a Dreamer and was studying to be a lawyer.77 

At this moment the viewer is finally acknowledged by the agents, they notice the viewer 

in the shadows and ask “Hey, you there, what are you doing? Put your hands up! Get on 

your knees!” The viewer is facing down the barrel of the shotgun as the agent becomes 

louder. Within a flash they are all gone, and the only thing visible is the quiet desert 

landscape and the sunrise. There is a white shoe and a towel with yellow squares caught 

 
74 Davalos, Chicana/o Remix, 191. 
75 Written by Mexican author Juan Rulfo, Pedro Páramo is about Juan Preciado who 
travels to his mother’s hometown, Comala and encounters ghosts. This book title 
information was only known to LACMA employees of the work after asking actor, 
Hector Luis Bustamante, who played the border patrol agent in this scene.  
76 I use “felt” because the volume had subwoofers and two large fans installed that shook 
the floor, emulating the feeling of a helicopter overhead. 
77 Dreamer refers to undocumented youth who are eligible and a granted the federal 
Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act yet it has 
developed into an empowering term for young immigrants. To read further literature 
surrounding the definition and identity of Dreamers see Anguiano, “Dropping the “I-
Word”, pp.93-111.  
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on a bush right before it cuts.78 Once the visual and audio cut, LACMA employees in the 

volume helped remove all equipment and instructed visitors into the next portion of the 

experience.   

Nepantla within the Carne y Arena VR film 

Once the oculus headset was on, visitor’s senses are transported into a nepantla 

space. During the six-and-a-half-minutes visitors of the VR film, they entered into a 

“realistically unreal experience” that test their senses and perception of the immigrant 

experience.79 Iñárritu makes it clear that the inclusion of sand, the use of large fans for 

wind and subwoofers was done to trick the viewer’s fight or flight response.80 They can 

remind themselves that what they see and feel is not their reality, allowing them to feel 

safe, to feel freedom during this immigrant experience but the human senses do not 

understand this. The body will feel the sand, the wind and the shaking ground and trigger  

their fight or flight response when the visuals in the VR align with the physical changes 

in the volume. This combination of VR film elements and installation design dissolves 

the safe distance viewers have from the scene at the border. “The affective environment 

of Carne y Arena cues viewers to feel, and sometimes feel intensely, for the racialized 

others who appear only holographically.”81 Physically they are within the first floor of the 

BCAM building at LACMA, but their senses have been transported to the U.S. – 

 
78 The white shoe and towel are a reference to the story Inarritu overheard on the radio 
that helped inspire this project. Please see, Michael Govan and Alejandro G. Iñárritu // 
The Director's Series. 
79 The phrase “realistically unreal experience” is used by Iñárritu in his artist statement, 
available to view via carne-y-arena.com.  
80 Michael Govan and Alejandro G. Iñárritu // The Director's Series. 
81 Adelman, “Immersion and Immiseration”, 1096 
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Mexican border where they are witnessing a group of people get detained under the 

heavy presence of weapons. They leave the virtual space thinking of a group of people 

who do not have the privilege of being physically present in the space. Iñárritu has then 

succeeded in providing visitors with the ability to engage with the potentiality of viewing 

the immigrant experience and their connection with said experience. Once again, this 

engagement with potentiality is key to the nepantla metaphor.  

The VR film is an intersection where assumptions and frameworks have been 

pulled back so Iñárritu presents an immigrant experience that prioritizes their humanity. 

“While both are audiovisual, VR is all that cinema is not, and vice versa; the frame is 

gone, and the two-dimensional limits are dissolved.”82 The rendering of the characters 

faces, and their movements are highly realistic which aides in the technology’s ability to 

trick the visitor’s eye and mind into believing the characters are physically in the volume 

room with them.83 “Realism is essential to successful immersion, but the more intricately 

realist a simulation is—the greater it felt correspondence to the nonvirtual world—the 

more fragile it becomes.”84 When the visitors first encountered the characters many 

would reach out, attempting to touch them. Visitors would touch nothing but air, here the 

 
82 “CARNE y ARENA (Virtually Present, Physically Invisible)” 
83Longtime partner Emmanuel Lubezki a cinematographer is often referred to as an 
innovative cinematographer who is “known for his groundbreaking uses of lighting and 
continuous uninterrupted shots”. It is clear that Iñárritu wanted to work with him on 
Carne y Arena project because he felt confident in Lubezki’s ability to “push 
technological boundaries and help redefine the cinematic future”. Please see, “Alejandro 
G. Iñárritu: CARNE y ARENA (Virtually Present, Physically Invisible),” Alejandro G. 
Iñárritu: CARNE y ARENA (Virtually Present, Physically Invisible) (LACMA, n.d.), 
https://www.lacma.org/press/alejandro-g-inarritu-carne-y-arena-virtually-present-
physically-invisible. 
84 Adelman, “Immersion and Immiseration”, 1095 

https://www.lacma.org/press/alejandro-g-inarritu-carne-y-arena-virtually-present-physically-invisible
https://www.lacma.org/press/alejandro-g-inarritu-carne-y-arena-virtually-present-physically-invisible
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tricks on the senses was achieved can be seen, once their sense of touch reminded them 

of being in a VR space they would pull back.85 The wall texts read prior to this film and 

experience pushed many to lean into the “real” aspects of the experience Iñárritu 

embedded in his installation design thus causing some to reach out to touch the group of 

immigrants. The contradictions which visitors navigate in this capacity reflects with the 

manner in which nepantla embraces contradictions within its process to allow individuals 

to open up to differing perspectives by dismantling presets that one carries with them. 

The characters they see are both real and fake. The characters are real because they are 

based upon real stories and individuals who crossed, their faces are based upon real 

people, not a randomization from a computer or designer. The characters are fake 

because they are not tangible individuals in the film that the visitors can interact with 

outside of the headset. 

The depiction of the “mirage” also reflects how the mode of nepantla can provide 

one with more information as described by Anzaldua and Keating.   

“When the mind is restricted to a narrowing of attention it tends to shift to another 
mode of functioning. This other way of functioning is a nepantla state—another 
or “altered state of consciousness”—which may include the meditative state, the 
hypnotic trance, daydreaming, and even ordinary sleep. When you are in this 
mode you can extract more information than you ordinarily would.”86 

By providing this scene within the VR film allowed for viewers to place more attention to 

smaller details as they were pulled in because the pace and character dynamics changed 

 
85 These are some of the reactions of visitors that I encountered while working within the 
volume. Some visitors would speak out and laugh to themselves when they realized that 
they tricked themselves into believing these figures were real in the three-dimensional 
sense.  
86 Anzaldúa and Keating, Interviews =: Entrevistas, 268 
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drastically. The change of scenery and audio led to many viewers walking closer to the 

table in the center and feeling comfortable enough to get closer to characters. In these 

moments where one is able to note the various external references embedded within the 

placement of certain objects yet Iñárritu’s inclusion highlights his awareness and desire to 

remind viewers the amount of reality which this VR experience is for many. The skittles 

that are being eaten by the child at the table is a reference to a tweet by Donald Trump Jr. 

in the running up to the 2016 U.S. Presidential elections.87 The book being read by the 

border patrol agent is Pedro Páramo is a reference to Magical Realism in the arts that 

emerged from Latin America and to the ghost like qualities that the actors have in the 

film, as they are not touchable figures for the viewer. The boat seen on the table was his 

attempt to acknowledge and pay homage to migrants who have lost their lives attempting 

to immigrate to Europe via the sea, which is a reality that he was confronted with when 

he was invited by the United Nations to Italy.88 The white shoe and yellow squared towel 

seen in the end of the VR film are a reference to the story that inspired Iñárritu to create 

Carne y Arena.89 The inclusion of these “real” objects and events that occur outside the 

virtual reality space also shatters the distance between the realities. Closing this gap 

reflects the “in between” nature of nepantla, viewers are viewing a virtual reality film yet 

 
87 “Donald Trump Jr Compares Syrian Refugees to Skittles,” BBC News (BBC, 
September 20, 2016), https://www.bbc.com/news/election-us-2016-37416457.  
88 Raessens, “Virtually Present, Physically Invisible: Alejandro G. Iñárritu’s Mixed 
Reality Installation Carne y Arena,” 642.   
89 Iñárritu states the story in his interview with LACMA CEO and Director, Michael 
Govan. Please see, Michael Govan and Alejandro G. Iñárritu // The Director's Series. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/election-us-2016-37416457
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within that same space they are also encountering realities from outside the installation 

that merges then into one.  

The last moments of the VR film acknowledges the presence of the visitor who up 

until then was not a factor in the story telling. As the gun is pointed at the visitor and the 

border patrol agent begins to question them loudly, visitors had a small variation in their 

reactions. Some of the reactions were as follows: freeze, pulled their hands up, run, 

crying, or cursing at the agents.90 It is in this moment that they are pushed into the 

dangerous aspects of the immigrant experience. Everything they witnessed and 

experience prior still held them at a distance from the issue but here Iñárritu has used fear 

and shock to shatter the visitor’s perspectives. The distance is closed even more by the 

inclusion of pieces of fencing from the U.S.-Mexico Border used to create a wall dividing 

the volume space with the portrait hallway. Iñárritu brought physical aspects of the 

Border in efforts to reinforce the reality aspect of the virtual reality guests witnessed. By 

closing the distance Iñárritu has been able to challenge the perception that viewers hold 

about the immigrant experience, it is not as distant as they believe it to be. Media 

coverage and the numbers erased the humanity of this experience yet by creating a 

nepantla state for viewers to engage with he is able to reinsert the humanity of it all for 

viewers.  

 

 

 
90 These is a quick summary of the most reactions visitors had during this moment in the 
experience. These are reactions I often encountered as a worker within the volume and as 
an operator of the installation.  
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Alejandro G. Iñárritu Biography 

Iñárritu was born and raised in Mexico City, Mexico.91 As a young student he left 

school to work as a sailor on commercial boats and ultimately this led him to have the 

opportunity to travel to Europe, Africa, and the U.S. 92 His travels fostered his disconnect 

with nationalism and opened his interest in humanity. He has earned critical acclaim and 

various awards internationally and within the U.S due to the quality of his projects.93 As 

of result of his time traveling and working as a sailor Iñárritu is more interested and 

attached to the concept of humanity over than land attachments or nationalist frames.94 

This becomes a major component in his Carne y Arena installation where Iñárritu 

becomes the artist whose goal is to represent a humanitarian crisis that challenges the 

viewers perceptions about the immigrant experience by using a new medium, VR, to 

transform the environment to aide in the viewers ability to engage while closing the 

distance between them and the issue at the border. As the artist behind this large-scale 

project, Iñárritu combines taboos that are often times dismissed because he brings a new 

perspective and meaning behind the narrative surrounding the immigrant experience in 

 
91 Iñárritu specifically grew up in a middle-class neighborhood, Narvarte, in Mexico City. 
His parents Héctor González Gama and Luz María Iñárritu had seven children and 
Alejandro G. Iñárritu was the youngest of seven. 
92After these travels Iñárritu came back to Mexico City excited to pursue his college 
education and studied communications at Iberoamericana University. Please see, Lynn 
Hirschberg, “A New Mexican,” The New York Times (The New York Times, March 18, 
2001), https://www.nytimes.com/2001/03/18/magazine/a-new-mexican.html.  
93 Some of his major films are Amores Perros (2000), Babel (2006), Birdman (2014), and 
The Revenant (2015). Iñárritu’s work is known for its interconnected and non-linear 
narratives that deal with the human condition. 
94 CARNE Y ARENA: ART AND TECHNOLOGY, YouTube (The Phillips Collection, 
2018), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-
XcvJ6lUTwI&ab_channel=ThePhillipsCollection.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2001/03/18/magazine/a-new-mexican.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-XcvJ6lUTwI&ab_channel=ThePhillipsCollection
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-XcvJ6lUTwI&ab_channel=ThePhillipsCollection
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the U.S. Reflecting his intentions behind the VR installation then become complex 

because in order for his project to become a reality, he needed financial funding from 

institutions whose past behaviors may not always reflect his interest in the human 

condition. 

