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ABSTRACT OF DISSERTATION

Modern Monumentality: Art, Science, and the Making of  Southern Mexico

by

Robert John Kett

Doctor of  Philosophy in Anthropology

University of  California, Irvine

2015

Associate Professor Mei Zhan, Chair

This dissertation project began as a historical ethnography of  Olmec archaeology, interested in 

tracing the development of  a science to study what is often referred to as Mexico’s “mother 

culture” over the course of  the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. However, as research for this 

project continued, it became clear that Olmec archaeology was bound up in a much wider 

modern rediscovery of  the Olmec and the southern Gulf  Coast region where they once built 

their largest settlements. A region that had resisted many previous projects of  foreign 

colonization, the twentieth century witnessed the rapid “discovery,” documentation, and 

exploitation of  not only the the region’s cultural past but also its natural resources, most famously 

the Gulf  Coast’s rich oil deposits but also its biological diversity. The work of  Olmec archaeology 

bore intimate connections to these broader transformations through the sharing of  regional 

knowledge between experts, the exchange of  methods between disciplines, and the material 

proximity of  various projects of  knowledge-making and resource development. The region was 

then a highly trafficked zone where the field practices of  scientists, surveyors, artists, and other 

experts collided to unexpected ends. Through a series of  case studies, this dissertation charts the 

dynamics of  transdisciplinary knowledge on the southern Mexican resource frontier, considering 
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the field as a site where disciplines are simultaneously made and unmade and where knowledge-

making has palpable and unanticipated effects. Holding these various projects simultaneously in 

view—an approach which decenters more traditional disciplinary or developmental histories—

reveals a fraught modernity marked, not by the imposition and failure of  any unified or 

centralized plan, but by a tense ecology of  numerous knowledges of  and visions for the region.
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INTRODUCTION

 My walk through Villahermosa’s Natural History Museum ended in a small, cramped 

room. Outside, a bright sun and thick, humid air hung over the Laguna de las Ilusiones that sits 

at the city’s center and the nearby Parque Olmeca, the city’s main attraction which brings 

together monumental Olmec statuary and animals from across the region. My visit had so far 

taken me through exhibits on the region’s rainforests, its geology and hydrocarbon deposits, its 

ancient human inhabitants, and its other resources—from animal pelts to fish. There, inside the 

dark, quiet space at the end of  my tour, walls and tables were covered by a hodgepodge of  

butterflies and insects pinned in glass cases, floridly embellished certificates issued by organizing 

committees of  Worlds Fairs and the Mexican government, maps and charts, and illustrations of  

birds, insects, and plants. The room was a tribute to José N. Rovirosa, a nineteenth-century 

Tabascan naturalist who has become a cultural hero in Villahermosa, the capital of  the small 

state on Mexico’s southern Gulf  Coast. This collection and Rovirosa’s wide-ranging work offer a 

convenient point of  entry into the questions of  art and science, nature and culture, knowledge 

and development that this dissertation seeks to explore. 

 Local mythologies about Rovirosa debate whether his birth on a ranch in rural Tabasco 

took place in 1848 or 1849, but they all agree that Rovirosa was a precocious scientist who 

showed a childhood love of  botanical fieldwork, a child who would go on to become the first and 

most celebrated scientist to systematically explore this isolated state. Trained as an engineer in the 

nearby state of  Campeche, Rovirosa eventually returned to Tabasco and there had a career that 

extended far beyond the practicalities of  engineering, freely engaging topics in meteorology, 

hydrography, botany, entomology, geography, and cartography. In works like his famous 
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Pteridografía del Sur de México, which offers an exhaustive illustration and classification of  Tabasco’s 

ferns, Rovirosa expresses a desire common to many of  his works—to place Tabasco’s flora, fauna, 

and landscape within a broader, international natural historical classification and discourse; like 

many intellectuals and state experts, natural historians had largely neglected this corner of  

Mexico. In his Pteridografía, Rovirosa describes the intensive labor and discomforts of  fieldwork in 

the Tabascan wilderness to correct this omission. The fieldworker in Tabasco must be prepared

“to tour long distances on foot, to submit himself  to a thousand privations and 
fatigues, to sleep in deserted places, where often ensue dramatic atmospheric 
changes, after spending hours under the scorching sun; to move from a swampy 
terrain to a dry one, from a suffocating atmosphere to a benign temperature; to 
stay for long periods in the forest, where ordinarily live ferocious animals, 
harmful insects and venomous reptiles that continually threaten one’s 
existence...” (1901:65)

Yet despite these complaints, Rovirosa urges the reader not to forget “the advantages of  a 

meditated expedition,” which include the opportunity to acquire a complete understanding of  

the various exemplars of  the Tabascan flora (1901:66). The finely rendered illustrations of  

various fern species in Pteridografía evidence a belief  in the power of  scientific practice to 

overcome the chaos of  the field in the interest of  systematic knowledge. For instance, through 

these painstaking observations and minute attention to variations in Tabasco’s plant population, 

Pteridografía suggests the inadequacy of  reigning European meteorological and botanical theory in 

explaining the dramatic diversity of  the region’s flora. In particular, Rovirosa calls into question 

Alexander von Humboldt’s theory of  altitudinal zonation as a general explanation for shifts in 

plant population, a theory which attributes changes in atmosphere, flora, and fauna to changes in 

altitude. Instead, he offers a sketch of  various landscapes—dry mesas, lagoons, humid mountain 

ranges, Tabascan plains—that are the product of  complex interactions between geography, 

meteorology, and plant life, the distributions of  which, he suggests, might help scientists to 
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determine an organic demarcation between Mexican and Central American natures (1909:6).  

Rovirosa’s message is clear: Tabasco is a space rich in natural diversity, an unexplored wilderness 

that demands examination and rewards the struggles of  the enterprising scientist.

 Months after my tour of  the Natural History Museum, my developing interest in 

Rovirosa’s work took me to the rare books room of  a research library in Washington, DC. Gloves 

on my hands and seated in the book-lined, wood-paneled room, I leafed through an original copy 

of  his Nombres geograficos del estado de Tabasco bound in leather and marbled paper. In this tract, 

Rovirosa assembles another collection—hundreds of  indigenous place names from Tabasco and 

Chiapas, names of  cities, rivers, and mountain ranges that continue his concerted investigation of 

Tabascan nature. Yet here Rovirosa’s geographic concerns combine with cultural and historical 

ones. The lexicon argues that Tabasco also offers a particularly fruitful site for a linguistic 

forensics into indigenous languages, since the region had never been fully incorporated into the 

Spanish empire and had resisted all subsequent attempts at colonization.1 Rovirosa argues what 

would only become clearer with the discovery of  the ancient Olmec civilization decades later: 

Tabasco contains some of  Mexico’s oldest and least explored traces of  the pre-Columbian 

Americas. 

 Yet Rovirosa’s career was not simply about the wide-ranging collection and synthesis of  

data about Tabscan nature and the region’s historical past. He worked at a time when utility and 

profit were increasingly demanded of  Mexican scientific research. The Porfiriato, the thirty-five 

year rule of  dictator Porifirio Díaz in Mexico during which Rovirosa worked, was characterized 

by the fetish of  modernity and the importation of  Euroamerican values and practices under the 

watchwords of  progress and development. Mexico’s “científicos”—scientists, as well as architects, 

urban planners, bureaucrats, and others—were expected to adopt the standards of  the West, 
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connecting Mexico to the modern world through the flow of  knowledge, styles, and modes of  

inquiry. Rovirosa’s efforts to both place the Tabascan wilderness within totalizing European 

classificatory schema and to speak back to dominant scientific theories from the Mexican frontier 

unfolded within the context of  a concurrent desire to open Mexico to the “modern.” In addition 

to this adoption of  international “standards,” Porifirian cientificos were expected to generate 

practical results for the achievement of  progress.2 

 Rovirosa understood the industrial and civic obligations of  the scientist; many of  his 

scientific projects turned into proposals for industrial ones. In his proposal for experiments in 

making paper from local tree species outlined in “El Papel de Jolocín,” for instance, he writes,

“we are far from having enough material to fully appreciate the extent to which 
the development of  agriculture and industry to transform raw materials into 
articles of  immediate consumption is capable of  contributing to the development 
of  this portion of  the country, almost unknown, where a lack of  capital and spirit 
of  enterprise closes the door to every test, every attempt to create a new source of  
development. We have had to await the confluence of  elements necessary for the 
achievement of  what we designate with the words progress, prosperity...” (2006:22)

Rovirosa argues that it is through scientifically enlightened development projects that transform 

the region’s riches—plants becoming paper, oil turned to fuel, the cultural past made into 

national patrimony—that this forgotten corner of  Mexico can enter into a world of  modern 

progress. This applied and visionary science was inspired by an understanding that would fuel 

many future projects in the region: Tabasco’s unexplored natures and cultures could become 

resources—operationalized and exploited to many profitable ends. 

 Rovirosa’s death in 1901 coincided closely with the turn of  the century and with 

accompanying changes in science, or at least in science’s narratives of  its own evolving practice 

(Latour 1993, Lepenies 1976). This period marked the supposed end of  such genre-crossing 

natural historical modes of  inquiry in the face of  the growing dominance of  experimental 
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science, as well as the partitioning of  natural and cultural inquiry and between the growing 

number of  disciplines within these broader field. Yet in Tabasco this natural/cultural, 

intellectual/industrial variety extends beyond that small room at the museum and the varied 

practices of  the nineteenth-century naturalist and antiquarian. Visiting Tabasco and the Gulf  

Coast over the course of  fieldwork, I was struck by the ongoing, intimate proximity of  the human 

and natural sciences, practices of  knowledge and industry. Today, fieldworkers are not subjected 

to Rovirosa’s days on foot but instead occupy the fleets of  rented, white pickup trucks that fill the 

streets of  Villlahermosa and journey daily to the state’s peripheries. The trucks carry 

seismologists, geophysicists, archaeologists, biologists, surveyors, and others, and are emblazoned 

with a dizzying variety of  logos of  multinational corporations and government agencies, from 

Halliburton to CONAGUA.  

 While Rovirosa and his contemporaries dreamed of  a Tabasco subjected to the virtuous, 

rationalizing effects of  scientific inquiry and enlightened development, the region today bears 

more resemblance to the uneven, often violent “resource frontiers” studied by Anna Tsing and 

other anthropologists than the modern utopia envisioned by Porfirian cientificos (2005; see also 

Escobar 2009, Ferry and Limbert 2009, Kosek 2006). Examining the resource frontier as a 

particular manifestation of  global capitalism, Tsing argues that frontiers are “edges where the 

expansive nature of  extraction comes into its own,” an expansion which requires the constitution 

of  human subjects and natural/cultural objects out of  the unpredictable landscapes of  the global 

periphery through exploration, naming, infrastructural and commercial interventions, and often 

generalized violence (2005:27). Tabasco closely mirrors this process. As one commentator puts it, 

the state “has transitioned from the ‘siesta tropical’ to globalization through a violent 
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modernization,” a process that proceeds through a “persistent colonial relation” premised upon 

“a productivist and extractive vision of  local riches” (my translation, Uribe Iniesta 2003:11, 21). 

 This violent modernization has unfolded through the exploration and development of  the 

resources that Rovirosa identified in his pioneering fieldwork in the region. Before the twentieth 

century, Tabascans made their livelihoods primarily through subsistence agriculture, with some 

small industries growing in the state. As one commentator put it in 1872, “Our Tabasco has no 

other life than agriculture” (Ortiz 2009:37). The twentieth century witnessed a dramatic change 

to this scenario with the rapid expansion of  the resource industries that dominate the state’s 

landscapes, labor markets, and finances today. These industries include industrial agriculture and 

ranching centered on cacao and cattle, the harvesting of  hardwoods, and cultural heritage and 

eco- tourisms (Fundar 2012). However, the power and scope of  oil development dwarfs these 

other industries and oil has become “the unifying axis of  social, economic, and cultural 

development in Tabasco” (Ortiz 2009:21). In 2012, Tabasco produced 16% of  the Mexico’s 

crude oil and 28% of  its natural gas (Fundar 2012). Yet, Tabasco remains one of  Mexico’s 

poorest states. Functioning water, electricity,  and sewage remain rare in much of  the region, as 

do education, healthcare, and other services (INAFED 2010).  In addition to this poverty and lack 

of  public services, social and physical violence is common in the region—in the form of  killings, 

forced displacements, and frequent confrontations between residents, the government, and the 

representatives of  extractive industrial interests, fueled by uneven, unstable socialities of  the 

frontier of  the sort that Tsing discusses and that one informant dubbed “el ámbito petrolero.” 

Activists on the Gulf  coast with whom I spoke over the course of  fieldwork lamented corrupt 

officials, mismanaged development, poverty, inequality, violence, and federal neglect, and 

attributed most of  these problems to problematic exploitations of  the region’s resources. 
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 Rovirosa’s work usefully condenses many of  the concerns that this dissertation follows in 

examining the twentieth and twenty-first century constitution of  this southern Mexican resource 

frontier—connecting various kinds of  knowledge-making about the region’s natures and cultures 

and their subsequent transformation into resources. This project follows a wide range of  

knowledge-making practices as they generate information from the region and its natural and 

cultural materials, underlining the implication of  these knowledge-making practices in the 

transformation of  the region through resource development. I argue that Tabasco’s present 

situation can only be understood through an examination of  the connections between a number 

of  interconnected intellectual field practices whose findings have substantially contributed to 

subsequent state, international, and industrial interventions in the region. Tracking the work of  

archaeologists, oil scientists, biologists, and artists, I argue that it is critical to understand how 

these various actors come to understand the region, how these attempts at knowledge-making are 

coincident and connected, and how they support subsequent attempts to incorporate and develop 

the region. While these projects now inhabit separate institutional and disciplinary spheres and 

the histories of  their interconnection are most often suppressed, the region stands as a material 

and historical witness to their ongoing interaction. Any understanding of  the region’s current 

condition requires the reconstitution of  the relations between Tabasco’s various materials and the 

project’s that have studied and transformed them. Understanding the intellectual networks which 

have remade southern Mexico can also reframe our understanding of  modern knowledge, 

revealing transdisciplinary engagements which underline the persistence of  the kind of  

expansive, regional knowledge-making practiced by Rovirosa long after the “death” of  natural 

history and the partitioning of  modern disciplines, a discovery which undermines common 

understandings of  the autonomy of  disciplinary knowledge-making practices both within 
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disciplines themselves and common historiographies. This dissertation then examines how 

purportedly distinct projects have had dramatic and interconnected impacts on the region, and 

suggests methods for tracking and explaining similarly circuitous histories.

Transformative knowledge and ecological inquiry

“The tree imposes the verb ‘to be,’ but the fabric of  the rhizome is the conjunction, ‘and...and...and...’ ... Between 
things does not designate a localizable relation going from one thing to the other and back again, but a perpendicular 
direction, a transversal movement that sweeps one and the other away, a stream without beginning or end that 
undermines its banks and picks up speed in the middle.”
       —Deleuze and Guattari (1987:25)

“The ecological thought is the thinking of  interconnectedness. The ecological thought is a thought about ecology, 
but also a thinking that is ecological.” 
       —Timothy Morton (2010:7)

While intellectual activity is often expressed through extremely parochial disciplinary contexts 

and conventions, the implications of  knowledge-making for the contexts where it unfolds can be 

profound. As has been increasingly acknowledged in anthropology, science and technology 

studies, the history of  science, and elsewhere, ways of  studying the world imply understandings of 

the nature of  the world, as well as ways of  making and being in it (e.g. Helmreich 2009, Ingold 

2011, Zhan 2010). As may of  these authors argue, fieldworkers create context more than they 

encounter it, constituting objects and actors, foregrounding some and backgrounding others, 

determining relations between these terms, and developing various means of  classifying them. In 

Tabasco, intellectuals including archaeologists, biologists, and oil scientists, as well as an 

unexpected variety of  artists with whom their work has intersected, have enacted new ways of  

understanding Tabasco. Through exploratory surveys, excavations, mappings, and other 

investigatory and documentary practices, these activities have served to constitute the region and 

its resources. As Tim Choy has noted, such constitution is hardly self-evident and requires a great 

deal of  physical and intellectual labor: “the relations among and between different forms of  life 
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are not simply ‘out there’ to be discovered, nor are their spatial and temporal scales self-evident. 

They all must be posited and established through scientific (ecological) research” (2011:12). 

 While a substantial literature examines how various sciences understand and attempt to 

constitute the world, this dissertation examines how numerous ways of  understanding the Gulf  

Coast have interacted with one another, and in so doing contributed significantly to making the 

region what it is today. Tim Ingold notes how disciplinary fields of  inquiry often overflow their 

bounds once we pay proper attention to the ways in which knowledge is “not documentary but 

transformational,” a way of  making and being in the world rather than merely understanding it 

(2013:13). In place of  “a territorial surface segmented into domains or fields of  study,” knowledge-

making as it unfolds in practice is much more often characterized by shared interests, practices, 

metaphors, or sites. For Ingold, as for the cases examined in this dissertation, the activities of  

artists, scientists, and other experts are connected through the very basic fact that they all engage 

with the world and its materials and (consciously or not) perform a transformative role in the 

contexts where they work. In place of  disciplinary practices and histories, Ingold argues for an 

understanding of  knowledge-making attentive to “lines of  interest,” lines that come together in 

unexpected ways and which follow itineraries that bring knowledge into immediate, 

transformational contact with the worlds it encounters (2013:12). 