Funding Remix 

The structure of the project called for both a film and an art-based institutions to 

help bring it to life via financial support. In the fall of 2016, Legendary Entertainment 

and Fondazione Prada announced that they were producing and financing the 

experimental virtual reality film while ILMxLAB, Lucasfilm’s immersive entertainment 

division, would aide in the building of the virtual components of the project.95 Iñárritu’s 

experience and box office success allowed him to amass important relationships and 

funding for projects. Legendary Entertainment is a leading media company with film, 

television, digital, and comics divisions dedicated to owning, producing, and delivering 

content to audiences’ worldview.96 The structure and distribution capabilities which 

Legendary Entertainment holds made them a viable asset to have in the project as they 

know how to produce films, this made them key in the development of the six-and-a-half-

minute film in the work.  

Fondazione Prada is a cultural institution devoted to providing an experimental 

space for new developments of visual culture and a space for collaborations with media 

 
95 “Legendary and Alejandro G. Iñárritu to Create New Virtual Reality Project,” 
Legendary, September 29, 2016, https://www.legendary.com/legendary-and-alejandro-g-
inarritu-to-create-new-virtual-reality-project/. 
96 “About,” Legendary, April 9, 2019, https://www.legendary.com/about/.  

https://www.legendary.com/legendary-and-alejandro-g-inarritu-to-create-new-virtual-reality-project/
https://www.legendary.com/legendary-and-alejandro-g-inarritu-to-create-new-virtual-reality-project/
https://www.legendary.com/about/
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and technology. The complex was created by Miuccia Prada and Patrizio Bertelli in 

response to their interest in contemporary art.97 The cultural institution prides itself in 

providing a freethinking space that aides in the process and development new ideas. Their 

website’s states their main mission as the following:  

“Our main interest is ideas, and the ways in which mankind has transformed ideas 
into specific disciplines and cultural products: literature, cinema, music, 
philosophy, art and science. With the new venue, the Fondazione’s range of 
knowledge will be expanded. Each field will be afforded its autonomy but have 
the same overall aim. They will co-exist with one another, leading to 
unpredictable resonances and cultural intersections. 
An attitude of openness and invitation characterizes the political mood of the new 
Milano premises. We will assert the possibility of participation at all levels for all 
generations. We will try to find new ways for sharing ideas.”98 
 

It is essential to understand the major partners who aided in the development of the 

project because it signals not only the significance and trust these two organizations had 

for Iñárritu but also in the subject matter of the work. Partners who invested in this 

project want to signal to the public that they see and invest in the importance of this 

immigrant experience by attaching their money, names, and time to it via Iñárritu. 

Fondazione presents themselves as a space where “range of knowledge will be expanded” 

and investments like this VR installation aligns with that goal. The box office success 

that Iñárritu has on his resume made him a great investment, especially when calculating 

the technology cost for the large-scale project that Carne y Arena became. The use of 

virtual reality technology was a risk as the intended final result was not one that had been 

 
97 Miuccia Prada is the granddaughter of Mario Prada, the founder for Prada brand and 
Bertelli is her husband and current CEO of the Prada group.  
98 “Mission,” Fondazione Prada (Fondazione Prada), accessed February 8, 2021, 
http://www.fondazioneprada.org/mission-en/?lang=en.  

http://www.fondazioneprada.org/mission-en/?lang=en
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done before. The final result was not known by either of the parties when agreeing to 

produce and finance it; this then calls attention to value created in the project because of 

Iñárritu’s name attached to it. The box office numbers attached to his movie projects 

possibly aided in the securing of financial investment from both Legendary 

Entertainment and Fondazione Prada; especially when considering that Carne y Arena 

was always meant to be more than a six-and-a-half-minute virtual reality film.99  

LACMA Remix 

LACMA is the largest encyclopedic museum in the western U.S.100 LACMA 

states and supports their commitment to showcase “a multitude of art histories” via their 

exhibits and interpretations that are informed by the rich culture and diverse population 

of the region. 101 These commitments and goals of showing the “multitude of art 

histories” were not always the most diverse art histories as they are today. Various 

protests have occurred in order to address the museums’ homogenous representations of 

race, ethnicity, cultures, and genders.102 This is highlighted with the formation of the 

 
99 According to Rotten Tomatoes, his 2006 film Babel grossed $34.3 million dollars in 
the U.S., Birdman (2014) grossed $42.3 million dollars, and his last movie project before 
Carne y Arena, The Revenant grossed $183.6 million dollars. Please see, “Alejandro 
González Iñárritu,” Rotten Tomatoes (Rotten Tomatoes), accessed February 5, 2021, 
https://www.rottentomatoes.com/celebrity/alejandro_gonzalez_inniaritu. 
100 LACMA has a collection of more than 142,000 objects that cross and highlight over 
6,000 years and the globe.  
101 “About LACMA,” LACMA (LACMA), accessed January 10, 2021, 
https://www.lacma.org/about?tab=history#history.  
102 Liam Sweeney. "Reflecting Los Angeles, Decentralized and Global: Los Angeles 
County Museum of Art." Ithaka S+R. Last Modified 23 January 2018. 
https://doi.org/10.18665/sr.306187. 

https://www.rottentomatoes.com/celebrity/alejandro_gonzalez_inniaritu
https://www.lacma.org/about?tab=history#history
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Black Culture Festival in 1968 and later with Spray Paint LACMA done in 1972 by 

Asco.103  

In 1968 the security guard staff at LACMA, mostly comprised of African 

Americans, organized the Black Culture Festival during the exhibition run of The 

Sculpture of Black Africa: The Paul Tishman Collection.104105 Prior to this show there 

hadn’t been an exhibition of Black American artists at the museum since 1935. The goal 

of the guards was to encourage the Black community in Los Angeles to participate more 

by providing programming and an event during an exhibition that displayed Black artists 

as they noted a gap in exhibitions and investment in the Black community by the 

museum. The success of the festival highlighted to the museum that they were 

underestimating the value of the Black community and ultimately led to the formation of 

the Black Arts Council.106 Three Graphic Artists: Charles White, David Hammons, 

Timothy Washington in 1971 was picketed by a few members of the Black Arts Council, 

including Fergerson because they believed “that Charles White was not given a more 

legitimate space in the museum because he was senior to and more accomplished than the 

young Hammons and Washington”.107 This protest was small and mostly ignored by 

 
103 The art collective was active from 1972-1987 and included artists Harry Gamboa Jr., 
Gronk, Willie Herrón III, and Patssi Valdez. 
104 Bridget R. Cooks, “Filling the Void: Two Centuries of Black American Art, 1976,” in 
Exhibiting Blackness: African Americans and the American Art Museum (Amherst, MA: 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2011), pp. 87-109. 
105 Over four thousand mostly Black visitors attended the festival event that took place in 
December 1968. Please see Ibid.  
106 Art preparators, Cecil Fergerson and Claude Booker were two LACMA employees 
that pushed for the presence of Black American artists in the museum’s exhibitions. 
Please see, Ibid, 93-96.  
107 Cooks, “Filling the Void” in Exhibiting Blackness, 96. 
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visitors and media yet this protest demonstrated that the curators and the museum need to 

make an effort to differentiate between “Black artists at different stages of their careers as 

they would with White artists” because the homogenous representation does not 

suffice.108  

In December 1972 Gamboa, Gronk and Herrón spray painted their signatures on 

all the exterior walls of LACMA and came back the next day to photograph it with 

Valdez in the shot. They “dispute the meaning of the art object and the structures that 

determine valuation” through the defacing and reclaiming LACMA in response to a 

negative comment by a museum curator.109 A LACMA curator labeled their work as 

unsophisticated and because of this assessment rejected the groups inquiry in the 

possibility of including Chicano art in the museum’s exhibitions. 110 This was not the last 

event in which Asco critiqued the ownership and authority of LACMA in efforts “to 

discredit the museum’s hold on determining who or what does and does not enter the 

museum.”111  

The past of the institution informs and complicates the installation of Carne y 

Arena. Museums are not neutral spaces, and they hold large amounts of power over the 

public’s perception. As stated by art historian Carol Duncan, museums are spaces that 

 
108 Ibid.  
109 Karen Mary Davalos, Chicana/o Remix: Art and Errata since the Sixties (New York: 
New York University Press, 2017), 25. 
110 Karen Mary Davalos, Exhibiting Mestizaje: Mexican (American) Museums in the 
Diaspora (Albuquerque N.M.: University of New Mexico Press, 2001), 95 
111 Ibid., 96. 
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“[carry] out broad, sometimes less obvious political and ideological tasks.”112 The impact 

that museums hold is an aspect which art historian Jennifer A. Gonzalez presents in her 

analysis of the installation work by James Luna. She highlights how the combination of 

performance, installation, and photography allowed for Luna to expose the mythologies 

surrounding the idea of the Indian.113 Following this thread, it is understandable to see 

why Iñárritu elected to create an installation display that accompanied the VR film. 

Doing so allowed for him to extend the duration of the “site of transformation” he was 

presented in order to truly question the public’s assumptions and the reality of the 

immigrant.  

During the Director’s Series talk with LACMA CEO and Director Michael Govan 

and Iñárritu, Govan stated the agreement to exhibit the work at LACMA was done 

without knowing what the project would ultimately look like.114 Committing gallery and 

exhibition calendar space to a project without knowing what the final work will look like 

is evidence of the trust Govan had in the project and Iñárritu. Keeping in mind the 

museum’s past behavior towards artists of color and their work it is important to 

understand that the display of Carne y Arena is part of an ongoing and evolving 

relationship LACMA has with artists of color. The alignment of displaying new and 

experimental points of view that is informed by the cultural heritage and diverse 

 
112 Ivan Karp and Carol Ducan, “Art Museums and the Ritual of Citizenship,” in 
Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display (Washington: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1997), 90.  
113 González, Subject to Display, 22-62. 
114 Michael Govan and Alejandro G. Iñárritu // The Director's Series. 
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population of the city of Los Angeles is reasoning as to why the acquisition of this mixed 

media installation was organized by Govan.115  

According to the 2020 Census demographics, 48.7% of the population in Los 

Angeles city is of Hispanic or Latino and Spanish is spoken in 73.2% of homes. Also, 

California is home to almost 11 million immigrants while Los Angeles County accounts 

for 34% of this immigrant population.116 With these demographics in mind one can locate 

the reasoning behind the decision to display this work in Los Angeles is related to the 

large Latinx population. These numbers plus the proximity to Hollywood provide enough 

evidence to assume that the work would have an audience beyond the viewers who would 

be interested in the work because of Iñárritu’s name attached to it. These are not the only 

demographics that should be considered when viewing the complexities of Carne y 

Arena.  

The U.S. Customs and Border Protection states that 7,216 people have died 

attempting to cross the border between 1998-2017.117 These deaths at the U.S.-Mexico 

border were a major source of inspiration for Iñárritu to purse this project. As the U.S. 

closed up the safe routes that coyotes would take people into the U.S., different and even 

more dangerous routes were taken. The increase in deaths and disappearances caught 

 
115 “About LACMA,” LACMA (LACMA), accessed January 10, 2021, 
https://www.lacma.org/about?tab=history#history. 
116 “Immigrants in California,” Public Policy Institute of California (Public Policy 
Institute of California, March 24, 2021), https://www.ppic.org/publication/immigrants-in-
california/. 
117 “United States Border Patrol Southwest Border Sectors Southwest Border Deaths by 
Fiscal Year,” U.S. Customs and Border Protection, accessed January 10, 2021, 
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/media-resources/stats.  

https://www.lacma.org/about?tab=history#history
https://www.ppic.org/publication/immigrants-in-california/
https://www.ppic.org/publication/immigrants-in-california/
https://www.cbp.gov/newsroom/media-resources/stats
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media outlets attention and the public were given a snapshot of the crisis at the U.S.-

Mexico border, but as the images and stories began to become repetitive the stories and 

images from the Border were commonplace and the news cycle moved onto the new and 

latest breaking news. Iñárritu understood these conditions and considered them 

throughout the project’s development. It is also clear that Iñárritu is not the only artist 

that engaged and considered these issues when making work with the immigrant 

experience as a main subject matter.  

The installation has been reviewed and received lots of praise for its innovative 

use of real and virtual components to create a mixed reality that pushes the viewer to 

have a better understanding of the experience’s migrants have at the border. The manner 

in which the installation was handled by the LACMA membership and development team 

as a means to garner money demonstrates how art institutions can muddle the intentions 

of artists. The subject matter of the installation with Iñárritu’s name attached caused 

many Hollywood studios to seek out access to the experience because of the technology 

and Oscar win it ultimately was given by the Academy. As an employee for the 

installation, I witness first-hand how various individuals would respond to the installation 

in a playful manner. On more than one occasion visitors would say things to effect of 

“see you on the other side”, “I’m about to cross the border, what fun” before entering the 

installation. I cannot argue nor define the correct response that should be displayed by 

visitors for this experience but time and time again these responses were primarily seen in 

white individuals. There is a clear issue within this, an issue that Iñárritu was aware of.  
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There were also various instances in which members of the development team 

would escort individuals to the installation, a clear sign that these individuals were 

important members for the institution. The development team ensures that the institution 

is raising funds to support the maintenance of the museum yet in these moments Carne y 

Arena was used as a sales tool to garner financial support for the museum in the midst of 

planned construction of a new east campus. Membership sales also ultimately began to 

use the VR installation as a means to incentivize folks to buy a new membership by 

telling folks that if they bought a new membership, they could possibly release a ticket 

for the installation that same date. Doing this would push for five visitors within the hour 

to go through the installation, this would at time push the schedule back and cause 

recalibration of the work to be put off. If tickets for the installation ran around $45 then 

the institution would make an extra $45 within the hour in addition to their membership 

sale.118  

Another example of the work being used for the museum’s financial gain is the 

annual Collectors Committee weekend. The Collectors Committee is an essential group 

of donors that assemble each year, since 1986, during a spring weekend to acquire major 

artworks for LACMA’s permanent collection after.119 The funds used to buy the artworks 

is pooled from the Collectors Committee membership dues, which were $15,000, 

 
118 Timed tickets at the LACMA location would sell out quickly when blocks were 
released every three months. Timed tickets for the experience were $30 for the general 
public and $25 for LACMA members in addition to general admission pricing to the 
museum. Only one person per timed ticket with kids under the age of thirteen not being 
allowed to view. 
119 “Collectors Committee,” LACMA, accessed June 17, 2021, 
https://www.lacma.org/membership/membership/give/collectors-committee.  

https://www.lacma.org/membership/membership/give/collectors-committee
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$30,000- or $60,000 per year, and after the Collectors Committee Gala live auction and 

voting additional funds are given by members who wish to contribute.120 This event was 

held during the exhibition of Carne y Arena in 2019 and the work itself was used as an 

event for the members to take part in during the weekend. For this, the installation was 

closed to the public for one entire day and only opened to any donor participating in the 

weekend. The work itself required for five LACMA employees to staff the work for the 

entire day and ultimately only less than five donors took an interest in the work and asked 

to be let into the installation.121 Many of the donors would walk by and notice it but 

would walk away quickly, wishing to view the works up for auction on the second floor 

of BCAM or join the dinner occurring in the Resnick building across the way. The 

development of the weekend did not provide members with an in-depth explanation nor a 

quick tour of the work but rather was used as evidence to reinforce the groundbreaking 

work that LACMA is able to support and display within the museum with the help of 

donations. Carne y Arena being shut down and used as an event for the Collectors 

Committee weekend highlights once again the way that LACMA used the work as a tool 

to gain financial gain. The messaging and intentions behind the work are lost in the sea of 

money and overshadowed by the weekend’s main objective.  

 
120 During this 33rd annual fundraiser, LACMA was able to raise over $2.4 million with 
the help of their 81 voting members. Please see, “LACMA Announces Eight New 
Acquisitions During the 33rd Annual Collectors Committee Weekend,” LACMA, 
accessed June 17, 2021, https://www.lacma.org/press/lacma-announces-eight-new-
acquisitions-during-33rd-annual-collectors-committee-weekend.  
121 I was one of the five LACMA employees scheduled to work in the installation all day 
long during this Collector Committee weekend.  

https://www.lacma.org/press/lacma-announces-eight-new-acquisitions-during-33rd-annual-collectors-committee-weekend
https://www.lacma.org/press/lacma-announces-eight-new-acquisitions-during-33rd-annual-collectors-committee-weekend
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Considering this behavior surrounding the installation as a result of the 

institutional dynamics it is easy to note how the immigrant experience and Iñárritu’s goal 

of challenging the visitor’s perception is overlooked. The dialogue surrounding the work 

is clouded and does not provide enough space to allow the work to stand on its own 

rather the work is used as a prop to demonstrate how innovative and commit the museum 

is to presenting differing perspectives. The museum programming and financial agenda 

did not provide space nor attention to the intentions and depth of the work.  

Conclusion 

As I researched for this project, I now understand Daniel Quiles’ statement that 

Latin American art “risks a new sort of essentialism for Latin American art: that it 

necessarily responds to a never-ending onslaught of traumatic events”.122 There is a trend 

within the use of VR as medium of using the technology as a means to produce empathy 

for human experiences, human suffering that otherwise individuals may not understand. 

This trend can be supported by the Sundance International film festival’s inclusion of VR 

into the film line up and residency programs. The Sundance Institute New Frontier and 

Jaunt VR Residency Program was announced in 2015, the collaboration was created in 

efforts to support and cultivate new voices and stories that used the innovative virtual 

reality technology.123 By using VR individuals can be placed into the shoes and lived 

experiences of others shoe and in doing so they become empathic to the traumatic 

 
122 Daniel R. Quiles. "Exhibition as Network, Network as Curator: Canonizing Art from 
“Latin America”." Artl@s Bulletin 3, no. 1 (2014): Article 7., 76 
123 “Sundance Institute And Jaunt Studios Launch Sundance Institute New Frontier: Jaunt 
Vr Residency,” Sundance Institute (Sundance Institute), accessed May 5, 2021, 
https://www.sundance.org/blogs/news/launch-of-new-frontier-jaunt-vr-residency.  

https://www.sundance.org/blogs/news/launch-of-new-frontier-jaunt-vr-residency
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experiences of others. I caution for the development and use of VR in the creation of 

empathy towards human experiences because it can cause a false sense of challenging 

established perceptions. VR does not aide itself into being responsible for the results of 

transformations for individuals, that’s a secondary concern that cannot be followed up by 

the medium nor the artist. When speaking about the future and potential of VR, Iñárritu 

states that when approach the VR in a narrative manner, artists must develop a new way, 

a new language to ensure that one does not contaminate it with an “old narrative arts of 

theater or cinema”. He mentions the notion of it possibly being an “anti-narrative”.124 I 

argue that artists who intend to experiment with VR to consider if they are replicating 

narrative tropes and approaches common place within cinema because if so, there is a 

fine line between a challenging experience and a playground for the rich and famous who 

can overlook the messaging in the midst of the human trauma. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
124 Kristopher Tapley, “Alejandro G. Inarritu on 'Carne y Arena' and the Academy's 
Movie Museum,” Variety (Variety, November 15, 2017), 
https://variety.com/2017/film/in-contention/alejandro-inarritu-carne-y-arena-academy-
museum-interview-1202610586/.  

https://variety.com/2017/film/in-contention/alejandro-inarritu-carne-y-arena-academy-museum-interview-1202610586/
https://variety.com/2017/film/in-contention/alejandro-inarritu-carne-y-arena-academy-museum-interview-1202610586/
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Chapter 2: Nepantlera Amongst Adobe 

Las nepantleras recognize that we’re all complicit in the existing power structures, 
that we must deal with conflictive as well as connectionist relations within and 
among various groups. Ensuring that our acts not mirror or replicate the 
oppression and dominant power structures we seek to dismantle, las nepantleras 
upset our cultures’ foundations and disturb the concepts structuring their 
realties.125 
 
rafa esparza (1981- ) is a Mexican American multidisciplinary artist whose work 

reveals a foundational practice that prioritizes the acknowledgement of bodies and 

narratives not historically represented within traditional art spaces. esparza was born in 

Pasadena, CA to parents who immigrated to the United States in the 1970s from 

Durango, Mexico.126 127 His father, Ramón Esparza, worked in construction and taught 

his son the adobe brick-making technique—a process esparza replicates in his artistic 

practice.128 In this chapter, I will focus on esparza’s 2017 Whitney Biennial art 

installation Figure Ground: Beyond the White Field as it roots itself in laboring with 

adobe-making and reinforces the impact of the immigrant experience in his work.  