 Often, the cases of  interdisciplinary intellectual activity examined here serve to 

demonstrate epistemological, coincidental, and dispositional continuities across otherwise 

separate domains of  inquiry and action: oil geologists and archaeologists both look to the earth’s 

layers in search of  discoveries; biologists and oil men board the same plane bound for the remote 

jungle; artists and scientists recruit similar tools for constituting the site and its relation to history. 

Yet they can also illustrate conflicts; when knowledge contributes to resource projects, cultural 
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heritage, oil exploitation, and ecological conservation often present mutually exclusive 

possibilities. These projects then constitute a fraught epistemic and developmental ecology, to 

which this dissertation attempts to respond with adequately ecological methods and analysis. As 

Timothy Morton notes in the epigraph above, thinking ecologically about such entanglement is a 

means of  the “thinking of  interconnectedness” (2010:7).

 Marilyn Strathern has examined the various circumstances that can call such 

interdisciplinary activity into being —innovative research projects, crises of  various kinds, or new 

intellectual or geographic territories that demand concerted and collaborative attempts at 

understanding. Strathern calls for further anthropological histories of  such interdisciplinary 

emergence, arguing that “the notion that knowledge travels (across locations)” is an invitation “to 

reconstruct communities in its wake, tracing connections after the fact” (2004:15). While 

Strathern stresses the growing importance of  interdisciplinary formations, she reiterates their 

ultimate ambiguity. Interdisciplinarity, she argues, cannot be defined by any single relation. 

Provincial interests do not disappear in interdisciplinary formations; connections between various 

modes of  knowledge-making can be both figurative (a shared metaphor) and literal (a fieldwork 

collaboration); and disciplines are almost always of  unexpected use to one another (2004). 

 As much is echoed in Timothy Choy’s analysis of  environmental and political knowledge 

in Hong Kong. He develops the term “ecologies of  comparison” to denote a burgeoning concern 

with ecology and environmentalism in political and scientific debate in Hong Kong, but more 

importantly to signal the interrelated intellectual practices that attempt to define and manage an 

“emergent web of  relationships among constitutive and constituting parts” that make up the 

island’s political and natural ecologies (2011). As he argues, various forms of  scientific and 

political knowledge-making are inevitably bound up in one another, though the relations between 

10



these projects can take on many forms—whether “a discursive resonance,” “an epistemological 

tendency,” or “a provocative analogy” (2011:15). Choy’s mode of  ecological analysis then 

acknowledges the vital connections between knowledge-making projects that constitute objects 

and regions, without reducing their complexity or attempting to reductively define the nature of  

their relatedness.

 Similar to the case of  Choy’s Hong Kong, what holds the knowledge-making projects 

examined here together is not always a shared object of  investigation but rather a shared context, 

a suite of  sites for the creation, study, collection, and extraction of  objects and information. This 

geographic coincidence itself  invites historical explanation. As the chapters in this dissertation 

demonstrate, the Gulf  coast has quickly come to matter to a wide range of  intellectuals from 

Mexico and the United States in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. As will become clearer 

over the course of  these chapters, the arrival of  these knowledge-making practices in southern 

Mexico can be closely connected to histories of  international private development and the 

region’s gradual incorporation into the post-Revolutionary Mexican state. 

 A range of  scholars have contributed classic analyses of  how a variety of  forms of  

knowledge contribute to such scientific, economic, and political incorporation of  new territories. 

Indeed it is the examination of  European imperialisms of  the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries that has offered some of  the most interesting tools for considering the political 

implications of  knowledge-making across a wide range of  disciplines. Bernard Cohn has shown 

how an array of  “investigative modalities”—history, museography, the survey, and other 

scientific/administrative practices—were central to the constitution of  British India and the 

imperial subject (1996). Similarly, Marie Louise Prat demonstrates how practices of  travel and 

science, through their associated representational genres, effected a sense of  familiarity and 
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mastery—a “planetary consciousness”—that constituted a powerful tool of  imperial expansion in 

the “contact zone” (1992). More recently, Helen Tilley has offered a sweeping analysis of  how 

colonial British Africa was constituted through the concerted development of  new kinds of  

interdisciplinary knowledge-making to document and manage new territories (2011). All of  these 

authors argue that such informational practices render new frontiers legible and subject to 

exploitation and control, all through the purportedly benign figure of  the intellectual traveler. As 

Tilley argues, however, such imperial knowledge is consistently characterized by a fundamental 

tension between attempts to constitute rational and closed systems of  knowledge and efforts to 

develop new modes of  interdisciplinary knowledge-making in response to the heterogenous 

problems posed by colonialism (2011:21).3 Tilley argues for an ecological analysis to parallel the 

ecological collaborations evident in the history of  imperial knowledge-making. Tracing the 

unexpected connections forged between various modes of  intellectual practice in the colonial 

field offers a means of  understanding the incomplete, often contradictory nature of  imperial 

knowledge (2011:25). 

 An examination of  such interdisciplinary, imperial knowledge in twentieth and twenty-

first century Mexico raises a number of  new questions about collaborative intellectual practices 

and their relation to (post)colonial exploration and development. A large and sophisticated 

literature has grappled with the world-making powers of  science in the New World, from 

Columbian expeditions to the beginnings of  Latin American nation states (e.g. Barrera-Osorio 

2006, Bleichmar et al 2009, Cañizares-Esguerra 2006, Pagden 1993, Saldaña 2006). This critical 

attention to knowledge-making as a practice of  world-making has inspired a growing literature 

which focuses on such processes in periods after the turn of  the century and, in the case of  

Mexico, the rise of  the post-Revolutionary state (e.g. Craib 2004, Lopez 2010, Wakild 2011). The 
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cases of  transnational knowledge-making on the Mexican resource frontier by Mexican and 

American intellectuals examined here illustrate the persistence of  a mode of  imperial knowledge-

making familiar from historical accounts of  earlier periods in Latin American history, though 

now involving new kinds of  objects and actors.4 It is this modern documentary and imperial 

disposition—characterized by acts of  exploration, collection, extraction, and development—that 

constitutes the connective thread between the diverse cases this project examines. 

 While the various projects examined in the chapters that follow could all merit their 

own exclusive studies, this dissertation, inspired by the scholarship discussed above, is centered 

on the argument that we need many more analyses that move across traditional disciplines and 

objects of  analysis. Thinking across these intellectual projects in southern Mexico provides a 

number of  insights. First, considering various knowledge-making projects in tandem offers a 

useful means of  rendering their shared historical contexts more explicit, both in terms of  their 

politicohistorical situation and in terms of  the historical epistemes which condition knowledge-

making (Foucault 1970). When similar patterns of  political motivations or intellectual 

historical tendencies appear in multiple places they are easier to perceive. However, I also 

argue that an analysis that attempts to keep multiple intellectual projects simultaneously in 

view captures something about the reality of  knowledge and development in southern Mexico 

absent from accounts dedicated to traditional histories of  more well-defined domains. These 

knowledge-making projects, at least in their earliest stages, are mutually generative, as 

evidenced in the power of  unexpected, interdisciplinary networks to propel new work in a 

variety of  intellectual domains. While the projects that early explorations in the region 

spawned may now stand separately and often in antagonistic relation to one another, their 

historical connections point to the power of  intellectual activity as an engine of  exploration, 
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territorial incorporation, and development. This may be one of  the ultimate ironies of  these 

various intellectual efforts at documentation and control. Even as they sought to survey, order, 

and claim the southern Mexican frontier as a space of  unique interest to their own disciplines 

(and their related industries), more often than not they managed to spur others’ interest in the 

region, a dynamic that has significantly contributed to the frictions between a number of  

dreams for the Tabascan frontier and its resources.

Plan of  the dissertation

Each of  the following chapters charts an associative path between various intellectual and 

industrial projects in southern Mexico in an effort to retrace the relations between materials, 

fieldworkers, and development that I argue have been critical in the making of  modern southern 

Mexico. 

 Chapter 1 examines the early work of  U.S. archaeologists to investigate the ancient 

Olmec, Mesoamerica’s “oldest civilization” then recently rediscovered on the southern Mexican 

coast. The first modern Olmec archaeological excavations conducted by Matthew Stirling of  the 

Smithsonian Institution in the 1930s and 40s were the site for a range of  collecting activities. In 

addition to romantic unearthings of  monuments and systematic studies of  stratigraphies and 

ceramic sequences, Smithsonian ornithologists accompanied these excavations to collect 

specimens from an underexplored region. Through numerous, lavishly illustrated publications in 

National Geographic magazine, these scientists would introduce Olman to wider scientific and 

public audiences. I explore this history to understand the collaborative attempts of  these scientists 

to make sense of  a new landscape and its associated cultures, even as they documented the 

Olmec and Olman’s fauna. These collaborations constitute an important interdisciplinary 

encounter easily silenced by traditional modes of  disciplinary history and archival and collections 
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architectures. They underline the need for an ecological attention to the ways in which 

disciplinary knowledge-making practices interact in the context of  field research, an argument 

that I extend in suggesting an ecological method of  working across various museum and archival 

collections.

 Chapter 2 considers a similarly diverse set of  projects in southern Mexico, examining a 

number of  Pan-American itineraries in the region and their power as a means of  incorporating 

southern Mexico into transnational modes of  artistic and scientific inquiry and the industrial 

development of  the post-Revolutionary Mexican state. I am here concerned with documenting a 

particular modernist fascination with the union of  the methods of  art and science as a means of  

overcoming persistent barriers to knowledge and development, an approach reflected in the work 

of  Mexican artist, collector, and amateur archaeologist Miguel Covarruibas and his drawings of  

ancient Olmec artifacts from southern Mexico and his pseudo-ethnographic travelogue Mexico 

South. Through these works and others like them, modern knowledge could achieve new kinds of  

synthesis and this “forgotten, fascinating region, unknown even to most Mexicans,” could be 

“opened to a more general use” through a “wisely conducted colonization” (Covarrubias 1946). 

While Covarrubias and others framed the paired power of  art and science in utopian terms, the 

knowledge of  the region that this epistemological union served to generate was enlisted in the 

interest of  modern development projects that have since transformed the region into a fraught 

resource frontier. The ambiguous implications of  Covarrubias’ work are revealed though a 

comparison with a series of  contemporary publications—the itineraries of  the PEMEX Travel 

Club and the reflections of  Matthew Stirling’s wife Marion on her efforts at “jungle 

housekeeping” in southern Mexico. These materials demonstrate the coincidence of  projects of  

“artistic” and “scientific” development in the region— the simultaneous development of  the 
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petroleum industry in southern Mexico and of  Olmec archaeological sites as tourist destinations, 

but they also demonstrate the importance of  the Pan-American traveler as a powerful witness to 

and agent of  frontier modernity. Through this comparison, Covarrubias’ line drawings and 

ethnographic travelogues take on new significance as powerful tools of  epistemological control 

and colonial incorporation, tools useful to both the Mexican state and the growing number of  

international actors operating in the region.

 While mid-century knowledge and development projects of  the sort examined in Chapter 

2 projected a utopian future in which the southern Mexican frontier would flourish under the 

wisdom of  enlightened colonization, Chapter 3 traces the fraught collisions between various 

attempts to develop the region and the complicated ecology of  dreams for the region that they 

have generated. The chapter offers a history of  Villa la Venta, Tabasco, a village established in 

the late nineteenth century that has become recognized as an important site for oil extraction and 

as an ancient Olmec archaeological center. Before these projects of  petrochemical and heritage 

development, however, Villa la Venta had been seen as a promising place for Mexicans in search 

of  land of  their own. The chapter narrates various territorial struggles between archaeologists, oil 

interests, and local residents over the past century, documenting the displacement of  the local 

community as land has been reconstituted as oil concessions or protected heritage sites through 

legal claims and scientific surveys. This history of  Villa la Venta underlines the tensions and 

contradictions between a number of  national projects in Mexico—a nationalism premised upon 

the exploration and documentation of  the pre-Columbian past, an economic development 

through petrochemical extraction and neoliberal reform, and a post-Revolutionary promise of  

land for Mexico’s citizens.
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 Chapter 4 pays more detailed attention to another vision of  La Venta, that of  U.S. 

archaeologist Robert Heizer. The chapter traces Heizer’s development of  a suite of  technological 

methods for rapidly documenting the site of  La Venta, inspired by Cold War technoscience and a 

desire to avoid extended contact with an increasingly fraught political context at Villa la Venta. 

The powers of  Cold War technoscience promised archaeologists both the ability to escape the 

contemporary context of  the site and the power of  total documentation. The chapter goes on to 

examine the reappearance of  these methods of  modern context creation in the work of  Robert 

Heizer’s son, land artist Michael Heizer. While Robert Heizer is well known as a methodological 

and technological innovator in Cold War archaeological practice, Michael Heizer is a prominent 

figure in an art movement highly critical of  modern forms of  knowledge and experience. 

Looking past this apparent disjuncture, I examine the unexpected continuities in both men’s 

methods of  context creation, as evidenced in the use of  methods developed in the study  of  La 

Venta in the creation of  Michael Heizer’s massive earthworks inspired by ancient societies. 

Gathering these shared methods of  context creation under the concept of  “modern 

monumentality,” I argue that both men’s embrace of  Cold War technoscience facilitated 

totalizing projects that elide the complications of  the modern and ancient worlds. 

 My final chapter is the result of  ethnographic fieldwork with oil scientists, community 

activists in Villahermosa and Villa la Venta, and biologists concerned with documenting oil’s 

effects on local environments in southern Mexico. Examining how each of  these actors gather 

and analyze information about oil, I argue that an attention to the information practices through 

which these actors come to understand oil and its impacts can illuminate the particular standards 

of  evidence and truth that undergird these perspectives and explain why these beliefs are so 

strongly held in the face of  conflicting modes of  understanding. I further argue that an attention 
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to these practices and an acknowledgement of  their specificities is the first step in devising more 

democratic means of  determining the futures of  oil in Mexico, a conversation made even more 

urgent by recent national reforms to Mexican oil policy. Considering this multiplicity in light of  

recent anthropological considerations of  cosmological and ontological variety, I examine how not 

all knowledge of  oil is equal and suggest the continued need for anthropological attempts at 

provincializing and bridging various modes of  knowledge in the interest of  more democratic 

conversations about the development of  regions like southern Mexico.

	 Together, these chapters offer partial accounts of  a number of  intellectual and 

development practices on the Gulf  coast. This dissertation may disappoint those seeking a 

complete history of  any single one of  the projects I examine. However, as I argue above, such 

discipline- and domain-crossing histories of  knowledge and practice present both a critical 

challenge to traditional historical and ethnographic methods of  study and, perhaps more 

urgently, demand further consideration for their unexpected and powerful effects in places like 

southern Mexico. 
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1 For more on these early attempts at colonization of  Tabasco, see, for example, Cabrera Bernat 2011 and 
Charpenne 1836. The image of  Tabasco as a savage wilderness and neglected backwater persisted into 
the twentieth century. Graham Greene’s The Power and the Glory (2003), for instance, tracks the movement 
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3 See also Richards 1993 and Stoler 2009. 
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CHAPTER 1
Ornithologists in Olman: 

Epistemological Ecologies in the Field and the Museum

The so-called “Olmec Problem” became the subject of  heated debate in the 1930s and 1940s. 

For several decades, strange objects had been surfacing in Mexico and in collections abroad, 

objects that fit uneasily in existing taxonomies of  pre-Columbian cultures. They inspired wonder 

in their viewers and admiration for their makers, manifesting an ability with materials, an 

attention to form, and a handling of  line and volume that impressed and fascinated modernist 

artists, archaeologists, and others (Pool 2007). As Matthew Stirling admitted at a 1967 

conference, “[T]he bait that hooked me into a career of  Olmec research was a small blue jade 

mask in the Berlin museum. . . .  I think all of  us felt that it must have a taken a remarkable 

culture to produce art objects with such a powerful effect and that something should be done to 

find out more about it” (1968:1). 

 While many of  these objects surfaced in private collections with dubious provenience, it 

became clear that most of  them came from the jungles and Gulf  coast lowlands of  Tabasco and 

Veracruz, an area that had been relatively devoid of  archaeological interest. In Aztec times, the 

region had been called Olman, the land of  rubber, a name that began to stick to the area’s ancient 

inhabitants.1 

 The emergent Olmec constituted both a source of  fascination and a challenge to 

archaeologists. It became clear that both the Olmec and southern Mexico itself  required 

exploration and scientific explanation. As Stirling’s reflections suggest, aesthetic wonder quickly 

gave way to determination; a pressing need arose to determine the Olmec’s age, the extent of  

their civilization, and its relation to the Maya and other pre-Columbian cultures. Archaeologists 

20



worked quickly and, in 1942, Alfonso Caso declared that the Olmec were Mesoamerica’s cultura 

madre, or mother culture, the first civilization from which all subsequent ones had grown (Caso 

1942). While many of  the details of  the cultura madre claim have since been disputed,2 these 

archaeologists had nevertheless firmly established the Olmec as an extremely old and extremely 

important people. 

 While Caso’s claim sparked intense debate among Mexican archaeologists about the 

origins of  Mesoamerican civilization and by extension the pre-Columbian heritage of  the 

Mexican nation, much of  the evidence he recruited to support his claim came from a series of  

excavations conducted by U.S. archaeologists in the 1930s and 1940s. Overseen by Stirling, then 

director of  the Bureau of  American Ethnology, and funded by the Smithsonian Institution and 

the National Geographic Society, these excavations were the first to concertedly explore several 

important sites in the Olmec heartland. This chapter traces these early efforts to discover, but also 

to constitute, the Olmec as a civilization and an object of  scientific and aesthetic investigation. 