Implementing Davalos’ Remixing framework around the Whitney and the 

Biennial expands the analysis of identity and material to heighten the critique interwoven 

in the project because it enables me to reinsert the institutions history and treatment of 

 
125 Gloria Anzaldúa and AnaLouise Keating, Light in the Dark = Luz En Lo Oscuro: 
Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, Reality (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015), 82-
83. 
126 Please note that information pertaining to Ramón Esparza’s age when he immigrated 
to the U.S. is unknown. 
127 The lack of capitalization for rafa esparza’s name is done so because it follows the way 
the artist displays and uses his name.   
128 “X-TRA → Adobe, Dust, and Water_ Rafa Esparza and Rebeca Hernandez’s 
Building_ a Simulacrum of Power.Pdf.” 
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artists of color in the past.129 Pulling back the complex layers rooted in esparza’s work 

reveals that he can be considered as a nepantlera, a visual cultural worker as explained by 

Anzaldúa’s nepantla interpretation.130 I argue Figure Ground contains autobiographical 

context embedded within the adobe material that when questioned demonstrates the 

intricate role esparza fulfills in questioning and dismantling the power structures 

embedded within art institutions. I argue that esparza is the nepantlera who moves among 

“divergent worlds to develop innovative, potentially transformative perspectives” that 

lead to new forms of community and action.131 The prioritization which esparza gives to 

the immigrant experience challenges the viewers and the art institution to value the 

immigrant experience because it is an essential aspect of America’s history.  

Figure Ground: Beyond the White Field  

esparza’s Figure Ground: Beyond the White Field was an adobe brick rotunda 

installation on view just off the lobby of the Whitney entrance. He used over three 

thousand adobe bricks to cover the floor and create walls for the rotunda within the space 

he was assigned. The rotunda walls were over ten feet tall, and every inch of the gallery 

floor was covered by the bricks. The design of the rotunda aides in esparza’s goal to 

immerse the viewer into a sensorial experience because once inside of the space, one 

loses sight of the white walls within the Whitney. The only visual cue noticeable to 

visitors within the rotunda that reminded them of their actual location at the Whitney was 

 
129 Davalos, “Introduction: Reframing Chicana/o Art” in Chicana/o Remix, 1-18. 
130 Anzaldúa, Borderlands/ La Frontera, 276. 
131 Keating, "From Borderlands and New Mestizas to Nepantlas and Nepantleras: 
Anzaldúan Theories for Social Change,", 6.  
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the glass ceiling covered with track lighting as seen in Figure 2. Visitors could hear the 

sound the movement of their shoes made over the adobe bricks on the floor, this was a 

drastic change to what was heard throughout the Biennial as they were listening to their 

feet connect with organic material and not the smooth flooring of the museum that lacks 

the ability to make same noticeable sound as one walks upon it. The adobe mixture used 

did not remove the human touch behind their creation as seen in the various instances in 

which holes and fingerprints were present on the surface of the adobe.132 Cracks and 

unevenness can be seen throughout the walls and floor of the rotunda; the bricks were not 

visually identical as some had large cracks, rounded corners, holes, etc.  

 esparza invited five artists to share their mixed-media work within the rotunda. 

Dorian Ulises López Macías exhibited large format photographs of young Mexican men 

on one side of the rotunda, Beatriz Cortez’s volcanic rock cairn was in the center, Gala 

Porras-Kim’s presentation of a fake southwestern artifact and Eamon Ore Girón’s mural, 

were on view against the adobe walls and floor of the rotunda. The 2016 U.S. Presidential 

election and results from the election aligned with an increase in the negative narrative 

surrounding the Latin American and Latinx population within the U.S. Works on view in 

the rotunda provide a counter-narrative yet it is not a direct response. Art critic Jerry Saltz 

acknowledges this in his review of the Biennial:  

Instead and pressingly, even with wild up and downs, flaws and all, the 2017 
Whitney Biennial is the best of its kind in some time for the multiple ways it 
reveals how —selected as it is, without overdetermined political and aesthetic 
dogma, and curators remaining open to the exigencies of pleasure and the 

 
132 Whitney Museum of American Art, “Whitney Biennial 2017: Networks of Making 
and Meaning (Part 3),” YouTube, June 9, 2017, video, 4:20 
https://youtu.be/1O_xCEXEbFA.   

https://youtu.be/1O_xCEXEbFA
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mysterious ways that art mutates but doesn’t play catch-up — a show of artists 
simply at work, whether making expressionistic paintings, idiosyncratic 
functional constructions, casting the further shores of socially activist 
conceptualism, or documenting collapsing ecosystems or family dynamics — that 
artists are always addressing and channeling issues of the day.133 
 

Saltz makes it clear that the show must be viewed first and foremost as “a show of artists 

simply at work” and by viewing the work it is evident that the artists aren’t addressing 

issues of the day as a result of the election, rather it highlights how artists address these 

issues daily. The responses to the issues seen in Figure Ground are not following a trend 

to be marketable within the political climate of the viewing at the Whitney. Limiting the 

show and the works to the issues of the 2016 election, erases and belittles the work done 

by esparza and the invited artists. This type of limited interpretation is a side effect of the 

format of the because the Biennial is ultimately seen as a snapshot, a gage of time.134 Yet 

moving beyond this reflex, as Saltz states, acknowledging and understanding the artists 

consistent focus on the issues, especially those within Figure Ground, should be 

considered when viewing the work. Doing so reveals the foundational goal of the 

installation, prioritizing a platform to brown bodies and their narratives to be expressed 

by a brown artist in a white space that historically has marginalized them.  

The presence of organic materials for Figure Ground can connect back to the 

Land and Earth art movements from the mid-1960s where various artists engaging with 

natural materials like rocks, dirt, and vegetation outside of city and outside of museum 

 
133 Jerry Saltz, “The 2017 Whitney Biennial Is the Most Politically Charged in Decades.” 
Vulture, March 14, 2017, https://www.vulture.com/2017/03/the-new-whitney-biennial-is-
the-most-political-in-decades.html.  
134 Whitney Museum of American Art, “Whitney Biennial 2017: Introduction (Part 1)” 
YouTube, March 16, 2017, video, 4:47 https://youtu.be/7GHaF6LC0jA.  

https://www.vulture.com/2017/03/the-new-whitney-biennial-is-the-most-political-in-decades.html
https://www.vulture.com/2017/03/the-new-whitney-biennial-is-the-most-political-in-decades.html
https://youtu.be/7GHaF6LC0jA
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settings.135 Because these works were often site-specific and sometimes sculptural, and 

performance-based their photo documentation has come to stand in for the object itself. 

American artist Robert Smithson’s (1938-1973) Spiral Jetty used over six thousand tons 

of black basalt and earth from its site at the Great Salt Lake. The structure of Spiral Jetty 

changed as a result of its environment and highlights man’s dominance over landscape as 

the structure submits to entropy.136 Cuban-American artist Ana Mendieta (1948-1985), 

also engaged with earth materials yet in her Silueta series she involved her body to mark 

her presence in the landscape by using rocks, moss, or flowers to create her silhouette in 

the landscape and photographing it.137 Both Smithson and Mendieta engage with earth 

and located an alternative site for artistic expression, one away from the museums and 

galleries. esparza’s work also encompasses these concepts as he inserts his body within 

the adobe, this is seen in the presence of fingerprints. The fragile and breakable aspects of 

the adobe material lend itself to changes after interactions with visitors who walk and 

touch the installation. Within the Italian Arte Povera movement of the 1960s and 1970s, 

artists were concerned with the point of intersection between art and life, nature and 

culture which in turn resulted in the use of nontraditional everyday materials including 

earth materials into the museum and gallery spaces.138 Both of these art movements 

engage with earth materials yet when esparza engages with the adobe material he also 

engages with familial ties and memories that are interwoven with a history of 

 
135 Jeffrey Kastner and Brian Wallis. Land and Environmental Art (London: Phaidon 
Press), 1998., 10-17. 
136 Ibid, 56-59. 
137 Ibid, 121. 
138 Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev. Arte Povera (London): Phaidon Press, 1999., 17.  
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immigration. When esparza works and displays the adobe labor in art institutions he is 

also displaying an immigrant labor that resists the inaccessibility for this community. 

Materiality of Adobe 

The specific adobe mixture used by esparza is made by first mixing dirt and 

manure with water and then sprinkling straw over it and stomping it in by foot before 

drying in the sun.139 esparza’s adobe brick production is done in the 18 acres of 

undeveloped industrial land along the Los Angeles River known as the Bowtie. 140 141 The 

collection of materials used illuminate his collaborative practice as the horse dung used is 

from horse stables of his father’s friends in the foothills of the San Gabriel Mountains in 

Altadena. In order to retrieve the horse dung, esparza and his team volunteer to clean out 

the stables.142 The adobe making process used by esparza is reflective of immigrant 

resilience seeing as the adobe bricks are mixed using ingredients locally gathered, in the 

U.S., while using a recipe and method which his Mexican father taught him. Adobe brick 

making is a form of immigrant labor that serves as a symbol for the adaptation of 

 
139 Willy Blackmore, “Mexican Artist Rafa Esparza's Physical Representation of 
Immigrant Nostalgia" Pacific Standard, October 16, 2017. 
https://psmag.com/magazine/rafa-esparzas-adobe-brick-installations.”  
140 Esparza mentions the site Bowtie in his artist talk with UCLA, please see Rafa 
Esparza: UCLA Department of Art Lecture, Hammer Museum (Hammer Museum, 2016), 
https://hammer.ucla.edu/programs-events/2020/rafa-esparza-ucla-department-art-lecture. 
141 The Bowtie is a collaboration between California State Parks at Los Angeles State 
Historic Park and Clockshop, an arts and culture organization that supports art projects 
that reimagine the use of public space. Please see, “About,” Clockshop (Clockshop), 
accessed May 20, 2021, https://clockshop.org/about/.  
142 Oscar Garza, “Artist Rafa Esparza Moves a Load of Earth for 'Made in LA' 
Exhibition,” Southern California Public Radio (The Frame, June 30, 2016), 
https://www.scpr.org/programs/the-frame/2016/06/09/49512/artist-rafa-esparza-moves-
apprehension-and-earth-t/.   

https://hammer.ucla.edu/programs-events/2020/rafa-esparza-ucla-department-art-lecture
https://clockshop.org/about/
https://www.scpr.org/programs/the-frame/2016/06/09/49512/artist-rafa-esparza-moves-apprehension-and-earth-t/
https://www.scpr.org/programs/the-frame/2016/06/09/49512/artist-rafa-esparza-moves-apprehension-and-earth-t/
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immigrants, especially that of his own father and family. The ingredients used are not the 

exact same as those used by his father in Durango, Mexico yet the use of the same recipe 

allowed them to achieve the same result while in the U.S. This adaptation and 

resourcefulness are linked to the working-class position immigrant families find 

themselves in, having to build and work from a position of marginality.143 

Since 2012, esparza’s incorporation of adobe bricks “is a way of honoring his 

father’s specific history”, a history that is touched by immigration.144 Learning how to 

make adobe bricks from his father was uncomfortable at first as esparza and his father 

were not on speaking terms, a result of esparza coming out yet while making the adobe 

bricks they were able to maintain a level of communication that directly pertain to the 

creation of the adobe bricks. 145 As they built the adobe bricks esparza and his father were 

able to break down the walls that prevented them from communicating and rebuild their 

relationship as father and son. The inclusion of family collaboration is common in his 

artistic practice and is done intentionally. esparza notes in his interview with writer Irina 

Contreras:  

The actual making of art with my family expands the form to an audience that art 
typically does not reach (in my family’s case: first-generation, lower-working-
class, immigrant) and introduces them to art in a capacity they most likely would 
not engage with on their own. Art sets up a situation for us to look at and think 
about each other differently.146 

 

 
143 Gonzalez, Subject of Display, 131. 
144 Shanks, “Adobe, Dust, and Water”. 
145 Garza, “Artist Rafa Esparza Moves a Load of Earth for 'Made in LA' Exhibition”  
146 Irina Contreras, “These Lands, These Hands, These Insides . . . An Interview with 
Rafa Esparza.” Make/Shift no. 17, n.d. 
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The role of his family in the creation of these adobe projects and other projects 

illuminates how their engagement is reflective of engaging with a marginalized audience 

that is often disengaged in the arts at this capacity. When viewing the adobe bricks within 

art institutional spaces, one is also seeing the labor of love his family performed when 

supporting esparza by creating the adobe bricks. As his projects became larger and more 

frequent, his family was not always able to lend a hand so esparza now has a team of 

artist interns who help him, yet the process is still the same.147  

The collaborative nature of esparza’s installation projects is not a new concept as 

many artists work with assistants and large teams to finalize art projects, especially those 

that have the scale of Figure Ground. The consistent collaboration within his artistic 

practice is tied to his understanding of the way the art institution and art scene can be 

exclusionary. He identifies as a gay male and his queerness has often made him feel 

excluded and othered, especially within the Chicanx community.148 It is important to note 

the adobe making process for the Figure Ground installation was the first time he worked 

with an “all queer adobe crew.”149 The presence of adobe inside of the Whitney galleries 

not only represents the immigrant labor and experience of his family but also queer labor. 

The presence of this is a cornerstone of the project, ignoring this aspect is a disservice to 

the work. Adobe forces the viewer and the institution to look to the experiences and the 

skills of immigrants differently because it propels them to the foreground via a display 

 
147 Esparza mentions the changes in his family’s involvement in his artist talk with 
UCLA, please see Rafa Esparza: UCLA Department of Art Lecture, Hammer Museum.   
148 Ibid. 
149 All queer members of this team were able to visit and see the reception of the 
installation. Please see, Ibid. 
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that challenges the expectations inherent within traditional art spaces. His rejection of the 

white walls aligns with his desire to reject the historical division that typically wouldn’t 

grant access to this immigrant family or community.   

Adobe and Institutional Critiques 

The feedback and compromises which museums request for esparza’s use of 

adobe within the museum also highlights the manner in which the adobe connects to the 

immigrant experience. The display of the adobe material has been met with concerns 

from art institutions. esparza revealed adobe was meet with a “…suggestion of spraying 

this with a pesticide or somehow zapping it with radiation to get rid of any live organisms 

that live in the adobe” and he thinks, “back to the bracero program where Mexican farm 

workers were invited to come into the U.S. to help make up for the labor shortage during 

World War II and people being herded through these stations and being sprayed down 

with pesticides.” 150  It is clear for esparza why the material becomes a logistical concern, 

as they must protect the other works within the museum yet when these moments occur 

he acknowledges that he is actively thinking and working through these past histories.151 

This logistical concern also occurred when developing Figure Ground for the Whitney. 

The original location which esparza selected for the installation was a gallery room that 

had large west facing windows and when viewing this space, he had the idea of the 

rotunda with a window that would be facing west but this idea didn’t come to fruition.152 

Once again, esparza needed to relocate as the museum had concerns about the dust from 

 
150 Ibid. 
151 Ibid.  
152 Ibid.  
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the adobe entering the vents and contaminating the work in their collection. Despite 

having to compromise the location of the installation, esparza was still able to represent 

and display the immigrant labor and experience within an art institution that facilitate the 

definition of American art.  

The inclusion of adobe making in his projects symbolizes for him a level of 

resistance and an understanding of the role he is willing to take within traditional art 

spaces, like that of the Whitney. The walls of the gallery are not just an architectural 

element for esparza, the white paint is more than just paint—it’s a symbol of exclusion 

and erasure of communities he is a part of; the queer community, the brown community, 

the Latinx community, the immigrant community.153 Adobe bricks in his works should be 

read as “a form of institutional critique that pushes against white-walled gallery spaces 

and museum institutions.”154 The brown color of the adobe causes a level of 

confrontation against the clean and pristine white walls. Brown references to dirt, earth 

and land but for esparza the use of the bricks also seen as “a response to entering 

traditional art spaces and not seeing [himself] reflected. This has been the case not just 

physically, in terms of whiteness of those spaces, but also in terms of histories of art they 

uphold.”155 These experiences led for his creation of the concept brown architecture in 

which he uses the earth to “build brown galleries that confront the physical, conceptual 

and political architecture of the white cube.”156 Deploying this brown adobe matter 

 
153 Whitney Biennial 2017: Rafa Esparza, YouTube (Whitney Museum of American Art, 
2017), https://youtu.be/CfiKE8CuuN4. 
154 Marco Antonio Flores. “staring at the sun: rafa esparza”. MASS MoCA, 2019.   
155 Ibid.   
156 Ibid. 

https://youtu.be/CfiKE8CuuN4
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becomes representative of brown bodies that are not historically represented in traditional 

art space for esparza, it’s a reflective practice that highlights the physical and racial 

realities that Latinx communities and artists face. Upon entering the installation, esparza 

wanted viewers to be immersed into a space that prioritized brownness and brown 

narratives while rejecting the traditional white walls of the institution via the creation and 

use of brown adobe bricks.157  

Arlene Dávila, professor of Anthropology and American Studies at New York 

University, has done research to show how Latinx art has lacked institutional support and 

as a result various alternative spaces emerged that aimed to “expand a symbolic and 

visual repertoire that validated the history of Latinx as people of color in this country.”158 

The support and representation has increased within art institutions yet the negative 

rhetoric that increased as a result of the 2016 U.S. Presidential election heightens the 

significance of the messaging embedded in Figure Ground. Donald Trump winning the 

election after the Democratic Presidency of Barack Obama highlighted how divided the 

country was, statistics from voting reports support this. According to data gathered by 

Pew Research, 88 % of White voters voted for Trump while Clinton only had 60% of 

White voters. Clinton had 19% of Black voters and 14% of Hispanic voters while Trump 

received 6% Hispanic voters.159 The racist rhetoric that emerged from the Trump 

 
157 Whitney Biennial 2017: Rafa Esparza, YouTube.  
158 Arlene Dávila. Latinx Art: Artists, Markets, Politics. (Durham and London: Duke 
University press.), 2020., 13. 
159 “An Examination of the 2016 Electorate, Based on Validated Voters,” Pew Research 
Center - U.S. Politics & Policy (Pew Research Center, September 22, 2020), 
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2018/08/09/an-examination-of-the-2016-electorate-
based-on-validated-voters/.  

https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2018/08/09/an-examination-of-the-2016-electorate-based-on-validated-voters/
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2018/08/09/an-examination-of-the-2016-electorate-based-on-validated-voters/
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campaign painted the Latin American, especially Mexican immigrants, in a negative light 

with the use of terms like “rapist” and “criminals” in conjunction with drug cartels.160  

With this context in mind, Figure Ground is esparza’s attempt to expand and 

validate the existence of the immigrant experience within the U.S. The role and 

presentation of the immigrant labor and experience within the U.S. is one that does not 

uphold nor accept the criminalization of their presence in the country. The installation is 

an intervention not limited to the “moment in time” of the Biennial nor of the political 

context that existed during the time the show opened. esparza is engaging in 

conversations that tie back with the experience of his family and specifically his 

immigrant father’s experience. It is unmistakable that the selection of adobe holds a 

cultural and familial connection, the selection of the material is representative of his 

awareness that the immigrant experience is often excluded from the art world. For 

esparza, this experience is an American experience, and he is aware that this American 

experience is missing from the narrative surrounding American art.  

Dávila highlights how “narratives about artists of color who make it end up 

reinforcing the same canon, especially when their arrival and acceptance is couched in 

the same terms or gauged by their entrance to white mainstream museums.”161 This is a 

valid concern that one must account for when viewing Figure Ground because esparza’s 

arrival to the “white mainstream museum” of the Whitney is a rejection of the canon and 

 
160 Janell Ross, “From Mexican Rapists to Bad Hombres, the Trump Campaign in Two 
Moments,” The Washington Post (WP Company, April 29, 2019), 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-fix/wp/2016/10/20/from-mexican-rapists-to-
bad-hombres-the-trump-campaign-in-two-moments/.  
161 Dávila. Latinx Art, 153. 
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the narrative presented isn’t modified in order to gain acceptance. Museum displays are a 

powerful tool that provided visitors with “totalities” that are re-formed and made explicit 

in order to understand the narratives, the context of works.162 He notes the power and 

“totalities” which visitors are conditioned to understand which empowers his brown 

architecture seen in Figure Ground because he actively intervened in the “totalities” 

embedded in the white walls; he refuses to allow the brown immigrant body to be once 

again repressed in the space. The immigrant labor and experience are an American 

experience that deserves to be acknowledged and valued within art spaces, especially if 

they impact the manner in which American artists produce work.  