The Olmec were not necessarily the anticipated focus of  Stirling’s digs. Some early theories saw 

the sites as early centers of  an emergent Maya culture or as predecessors to mound building 

civilizations on the Mississippi. The archaeological culture of  the Olmec was then produced 

through these excavations, the materials they collected, and the theories they engendered. 

 Through the course of  the excavations, a diverse group of  actors deployed a variety of  

techniques to generate scientific objects from the materials—both human-made and natural, 

living and ancient—that they “discovered” in the jungles of  southern Mexico. The digs served as 

a locus for various kinds of  professionals, all of  whom had different interests in southern Mexico 

and different ways of  making sense of  this new landscape.3 In this chapter, I examine the 

intersection of  the work of  ornithological collectors and distinct modes of  archaeological 
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knowledge-making surrounding Smithsonian excavations of  Olmec sites in the 1930s and 40s. 

Rather than separately considering the work of  ethnologists, archaeologists, and biologists, I 

argue that a recognition of  a more general epistemic ecology that arose in southern Mexico at 

mid-century can afford a view of  how seemingly unrelated intellectual activities can inspire and 

support one another.4 Understanding this epistemic ecology requires two kinds of  attention: first, 

to the techniques through which field scientists of  various disciplines render the sites of  their 

investigation comprehensible and generate scientific objects from them; and second, to the ways 

in which various scientific disciplines (and the collections they create) enter into ecological 

relations of  connection, conversation, and influence difficult to explain through traditional 

intellectual history as scientists build collections and encounter new places over the course of  

fieldwork. In the case of  the early investigations in Olman described here, stratigraphic 

sequencing, modernist aesthetics, and Linnaean taxonomy collaboratively defined the region 

through the generation of  a range of  scientific objects. As Hugh Raffles argues, “[I]t is partly 

through such overlapping projects that space . . . becomes configured and visible” (2008:524). 

Through intellectual labor, Raffles contends, a region rises “from a map of  largely homogenous 

space and rapidly [gains] substance and definition, above all through the sheer piling up of  

natural history materiality” (2008:514). 

This is a story, then, of  material intimacies and intellectual engagements with a variety of  

materials that fueled and justified academic interest in southern Mexico and precipitated 

meaningful and persistent impressions of  the region. By looking at a series of  related collecting 

practices in tandem, we can see these activities less as discrete projects that contribute to separate 

disciplinary enterprises, and more as active and mutually constitutive scientific practices that 
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together generate meaningful conceptions of  the southern Mexican landscape and its 

inhabitants, both human and nonhuman. 

This chapter will relate three stories about the gathering of  scientific objects from the 

region and the visions of  Olmec country that they inspired, by tracking the constitution of  

ancient monuments, stratigraphic layers, and bird specimens in the work of  three scientists. As I 

will argue, all of  these ways of  knowing contributed to one another and to popular and scientific 

imaginings of  the Olmec and southern Mexico.

 In addition to illuminating the various knowledge-making practices through which 

southern Mexico has emerged to scientific and public understanding, this history also 

demonstrates the multidisciplinary histories that often lie latent within archival and museum 

collections. Research for this chapter was conducted during the Smithsonian Summer Institute in 

Museum Anthropology (SIMA), which provided an opportunity to investigate various corners of  

the National Museum of  Natural History’s collections, and revealed the ways in which collections 

architectures can serve to obscure information as much as furnish it, especially when this 

information lives between the traditional parameters of  well-established disciplines. However, in 

thinking across these scattered materials and reanimating the ecological relations of  disciplines, 

objects, and landscapes in the field, we can learn much about scientific collaboration, collections 

architectures, and the value of  creative collections research as a means of  reconstructing 

submerged intellectual histories. Often, this dormant information reveals shared challenges faced 

by a variety of  field sciences, including common attempts to understand new people and places 

and the different ways in which the biographies of  individual collectors and the intellectual 

preoccupations they share inflect this process. These stories constitute a call for attention to the 

23



unexpected collaborations and material coincidences that fuel knowledge making as much as any 

disciplinary agenda—an argument that will be elaborated below.  

Jungle encounters 

	 The wonder Matthew Stirling experienced upon viewing the Berlin jade mask described 

above did not leave him as he traveled south to the Olmec heartland. His interest had been 

piqued by the fascinating objects he had uncovered and the few romantic accounts of  the Olmec 

then in circulation (see Melgar 1869 and 1871, Seler-Sachs 1922, Weyerstall 1932).5 Now Stirling 

was confronted with the materiality and the spectacle of  the southern Mexican landscape. 

Narrating his first encounter with the colossal heads of  Tres Zapotes, he invoked the heroic 

tropes of  imperial travel writing: "I sought the great stone head that had disappointed jungle 

treasure seekers so long ago. I swung onto a horse and jogged for eight jolting hours along a small 

tributary of  the Papaloapan River to Hueypapa. Within a mile of  the village of  Tres Zapotes the 

weather-blackened head came into view, buried to its forehead in a plaza formed by four mounds. 

Brushing stubborn earth from its face, I saw for the first time its grim, sullen 

expression" (1955:217). 

 This first romantic encounter initiated a long series of  such struggles with the landscape. 

Before excavation could begin each season, the explorers had first to establish themselves in the 

region. This meant recruiting local crews to clear camps of  vegetation and construct thatched 

houses out of  the raw materials of  the surrounding forests in an attempt to domesticate the area 

in keeping with modern U.S. styles of  living. Aided by local women, Stirling’s wife and 

archaeological collaborator, Marion Stirling, made beds and set tables in a further effort to carve 

a domestic space out of  a wild landscape.6 This preliminary work accomplished, Stirling and his 

local crews spent the subsequent months going on reconnaissance missions with the help of  local 
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guides, searching across the surface and down into the depths of  the landscape, and pulling the 

stone monuments they found out of  sticky clay and dense jungle. Images from the excavations 

show the exhausting labor that this entailed for local men, with machetes, mahogany props, 

pulley systems, and brute force all enlisted to recover the monuments from the landscape’s grasp. 

As Stirling admits, the nature of  these rapid excavations usually prevented the establishment of  

any meaningful connection between the monuments and the sites’ stratigraphic sequences (1943: 

30). However, this was in many ways beside the point, since the initial goal of  these explorations 

was to satisfy a more romantic fascination with the impressive objects that had generated so much 

curiosity about the region. 

 The nature of  these excavations might be explained by Stirling’s own background. While 

Stirling had long been interested in ancient cultures and archaeological materials, his education 

was in cultural anthropology and his most extensive experience had been as a member of  a 

number of  brief  archaeological reconnaissance trips in North America and as head of  several 

ethnological collecting expeditions, including to Ecuador and Papua New Guinea. At the same 

time that he was writing up his archaeological finds, Stirling was also publishing on various 

Native American (material) cultures in the pages of  National Geographic magazine (Fleming n.d.). 

This ethnological entry to archaeology, while quite common in the period preceding the 

discipline’s professional consolidation later in the twentieth century, helps explain his preference 

for arresting objects and local color.

 Stirling’s preoccupations contributed to an image of  the local landscapes surrounding the 

sites as something to be combatted—but also as places that yielded wonders. His book Stone 

Monuments of  Southern Mexico reads as an annotated catalogue of  these massive finds. As the 

volume’s title suggests, the description of  other aspects of  the sites—such as ceramic sequences, 
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figurine sequences, and stratigraphies—was left to other authors. To make the centrality of  the 

monumental particularly clear, Stirling repeatedly refers to the Olmec as “the stela cult,” among 

other names, stressing the importance of  monumental objects not only to the work of  

archaeologists and explorers but also to inhabitants of  the ancient world (1943:3).  Beyond 

finding the monuments to be aesthetically arresting, he also believed they could yield important 

information: "Although the art styles employed and the nature of  the monuments differ 

considerably . . . it seems evident that a certain interrelationship exists, an understanding of  

which should cast considerable light on chronologies and pre-Columbian cultural 

exchanges" (1943:1). Individual monuments were then at the center of  Stirling’s archaeological 

arguments, which sought to clearly define the Olmec as a new Mesoamerican civilization by 

establishing chronologies and determining whether and how the Olmec were related to the 

region’s other archaeological cultures.  

 A particularly striking example of  this mode of  argument through objects was the 

treatment of  the biggest find of  Stirling’s first season at the site of  Tres Zapotes. In January of  

1939, the crew unearthed the middle section of  a broken, eroded basalt stela bearing a bar and 

dot date in the Maya style. After some debate, it was determined to yield a date of  291 BC, the 

earliest known at the time.7 As Stirling excitedly declared in one published account, the find, now 

named Stela C, was “the Rosetta stone of  Middle American archaeology” (1940). National 

Geographic photographer Richard Stewart was there to exhaustively document the stela’s 

unearthing and its beautiful result. In a final image—a luridly painted glamour shot of  the stela, 

staged once excavations had been completed—the landscape disappears in favor of  green folded 

paper, magenta fabric, and dramatic lighting that set the stela off  as a wondrous find. Stela C 

dominated all accounts of  the digs that season, providing an icon for the excavations that pointed 

26



to the Olmec’s great antiquity, fueled public interest, and underlined the need for further 

exploration in the region. 

 Stirling’s struggle against the jungle and Stewart’s dramatic staging of  Stela C resonate 

with a practice vital to archaeology: bringing objects out of  the ground. As Patricia McAnany 

and Ian Hodder have noted, this object-centric ideology has long dominated archaeology and 

bears a number of  embedded epistemological and ontological assumptions. The past is 

represented through discrete things that can be properly separated from their physical, natural, 

and social surroundings (2009).8 As they note, for much of  archaeology prior to recent critical 

reconsiderations of  stratigraphic techniques, “the objects within strata—in earlier times, the 

temporally sensitive artefacts—were the subject of  study rather than deposit shapes and 

interfaces” (2009:5). In Stirling’s practice, this prioritization of  archaeological objects could often 

extend to a disregard for strata entirely; they became even less than “neutral ‘containers’ of  

temporally sensitive artefacts” and the ground became merely an obstacle to be overcome in the 

unearthing of  artifacts (2009:5). 

 In The Psychoanalysis of  Fire, Gaston Bachelard critiques the kind of  scientific fascination 

with objects demonstrated in Stirling’s zealous unearthing of  monuments, by analyzing the 

various reveries inspired by encounters with and thoughts about fire. He argues that an obsession 

with fire as an object of  thought allows for the entry of  poetic, sexual, and unconscious values 

that serve as “epistemological obstacles” to scientific investigation (1964:59). For Bachelard, such 

wondrous objects and the explanations they inspire corrupt the scientific process, causing would-

be scientists to “call upon all their own passions to explain” the object of  their inquiry (1964:98). 

He instead recommends repression, abstraction, and objective critique as methods for breaking 

with wondrous objects and overcoming their pernicious influence in scientific knowledge-making. 
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 In discussing such phenomenological deceptions and prescientific errors, these authors 

dedicate less space to the discussion of  the simultaneously generative nature of  wondrous 

encounters with objects. In the case of  these early Olmec digs, Stirling and his crews successfully 

disentangled many of  the monuments and precious objects that would circulate as icons of  the 

Olmec for decades to come. Stirling’s fascination with these monuments not only satisfied a 

personal aesthetic curiosity, but also fueled public and intellectual interest in the sites of  Veracruz 

and Tabasco. His annual articles on the excavations in the pages of  National Geographic summarize 

particularly monumental and arresting finds, but also dedicate extensive space to reflections on 

the natures, peoples, and traditions of  the region. Less about archaeological theorizing, the 

articles instead attempt to communicate a sense of  place and the archaeologist’s excitement and 

experience as an explorer in unfamiliar territory. Stirling’s writings pair the folkloric and 

picturesque with wondrous images of  monuments to articulate an evocative, romantic view of  

the region and its inhabitants, past and present.

 As Kaushik Sunder Rajan has argued for the very different scientific context of  genomic 

research, the generation of  “vision and hype” is often vital to the perpetuation of  scientific 

practices that are inherently speculative—a term that can most certainly be used to describe 

archaeological explorations of  the sort Stirling was conducting (Sunder Rajan 2006). Scientific 

futures, Sunder Rajan argues, are often necessarily enabled through decidedly “nonscientific” 

means in the present (2006:134). In unearthing such wondrous signs of  the past, Stirling 

simultaneously guaranteed the future of  his own explorations in southern Mexico as well as those 

of  others.9

 This process of  archaeological object-making produced that which it combatted, 

contributing to a popular vision of  the southern Mexican landscape as a wild, yet tamable world 
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that could be made to yield wonders. Such an attitude resonates with an extractive vision 

common among Americans working on Mexico’s Gulf  coast at the time. Oil men, loggers, and a 

wide array of  artists, scientists, and travelers found, in a newly stable post-revolutionary Mexico, 

natural spaces full of  material fuels for their respective projects. Of  course, in “discovering” the 

wonders and landscapes of  southern Mexico, these men would also leave them dramatically 

transformed, meaningfully and materially. 

Thinking stratigraphically 

 Narrating a film made from footage of  the early Smithsonian Olmec digs, Marion Stirling 

laments that "all the loot, so to speak, stayed in Mexico" (Matthew Stirling 1946). Though jade 

masks and colossal heads were vital to inspiring both archaeological and public interest in the 

Olmec, Mexican antiquities law forced the Smithsonian’s explorers to leave these finds in Mexico. 

The artifacts from the digs still to be found at the Smithsonian would indeed be disappointing to 

a loot seeker. Searching through the museum’s archaeological cabinets and online catalogues for 

objects variously labeled “Olmec,” “La Venta,” or simply “prehistoric,” I came across drawers 

and drawers of  potsherds, figurine pieces, and restored ceramic vessels. These objects are perhaps 

less glamorous than the Olmec’s more famous creations, though they do exhibit the same skill 

with material, and facility with line and form, that makes their other work so impressive. 

 The limited collections in Washington reflect Mexican antiquities laws that developed as a 

reaction to foreign looting and as a statement of  nationalist pride in the ancient past. It was 

during the period of  these early excavations that Mexican post-revolutionary nationalism was 

first consolidated, through education, the construction of  state institutions, land reform, and the 

symbolic celebration of  the folkloric and the pre-Columbian (see Alonso 2004, Joseph and 

Nugent 1994, Lopez 2010). The monuments that Stirling and his crews discovered were 
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important fuel for this project, providing an ancient origin of  Mesoamerican civilization that 

could be productively incorporated in this emergent nationalism. This period is often considered 

as a moment for asserting independence in the face of  U.S. interventionism, yet the importance 

of  the work of  these archaeologists in the discovery of  Mexico’s ancient past complicates any 

simple narrative of  this relationship. It is also true that the contours of  power are far more 

complicated than narratives of  U.S. imperialism might allow. Olman at this time became a 

productive hinterland for both U.S. interests and the elite Mexican center. While permits and 

cultural heritage laws made it clear that only loaned objects and study collections would leave 

Mexico, many of  the Olmec masterpieces discovered by early excavations were quickly spirited 

away to Mexico City.10

        The collections that did return to the Smithsonian might be seen to belong to Stirling’s 

assistants more than to the man himself. Stirling’s archaeological practice and writings are 

suffused with a taste for the monumental and the aesthetic. By contrast, a decidedly different 

method of  creating context and scientific objects is evidenced in the work of  Philip Drucker, 

Stirling’s assistant on several excavations. A professional archaeologist and author of  several 

ethnographies on the peoples of  the Northwest Coast and Southern Mexico, Drucker assisted 

Stirling for four seasons in Olman. It was Drucker who undertook the painstaking task of  

excavating stratigraphic trenches at many of  these sites—work that he contrasted with the more 

“exploratory” excavations that Stirling conducted (1940). Working with native crews to cut 

through layers of  yellow clay, volcanic ash, and black soil, Drucker’s work took on a more sober 

tone than Stirling’s spirited unearthing of  monumental figures. The material remnants of  his 

efforts, now in the National Anthropological Archives and the collections of  the National 

Museum of  Natural History, revealed the minutiae of  his task and an alternative mode of  
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archaeological documentation. Photos and notebooks keep track of  test pits and trenches dug; 

ledgers note each sherd and figurine fragment discovered; note cards offer drawings and analyses 

of  these finds, classifying them by color, slip, and form. Drucker’s work reflected the practices of  

an emergent modern archaeology that preferred measurement and measuredness to aesthetic 

reflection on recovered monuments.

 Drucker’s deliberate forms of  inscription provided the documentary basis for a number of  

foundational analyses of  the Olmec past. From painstakingly compiled records, he wrote two 

accounts of  Olmec stratigraphic and ceramic sequences (1940 and 1943). These accounts, like 

Drucker’s notes, are detailed and measured. He continued to point out that "Many yards of  dirt 

will have to be dug in the area—and dug carefully—before we can prove or disprove any 

hypothesis" (1940:6). However, Drucker was eventually able to draw some conclusions. His 

sequences facilitated stratigraphic and formal comparisons across Mesoamerica, allowing for 

explorations of  the extent of  Olmec trade and civilization, and seriously altering scholarly 

understandings of  the contours of  the pre-Columbian world. They also provide some of  the most 

detailed records of  the expedition’s finds and a window into how excavation was conducted. 

While the discovery and unearthing of  a colossal head might take a few days, this slower 

dissection accounted for most of  the labor at the sites. 