Whitney Remix 

Since the 1960s, the Whitney Biennial has consistently been a space that has 

faced controversies in matters of race, gender, and representation. Considering this 

history is necessary when viewing Figure Ground as it highlights the complex 

conversation that occurs when considering the immigrant experience represented within 

the institution. The Whitney Museum of American Art was founded in 1930 as a 

response to American artists having issues with exhibiting and selling new ideas in the 

market.163 Whitney’s Biennial survey show has been a trademark of the museum since 

1931; the invitational exhibit was organized as a space to present the most recent 

 
162 González, Subject to Display, 72-73.  
163 The museum was founded in 1930 by sculptor Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney and the 
institution was first a studio in Greenwich village where Mrs. Whitney was able to 
assemble a large collection of art, many that were rejected by traditional collectors at the 
time, please see, “History of the Whitney,” Whitney Museum of American Art, accessed 
April 12, 2021, https://whitney.org/about/history.  
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developments in American art.164 The Whitney defines American art via its collection, 

display, and the Biennial survey show yet they repeated the discriminatory behavior they 

wished to solve. Artists of color have faced difficulties in exhibiting and selling work 

within the gallery art market. These issues impact their ability to be displayed and 

collected by art museums, as galleries function as a main conduit between museum 

curators and artists.165  

The Whitney praises itself for being a space that has invested in American artists 

innovative work yet if one is to look into the demographics of their collection and 

Biennials it is evident that there is a narrow scope for the type of American artist they 

have invited and invested in. The Biennial has been the subject to various protests from 

artists-activists as a result of their poor track record in their inclusion of artists of color in 

its programming.166 In the process of expanding and investing in American artists, they 

developed a narrow definition of American art which left various artists of color out of 

the collection because they did not have an inclusive strategy. This strategy has changed 

and the museum states that one of their values is that their “work embraces complexity 

and encourages an inclusive idea of America” which signals their understanding that 

American art and artists are diverse.167  

 
164 “The Whitney Biennial,” Whitney.org, The Whitney Museum of American Art, 
accessed October 20, 2020. https://whitney.org/exhibitions/the-biennial.  
165 This relationship is further explained and investigated by Dávila in her chapter please 
see, Dávila, “On Markets and the Need for Cheerleaders” in Latinx Art, 104-137.  
166 Aruna D’Souza, Whitewalling: Art, Race & Protest in 3 Acts (New York, NY: 
Badlands Unlimited, 2018.), 26-27.  
167 “Mission & Values,” Whitney Museum of American Art, accessed March 25, 2021, 
https://whitney.org/about/mission-values.  
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The 1993 Whitney Biennial serves as a prime example in the museums interest 

into presenting a more inclusive and racially aware programming. One of the curators of 

the show, Elisabeth Sussman, states how the critical and negative response received as a 

result of the show was rooted in the curatorial team seeking out artists of color and 

women of color who previously were not represented in these shows.168 Responses 

towards Museum Tags by Daniel Joseph Martinez (1957- ) serve as a prime example in 

the expectations and rigid definition of American art can be by the public. The response 

by the New York Times chief art critic, at the time, Michael Kimmelman stated, “[A]s if 

the people who go to the Whitney are so witless and backward that they need to be told 

that sexual abuse and racism and violence are bad…,” he wrote. “Or as if a Neanderthal 

would change his mind after being forced, like a penitent, to don one of the infamous 

admission badges.” 169 Despite Kimmelman not stating the work directly it is clear that he 

was displeased with the idea that issues of race and identity against the notion of 

whiteness was a key component curators presented within the show. Sussman states that 

the museum’s stance and ability to defend their decisions did not end at the conclusion of 

the show but rather after this show the museum made changes in their practices and 

 
168 2012 Biennial: Curating the 1993 Biennial, Whitney Museum of American Art 
(Whitney Museum of American Art), accessed May 20, 2021, 
https://whitney.org/media/322.  
169 Maximilíano Durón, “The Artist America Built: Daniel Joseph Martinez Visits Other 
Places and Other Histories in His Ongoing Critique of These United States,” 
ARTnews.com (ARTnews.com, November 18, 2019), https://www.artnews.com/art-
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collections to ensure they were more inclusive.170 Despite the museums best efforts to be 

more inclusive and aware of this, the Whitney has still encountered instances of backlash.  

The inclusion of Dana Schutz’s Open Casket in the 2017 Whitney Biennial 

highlights that they do not escape controversy. The work is a portrait of Emmett Till; a 

black teenager who was lynched by two white men in Mississippi after being falsely 

accused of harassing a white woman in 1955. Open Casket is based on the photograph 

showing his mutilated body published in Chicago Defender and Jet magazine in 1955, 

following his burial. As stated by Aruna D’Souza, this incident can be viewed as a case 

study in which the institution “believed that they were acting with the best intentions, 

guided by a desire to be inclusive and welcoming to an expansive and generous 

conception of a public” but ultimately led to a debate on who had the right to speak freely 

on topics concerning race.171 The museum is well aware of their controversial history as 

the museum has made their commitment towards becoming a more inclusive and diverse 

institution. The 2017 Biennial saw the appointment of two Asian Americans—

Christopher Y. Lew, a Whitney staff member and Mia Locks, an independent curator—to 

cocurate the show. This was a historic decision because it was the first time in which the 

curatorial team was composed entirely by people of color. By 2017, the show had gone 

on for eighty-six years without a curatorial team that was entirely composed by people of 

color, which is significant considering that this show is viewed as a snapshot of American 

art. The appointment highlights the museums efforts to rectify and align their behavior 

 
170 2012 Biennial: Curating the 1993 Biennial, Whitney Museum of American Art 
171 D’Souza, Whitewalling, 8. 
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with the mission to make their work more inclusive yet the inclusion of curators of color 

does not always prevent decisions that can stir controversy. It is also important to note 

that the curators were invited to the Whitney and were not in house curators of the 

museum, this causes the museum to distance themselves from decisions made for the 

show. According to the artists list, it was the most diverse roster to date as there were 

over thirty artists of color and over thirty women of color among the sixty-three artists.172 

With this information in mind, it is important to note that these choices did not prevent 

the inclusion of Open Casket nor cause a timely reaction from the Whitney that was 

satisfactory to the public outcry. “Museums by and large see themselves as serving the 

public interest by providing the platform” for discussions so the initial silence and then 

the shift done by the Whitney to take control of the conversation via public programming 

is unsurprising.173 Lew addressed the controversy in a manner that highlights a key issue 

within these institutional spaces, he posited his position and hiring as a curator for the 

show as evidence of the Whitney’s commitment to diversity and issues of race. This was 

a misfire as the issue at hand is not inclusion of people of color at the museum but rather 

the “insistence that the museum face its own structural antiblackness and its complicity in 

centering whiteness.”174 Schutz and the Whitney weren’t wrong for engaging with race 

issues of the Black community within U.S., where they went wrong is failing to meet the 

historical and political understanding needed to meet the social and political ambitions 

 
172 “Whitney Biennial 2017,” Whitney Biennial 2017 | Whitney Museum of American 
Art, accessed February 25, 2021, https://whitney.org/exhibitions/2017-
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for Open Casket. As D’Souza is able to conclude, the outcry was rooted in the need to 

challenge the curatorial decisions that gave Schutz the platform to speak on these issues 

while excluding this same opportunity to others, especially artists of color who do have 

lived experiences with these issues. 

Considering that both Open Casket and Figure Ground exhibited for the 2017 

Whitney Biennial presents an interesting example of how art institutions are developing 

more inclusive programming yet can still fall short. The issues of identity politics and 

conversations surrounding who gets to speak for whom might be on the surface the main 

issue but truthfully this issue is more complex. The complication emerges when you 

consider and acknowledge the site, the Whitney Museum of American Art. When 

viewing the work, the immigrant experience and labor that esparza acknowledges 

prevented Figure Ground from public outcry because as a brown queer son of immigrant 

parents he was granted access to this tell this story. Figure Ground also displays and, in a 

way, elevates the immigrant experience by displaying it within an art institution that 

historically invest in the defining works of American art. Open Casket for the museum 

and curatorial team believed they signaled a desire to be inclusive and engage in 

significant dialogue yet the identity of the artist and the historical marginalization artist of 

color have faced, and still continue to face, at the hand of American art institutions 

pushed the agency of the artist to be questioned. The conversation that emerged as a 

result of this biennial demonstrates how the public can and should engage and question 

the decisions art museums make. Accountability is a key component in ensuring that art 
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museums change and produce better programming because visual culture impacts the 

manner that marginalized groups are valued and perceived outside of the museum space.  

esparza the Nepantlera 

Nepantla is a Nahuatl term that refers to the “in between” and Anzaldúa interprets 

this space as a site of transformation where individuals can actively experience change to 

their perspectives.175 She further situations artists as natural inhabitants to this nepantla 

state, especially those who partake in tradition of two or more worlds.176 Nepantleras are 

intermediaries between various worlds while grasping “the thoughts, emotions, 

languages, and perspectives associated with varying individual and cultural positions.”177 

They function and grow within the cracks and challenge traditional identity politics 

which in turn allows for differing ways to define identity and the group identity.178  

esparza exists within various worlds and this perspective allows him to hold the 

ability to define and challenge the traditional identities that face the various worlds he is a 

part of. As a child of immigrants, he is impacted and a part of that community. As a 

brown male who grew up in Los Angeles, within a Chicano community laced with 

machismo. As a gay male, he is a part of the queer community. As an artist, he works 

within the art world. Access to these various communities has given him the breadth of 

knowledge and a level of understanding that aides in his ability to define group identities 

that go against the traditional definitions. He lives within all of these spaces at once and 
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aides in his ability to see the contradictions that lie within these worlds. The ability to 

have this experience pushes his artistic practice to call attention and dismantle dominant 

power structures within the art world while being conscious to not replicate the same 

oppression.179  

esparza is a nepantlera with the aid of la facultad to challenge viewers 

perceptions. According to Anzaldúa la facultad is “a kind of survival tactic that people, 

caught between the worlds, unknowingly cultivate. It is latent in all of us.”180 The brown 

walls of the rotunda built reflects this sensing for esparza; the white walls of the Whitney 

trigger his facultad and in order to transform the energy in the space he removes the hold 

the white walls have by producing his own architecture that breaks down one’s defenses 

to cause a shift in perception. The shift allows for one to deepen the consciousness of the 

viewer and of the institution because it confronts the everyday mode of the space. The 

perspective which esparza holds is influenced by his insight into two differing spaces and 

communities he inhabits, and outsiders can note the differences and might not place them 

in conversation with one another but those in the know can spot the connections in 

Figure Ground. Adobe represents deeper realities, a reality that prioritizes the dignified 

labor of construction, of working with earth and by juxtaposing this with the pristine 

white cube of the Whitney, esparza’s critique becomes clear, blunt, and loud. He has 

presented the value of this immigrant labor within an institution that praises itself on the 

investment of American art and its experimentation highlights how he is working to 
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reject the marginalization of the immigrant experience. He is reeducating the public by 

revealing a different truth, a different reality that exists within the U.S., a reality that 

shaped his as not only an artist but also as an individual, the immigrant reality. By 

viewing the immigrant experience via the labor of adobe brick making and usage, esparza 

has been able to guide viewers to reevaluate the perceptions they hold of the presence of 

this group, especially of their presence within art institutions that often seem inaccessible 

to them. This is the job which a nepantlera does in order to fully work to dismantle 

oppressions they witness within dominant power structures.  

The inability to preserve and buy the adobe installation adds another layer to 

esparza’s work as a nepanterla. Resistance against commodification is seen in many 

artists, “especially those with a history of work and engagement with local arts 

communities and social movement” because for many this foundation to their artistic 

practice isn’t meant to be hidden away in a private collection.181 Knowing this then adds 

another layer to the decisions behind the use of adobe by esparza. The built-in 

obsolescence animates the work because its lifespan was complicated, only on view and 

experienced during the Biennial; the work cannot be bought or donated by the artist to a 

museum as the material is not an easy one to store. The short lifespan of the adobe 

installation at as a result of the material fragility and difficulty in storage reflects the way 

in which the American news cycle treats the immigrant experiences at the U.S. – Mexico 

border. The negative narrative and images that exist surrounding the immigrant 

experience are largely used for news stories that quickly disappear into the abyss of old 
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immigrant new stories when another breaking news event emerges. Stories and images 

that emerge from the U.S. – Mexico border become hidden, and the public attention falls 

a part because viewers were not physically present at the site which in turn make it 

difficult to retain interest. Shared images via social media demonstrates a clear intention 

to not allow for these experiences of immigrants are to remain hidden and overlooked by 

the public, but the repetitive presentation of this experience has caused the public to 

overlook and become desensitized to it. The inability to easily and readily buy and 

package up Figure Ground must be viewed as a larger critique of the commonplace 

practice by museums and art collectors, the collection of works just to rarely exhibit them 

or viewing the works as an “investment” contradicts the social intervention of the adobe 

installation.182 The usage of imagery from the U.S. – Mexico border, especially those of 

children, can and have been used by media outlets to draw in television ratings and 

website views so for esparza to select adobe and develop an installation that is harder for 

a collector to buy is in line with this rejection of treatment which he has witnessed the 

immigrant community experience within the U.S. esparza is not prioritizing his 

marketability for collectors or museums, he has prioritized the stories and existences of 

his community because his practice’s greatest strength is his community.183 

 Displaying the immigrant experience within a museum setting can cause an 

aestheticization of the issues of immigration in America at the hands of institutions, 

leading to a dangerous dismissal of the intended interventions yet the labor done by 
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esparza prevents this from happening in Figure Ground. Art critic Hal Foster states that 

site specific work commissioned by museums causes the “critical power of the work may 

be subsumed under the “shadow” of these institutions (museums, galleries, corporations) 

and be “detoured” for public relations or other ends.”184 Figure Ground faced the same 

hurdles that esparza’s other adobe-based works faced; location and safety of other works 

were a concern for the museum this then led to his location off the lobby on the first 

floor. These consistent compromises that esparza must endure with museums highlights 

his ability to cross through these spaces as a nepantlera. Compromises to ensure the 

museum gains what he wants from him and his work yet being self-aware of this and 

critiquing the museum with their support is a thin line he must walk; artistic freedom can 

only do so much. So, his ability to present Figure Ground for the Biennial is impressive 

because he does not intent to serve the Whitney any favors as he is holding the Whitney 

accountable as they need to engage in an institutional critique, the evidence is present in 

the adobe architecture.  

The controversy surrounding the 2017 Biennial coupled with the message of 

Figure Ground works well to validate the need for museums to break from the systemic 

traditions, to put in the emotional and physical labor to create actual change. The 

installation does not victimize the lives and experiences of immigrants rather esparza 

presents their strength and survival in a dignified manner. Its pristine white cube’s walls 

do not intimidate the adobe because it reflects esparza’s mindset; the immigrant should 

not be intimated by the museum space. Their existence within the U.S. and within these 
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traditional art spaces is valid and needed. esparza’s ability to see within two cultures has 

demystified the authority and superiority of the white voice and body within the art 

space. He has been able to question the voices and experiences that are given agency and 

space in the white cube while navigating the expectations of the museums and of his 

community. esparza did not root Figure Ground in techniques used by Western masters, 

he looked to his father’s adobe making technique, an immigrant whose experiences 

shaped esparza’s artistic practice. The white walls that once intimidated and caused him 

to feel as an “outsider” because it did not reflect him, nor his community have lost its 

power. esparza has determined the museums power lies within its ability to “define social 

membership, legitimate historical narratives and determine access to cultural 

knowledge”.185  

Whitney Practices after Figure Ground  

 The inclusion of Figure Ground and esparza’s work in 2017 did not prevent the 

Warren B. Kanders controversy that emerged in 2018. The museum lobby was filled with 

smoke from burning sage by demonstrators as “a symbolic action meant to mirror the 

toxic tear gas used on November 25 [2018] against asylum seeks attempting to enter the 

U.S from Mexico”.186 The company Safariland, the company owned by Kanders, 

manufactured the tear gas used by U.S Customs and Border Protection officers against 
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migrant mothers and children at the San Diego- Tijuana Border.187 Considering that 

Figure Ground distinctly speaks to the value of the immigrant experience it is baffling to 

note how the owner of tear gas grenade manufacturing company that sold to U.S Customs 

and Border Protection to use against migrants can serve on the board of the museum. The 

contradictions that lie within this circumstance are jarring. The investment of time, space 

and money for the Figure Ground installation provides the impression that the museum 

cares for the work and messaging esparza provided. esparza appeared in various 

marketing videos for the 2017 Biennial yet for this information to emerge in 2019 means 

that Kanders was on the board at the time when the installation was on view.  

The activist group Decolonize This Place held one of the various demonstrations 

that occurred during this time at the Whitney in efforts to get Kanders removed from the 

Whitney’s board of members. The public outcry that occurred were done in solidarity 

with over 100 museum employees that wrote a letter asking from Kanders removal and 

for the institution to respond via a statement to acknowledge the issue.188 The 

demonstrators brought large banners, instruments, and sage to occupy the museums lobby 

while they read statements and chanted against presence of Kanders on the board. 

Banners read “WHITNEY MUSEUM: NO SPACE FOR PROFITEER OF STATE 

 
187 The company, based in Florida, are manufactures of law enforcement and military 
supplies, including tear gas grenades that were used against migrants at the U.S.-Mexico 
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resigns.html.   
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VIOLENCE” which highlighted the public’s desire for the museum to take accountability 

in the disconnect between the museum’s role in ignoring the contradictions embedded in 

receiving money and artwork donations from an individual who makes a living off state 

violence against immigrants. Museum director Adam Weinberg issued a statement where 

he attempted to create a distance between the role of board members and day to day 

programming of the museum. Trustees and board members may not have direct influence 

over the collection and programming which the public views yet to assume there is a 

disconnect between these two museum entities was a gross misunderstanding of the 

public’s outcry. Ultimately, after many statements and a call from eight artists to be 

removed from the 2019 Biennial, Kanders resigned from the Whitney board of members. 

The controversy surrounding Kanders role with the Whitney began late November 2018, 

yet his resignation did not come until July 2019.  

The circumstances surrounding his departure highlight how the Whitney’s 

position on the issues outside their galleries need to change. The Whitney stood behind 

Kanders and believed that because he does not have authority over the collection and 

museum programming that his presence was not a major concern to address. Prior to his 

resignation the board unanimously reappointed him as vice chairman, yet many members 

were divided and worried about the consequences of keeping and of him departing the 

board.189 It is evident that despite the work done by artists, like esparza, curators, and 

other museum employees that focus on the day-to-day aspects of programming there is 
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more work left to do at the Whitney. Many individuals within the Whitney Museum are 

working hard to fulfill the missions stated on their website, they want inclusive and to 

foster the work of living artists within the U.S, as evident in the inclusion of Figure 

Ground in the 2017 Biennial, but decisions and sentiments exhibited by high level 

museum executives and board members demonstrates that the disconnect should be 

addressed. Not learning nor growing from these incidents might push living artists of 

color to reject working with the Whitney, one of the most progressive museums in the 

U.S. This can cause long-term damaging effects in the way we think of American art 

because now artists are in a position where they are now viewing their presence in the 

collection of a U.S. museums with a more critical lens of the neutral positions’ museums 

might take on critical issues outside of the museum spaces.  

The ability to question assumptions while within the institution itself, especially 

one like the Whitney that has historically played a vital role in the definition of American 

art elevates esparza as a nepantlera. There is power in his awareness and ability to 

navigate these art institutional spaces to provide an alternate definition and representation 

of the immigrant identity. Institutions, critics, scholars, and visitors must be carefulness 

to not dismiss the role which the material and scale of Figure Ground. The work must not 

be reduced ties to his identity without acknowledging the structures and experiences 

within the museum that are being questioned. Various questions are posed by the 

installation’s location, material, and scale; taking the time to unpack these questions will 

reveal that there is a strong ongoing conversation which esparza is engaging in. Taking 

up of space and control of what narrative and how the narratives will be displayed in the 
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traditional art spaces is a powerful intervention that critiques systemic issues that 

museums continue to uphold. Inviting artists of color to exhibit within museums should 

not be the end of the conversation surrounding systemic issues in museums; these 

invitations do not erase past exclusions, nor does it prevent future issues. Giving up space 

and allowing artists like esparza to have freedom to transform the space into what they 

need causes an interesting environment in which institutions can work through difficult 

conversations and ultimately lead to permeant changes in their museum practices.  
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Conclusion 

The analysis of the material nature and social factors of Carne y Arena and Figure 

Ground, as described in this thesis, makes evident the importance of the immigrant 

experience to Iñárritu and esparza in the works they exhibited in 2017. The media each 

selected challenged the established representations of immigrants crossing the U.S.- 

Mexico border, as well as the rhetoric surrounding them. The very presence these two 

installations, one at LACMA and the other at the Whitney, provoked questions by 

journalists, artists and scholars about the historical policies and traditions at these 

institutions with respect to exhibition programming and employment practices related to 

immigration in general, and the Latinx community more specifically.  

Furthermore, I concluded that the concept of nepantla and nepantlera, used as a 

lens to complicate and draw attention to the presentation of the immigrant experience 

within the art installations, does not go far enough with the critique. The site of 

transformation and role of “agents of awakenings”, intermediates between various worlds 

that provide guidance for transformative sites, that I placed onto these works cannot 

reconcile the presence of a grand disconnect between the financial and executive 

decisions and the front of house programming in museums. Instead, Davalos’ “Remix” 

framework highlights the contradictions present that emphasize the disjunction between 

the innerworkings of museums and public exhibitions. The money and support given by 

high level board members and trustees is vital to the livelihood of these art institutions, 

yet this support does not always come from individuals that are participating in fields that 

the public will deem “ethical”.  
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The work published by Decolonize this Place and Change the Museum is proof 

that museums still have not addressed this chasm. The forum that currently exists as a 

result of these Instagram accounts were tools not around during the installation of Carne 

y Arena nor during the 2017 Whitney Biennial but if they were employees from these 

institutions would have engaged with them and shed new light onto these works. The 

treatment and conversations among employees and visitors that occurred around these art 

installations exposes further issues that museums need to change. For example, the 

Whitney protests were in response to nearly one hundred staff members from the 

Whitney who signed a letter to Director Adam Weinberg asking for Kanders to resign 

from the board of trustees.190 Director Weinberg stated that he believed the museum 

served as a site for open discussions about difficult subjects and that “trustees do not hire 

staff, select exhibitions, organize programs or make acquisitions, and staff does not 

appoint or remove board members” yet this response did not satisfy the protesters. 