Drucker’s work also served to define the Mexican landscape as a series of  decipherable 

material patterns. Unlike Stirling, who tore through the earth to find what it was hiding, Drucker 

sought to build an understanding of  the Olmec through a detailed engagement with the raw 

materials of  Olman, side-stepping an archaeological fascination with objects discussed above in 

favor of  an analysis of  historical processes evidenced in time-made-earth. For Drucker, the 

ground, rather than serving as a mere obstacle to the treasures it enfolds, became a variegated 
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object of  study. By attending to the ground at Tres Zapotes, for instance, Drucker confirmed that 

it had been the site of  multiple ancient settlements. Early habitation at the site was separated 

from subsequent settlement by a thick layer of  volcanic ash, a sign of  the material agencies that 

impinged on human histories as well as evidence of  a changing region. Unlike Stirling’s 

production of  time through iconographic analysis and the dating of  monuments, Drucker’s 

analysis relied upon the ground itself. As a result, his accounts insist upon the differences between 

various materials and times in Olman. While Stirling tended to collapse various Olmec periods 

and even the region’s current residents into one romantic image through the liberal use of  image 

and metaphor, Drucker described the material indices of  the region’s varied histories. 

 However, while Drucker’s archaeological practice admits far more difference than a 

monolithic image of  a romantic jungle would allow, his need to arrive at an actionable model of  

Olmec development precludes living with these material differences. As Bowker and Star note, 

“[E]ven in the most phenomenologically difficult of  cases, the world must still be cut up into 

recognizable temporal and spatial units—partly because that is the way the world is and partly 

because that is the only way that science as we know it can work” (2000:98). For the formation of  

modern archaeological knowledge and the formalization of  a professionalizing discipline, the 

earth had to yield intelligible and durable patterns, and Drucker’s disciplined techniques of  

excavation, inscription, and analysis served to provide them. His conclusions created a stable base 

for an emergent Olmec archaeology, bolstering a belief  that knowledge accumulates through the 

exploration of  the ground, a view that serves as the foundation of  modern archaeology. 

Tracking specimens

“There must be birds there of  interest to the ornithologist even though they may not come up to stone jaguars and 
colossal heads!”           —Alexander Wetmore11
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 In February 1939, Alexander Wetmore set out from Washington to see the product of  his 

hard work. As Assistant Secretary of  the Smithsonian Institution in charge of  the United States 

National Museum, Wetmore had for months been writing letters to Matthew Stirling and the 

National Geographic Society, negotiating budgets, and acquiring permits from the Mexican 

government to bring about the archaeological excavations at Tres Zapotes. At Stirling’s 

suggestion, he was now to go for a visit. While the prospect of  seeing the wonders that Stirling 

had chronicled was enticing, Wetmore, an accomplished ornithologist who would author more 

than seven hundred publications over his career, was excited to see the birds of  Veracruz.

 What began as an excuse to visit friends quickly became a methodical project. After 

seeing to the construction of  his own thatched palm shelter and laboratory in the archaeological 

camp, Wetmore set about collecting 421 specimens for the museum’s collections. Unable to 

return during subsequent seasons, he would send two ornithologists to continue this work in 

conjunction with Stirling’s excavations at other Olmec sites. Writing to Melbourne Carriker, a 

fellow ornithologist who collected specimens during the second season at Tres Zapotes, Wetmore 

stated that “the object of  the work is to make as complete a general collection of  birds as 

practicable, getting a fair series of  all the species.”12 And it was species that were vital. Later, 

looking through the more than nine hundred specimens that Carriker collected around the site of 

Tres Zapotes in 1939 and 1940, Wetmore was pleased. He wrote: “I had opportunity to look over 

carefully the collection from Vera Cruz now that it has been sorted according to species, and so 

have a clear idea of  all that it contains. The skins are excellent and I feel that now we have 

material to adequately represent the area concerned.”13

 As Star and Griesemer have observed, specimens and places became increasingly 

intertwined in early twentieth-century vertebrate biology. As the biological sciences in the United 
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States became professionalized, scientists sought to distinguish their work from mere amateur 

collection and classification through more sophisticated argument, often drawing upon the 

specificities of  landscape as a means of  exploring questions of  physiology, evolution, and 

geographic distribution (1989:394). Star and Griesemer note that “this vision required vast 

amounts of  highly detailed data about flora, fauna, and aspects of  the environment” (1989:397). 

Through their several seasons of  collecting and their detailed notation of  the circumstances of  

each acquisition, Wetmore and his collectors aimed to achieve this thoroughness and 

representativeness. 

         To build this geographically and biologically exhaustive collection, Wetmore and the other 

collectors would spend days trekking out from archaeological sites with their local guides and 

assistants, lugging shotguns on horseback, on foot, or in canoes to take down birds for immediate 

skinning and stuffing. These trips took the ornithologists to places archaeologists rarely visited. In 

their writings, they exhaustively describe the region’s mountains, streams, and foliage as well as 

the birds that move across them. More than the archaeologists working in the vicinity, the 

accounts of  Wetmore and his assistants are attentive to the varying natures of  southern Mexico. 

Narrating his journey to Stirling’s camp in The Birds of  Southern Veracruz, Mexico (1943), Wetmore 

precisely describes the spaces he passes through, landscapes that are alternately (de)forested, 

marshy, mountainous, arid, or riverine. 

 Tim Ingold has noted this kind of  coproduction of  object and landscape. Examining the 

origins of  the words “thing” and “landscape” in Scandinavia, Ingold notes how

“Well into medieval times the ting continued as a place of  assembly, to which the 
inhabitants of  the surrounding landskap would come to resolve their affairs.... ...the 
landskap referred in the usage of  the time to an imprecisely delimited expanse of  
land bound into the customary practices and subject to the unwritten laws of  
those who would gather at the same ting.” (2013:82).
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The  landscape is then constituted through this intimate proximity to the thing and the activities 

that come to surround it: “the thing unfolds into the landscape—in the practices guided by 

it” (2013:83).

 As the ornithologists collected and labeled specimens, they further divided the region into 

sections by altitude, weather, and vegetation, allowing them to firmly locate mobile specimens in 

a stable place. In an effort to systematically connect this region to Wetmore’s scientific efforts and 

those of  others, areas were further classified into “life zones,” categories widely used at the time 

(Wetmore 1943, Star and Griesemer 1989:395), as well as by the various habitats and migratory 

paths that cut across them. This practice of  place-making through collection and labeling—

bearing affinities with Drucker’s creation of  time and place through stratigraphy—allowed 

Wetmore to connect specimens from southern Mexico to his work on wider taxonomic and 

migratory patterns across North and South America, much as Drucker’s accounts facilitated a 

consideration of  the Olmec’s connection to the wider Mesoamerican world. With these 

classifications and connections drawn, the ornithologists could find both the familiar and the 

unique in southern Mexico. Always on the lookout for new or unexpected species, they also 

sought to draw meaningful connections between this region and others. 

	 These narratives admit more than the romantic jungle and operate at a scale wider than 

detailed accounts of  local stratigraphies. The regional knowledge of  these ornithologists was then 

shared with their archaeological colleagues, and vice-versa. Wetmore, in his capacities as 

president of  the United States National Museum, would also serve as editor for many of  the 

archaeological accounts of  the region, bringing his knowledge of  local landscapes to bear upon 

these publications as well as his own. And archaeologists like Drucker offered ornithologists 

information about historical events in the region; eruptions of  a nearby volcano recorded in 
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buried ash could explain changes in both human and avian occupations in the area. The 

ornithologists would also share their knowledge of  the region more broadly through publications 

of  the Smithsonian Institution and in National Geographic magazine.

 While specimens can be stuffed with cotton, assigned a Linnaean name, and placed in 

drawers, birds themselves are moving scientific targets, cutting across landscapes and through 

time in a way that complicates understandings of  southern Mexico as inert and timeless. As Tim 

Ingold notes, birds, by their movement through the shifting medium of  the atmosphere, point to 

the ways in which material worlds are constantly subject to flux, as they migrate across zones and 

continents or change their speciation over time (2010:132). These ornithologists were of  course 

aware of  this, both through their frustrations when they failed to acquire a particular species, and 

in their befuddlement when species seemed to be in places that they ought not to be. For the 

ornithologist, then, the landscape is constituted as much by the changing pathways of  birds’ flight 

as by the apparently more stable elements of  soil, stone, and vegetation. While these 

ornithologists too were out to capture scientific objects, the nature of  their practice demonstrates 

how delicate the transformation of  local fauna into stuffed specimens can be. 

 However, it is equally evident that their scientific practices of  speciation, classification, 

mapping, and transcription were extremely powerful techniques for grappling with bird sightings, 

both predictable and unexpected, and for constructing understandings of  new landscapes. This 

work offered knowledge useful to a wide array of  actors interested in Olman’s fauna and in the 

region more generally, but it also served to effect a confidence in science’s power to satisfactorily 

document and incorporate the region into global systems of  knowledge. As Irene Small argues in 

an analysis of  the epistemological implications of  morphology and Linnean taxonomy, “to 

discover a new species was not to create form, but to organize an unnamed form within an 
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existing schema of  knowledge, each act of  nomination a reinstantiation of  the system 

itself ” (Small 2009:110). Such a mode of  morphological classification, as Thomas Richards notes 

in his analysis of  imperial science, effects powerful links between “the general and the particular, 

the abstract and the concrete,” allowing local specimens to be assimilated into a “project of  a 

complete and unravelled representation of  existence” that supported a broader “project of  

comprehensive knowledge” common to many contemporary scientific enterprises of  

documentation and control (Richards 1993:46).

The ecological collection

This account of  three personal stories and intellectual projects that surrounded these early 

excavations offers one example of  how different kinds of  knowledge-making became entangled in 

southern Mexico in the twentieth century. As I have tried to suggest here, understandings of  

birds, soil, sherds, objects of  stone and jade, and southern Mexico itself  all emerged out of  an 

epistemic ecology that developed in the region in the 1930s and 1940s.  While engaged in their 

respective scientific projects, these men also shared an experience of  a region and, in so doing, 

generated meaningful accounts of  its fauna, history, and people. Even while collecting the objects 

of  their own work, they gathered information and experiences from southern Mexico, usually for 

the benefit of  scientific and popular audiences in the United States. These diverse perspectives 

contributed to one another; evening conversations in camp about an ornithological collecting trip 

to the volcano San Martín, for example, elicited an account of  volcanic activity over time and in 

stratigraphic layers. More broadly, these men shared an audience, both popular and academic, 

that read in their pages not only the specificities of  their arguments, but also the region more 

generally. These efforts were then the seeds for further interest, scientific knowledge-making, and 

material extraction in Olman, processes which continue to make themselves felt in Veracruz and 
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Tabasco as the region continues to serve as a warehouse of  valuable cultural and natural 

materials for both foreigners and the Mexican state.14 Considering these efforts together teaches 

us about the entangled histories of  scientific disciplines, the epistemological atmospheres in which 

knowledge is made, and the important effects that such work can generate.

	 I want to conclude by suggesting that collections might be like southern Mexico as it has 

been variously imagined by these scientists: serving as venues for wondrous encounters with 

things, divided into historical layers and disciplinary zones, but also subject to unexpected 

migrations that cut across these structuring distinctions. 

 The connections between the various scientific activities that took place around these 

early Olmec excavations are one such migratory path. But attention to more of  these unexpected 

collaborations can help us reconsider relationships between various collections and their role as 

records of  knowledge-making. As my guide through the Smithsonian’s bird collection noted, 

someone who came to examine the Mexican specimens gathered by Wetmore and his assistants 

would find no hint of  the social landscape in which they were collected. Today, the bird collection 

is set apart from related archaeological, ethnological, and biological collections, and the birds 

themselves are classified according to a Linnean taxonomy which spreads various species across 

the department’s hundreds of  storage cabinets. Such examples show just how powerful 

collections architectures are. Museum collections are constructed in keeping with particular 

epistemological and disciplinary divides; they often erase the practices through which objects are 

made and collected, as well as the intimacies that exist between various sciences in the context of  

situated collecting practices. The multidisciplinary constitution of  Olman, its ancient past, and it 

fauna discussed here cannot be captured by the organizational logics of  the Enlightenment 

museum.
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 Yet even as they efface their interconnections and the practices that made them, 

collections also offer clues. Pulling out trays of  specimens in the museum’s Division of  Birds, I 

repeatedly stumbled across a strange coincidence. Line after line of  specimen tags on various 

Mexican species repeated a printed list of  the famous Olmec centers of  the Gulf  Coast, a 

coincidence hidden in the collection yet pointing to the connections between these specimens and 

other collections, histories, and places. 

 As many have argued, the collection is a system that often overflows its own systematizing. 

Foucault’s The Order of  Things, through an analysis that aims to “rediscover on what basis 

knowledge and theory become possible” at various moments in the development of  modern 

inquiry, reveals how order itself, seen as the conditions of  possibility for knowledge and 

classification, has undergone dramatic shifts that have altered the nature of  both knowledge and 

its objects (Foucault 1970:xxi). A recognition of  the historical transformation of  these historical 

conditions of  knowledge, what Foucault calls the episteme, undermines claims to any ultimate 

objectivity in scientific practice, but more importantly allows for the possibility of  relations 

between the scientist and his objects, as well as between various scientific objects themselves that 

go unrecognized within the context of  any single historical episteme. Similarly, Derrida has argued 

that though the archive is a system which “aims to coordinate a single corpus in a system or a 

synchrony in which all the elements articulate the unity of  an ideal configuration,” classification 

inevitably encounters limits and borders that reveal how “order is no longer assured” in any 

attempt at documentation and classification (Derrida 1996:3). Despite the powerful interests that 

institute collections and set guidelines for their classification, the relations between historical 

materials cannot be so hegemonically determined. 
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 Anthropologist Alfred Gell has offered a similar perspective that proceeds, not through an 

analysis of  the epistemes or legal and official forces that institutionalize collections, but rather 

through an attention to the nature of  the objects themselves that constitute collections. Gell 

argues that objects exist most importantly as indexes of  the social activities which have created 

them and that they elicit attempts from viewers to “abduct” a given object’s social circumstances. 

Any such abductive experience of  an object will overflow any attempt at authoritative 

classification or interpretation in favor of  reflections on the social world that produced the object: 

“what is seen is the visible knot which ties together an invisible skein of  relations, fanning out into 

social space and social time" (1998:62). Gell’s argument is most concerned with objects as traces 

of  human actions, and has been criticized for not affording sufficient consideration of  the 

“agency” of  the object itself. However, the case of  the scientific study, classification, and 

constitution of  Olman examined here begs another question of  Gell’s analysis. While much of  

the power of  the sherds and birds in the Smithsonian is indeed to invite reflection on the 

scientists who gathered these specimens, the nature of  their knowledge-making, and the relations 

between these scientific practices, they also invite reflection concerning the specimens’ relations 

to a history and ecology, not of  people, but of  materials. The networks to be abducted from 

collections are not merely social or human. In addition to histories of  human exploration, 

collection, and classification, such objects also ask us to ask after their relations to a wider world 

of  materials, a question that leads us back to Olman as a site of  not only scientific acts of  

exploration but also of  unfolding relations between a variety of  “natural” and “cultural” 

materials.

  The circuitous pathways of  collections research demonstrate the possibility of  

reanimating this variety of  ecological relations—between modes of  knowledge-making, between 
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objects, and between various collections which hold historical indices of  the region’s past; such 

work is a vital means of  querying the histories of  the collections we study, the scientific disciplines 

in which we work, and the ways in which they have meaningfully configured our experience of  

material worlds. Even as collections constitute records of  various places and times, they also 

index the scientific practices that made them. In the cases described here, the collection of  

monuments, sherds, and specimens brought ideas about the wondrous object, the stratigraphic 

layer, and the life zone into close proximity, and connected the resulting collections through 

shared perceptions and experiences of  southern Mexico. These stories show how field scientists 

enter into unpredictable worlds of  disciplinary crossings, unknown socialities, and unruly 

materials as they attempt to render the field as a coherent suite of  scientific objects. They also 

show how objects of  interest to various scientific disciplines bear relations to one another that 

cannot be fully effaced by the logics of  any given collection, disciplinary divide, or episteme. 

	 The chapters that follow continue this attempt to resuscitate the variety of  relations 

between materials and modes of  inquiry in Olman, explorations that continue to employ the 

method of  cross-wise collections and ethnographic research elaborated here. The chapter that 

follows charts a similarly migratory path between various modes of  modern inquiry in the region, 

tracing their role in twentieth-century attempts to incorporate the southern Mexican frontier 

through projects of  Pan-American inquiry and modern development. 
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1 While the term “Olman” has been widely used in the archaeological literature in conjunction with terms 
like the “Olmec heartland,” its use has been objected to by some archaeologists who feel that such a 
geographical focus on the Gulf  coast privileges major sites there at the expense of  an attention to the ways 
in which the “Olmec” were perhaps not a civilization so much as a suite of  cultural styles and political 
formations in evidence across Mesoamerica (see the Introduction in Pool 2007 for a summary of  this 
debate). My use of  “Olman” here refers to a particular midcentury archaeological imaginary of  the 
Olmec and the region and is not an endorsement of  any over-centralizing understanding of  the Olmec.

2 See Pool 2007, Chapter 2 for a useful summary of  this debate.

3 I use the term “landscape” to allude to southern Mexico in a more inclusive sense than constrained 
disciplinary conceptions of  the “site” or the “field.” Instead, I use the concept of  landscape as a means of  
holding in tension the blunt materiality and agency of  the region itself  and scientists’ particular 
experiences and perceptions of  place.