Kanders reputation was being “art washed” and defended by the Whitney solely because 

they wished to maintain the relationship because of his art endeavors while also 

disregarding the Safariland, company. 191  

Digital tools have been added to the arsenal for employees and they highlight the 

various individuals who work within these spaces who are doing work within the 

institution. This Whitney example also highlights the damaging assumptions that are 

attached the monolithic label of “institutions”. It is essential to acknowledge that the 

 
190 Cascone, “Demonstrators Fill the Whitney Museum-and Burn Sage-to Protest Its Vice 
Chairman's Ties to Tear Gas Manufacturer”. 
191 Ibid.  
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individuals who work within museums, those who select, and design exhibitions may not 

agree nor align themselves with the actions of their institutions. The petitions and 

Instagram posts via Change the Museum demonstrates the presence of these individuals, 

their resistance and dissatisfaction with their employers. This serves as a site within the 

institutional critique that reveals how it is rather difficult to reconcile the issues present 

within art museums because within these problematic structures there are various 

individuals working to dismantle the racist and discriminatory practices. It is essential to 

continue to support these individuals, both internally and externally to help bridge the 

gaps and contradictions present within the art institutions.  

In May of 2019, Michelle Millar Fisher, an assistant curator at the Philadelphia 

Museum of Art, created a Google excel sheet where she and her colleagues began 

documenting and comparing their compensation packages from different institutions. The 

table includes fields for title, starting salary, years of experience, required degrees, 

benefits and other relevant data. The excel sheet, named Arts + All Museum Salary 

Transparency, was publicly available and began circulating through informal networks to 

others employed at museums across the U.S., eventually reaching individuals around the 

world.192 The document provided a degree of transparency about salary and 

 
192 “Art Workers Circulate Public Spreadsheet to Promote Salary Transparency, Reveal 
Pay Gaps,” Art Workers Circulate Public Spreadsheet to Promote Salary Transparency, 
Reveal Pay Gaps - Artforum International, May 31, 2019, 
https://www.artforum.com/news/art-workers-circulate-public-spreadsheet-to-promote-
salary-transparency-reveal-pay-gaps-80010.  
“Arts + All Museums Salary Transparency 2019_View Only,” Google Drive (Google), 
accessed May 28, 2021, 
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/14_cn3afoas7NhKvHWaFKqQGkaZS5rvL6DFx
zGqXQa6o/htmlview?usp=sharing#.  

https://www.artforum.com/news/art-workers-circulate-public-spreadsheet-to-promote-salary-transparency-reveal-pay-gaps-80010
https://www.artforum.com/news/art-workers-circulate-public-spreadsheet-to-promote-salary-transparency-reveal-pay-gaps-80010
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/14_cn3afoas7NhKvHWaFKqQGkaZS5rvL6DFxzGqXQa6o/htmlview?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/14_cn3afoas7NhKvHWaFKqQGkaZS5rvL6DFxzGqXQa6o/htmlview?usp=sharing
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compensation that was not previously available and laid bare the gross inequities in 

salaries and other forms of compensation.193 Considering the sequence of events leading 

to the development of the digital forums, Decolonize this Place in 2016 and then the Arts 

+ All Museum Salary Transparency document in 2019 and finally Change the Museum in 

2020 shows the momentum behind an active conversation surrounding the need for 

permeant tangible change in power structures of art institutions. Activist strategies were 

taken up by individuals when they noticed the institutions were slow to conduct studies 

and take advantage of digital platforms. I then pose the question if the individuals within 

these institutions, those who are working and having the difficult conversations within 

the museum workspaces, are they are nepantleras? As I have stated, nepantla and 

nepantleras, as presented by Anzaldúa and expanded by Davalos, are concepts that 

provide a site for transformation where nepantleras live within as they move forward 

dismantling power structures that oppress.194  

The Art Market  

There are various scholars and curators in the field asking questions that connect 

the issues I have presented in the previous chapters with the art market. Questions on the 

role which galleries and art dealers play in the reconciliation of the racial and diversity 

 
 
193 At the publication of this excel sheet Michelle Millar Fisher was the assistant curator 
of European decorative arts and design at the Philadelphia Museum of Art but she is 
currently at the Museum of Fine Arts Boston. Please see, “About,” Michelle Millar 
Fisher, May 13, 2021, https://michellemillarfisher.com/about/.  
194 Anzaldúa and Keating, Interviews =: Entrevista. 

https://michellemillarfisher.com/about/
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issues that emerge within the art market lie outside the scope of this project, but I wish to 

briefly present an example of the possibilities that lie within this line of questioning.  

The Charlie James Gallery located in Los Angeles’ Chinatown represents many 

contemporary artists who engage with concepts of immigration labor and experiences.195 

One of their artists, Jay Lynn Gomez, cardboard based works deal with the invisibility of 

immigrant labor within Los Angeles.196 Her career provides an interesting case study to 

explore the important role that dealers, art critics, and collectors play in the career 

development of Latinx artists. Even Dávila has noted the consequential roles which 

Charlie James and art critic/writer Lawrence Weschler have played in the commercial 

success of Gomez.197 Gomez’s projects present the invisibility of immigrant labor within 

the Los Angeles landscape via her representations of these individuals.198 199 Her ongoing 

 
195 The gallery was founded by Charles James after he decided to end his twelve-year 
career in telecommunications in Seattle, Washington. James spent various years 
collecting art which gave him connections and an understanding of the inner workings of 
the commercial art gallery market.  
196 Gomez has been represented by the Gallery since 2014. Her main medium of choice is 
discarded cardboard yet well known for her reinterpretation of David Hockney’s 
paintings. Please see, Lawrence Weschler and Cris Scorza, Domestic Scenes: The Art of 
Ramiro Gomez (New York: Abrams, 2016). 
197 Dávila, Latinx Art, 118-119. 
198  Both of her parents immigrated to the United States during the mid and late 1970s and 
quickly began to build a life together for their children in San Bernardino, CA. The lived 
experiences of Gomez’s parents within various hard labor-based jobs influenced the 
appreciation and tendency to present immigrant workers as main subjects in her work. 
Ramiro Gomez Senior worked as a cook, within a nursey and also as a long-haul delivery 
driver while Gomez’s mother, Maria Elena has worked in restaurants, lamp factories and 
many other jobs along this same vein. Please see, Weschler and Scorza, Domestic Scenes, 
10. 
199 The artistic trajectory for Gomez is not the traditional one, as she never earned a 
degree in art. After spending a year at CalArts, she left after feeling disappointed and 
dissatisfied with her experience and went on to work as a live-in nanny for a young 
“industry” family in the Hollywood Hills for two and a half years. Please see, An Artist 
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Magazine series is comprised of advertisement photographs of home interiors commonly 

found inside of magazines. These advertisements often lack the presence of a human 

figure as it would distract from the perfectly composed scene, yet Gomez draws in the 

female housekeeper and maids that are paid to maintain the cleanliness and organization 

of these high-end homes. While Cardboard Cut-Outs series is an ongoing project in 

which Gomez challenges the viewer’s perceptions and experiences of immigrant workers 

by displaying figures cutout in cardboard out in public spaces. Gomez is intentional with 

the placement of the cut outs as she selects settings in which these individuals would 

often work in, let it be a park by the children’s playground, by a hedge a gardener would 

cut, etc.200 “At its heart, [her] work is a means of acknowledgment and documentation—

of [her] own experience, of the overlooked lives around [her], of [her] family’s history, of 

the immigrants who keep Los Angeles running smoothly but whose labor evaporates into 

the smog.”201  

Gomez has been collected by various U.S. museums and her commercial success 

is an example of the value-creating strategy which galleries create for their artists.202 For 

contemporary artists, their galleries are “the main conduit through which artists enter 

 
Perspective ＞ Artist Ramiro Gomez, Https://Www.mcasd.digital/ (Museum of 
Contemporary Art San Diego, 2020), https://www.mcasd.digital/conversations/ramiro-
gomez. 
200 Weschler and Scorza, Domestic Scenes. 
201 Katharine Schwab, “Documenting Los Angeles’s Near-Invisible Workers,” The 
Atlantic, April 20, 2016, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/04/documenting-californias-
hidden-workforce/478989/.  
202 “CHARLIE JAMES GALLERY: Jay Lynn Gomez,” CHARLIE JAMES GALLERY | 
Jay Lynn Gomez, accessed March 1, 2021, https://www.cjamesgallery.com/artist-
detail/ramiro-gomez.  

https://www.mcasd.digital/conversations/ramiro-gomez
https://www.mcasd.digital/conversations/ramiro-gomez
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/04/documenting-californias-hidden-workforce/478989/
https://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/04/documenting-californias-hidden-workforce/478989/
https://www.cjamesgallery.com/artist-detail/ramiro-gomez
https://www.cjamesgallery.com/artist-detail/ramiro-gomez
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museum collections: galleries alert curators to certain works and market them directly to 

museums and other major collections. In turn, museums increasingly work in tandem 

with galleries and commercial circuit, such as by sponsoring trips of patrons and 

“collectors’ circle” visits to galleries.”203 I question if artists and their gallerists should be 

concern with the inner workings of the power structures of an art institution or of a 

collector. Gomez’s work is tied closely with the labor and invisibility of the immigrant 

experience in the U.S. and these individuals holds significant value for her artistic 

process, but it becomes complicated when one considers the various discriminatory issues 

present within the art market. It is necessary to question and analyze how artists, like 

Gomez, reconcile the subject matter with the discriminatory practices within museums 

and galleries that she works with and is collected by. Her experience with these 

institutions is at an individual level where the monolithic aspects of the institutions may 

not overpower the work and power which the employees that she works with hold for her 

and the work.    

The same questions and research I have presented in this paper might help 

contemporary Latinx artists clarify the individuals they wish to interact with their work 

without having to contradict and sacrifice their values for the sake of building 

commercial success and visibility. Anthropologist Dávila states that the presence of white 

art stakeholders within the artistic career of Gomez’s aide in her expedited success, yet I 

question this concern of Latinx artists needing the “endorsement” from these individuals. 

The art market needs more Latinx stakeholders to represent and support Latinx artists as 

 
203 Dávila, Latinx Art, 107. 
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they navigate the myriad contradictions embedded in collecting and display of art. Today 

museums must prioritize hiring and retaining Latinx scholars and curators to work within 

these art institutions to aid in the hard work being done by individuals within art 

institutions because without their increased presence then museums fall short and fail to 

close the gap present in their practices. 
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Figure 3. Jay Lynn Gomez. Mitchell Gold + Bob Williams + Maria. Acrylic on 
magazine. 11 x 8 ½ inches. Courtesy of the artist and Charlie James Gallery, Los 
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Figure 4. Jay Lynn Gomez. "Cardboard cutouts in installation at Grand Central Market, 
Downtown Los Angeles for LAWeekly Artopia event. May 2014." Acrylic on cardboard. 
Courtesy of the artist and Charlie James Gallery, Los Angeles.  
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