4 Bowker and Star espouse an ecological approach in their work on categorization and knowledge-making 
(2000:291). As they argue, thinking ecologically can allow for an attention to the role of  context and 
practice in the generation of  scientific knowledge and an awareness of  the disciplinary boundary crossings 
that occur in these situations. For ecological theories in anthropology see also Choy 2011 and Ingold 2011.

5 In using the term “romantic,” I allude to the widespread engagement of  exoticizing narratives of  
hardship, wonder, and discovery in the work of  many of  these scientists, a tendency which can be closely 
tied to the work of  these figures as not only professional scientists but as public intellectuals seeking to 
generate widespread interest in the regions where they worked. For a discussion of  similar romantic 
rhetoric in the work of  foreign scientists in the Americas, see Pratt 1992 and Safier 2008.

6 See Chapter 2 for further description of  Marion’s work of  domesticating the southern Mexican 
wilderness.

7 This was in fact the beginning of  the debate. Stirling’s discovery was hotly contested by other 
archaeologists, particularly Mayanists eager to maintain the integrity and importance of  their own sites 
(see Thompson 1941). It has since been determined, however, that Stela C bears a date that reads 32 BCE 
rather than 291 BCE (Pool 2007:41-43). Both dates would in fact fall quite late in the chronology 
eventually established for the Olmec, making the stela a creation of  what is now considered the Epi-
Olmec period.

8 As they point out, this object-centric approach was also premised upon a particular model of  
archaeological labor, since local, unskilled workers provided cheap muscle for archaeological digs (2009:5). 
This was certainly the case with Stirling’s digs, which employed local men on a rotating basis to perform 
the painstaking labor of  excavation and the unearthing and transport of  monuments while archaeologists 
largely supervised and cleaned and analyzed promising finds.

9 For more on the unexpected artistic and scientific products of  wondrous encounters with pre-Columbian 
material culture see, for example, Pillsbury 2012, Lerner 2011, Weismantel 2012.



43

10 There is extensive correspondence with the Mexican Institute of  Anthropology and History (INAH) to 
arrange for the quick transfer of  important finds to Mexico City (Matthew Williams Stirling Papers). As I 
learned through interviews and fieldwork in the region, these transfers are still the source of  resentment in 
local communities and are often referred to as theft or looting by those who claim the Olmec past as their 
heritage and as a possible grounds for economic development in the region.

11 Letter, Wetmore to Stirling, February 11, 1939, Box 526, Folder “Wetmore, Alexander,” RU 192, 
Matthew Williams Stirling Papers, National Anthropological Archives. 

12 Letter, Wetmore to Carriker, December 6, 1939, Box 2, Folder “Wetmore, Alexander,” RU 7297, 
Melbourne Armstrong Carriker Papers, Smithsonian Institution Archives.

13 Letter, Wetmore to Carriker, June 12, 1940, Box 2, Folder “Wetmore, Alexander,” RU 7297, Melbourne 
Armstrong Carriker Papers, Smithsonian Institution Archives.



CHAPTER 2
Pan-American Itineraries:

Incorporating the Southern Mexican Frontier

The archaeological adventures of  Matthew Stirling and his colleagues described in the previous 

chapter were followed with attentive interest by Miguel Covarrubias. In 1942, at a roundtable on 

the Maya and Olmec “problem” in Tuxtla Gutiérrez, Chiapas, Covarrubias was one of  the most 

vehement supporters of  the “mother culture” claim, recruiting evidence from the excavations on 

the Gulf  Coast of  southern Mexico to argue that the Olmec culture Stirling had “discovered” 

was the evolutionary source of  a broader suite of  Mesoamerican cultural and aesthetic values 

(Covarrubias 1942, 1957). While Covarrubias was one of  the small group of  experts invited to 

the roundtable to debate the issue of  Olmec and Maya origins, he was not an archaeologist. A 

self-taught artist, caricaturist, and designer, Covarrubias developed an amateur’s interest in pre-

Columbian cultures that eventually became a consuming passion. He would go on to amass a 

large collection of  pre-Columbian objects and to conduct his own investigations into the nature 

of  the pre-Columbian Americas.

 It was Covarrubias’ interdisciplinary practice that prompted me to take a bus out of  the 

clogged, chaotic Valley of  Mexico to Cholula, home to Covarrubias’ personal archive.  

Covarrubias was an important character in the post-Revolutionary reclamation of  the pre-

Columbian past and the emergence of  an international Mexican art. His career indexed the 

nature of  this project, located at the center of  an emergent national official culture and the 

artistic world that it supported. This is a fascinating moment in the history of  pre-Columbian 

things and modern Mexican art history and archaeology, as new theories and discoveries gave the 

Mexican nation a deeper past, and as new interdisciplinary configurations emerged in response 
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to state needs and the demands of  new objects of  investigation. Questions (or “problems” as they 

are often called by these figures) of  origins and evolutions both motivate and haunt these 

scientific efforts to understand the state of  the Americas before the Spanish Conquest.   

 Once at the present day home of  Covarrubias’ archive, the row of  wooden filing cabinets 

housing the collection which had at first seemed manageable quickly became overwhelming, 

revealing tens of  thousands of  documents, much more than I could even glance at in a week’s 

time.The archive contained Covarrubias’ collection of  photographs and clippings, his notes and 

drawings from travels across Mexico and in Africa, Bali, and China, records from archaeological 

excavations he conducted in the Valley of  Mexico, courses he taught at institutions across Mexico 

City, and exhibitions planned in Mexico and the United States. His work was a collection in so 

many ways: of  artifacts, of  photographs, of  clippings. 

 Covarrubias’ paper trail is not only extremely helpful to those of  us who would like to 

reconstruct his life and thought, but was also part of  a thoroughly materialized intellectual 

practice. Covarrubias’ unique mode of  aesthetic investigation showed on the thousands and 

thousands of  sheets of  paper I struggled to handle with my tightly-gloved hands at the archive. 

Typewritten reading notes gave way to loose colored pencil maps that summarized an argument; 

years of  chronologies appeared on the margins of  pages; and graphite renderings of  stone faces 

covered left over space. It was interesting too to see the paper, the varied depth and sheen of  an 

ocean of  ink fill, the traces of  time and touch that had been left behind by one man’s intimate 

interactions with pre-Columbian remains. This practice has led to celebrations and criticisms—

scientific archaeologists often fail to identify with Covarrubias’ practice, frequently accusing him 

of  dilettantism or speculation, while others have embraced Covarrubias’ attempts to harness the 
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aesthetic in his attempts to encourage attention to and enthusiasm for Mesoamerica’s early 

cultures.1

 Certain objects continued to appear in the archive, rematerialized in photographs, loose 

sketches, detailed ink drawings or thicker charcoal ones. One of  these objects was a small jade 

statuette, known as the Necaxa figurine, now held in the collection of  the American Museum of  

Natural History. The photographs, sketches, and notes on this figurine in Covarruibas’ archive, as 

well as his use of  drawings of  the jade to illustrate published accounts, demonstrate a clear 

fascination with the object.2 One preparatory drawing, presumably based on photographs of  the 

piece, offers a particularly striking illustration of  the visual and aesthetic analysis facilitated by 

Covarrubias’ artistic practice. In addition to documenting the volumes and formal elements of  

the object, the drawing pays particularly close attention to the play of  light on the statuette, 

documenting the dramatic shading and highlights that highly polished Olmec jade generates. 

The margins of  the page are populated by small notes, scribbled with the same pencil, that begin 

to offer an analysis of  the piece, drawing comparisons between the formal elements of  the 

statuette and those seen in the statuary of  other Mesoamerican cultures; the statuettes’ head 

wears a “crest common among the so-called ‘Totonac’ stone heads” and the folded paper skirt is 

“like Xipe,” the Aztec god of  life, death, and rebirth.

  As I continued to leaf  through similar efforts at depiction and analysis, I began to see 

these scraps of  paper as residues, material forms thrown out in the wake of  a pressing artistic and 

intellectual project. The multiple renderings of  artifacts in various media witnessed an effort at 

sensory and epistemological access, a desire to grab hold of  the thing itself. Charcoal captured 

substance, showing the texture and pocks of  clay and rock. Ink lines elucidated form, firming up 

the often shaky ontology of  these artifacts. And the rubbings seemed to be residues in a most 
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literal sense. This is “imitation striving for immanence and doing so through an empathy 

generated through wonder,” to use Hugh Raffles’ words, an attempt to adequately grasp the 

object that is always haunted by its own impossibility. The multiplicity of  Covarrubias’ attempts 

betrays the object itself, or at least any simple understanding of  “the thing itself.” However, 

Covarrubias’ lines and annotations reflect more confidence than doubt as to the powers of  this 

mode of  aesthetic analysis. 

 These attempts to make visual sense of  pre-Columbian remains culminate in a chart from 

Covarrubias’ 1966 book Indian Art of  Mexico and Central America. While involved in a number of  

scholarly debates about ancient Mesoamerica, Covarrubias remained particularly vehement in 

his support of  the emergent thesis of  an ancient and originary Olmec culture in Mesoamerica, 

which argued that the Olmec were a “mother culture” which established the political, 

cosmological, and aesthetic foundations of  subsequent Mesoamerican civilizations. His chart 

embodies this argument. Located at the root of  an evolutionary tree, the “were-jaguar” face so 

associated with the Olmec shows its characteristic features: his snarling lip, toothless gums, 

serrated, scrolled eyebrows and cleft forehead. The were-jaguar, a combination of  human and cat 

that was used by Covarrubias and his peers to describe depictions of  interspecies transformation 

common in Olmec art, was thought to be an essential Olmec motif  and the center of  Olmec 

cosmologies. In Covarrubias’ chart, arrows lead the reader up and across the page, moving her 

through time and space as the features of  the were-jaguar are inherited and transformed by 

subsequent cultures  In the chart, carvings of  the Maya Chaac, a clay urn of  the Aztec’s Tlaloc, 

vases of  the rain-god at Monte Alban, all follow from the Olmec root. Covarrubias’ formalist 

chart offered early and graphically arresting evidence for the age of  the Olmec, supporting the 

claims of  Stirling and other Olmec archaeologists that the Olmec were the region’s first 
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“civilization” in the face of  overwhelming resistance from other corners of  the archaeological 

community. The chart shows how quickly art becomes evidence, how the residues of  an attempt 

to understand come to serve an argument. However, the archive shows us what is lost here. Gone 

are the photos and charcoal drawings that show the texture, sheen and color of  these objects. 

Missing too is any understanding of  scale, techniques of  manufacture, ideas of  varying contexts, 

times, uses and significance. The scale of  evolutionary history occludes the intimacy of  the 

encounter between the human and the object. The formal drawing facilitates a formalist 

argument; the pen performs an epistemic separation, making evidence out of  experience. The 

powers of  this kind of  formalizing supported arguments that extended beyond the assertion of  

evolutionary pathways in the development of  Mesoamerican art. As I will argue in this chapter, 

Covarrubias’ attempts to incorporate the ancient Olmec into modern systems of  artistic and 

scientific thought are contemporary to and implicated within broader attempts to incorporate the 

Olmec region into the modern world. 

Pan-American itineraries 

Another set of  tracings can help to place Covarrubias’s drawings and thought in a context that 

extends beyond artistic and archaeological practices of  the time. Artist Fernando Bryce’s South of  

the Border (2002) offers a painstaking recreation of  a 1958 pamphlet published by the United 

States Department of  Defense Office of  Armed Forces Information and Education, reinscribing 

the pamphlet’s text and images in watery black ink on paper and simplifying the pamphlet’s 

geometries to powerful formal effect.  

 The original pamphlet text, published in 1958, offers some sound advice to U.S. 

serviceman seeking to “Discover the Other Americas!,” advising him to “Be A Little More 

Formal,” “Respect Local Pride,” “Learn the Language,” and “Be Tolerant.” The practical text is 
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illustrated by a range of  picturesque views of  local peoples at work and at rest, tourists enjoying 

various attractions, and carefully framed landscapes. The text also includes an illustration of  an 

iconic Maya stele from Copán, as well as views of  the modern infrastructures that were covering 

more and more of  the region—newly paved roads, oil rigs, and the Panama canal serve as signs 

of  the benign modernity that Pan-American involvement served to spread. On its back cover, the 

pamphlet offers a historical timeline of  the “Steps in the Development of  Inter-American 

Cooperation,” citing the Monroe Doctrine, the Good Neighbor Policy, and the founding of  the 

Organization of  the American States (OAS) as historical touchstones for the kinds of  

partnerships that explain the serviceman’s presence “south of  the border” (Bryce 2009). 

 The pamphlet usefully condenses the grand aspirations of  the Pan-American movement 

that characterized hemispheric relations for much of  the twentieth century. Critically understood 

as an attempt on the part of  the United States to ensure allies in and control over the Americas, 

and more generously as a desire to elaborate a positive understanding of  hemispheric culture in 

the face of  persistent Euro-centric thinking, Pan-Americanism would take on a variety of  guises 

over the twentieth century to accommodate evolving global politics during the Inter-War period, 

World War II, and the Cold War. Common to all of  these movements, however, was a desire to 

maintain peace and alliance in the Hemisphere, efforts to which cultural production and 

consumption were critical. This Pan-Americanism was made manifest through new institutions 

(the Pan-American Union and the OAS), policy initiatives (the reduction of  tariffs and 

agreements for mutual defense), infrastructures (the Pan-American Highway), and cultural 

exchanges. The Pan-American movement then constituted an important “power-knowledge 

nexus” with broad implications for hemisphere. While these imbrications of  knowledge and 

power are most commonly seen as a means of  facilitating “the growth of  the U.S. commercial 
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empire in Latin America,” a political and symbolic regime “comparable to orientalism,” the 

dynamics of  Pan-American encounters have proved to be much more complicated and 

ambiguous (Fox 2013:6) As one commentator has argued, Pan-Americanism constituted a 

dramatic “compression of  hemispheric space,” a compression that led to generative and fraught 

encounters between “international capital [and its hegemonic cultural formations] and 

vernacular cultures” (Ramos 1989).

 Through its artistic reinscription of  the imagery of  mid-century Pan-Americanism, 

Bryce’s drawings bear a methodological affinity to Covarrubias’ Olmec drawings. Bryce describes 

his work as a form of  “mimetic analysis,” an attempt to draw attention to, and analyze historical 

materials through their intimate retracing (Eichler 2006). As Bryce argues, “One comes with a 

pre-existing reading of  the history although, in the physical moment of  contact with the 

documents, the sensitive relationship with them may result in the modification of  the selection 

criteria” (Bryce 2005). Both Bryce and Covarrubias perform a kind of  process-oriented research 

that proceeds through an immanent engagement with their objects of  analysis, facilitated through 

aesthetic tools of  depiction that stand in contrast to more common conceptions of  research. 

Bryce and Covarrubias share an archival and historical method that is premised upon a 

prolonged aesthetic analysis enabled by the pen, the pencil, and the line as means of  retracing 

the past. 

 The two forms of  mimesis differ, however, in their ultimate claims. As mentioned above, 

Covarrubias’ variety of  drawings are eventually backgrounded in an attempt to formulate a 

mobile and stable model of  pre-Columbian cultural evolution, a vision to which the line drawing 

is uniquely suited. In this respect, Covarrubias’ work might be seen as a tracing in the Deleuzian 

sense, an effort at epistemological definition and closure. Bryce’s archival re-presentations, on the 
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other hand, perform something closer to what Deleuze and Guattari (1987) call mapping, an 

attempt to follow unexpected itineraries as outgrowths of  unpredictable processes of  becoming, 

rather than to define and delimit future interpretation. Bryce’s work in fact documents and 

critiques the kind of  modernist tracing that was widespread in Covarrubias’ time. Bryce is 

reflexive about the reductive powers of  the line drawing: “The drawing, the black and white, 

homogenizes the images and prompts comparison, as if  everything was to be judged by the same 

standard. Drawing allows me to depart from the originals, to take them out of  context and 

convert them into other things, in this case within drawings” (Bryce and Usubiaga 2005). By 

reinscribing the propaganda of  the Pan-American moment, Bryce undermines its attempt to 

have any final word in defining relations of  power and knowledge in the Americas; by 

resuscitating documents like South of  the Border he offers an ironic rereading of  historical efforts to 

visually document and discursively define the hemisphere. Such a perspective can help us to tease 

out the connections between the work of  Covarrubias’ pen and broader processes of  territorial 

consolidation at work in southern Mexico at the time. Bryce’s drawings encourage us to dwell  

upon the construction of  the Pan-American and also challenges its claims of  utopian 

modernization and the abolition of  barriers.

 In the following sections of  this chapter, I examine a series of  Pan-American itineraries in 

southern Mexico in the mid-twentieth century, vectors of  physical and conceptual travel that link 

efforts in art, science, and industry to document and incorporate the region. The concept of  the 

itinerary is intended as a means of  holding together the passages between travel and business, 

personal and official interest, projects of  industry and nation that characterized mid-century Pan-

American forays into southern Mexico, and also points to the power of  the itinerary’s trajectory 

as a device of  planning, definition, control, and enclosure. I map a series of  attempts at 
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incorporation on the southern Mexican frontier. My aim is to show, through the analysis of  the 

itineraries of  an elite group of  Mexican and international artists and scientists, that the efforts of  

art and science, heritage and industry to explore and incorporate southern Mexico were 

coimplicated. The chapter begins by situating Covarrubias’ fusion of  artistic and scientific 

practice through an analysis of his articles and illustrations of  southern Mexico for the “post-

surrealist” art magazine DYN and his later travelogue Mexico South. The broader implications of  

the sort of  artistic and scientific knowledges envisioned by Covarrubias and the creators of  DYN 

are revealed through a subsequent comparison with two contemporary texts—one the writing of  

an archaeologist’s wife attempting to institute the standards of  “modern housekeeping” in the 

jungles of  the region and the other the promotional materials of  the PEMEX Travel Club, 

materials that fueled the simultaneous growth of  the petroleum industry in southern Mexico and 

the development of  pre-Columbian sites as tourist destinations. Among other things, this account 

demonstrates how the activities of  a cosmopolitan, transnational intellectual elite constituted 

critical support for the efforts of  the Mexican state and its industries as opposed to constituting an 

imperialist challenge to a still-emergent post-Revolutionary nationalism, episodes that 

demonstrate a confluence of, rather than conflict between, international and national “cultures of 

containment” (Fox 2013:38). These technologies of  depiction and description would elucidate the 

resources and territories of  southern Mexico and constitute critical epistemological and practical 

links between projects of  natural and cultural investigation and extraction. However, while these 

itineraries were powerful tools of  incorporation and control, the unanticipated connections 

between these various Pan-American itineraries begin to undermine their promise of  enclosure; 

the persistent power of  the itinerary to encourage the proliferation of  encounters between diverse 

knowledges offers an implicit anticipation of  the impossibility of  any unifying knowledge to 
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effectively account for and incorporate southern Mexico under any knowledge, policy, or 

program.

Art, science, and incorporation

“Such an effort at integration prefigures nothing less than a vision that today only the most audacious dare to 
entertain: the abolition of  the barriers that separate man from his own best faculties, the abolition of  the interior 
frontiers without which no exterior frontier can be definitively abolished.” 
       —Wolfgang Paalen, DYN, Issue 4-5 

“Postwar humanity, armed with all of  the resources of  contemporary science, invades to realize, finally, the 
definitive conquest of  the tropics.” 
       —José Vasconcelos, 1944

While Covarrubias was born and raised in Mexico City and would spend most of  his life in his 

native country, international collaborations were critical to his formation as an artist and 

intellectual. During time spent living in New York, Covarrubias developed exhibitions of  

Mexican art for the Museum of  Modern Art and illustrated columns for Vanity Fair, Vogue and The 

New Yorker. His books, published by the American press A.A. Knopf, all appeared in English 

before being translated into Spanish. Covarrubias would host a wide array of  foreign academics 

and artists in his home in Mexico, introducing them to Mexican art and food, and to the pre-

Columbian past.

 The importance of  international intellectual collaborations to Covarrubias’ formation is 

reflected in his contributions to a short-lived, yet influential art magazine, DYN. Published for six 

issues between 1942 and 1944, the magazine was founded by European  surrealists exiled in 

Mexico during the Second World War, led by the Austrian painter Wolfgang Paalen. As 

numerous commentators have noted (Leddy and Conwell 2012, Garza Usabiaga 2012), the 

establishment of  DYN was premised upon a rejection of  prominent threads of  European 

surrealist thought (one of  Paalen’s contributions to the first issue is entitled “Farewell au 
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Surrealisme”) in favor of  a new rapprochement between art and science.3 As Paalen and his 

collaborators saw it, surrealism had sacrificed the place of  art in the world through recourse to 

then-popular fascinations with the bizarre, the obscure, and the psychological interior. The result 

of  such a position, the DYN group argued, was to sacrifice the political possibilities of  art. 

Instead, DYN sought to offer a venue for scientifically literate artists and thinkers who could 

connect the interior and the exterior, art and science, the image and the world. As Garza 

Usabiaga argues, such a union of  art and science promised to “rid art of  all metaphysics” while 

also bringing humanity to scientific projects of  modern world-building (2012:96). 

 This argument for artistic and scientific complementarity is explicitly leveled in an article 

on “Art and Science” that Paalen wrote for DYN’s third issue (1942). Paalen’s article begins by 

framing the antagonisms between art and science through a famous dispute between Goethe and 

Newton concerning the nature of  light, wherein the former insisted upon the indivisibility of  the 

experiential quality of  light and the latter attempts to quantify the formation of  light by composite 

colors. Recounting a speculative episode of  the form of  scientific investigation that became 

dominant following Newton’s ultimate victory, Paalen notes that a blind man would be perfectly 

capable of  “knowing” color through the scientific methods proposed by Newton, but would 

ultimately understand nothing of  its quality. He extends his argument to claim that we live in a 

blind world, armed with scientific theories and inventions that amount to a form of  “totalitarian 

mysticism” (1942:7). He admits that, “quantitative coordination puts things in the most 

manageable order and consequently in the order most suitable for collective activity, this 

coordination has proved itself  exceedingly fruitful in practical results” (1942:5). However, the 

“practical results” of  science are far from beneficent; Paalen writes from a wartime world where 

“for one way of  healing we have a hundred ways of  killing” (1942:7). Faced with the hegemony 
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and frightening consequences of  science, he argues that “it is necessary to rediscover quality,” 

though not as quantity’s binary partner and superseded epistemological predecessor but as a co-

emergent and complementary form of  knowledge and experience. The artist cannot succumb to 

this binary construction and dwell merely in quality, but instead must affirm art’s participation in 

human development. The scientist and the artist must accept their fundamental 

“interrelationship” and each “give up the thought that he alone has taken out an exclusive patent 

on truth. Distinction between quality and quantity does not mean division of  reality into two 

parts.” (1942:8) Both the artist and the scientist are “always and everywhere within reality and not 

face to face with it” (1942:8). Paalen’s reflections end with a return to the Goethe/Newton dispute, 

this time read through the emergent uncertainties of  quantum physics; read in light of  this new 

science of  uncertainty, the space between art and science as commonly understood becomes 

urgently important as a means of  both understanding and acting in the world.4

 DYN was unique not only in this early critique of  the ground’s of  modern knowledge, but 

also in its argument that an exploration of  non-Western art would be central to this broader 

attempt at a practical and conceptual synthesis between art and science. The impetus for this 

inclusion is captured in Paalen’s opening remarks to a double issue of  DYN, “The Amerindian 

Number,” published in 1943.  Paalen’s preface on the inside cover of  the issue argues that the 

universal sciences need a universal “human” art as their balance and complement, a remark that 

resonates with his earlier arguments in “Art and Science” as well as the belief  that the artistic 

impulse was a universal human drive. Here, however, the powers of  the proposed union of  art 

and science are underlined in place of  a critique of  the current scientific status quo. As Paalen 

suggests in the epigraph above, an incorporation of  non-Western art, in tandem with the collapse 

of  knowledges of  quantity and quality outlined in “Art and Science,” would lead to a total 
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territorial and epistemological  inclusiveness. The vision then links the incorporation of  non-

Western arts to the kind of  world-making knowledge projects that Paalen called for. As he argues, 

“To a science already universal but by definition incapable of  doing justice to our emotional 

needs, there must be added as its compliment, a universal art: these two will help in the shaping 

of  the new, the indispensable world-consciousness” (1943).

 In addition to numerous articles by Paalen and other artists on the native cultures of  

Pacific Northwest and pieces on ancient Mesoamerican cultures by professional archaeologists, 

Covarrubias would contribute illustrations and two articles to DYN: one on his excavations at the 

ancient site of  Tlatilco on the outskirts of  Mexico City and another on his visit to the 

archaeological site of  La Venta, one of  the largest Olmec centers located in present day Tabasco 

and then only recently rediscovered by Stirling and his collaborators in 1940. Covarrubias’ 

reflection on La Venta for DYN recounts his emergent fascination with the Olmec and southern 

Mexico, an interest that “began back in the days before motors roads and tourists” and which 

through collecting trips, personal study, and collaborations with archaeologists became his “most 

passionate hobby” (1943:27). His article begins with a romantic recounting of  his journey to the 

site through the region’s wilderness in search of  the“tantalizing presence of  a great and remote 

past in what is now uninhabited, impenetrable jungle” (1943:27). His writing offers evocative 

descriptions of  the region’s flora and fauna—beetles, birds, tapirs, poisonous snakes, and the 

luxuriant forest itself  are all encountered, overcome, and described. He dedicates his most 

substantial reflections to a commentary on local beliefs about the mythical jaguar, describing the 

superstitious attitudes of  his guides as a means of  addressing ancient Olmec’s fascinations with 

the animal. These transtemporal connections are repeated throughout Covarrubias’ writing on 
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the region, perhaps most arrestingly in a photographic diptych that pairs a photograph of  one of  

the La Venta colossal heads with the face of  a local woman.

 While these romantic accounts might resonate with contemporary surrealist accounts 

which documented non-Western sites, objects, peoples, and practices as so many playful 

curiosities, Covarrubias instead uses the present region as a site for gathering traces of  the 

ancient world that so fascinated him—a civilization “appearing suddenly out of  nowhere in a 

state of  full development, they constitute a culture that seems to have been the root, the mother 

culture from which the later and better known (Maya, Totonac, Zapotec, etc.) cultures 

sprang” (1943:27). In addition to the “mother culture” theory described in Chapter 1 and 

reiterated here, Covarrubias was also interested in gathering evidence to support arguments that 

would elaborate the Olmec’s connections to other cultures in Mesoamerica and around the 

world. In DYN and elsewhere, Covarrubias would variously assert connections between the 

Olmec and “Negroid” cultures, China, the Peruvian site of  Chavin, his excavations at Tlatilco, as 

well as to subsequent Mesoamerican cultures (1943:29). To prove these points, Covarrubias 

voraciously consumed archaeological literatures and paid visits to various sites. When such 

information failed, however, he pioneered a juxtaposition of  artistic and scientific evidence and 

methods that resonates powerfully with Paalen’s vision outlined above. 

 While Covarruibas’ text is evocative, his DYN article on La Venta is perhaps more 

remarkable for its imagery, which offers strong evidence of  Covarruibas’ mode of  aesthetic 

analysis. His article includes a number of  his own illustrations and continues the kind of  graphic 

argumentation at work in his later evolutionary tree of  Mesoamerican development. In addition 

to the dramatic juxtaposition of  ancient carved faces and the physiognomy of  local peoples 

described above, Covarrubias’ article includes a number of  spreads of  illustrations of  
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archaeological objects that serve to forward his diffusionist theories. One of  these spreads 

includes pencil and watercolor illustrations of  masks and figurines from La Venta and various 

sites in Guerrero, anticipating the development of  arguments for widespread instances of  Olmec 

style, culture, or political formations across much of  Mesoamerica (e.g. Clark and Pye 2000, 

Lesure 2004).5 More remarkable, however, is the inclusion of  a small, line drawing of  a clay 

“sphinx-like demon” from China set amidst the four Olmec jadeite figurines. The line drawing, 

smaller in scale and lighter in graphic weight, sits as a kind of  visual annotation of  the assembled 

Olmec artifacts, hinting at the implications of  this perceived formal resemblance. As with the 

elements of  the evolutionary chart described in this chapter’s introduction, considerations of  

medium, scale, and other factors that in fact reveal important differences between these artifacts— 

such as the ceramic construction of  the Chinese artifact and the polished jadeite of  the Olmec 

figurines—are backgrounded here in favor of  a suggestive formal comparison. We then see 

another instance of  Covarrubias’ strategy of  epistemological incorporation through graphic, 

formal comparison. As one friend argued, this aesthetic interest in form allowed for insights 

impossible to achieve through strictly “scientific” means: “his feeling for form, combined with his 

increasing interest over the years in ancient cultures, gave him enormous advantage over the 

average archaeologist who has always been dedicated to the stratification of  clay, plus measuring 

and note taking” (William Spratlng quoted in Williams 1994:145).

 While this proliferation of  proposed  connections between the ancient Olmec, the region’s 

local inhabitants, China, and other locations in the ancient Americas has seemed muddled to 

many professional archaeologists and art historians in Covarrubias’ time and today, they all bear 

a similar function: they serve to constitute connections between the Olmec, a then little-known 

and still-emergent archaeological object of  knowledge located in a still-“wild” region, and more 
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familiar times, peoples, and places. While the connections between this mode of  argument and 

then-widespread Boasian theories of  diffusion are obvious, this incorporative strategy also bears a 

strong resemblance to a much earlier form of  imperial knowledge, what Anthony Pagden 

describes as the “principle of  attachment” in his analysis of  early colonial encounters in the New 

World. Padgen defines the principle of  attachment as a means of  “translating varieties of  

experience from an alien world into the practices of  [the explorer’s] own” and a process through 

which “what is familiar...is employed to ‘attach’ one unfamiliar action to another familiar one” to 

“assimilate the unknown to the known” (1993:21). For Pagden, attachment is an epistemological 

moment that initiates a chain of  movements through moments of  encounter, recognition, and 

naming, and which ends with possession (1993:34).

 Covarrubias’ articles in DYN anticipated the 1946 publication of  his English language 

Mexico South: The Isthmus of  Tehuantepec, a text which underscores this assumed movement from 

initial moments of  tenuous attachment to a future of  possession and control.  Part travelogue, 

part aesthetic analysis, and part “ethnographic” study of  local and indigenous populations, 

Mexico South is an attempt at a synthetic exploration and description of  the region—“a forgotten, 

fascinating region, unknown even to most Mexicans, a land cut off  by forbidding mountain 

ranges on one side and unexplored jungle on the other” (1946:xxiii). The text moves across 

boundaries of  past and present, art and science, culture and industry, fusing reminiscences from 

Covarruibas’ vacations in the region with his analysis of  the ancient Olmec and the region’s more 

recent history.6 

 While the volume often reads as a work of  pleasure and diversion, Covarrubias’ vision for 

the book is more ambitious, as he seeks to participate in a still-nascent intellectual project of  

epistemological and territorial incorporation at work in the region. As he argues, his book and 
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works like it would furnish “less gaudy and increasingly accurate knowledge of  the country, 

acquired through the personal experience of  travelers and a deeper insight into Mexican art and 

history, economy, and sociology won by a new generation of  more liberal, open-minded 

scientists” (1946:xxii). Importantly, then, Covarrubias’ aspirations for a thorough documentation 

of  the region begins with an admission of  relative ignorance on the part of  travelers, academics, 

and the state about this remote region; the incorporation of  the southern Mexico would require 

new forms of  interdisciplinary knowledge.7 Understandings of  travel and study, diversion and 

industry, art and science are not opposed in this conception but are mutually stimulating and 

constructive, together amounting to a kind of  pan-disciplinary survey of  the region that would be 

widely and generally useful. As one reviewer noted, “the book fills a gap in the literature on 

Mexico by giving us a well-rounded, vivid, objective account of  an unrecorded area. It is 

beautifully planned and printed, carefully annotated, and cannot be too highly 

recommended” (Mary Butler quoted in Williams 1994:165). Mexico South quickly became a best-

seller. As Diego Rivera argued, in Mexico South “erudition becomes a tasty cocktail,” with the 

books’ combination of  romanticism, design, and “data” encouraging unprecedented attention on 

the region (quoted in Williams 1994:165).8 

 In keeping with the scientific aspirations of  his aestheticizing travel narrative, 

Covarrubias’ descriptions proceed in keeping with modes of  ethnographic description popular at 

the time, especially amongst Boasian anthropologists then influential in Mexico; he offers 

descriptions of  local peoples’ appearances, their typical nature and demeanor, their crafts, and 

their treatment of  rites of  childbirth, marriage, worship, and death, along with other moments of 

ritual importance. Alongside these usually timeless descriptions of  the enduring nature of  local 

cultures, Covarrubias offers a history of  failed outside interventions in the region, from the 

60



Spanish empire to the recent attempt to construct a railway across the Isthmus to facilitate trade 

between the Atlantic and Pacific. 

 This historical narrative of  failed colonizations serves to set the scene for an anticipated 

success in the modern study and development of  the region, a transformation to which 

Covarrubias’ brand of  engaged and interdisciplinary inquiry would be crucial. While the volume 

constitutes a treasure hunt—Covarrubias is searching for the archaeological past, the charm of  

the folkloric present, and the primordial power of  the natural landscape, these travels are 

premised upon the region’s eventual transformation through its gradual incorporation into 

modernity and the nation. As Covarrubias argues, “There is no doubt whatever that the whole 

zone will be opened to a more general use before many years have passed; its inherent 

possibilities are endless, given new roads, adequate transportation system, modern irrigation, and 

a wisely conducted colonization” (1946:xxvii). The region’s natural and cultural riches—oil, 

sugar, agriculture, and the ancient past—would fuel this “wisely conducted colonization,” which 

would differ from previous exploitative development under the guises of  colonial interests, a 

totalitarian state, or foreign interests. The modern, post-Revolutionary state—promoting 

democracy, education, and progress—would root out the region’s reactionary elements and 

oversee a benevolent development. Here again connections between art and the world are 

critical, as “new aesthetic values in traditional and contemporary Indian art” and “new social 

and economic ideals in government and industrial management” are both seen as essential to the 

creation of  “new momentum for the desire for progress” in southern Mexico (1946:xxvi). 

Covarrubias ties his own account to these modernizing aspirations, offering historical, cultural, 

and practical knowledge that bears a strong resemblance to the recommendations offered to the 

traveling serviceman in Bryce’s South of  the Border. 
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 However, Mexico South, through its union of  aesthetic, scientific, and popular genres, also 

bears a strong resemblance to Paalen’s incorporative dream of  abolishing mental and physical 

frontiers through the unification of  art and science. However, in place of  an openness to the 

limitations of  scientific knowledge and the confident and destructive projects that it spawned, 

Covarrubias’ accounts instead foreground Paalen’s proposed abolition of  frontiers in the most 

literal sense, as the abolition of  disciplinary frontiers becomes a means of  finally conquering the 

southern Mexican frontier. This turn from a liberatory reconfiguration of  modern knowledge to 

an operationalization of  knowledge in the interest of  strategies of  control has been noted in the 

careers of  numerous Mexican artistic “avant-grades,” whose “radical” practices were often 

themselves incorporated into the official culture of  the modernizing state (e.g. Bartra 1992, 

García Canclini 1995, Coffey 2012, Lopez 2010). Lomnitz notes a similar tendency within 

Mexican anthropology at mid-century, which he identifies as a form of  “internal colonialism,” 

and thus as a discipline unable to either “romanticize [local difference] to the degree of  rejecting 

modernization” or study “the wrong end of  the acculturation process, that is, the unhappily 

modernized end” (2001:259). Working in the region today, one cannot help but be struck by these 

“unhappy” ends of  modernity, a condition that demands an understanding of  the intellectual 

programs and modernizing aspirations that motivated ultimately failed attempts at the 

benevolent transformation and epistemological enclosure of  the region. 

Frontier domesticities

“Let alone, they soon disperse themselves over the entire body, burrow under the skin, and there set up housekeeping.” 
       —Marion Stirling (1941:322)

 Covarrubias’ accounts of  southern Mexico enact romantic encounters with the ancient 

Olmec, the region’s landscapes, and the local population. Largely absent, however, is discussion 

62



of  the scientific operations that brought Covarrubias’ attention to southern Mexico and the 

ancient Olmec sites there and which furnished the ancient objects that were the subject of  his 

aesthetic reflections. Covarrubias’ fascination with southern Mexico was enabled through 

friendships and collaborations with a range of  archaeological and anthropological experts; he 

corresponded about developments in Mesoamerican archaeology with Ignacio Bernal, Bronislaw 

Malinowski, Alfonso Caso, Alfred Kroeber, and George Vaillant. He also received the latest news 

from the Gulf  Coast excavations from Matthew and Marion Stirling and visited the Stirlings at 

their excavations in the region. While the activities of  Matthew Stirling and his scientific 

collaborators have been described in Chapter 1, a largely ignored account born out of  these 

excavations can underline the implications of  these Olmec explorations for contemporary 

attempts to incorporate the region into the “modern” world.

 The incorporation of   southern Mexico through “modern” practice is at work in a more 

quotidian sense in an article written by Marion Stirling for National Geographic magazine. Her 

account of  her “Jungle Housekeeping” details the daily labor and the cultural negotiations 

involved in the establishment of  a scientific and domestic outpost in the southern Mexican 

wilderness in support of  her husband’s archaeological excavations.9 As with all explorers’ 

accounts of  the region, Marion’s description details the exhaustive labor entailed in work in the 

region. She has first to oversee the construction of  their camp out of  the materials of  the 

surrounding jungles; “a long house, two small ‘family houses,’ a screened house, and a garage” 

are constructed with traditional palm thatch methods by local workers (1941:304). Work did not 

end there. As Marion reflects, “When we arrived home, our friends would ask, ‘What did you do 

with your leisure time?’ We had no leisure time. I washed the choice figurines from the dig, while 

supervising the girls. There was always some packing to be done and correspondence and 
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bookkeeping to be kept up to date, not to mention cleaning and shellacking the skulls in our spare 

moments” (1941:323). Marion’s busy efforts to support her husband’s archaeological mission 

underline the domestic infrastructures that must necessarily support scientific knowledge-making, 

but they also reveal how in gathering knowledge about the region these scientists played a critical 

role in introducing new forms of  “modern” living and practice there. 

 In addition to describing the intensity of  this strange mix of  secretarial, domestic, and 

archaeological duties at the site, Marion’s article offers the kinds of  reflections on local color that 

one would expect in a contribution to National Geographic magazine. She describes local dances, 

traditional earthen cooking, and habits of  dress. She frequently compares the tools and practices 

used by the camp’s cook to those used by the ancient Olmec. However, in addition to distanced 

observation and description, she also describes her own experience of  local practices. She 

“adopt[s] this flattering habit” of  wearing flowers in her hair and learns to “think in terms of  10, 

15, or 20, instead of  dozens and half-dozens” when ordering local produce sold by the hand 

(1941:317, 322). However, these cultural encounters just as often end in distaste and rejection. 

Marion forbids her cook to serve “fish, river shrimp, tripe, or intestines,” and decides that she 

dislikes her cook’s sweetened, mashed sweet potatoes as much as the cook hates her tapioca 

pudding (1941:317). 

 Marion’s tapioca pudding shows how such conflicts had been anticipated. As she notes, 

while the scientific team intended to eat local food, they also substantially supplemented regional 

fare with “canned luxuries we brought along, such as jam, pickles, sardines, chipped beef, peanut 

butter, cheese, fruits, and vegetables” (1941:303).  In addition to these canned goods, the 

expedition brought along popcorn, a radio, gasoline lanterns, photographic chemicals, a gas-can 

stove to use in place of  earthen cooking techniques, and a host of  other modern supplies for use 
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in scientific activities and to make life at the site more comfortable. And while the camp buildings 

were constructed in the “traditional” manner and out of  local materials, modern notions of  

cleanliness and propriety meant that the scientists required a proper bathroom and cement floors 

to properly distance themselves form the surrounding wilderness. These modern materials were 

vital tools, not only for Marion’s “jungle housekeeping” but for the broader articulation of  the 

scientific team’s relation to southern Mexico.

 Some of  the most “humorous” moments in Marion’s article center on accounts of  the 

locals’ fascination with these ubiquitous pieces of  modern material culture; the radio and the 

bathroom merit hours-long pilgrimages from nearby towns and discarded tin cans are collected 

like treasures and later given out as gifts by the archaeologists. Another object of  fascination was 

the expedition’s automobile: “when the station wagon was out of  the garage, the children loved 

to squat and make faces at their reflections in the huge chromium hubcaps. The car was 

nicknamed the ‘Little Yellow Horse,’ because it had to be washed, watered, and fed gasoline and 

oil” (1941:317). In other cases, these imported supplies are used in articulating a more 

antagonistic relation to the local context. Few of  the scientists’ accounts of  southern Mexico fail 

to mention the severe annoyance and discomfort caused by insects, from ticks, to scorpions, to 

tarantulas. In one case recounted in Marion’s reflections, the camp being threatened by an 

invasion of  lizards, ants, and spiders, the scientists recruit another of  their modern tools—the Flit 

gun, a hand-pumped insecticide sprayer— to conduct a “long and vigorous chemical warfare” 

against the influx of  wildlife (1941:322).

 Marion’s account successfully underscores the strangeness and tenuousness of  her 

attempts to effect a modern lifestyle in southern Mexico. While Marion’s reflections offer a 

problematic reflection of  the highly delimited position of  the explorer’s wife at mid-century,10 her 
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discussion of  domestic frontier modernity also underlines the “extra-scientific” implications of  

the company’s work in southern Mexico. Here, the arts of  the home, which are revealed to be 

inevitable prerequisites for the work of  scientific “discovery,” aid in the work of  rendering 

southern Mexico as familiar and hospitable while still allowing for enticing difference. Just as the 

strategy of  attachment identified by Pagden and employed by Covarrubias in his diffusionist 

accounts of  the Olmec allows for the transformation of  the new into the familiar, the deployment 

of  modern lifestyles and their associated material cultures in support of  scientific explorations in 

southern Mexico served to contain the threatening powers of  the unfamiliar and to initiate the 

transformation of  the southern Mexican frontier quite literally through construction, travel, and 

collection, but also through the enactment of  a new set of  “modern” standards, practices, and 

lifestyles. This deployment of  frontier modernity, serving as a means of  distancing, coping, and 

containment, was also an attempt to institute a highly selective attention to the region, its peoples, 

and its resources. Modern practices and tools variously enabled documentation, collection, and 

collaboration, but also indifference, distaste, and outright “warfare,” implicitly demarcating 

which elements of  the region were and were not compatible with the coming modernization of  

the region.

 Though Marion’s work of  establishing a modern household in the Mexican jungle might 

seem insignificant, the connections it establishes between modern domesticity and the 

exploration of  the region’s resources would play out at a much larger scale in the following 

decades. As Claudio Lomnitz has argued, the 1940s through 1960s witnessed a period of  

unprecedented institutionalization and industrialization in Mexico, coinciding with the “growing 

strength of  the state” under the “democratic” rule of  the PRI (the Institutional Revolutionary 

Party) (2001:254). This period initiated the Mexican Miracle, a period of  unparalleled growth 
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through the middle of  the twentieth century, growth fueled by import substitution 

industrialization and by the dramatic expansion of  energy and transportation infrastructures 

throughout the country. This period also witnessed the intensification of  state official culture, as 

the “radical” artistic expressions of  the post-Revolutionary period were harnessed as a means of  

offering an ideological mask for the PRI’s authoritarianism and as the ancient past was once 

again framed as a critical support for the state through the development of  archaeological sites 

and museums (e.g. Bartra 1992, Coffey 2012).  

 Tabasco did not escape these dramatic changes being wrought across the country. As 

Uribe Iniesta notes, during this period, development in Tabasco was expected to “respond to the 

needs of  a national development” (2003:13). As he argues, Tabasco witnessed an attempt to 

“overdetermine the region as a space subordinated to centrally defined economic needs” (Uribe 

Inesta 2003: 19). This took place through hydrologic infrastructures, the construction of  

highways, and a severe intensification of  oil exploitation. Interest in the Olmec past also grew, as 

monuments were taken from La Venta to Villahermosa to develop a new Olmec park in the city 

center and the Museo Regional de Antropología was founded nearby.

 In addition to these infrastructural developments, tourism became a new means of  

generating revenue. Perhaps more critically, it also served to create coherent narratives across 

various modernizing projects and constituted modern witnesses to the region’s transformation. 

 For the U.S. tourist who might wish to recreate the itineraries of  Covarrubias or the 

Stirlings in southern Mexico, one of  the richest available resources available at the time were the 

publications of  the Pemex Travel Club. A free subscription service offered by PEMEX, the club 

provided English-language maps, articles, itineraries, and a monthly bulletin to interested 

travelers. The club’s publications offered “detailed information on the costs of  motor travel, 
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updates on highway conditions, news on recent advancements in gasoline and oil products and 

services, tips on the Spanish language, and information about Mexican culture and 

customs” (Berger 2006:104).11 In addition to articulating a glamorous image of  life south of  the 

border for the would-be tourist, these promotional materials also celebrated the resources of  

Mexico’s more remote corners and celebrated their increasing accessibility. Articles in the Pemex 

Travel Club Bulletin offer photographic and narrative documentation of  “Mexico’s fine 

highways” that would allow “the hum of  20-th century motors to penetrate everywhere” as well 

as the “oil and jasmine scented” industrial cities on the Gulf  Coast that fueled much of  this 

modern development (Pemex Travel Club Bulletin). Another heavily illustrated and widely 

distributed pamphlet illustrated some of  the other resources that this network made available—

the country’s many archaeological sites. Archaeology in Mexico Today argues that scientists “now 

have the archaeological fields of  Mexico labelled and numbered to perfection” and offers a 

densely-populated map of  Mexico that illustrates these sites for the driving tourist (Pemex Travel 

Club n.d.:9). The documentation and incorporation of  the ancient past was then central to a 

modernizing project. As the pamphlet argues, archaeology is one of  a number of  new modern 

sciences that promise “to see through the darkness out of  which we have come and to somehow 

perceive the future into which we are going” (Pemex Travel Club n.d.:9).

 One of  the travel club’s proposed itineraries, published in the pamphlet “Veracruz-

Merida: Alvarado, Villahermosa, Campeche,” would take the traveler through the southern 

Mexican region that was the site of  Covarrubias’ travels and the Stirlings’ archaeological 

investigations. The pamphlet proposes a “route of  enchantment through tropical and semi-

tropical flower-drenched landscapes,” echoing Covarrubias’ romantic accounts of  the region and 

its landscapes. Here too, ancient sites motivate these journeys through the southern Mexican 
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wilderness. While the guide admits that “the trip is not easy,” it nevertheless recommends a visit 

to the important site of  La Venta, as well as to the parks and museums of  Villahermosa, where 

many of  La Venta’s most important monuments could be seen (1959:6). Yet, in addition to these 

visions of  the region’s ancient heritage, the itinerary also invites the traveler to witness the 

region’s ongoing modernization. The region’s transformation is to be remarked in “air-cooled” 

museum galleries, luxurious hotels, and modern highways. More dramatically, the itinerary 

proposes a visit to the city of  Minatitlán, a major center of  PEMEX operations near La Venta 

and the site of  the first oil refinery in Latin America. The pamphlet notes that, “A visit to the [oil] 

fields, an interesting experience, is welcomed” (1959:4). Quite unlike the contemporary secrecy of 

PEMEX operations (see Cha. 5), the Pan-American traveler was a vital witness to (and engine of) 

Tabasco’s incorporation within modern practices of  knowledge, development, and living.

 This Gulf  Coast itinerary and others published by the Pemex Travel Club create powerful 

links between the materials of  the southern Mexican resource frontier—oil infrastructures, 

asphalt, cars, tires, ancient sites, pre-Columbian objects, and modernizing cities—and illustrate 

the important connections between the development of  Mexico’s cultural and natural resources 

at mid-century. Intellectual activity was critical to both of  these processes, as a means of  

gathering information about the region and its resources but also, as illustrated by Marion’s 

“jungle housekeeping,” as a means of  setting precedents of  modern living and practice in new 

territories. In this respect, a series of  terms thought to be consigned to discrete domains—

industry and domesticity, foreign and national development, art and science—are seen to work in 

tandem in the incorporation and transformation of  the southern Mexican frontier.
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Conclusions

The power of  Covarrubias’ chart as a means of  incorporating the Olmec into the history of  pre-

Columbian Mesoamerica parallels the work of  these other Pan-American itineraries as a means 

of  incorporating southern Mexico into transnational inquiry and the industrial development of  

the post-Revolutionary Mexican state. The juxtaposition of  these Pan-American itineraries allows 

for the documentation of  a mode of  colonial modernization of  the frontier that unfolds though 

unexpected channels. These cases show how Mexican national and historical consolidation was 

not in conflict, but rather evolved symbiotically with U.S. intellectual activities on the Mexican 

frontier; how various arts—the arts of  the non-Western and the arts of  the home—were not 

peripheral but rather central to scientific and industrial efforts of  colonial incorporation; and how 

intellectuals, rather than constituting a radical vanguard, often served to further the modernizing 

aspirations of  the Mexican state. While the interdisciplinary incorporation of  art and science 

proposed by Paalen and his peers failed as a means of  abolishing frontiers to knowledge and 

establishing a benevolent human science after metaphysics, it succeeded as a powerful engine for 

the proliferation of  a network of  elite individuals who all contributed to the exploration and 

incorporation of  the region. These efforts created a critical nexus between art and science, 

industry and pleasure that constituted a powerful imaginary for modernizing interests.

 Yet these intellectual and modernizing itineraries, like a path marked on a map, are 

inherently thin, and as Marion’s “warfare” demonstrates, the itinerary’s margins had a way of  

invading and thereby underlining the tenuousness of  these forays into the region. Paalen and 

Covarrubias’ desire for a new form of  interdisciplinary knowledge acknowledged this thinness, 

and hoped that a union of  various modern knowledges could compensate for the limitations of  

any single means of  understanding the region. However, the synthesis and resolution of  various 
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modes of  knowledge posited in these imaginaries was never achieved. Instead, the modernizing 

projects that they encouraged lead to the very uneven, often violent changes to which the region 

bears witness today. This means that the modernist dream of  controlling the region was 

ultimately unrealizable, but it also means that Tabasco today can hardly be said to be the product 

of  a “wisely conducted colonization.” Instead, it manifests the fractures between various 

knowledges, plans, and interventions in the region (Covarrubias 1946:xxvi). 

 The chapter that follows further explores these fractures through an analysis of  the work 

of  agricultural settlement, archaeology, and oil in the town of  Villa La Venta. This case 

demonstrates the ongoing tensions between the projects gathered together here as signs of  

modernity’s arrival on the southern Mexican frontier. Rather than together contributing to the 

utopian modernization of  the region as envisioned by these Pan-American itineraries, these 

various projects in southern Mexico have underlined the tensions inherent in southern Mexico’s 

modernity.
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1 In interviews with archaeologists and art historians, assessments of  Covarrubias’ work often fell along 
disciplinary lines, with art historians embracing Covarrubias’ unique contribution and forms of  aesthetic 
analysis and archaeologists condemning his “amateurism.” 

2 Covarrubias’ fascination was shared. As Matthew Stirling recounts, George Vaillant, curator at the 
Americans Museum of  Natural History, kept the small jade in his desk drawer for weeks, his obsessive 
handling of  the piece spurring his interest in Olmec studies (Stirling 1968). 

3 Paalen’s rapprochement between the worlds of  art and science also included the publication of  articles 
by the likes of  Albert Einstein and Bertrand Russell in DYN.

4 In this sense, Paalen’s criticism is a forceful anticipation of  later critiques of  scientific objectivity, and is a 
particularly early recruitment of  the language of  quantum physics as a means of  critiquing the grounds of 
scientific knowledge in favor of  a new form of  engaged, non-positivist realism (see Barad 2007). 

5 This argument is also at work in Covarruibas’ other contribution to DYN, which details his excavations at 
the site of  Tlatilco on the outskirts of  Mexico City. Covarrubias used formal analyses based on his 
excavation finds there to argue for the presence of  economic and cultural exchange between the Olmec 
“heartland” on the Gulf  Coast and the Valley of  Mexico. However, the article also offers dramatic formal 
juxtapositions through drawings, with one spread offering a comparison of  an incised design on a pot 
discovered during his Tlatilco excavations with a claw motif  from a chilkat blanket from the Northwest 
Coast (1943:46). 

6 Covarrubias had explored a similar narrative format in his first book, Island of  Bali (1937).

7 Tilley has noted a similar dynamic at work in ambitious, interdisciplinary attempts to study and rule 
British Africa in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. She notes that attempts to encourage 
interdisciplinary exchanges and the development of  new institutions rested upon a fundamental anxiety 
concerning the efficacy of  existing colonial knowledge practices (2011:23).

8 The sensationalism and romanticism of  Covarrubias’ account hardly make it trivial, as some have 
argued. As is argued in Chapter 1 in the context of  Matthew Stirling’s writings for National Geographic 
magazine, “vision and hype” were were as critical as “data” for the development of  pleasurable, scientific, 
and industrial interests in southern Mexico (Sunder Rajan 2006). 

9 Philip Drucker, discussed in Chapter 1, would also write a personal account of  southern Mexico. After 
participating in several archaeological seasons and conducting other fieldwork int he region, Drucker 
settled there. Under the pen name of  Paul Record, Drucker wrote Tropical Frontier (1969), a romantic 
account of  the region and the changes it was then undergoing. Drucker argues that southern Mexico is 
one of  the world’s last frontiers, citing contemporary attempts at lunar exploration to underline both the 
extreme difficulty of  finding “empty” spaces at mid-century and the powers of  modernity to reach and 
incorporate them. His book, in addition to more general descriptions of  the region, follows the heroic 
efforts of  a police officer to institute “law and order” in the region, a process that Drucker sees as 
extremely difficult but also inevitable. As he argues, the end of  frontier “outlaw” culture is a necessary step 
in the modernization of  this remote corner of  the country. 
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10 It is telling that this is the only major published account of  the Olmec excavations authored by Marion 
Stirling.  In spite of  Marion’s relative invisibility in scholarly publications on the Smithsonian Olmec 
excavations, she is widely acknowledged as having played a vital role not only in the logisitical operations 
of  the excavations, but also in matters of  archaeological interpretation. An important example is her 
decipherment of  the date on Stela C from Tres Zapotes, described in Chapter 1.

11 For further discussion of  Pan-American tourism and driving cultures, see Berger 2006, Berger and 
Wood 2010, and Freeman 2009.



CHAPTER 3
Modern Frictions:

Plays for Territory at La Venta

They had asked us to meet them at the carwash, so we pulled up to the building near the center 

of  Villa la Venta in the early afternoon. More a loading dock than an actual carwash, we found 

the space empty. We wandered into the attached building in search of  our appointment—walking 

toward the source of  the noise of  tools at work and the smell of  cleaning products that 

permeated the space. Once in the attached hallway it quickly became clear that the carwash 

really was no carwash. Lined in clean, though worn pastel tiles, the hallway led to a series of  

small rooms. Almost empty, the rooms still managed to reveal the building’s former function— 

occasional pieces of  mid-century medical equipment hung from the walls: lamps, thermometers, 

and other shiny metal installations. Down the hallway we found Hilario and his family at work 

cleaning a large central room, and after our hellos we dragged chairs out into the sunlight to talk 

more.

 My first questions centered on the haunting space we had just toured. What was this 

place? Why was a building in the middle of  town so empty? And how had it ended up in their 

hands? The answers led us back to the history that had first prompted my interest in Hilario and 

his family and the reason I had asked my companion at the interview, the manager of  the 

archaeological site of  La Venta, to put me in contact with the family; the answers led us back to 

Hilario’s grandfather, Don Sebastian, the mythical founding figure of  the small town. The 

hospital, Hilario and his wife explained, was part of  a swath of  land given by his grandfather to 

the rapidly growing town of  Villa La Venta in the mid-twentieth century. The gift comprised 

much of  what is now the center of  the town, including the sites of  the local school, a church, the 
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former hospital, and what used to be the town’s movie theater. Since the hospital, recently 

replaced by a new clinic on the outskirts of  town, was no longer being used for its intended 

purpose, the family was reclaiming it.  

 In our conversation, Hilario and his wife offered Don Sebastian’s story as Villa la Venta’s 

story. According to their account, Sebastian came from Spain in the early 1900s, landed on the 

Gulf  Coast, and settled in this remote part of  Tabasco after recognizing its unrivaled natural 

abundance. The area was a place where “there was everything” and “there was no one.” This 

plenty and breathing room made it easy for him to make a living as a rancher and by selling local 

products in neighboring towns.

 Sebastian’s story also appears in the accounts of  the archaeologists who came to La Venta 

as interest in the major Olmec site located there grew in the 1940s. These accounts corroborate 

this reading of  Sebastian as a founding father, an enterprising man attracted to the area for its 

rich resources: “Here [Sebastian and his family] hewed out a clearing in the virgin forest and 

learned that the sandy soil would grow abundant crops. The forest teemed with game and the 

family prospered in its jungle home” (Stirling 1940: 116). The archaeologists also benefited from 

Sebastian’s generosity. He accommodated them in his family’s encampment during their 

preliminary trips to the La Venta site and he and his relatives offered them crucial information 

about the area and supplied much of  the exhaustive labor for their eventual excavations there. 

Their accounts differ, however, in explaining the settlement’s origins, describing Sebastian and his 

family as a group of  “Aztec Indians” who came to the region in the 1890s (Stirling 1940:113). 

	 The eagerness of  Hilario and his family to reclaim the site of  the old hospital shows how 

times have changed. In place of  ready land and natural riches waiting to be gathered, residents in 

Villa la Venta now lament how difficult it is to obtain land in the area and the challenges to 
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finding steady work or making a living through agriculture. Flooding caused by oil infrastructures 

that ruins crops and jobs filled by cheap migrant laborers or foreign experts are common 

grievances.

 This chapter analyses this dramatic transformation of  this “empty” corner of  southern 

Mexico into a territory densely populated by histories of  local, private, and state projects of  

development. This history of  Villa la Venta underlines the tensions between a number of  

national projects in Mexico—a nationalism premised upon the exploration, documentation, and 

institutionalization of  the pre-Columbian past; an economic development through petrochemical 

extraction; and a post-Revolutionary promise of  land for Mexico’s poorest citizens. As I argue, 

the symbolic and material intimacy of  attempts to realize all of  these dreams in Villa la Venta 

reveals the inherent contradictions of  these propositions and underlines the need for an analysis 

that considers the coexistence and collision of  such modern projects. Villa la Venta emerged in 

the twentieth century, not through any single development scheme, but at the fraught interstices 

of  a number of  often contradictory dreams for the Tabascan frontier.

 These plays for territory in remote southern Mexico echo Raymond Craib’s analysis of  

cartographic science in Mexico on the eve of  Revolution. As Craib notes, “much of  Mexico, as 

both topographic space and natural ‘resource,’ resided far beyond the horizon of  official 

knowledge” well into the twentieth century (2004:10). In his history he examines how 

“exploration, mapping, and surveying became the means by which to identify and assume control 

over resources, to reconfigure property relations, and to generate knowledge of  the 

territory” (2004:9). While Craib follows surveyors explicitly employed by the state to formulate 

understandings of  unknown spaces, this chapter tracks the efforts of  multiple projects—projects 

of  industrial extraction, archaeological exploration and heritage preservation, and local attempts 
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at settlement and agriculture—to understand the variegated practices and visions through which 

Villa la Venta has been created and transformed over the course of  the twentieth century. As 

Craib notes, an analysis of  this variety of  never-fully-realized schemes can reveal how such 

territories are “not landscapes at all, in fact, but places created and recreated through the prisms of 

memory, practical wisdom, use, and collective decision making rather than the lens of  

instrumentation” (2004:12).  Craib’s notion of  the fugitive landscape—a means of  referring to 

the inevitably elusive nature of  any landscape when subjected to attempts at documentation and 

development—usefully condenses the limitations of  modernizing projects at Villa la Venta. 

 However, while each fragmented and frustrated in their attempts to order La Venta under 

any plan or sign, the present day difficulties of  making a life there reflect the very palpable effects 

of  these modern interventions into the “remote” Tabascan frontier. As will be shown, these 

transformations  have unfolded through a mix of  speculative visions and palpable experiences, 

bureaucratic and scientific sureties, and local negotiations.  What is common to this  history is the 

repeated displacement of  local populations in the face of  state resource projects and the 

persistence of  conflicting desires surrounding La Venta’s territory. The fraught interactions of  

these various projects in La Venta show that the modern period, which too often serves as a 

nostalgic foil to present day globalisms and neoliberalisms, deserves its own narratives of  fracture, 

friction, and disenfranchisement. 

Making and settling frontiers

 While local accounts of  Sebastian Torres’ arrival in La Venta offer a highly personalized 

and heroic narrative of  his journey, his settlement in the region came at a time of  concerted 

efforts to populate the “empty” Tabascan frontier. In 1908, the Bulletin of  the International Finance 

Association published a “Report and Description of  the Lands Surveyed by Licenciado Don Rafael 
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Dorantes, located in the Municipality of  Huimanguillo, State of  Tabasco.” The report, 

describing lands in the northwestern corner of  the state including present day La Venta, echoes 

the impressions of  a region of  plenty offered by the Torres’ in their historical reminisces. As the 

report dramatically states, “the climate is necessarily warm although naturally healthful, as the 

temperature is very uniform during the year around, which might be called an ‘Eternal Spring.’ 

The lands there are of  such richness as has been rarely found in any part of  the 

globe.” (1908:30). The short report offers a catalogue of  the region’s natural bounty, paying 

particular attention to those elements of  nature that could become profitable resources. It 

describes precious woods—cedar, oak, mahogany, and other native species; rubber; dye woods; 

vanilla; abundant fauna—from turtles, to craw-fish; coke; and, perhaps most importantly, oil.  

The report implies that the preliminary exploitation of  surface resources involved in clearing the 

land would offer immediate returns in anticipation of  much greater rewards to come from the 

establishment of  agricultural tobacco, sugar-cane, coffee, or rubber operations or from the 

exploitation of  subterranean oil deposits.

 The report in the Bulletin was the product of  concerted attempts to populate and 

incorporate “empty” territories in Tabasco and across Mexico through surveying, colonization, 

and development schemes during the reign of  dictator Porfirio Diaz. Willem Assies usefully 

summarizes the motivations of  Porfirian liberalizing land projects on Mexico’s “empty” frontiers 

and their dramatic consequences: 

“During [the Porfiriato] the Decreto sobre Colonización y Compañias Deslindadoras 
(Decree on Colonization and Demarcation Companies) of  1883 and the Ley sobre 
Ocupación y Enjenación de Terrenos Baldíos (Law on the Occupation and Alienation of  
Barren Lands) of  1894 shaped land policies. The two measures sought to identify 
lands presumably without owner in order to incorporate them through 
demarcation and sale to private parties. Some 50, mostly US-based, companies 
were given concessions to carry out the demarcation process, for which they were 
to receive one-third of  the surface demarcated. Between 1883 and 1910 they 
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demarcated 59 million hectares and received 20 million hectares, or over 10 
percent of  the national territory, in compensation.” (Assies 2008: 38)

As the title of  the 1883 decree implies, the motivations of  such modern colonization projects 

were several. Most obviously, they encouraged the settlement of  populations in places previously 

uninhabited and the formalization of  property relations in these regions. Additionally, these 

schemes encouraged the documentation of  previously unknown territories. Central to the 

demarcation process were extensive surveying efforts, but even more critically, efforts to identify 

and promote the resources of  various regions. 

	 In La Venta and surrounding parts of  northwestern Tabasco, this colonization scheme 

was undertaken by the businessman Rafael Dorantes mentioned in the Bulletin. On August 20, 

1892, the Secretariat of  Development granted Dorantes a concession to survey and colonize 

300,000 hectares of  lands in Tabasco and Chiapas, including La Venta and it surrounds. 

Vazquez Soberano described the terms of  the Dorantes concession:

“Supported by the rights granted by Porfirian legislation to delineate and colonize 
barren lands, the businessman Rafael Dorantes came to control over five hundred 
twenty-eight thousand hectares of  vacant land in the territorial limits of  Tabasco 
and Chiapas between 1892 and 1902. In exchange for this transfer on the part of  
the federal government, Dorantes pledged to the Secretariat of  Development to 
colonize the demarcated lands lands by establishing two families for each 2,500 
hectares and ten families for each land sale contract signed in Dorantes’ 
favor” (Vasquez Soberano 2005:156). 

Dorantes’ efforts, accomplished in collaboration with a team of  several engineers, resulted in 

detailed maps that offered clear and official understandings of  who owned the Tabascan 

wilderness (Vasquez Soberano 2005:156). 

 While the language of  natural abundance included in the Bulletin performed the region 

as a radically empty space, this emptiness was constructed as an immediate precursor to the 

filling of  this emptiness through property relations and resource development. While the 
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announcement in the Bulletin promoted the region and its development in elite cirlces, Dorantes’ 

contract also stipulated the settlement of  the region with small landholders. Schemes included 

settling Cubans, Italians, and Puerto Ricans in the area, though the colonization projects were 

also open to native Mexicans. However, despite these ambitious plans, most of  the colonization 

schemes failed to come to fruition. Instead, many of  the small holdings, including those of  

Sebastian Torres and others at La Venta, were granted to native Mexicans who had arrived in 

the region on their own. The more significant outcome of  such colonization schemes was the 

enrichment of  enterprising surveyors and businessmen. As Vasquez Soberano argues, while the 

colonizations projects claimed to be an attempt to increase the population of  unsettled parts of  

Mexico and offer a means for colonists to secure free or inexpensive land of  their own, their 

ultimate effect was to concentrate enormous swathes of  the region in the hands of  a few large 

landholders like Dorantes (2005). 

Paper and oil

 Decades later, the lands that Dorantes had so thoroughly surveyed still seemed like an 

empty frontier to foreign oil companies. After decades of  remarkable production from deposits in 

northern Veracruz, northern Tabasco was now seen as an unexplored space that promised to 

continue Mexico’s oil boom. However, oil companies come to Tabasco in the early twentieth 

century soon learned that this region was no empty frontier. It was already populated by histories 

of  ownership and use created through the Dorantes claim and other schemes and also sat in the 

sites of  another powerful interest, the post-Revolutionary Mexican state. The collision of  these 

interests, which unfolded through a long paper trail of  bureaucratic disputes, would not halt 

development in northern Tabasco, though it would dramatically alter the situation of  La Venta’s 
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poorer residents and usher in a period of  development led, not by private interests, but by the 

Mexican state. 

 In May, 1926, Robert Chellet of  the Compañia Unida de Petróleo, SA (CUPSA) filed a 

request for concession rights to explore parts of  the states of  Tabasco and Chiapas in search of  

oil and gas deposits. Included among his long list of  sites was “Isla la Venta,” a 214 hectare plot 

in the municipality of  Huimanguillo on the northern edge of  Tabasco, “bordered: to the north, 

south, east, and west by national lands titled to Rafael Dorantes.”1 CUPSA was a subsidiary of  a 

much larger oil interest in Mexico; an 86% controlling share was held by the Compañia 

Mexicana de Petróleo El Aguila, SA (Ortiz 2009:191). El Aguila, “a monumental company in the 

hydrocarbon extraction and production industries” in the early twentieth century, was owned by 

the Baronet Sir Weetman Dickson Pearson, a British aristocrat with close ties to Mexican 

president Porfirio Diaz (Ortiz 2009:181). CUPSA was founded in 1924 to control the majority of  

El Aguila’s operations in Tabasco, and Chellet’s 1926 concession request was part of  a much 

larger attempt to secure exploration and exploitation rights across considerable swathes of  the 

state (Ortiz 2009:192).  

 The initial response of  the Department of  Petroleum, a branch of  the Secretariat of  

Industry, Commerce and Labor responsible for overseeing the oil companies and granting such 

concessions, to CUPSA’s request was to ask what and where Isla la Venta was. Unable to locate 

the area on any of  their maps, the Department asked the oil company to send copies of  their 

own maps so that the regions in question “can be easily identified” and CUPSA’s request 

evaluated.2  

 The first of  the maps provided by the oil company divides the rectangular plot into 

separate lots, showing that the lands that comprised the “Isla la Venta” belonged to some of  Villa 

81



la Venta’s first residents, including Sebastian Torres and his relatives. A second map illustrates the 

more general location of  the site, placing it in relation to the nearby River Tonala and its 

tributaries, the state border with Veracruz and, interestingly, the Olmec ruins of  La Venta. 

 These maps are a reflection of  a much wider effort on the part of  CUPSA to survey  parts 

of  southern Veracruz, northern Tabasco, and northern Chiapas in search of  promising deposits. 

This period saw a significant expansion in geological and seismic surveying in the region due to 

the declining output of  major deposits discovered in the late nineteenth century in northern 

Veracruz (see Santiago 2006). The possibility of  new deposits further south was then one of  the 

most promising prospects for the industry’s future expansion. As Ortiz notes, CUPSA’s 

explorations employed traditional seismic and geological survey techniques but also used “aerial 

reconnaissance to document the extent and nature of  the terrain through photography and 

speedometer surveys.” These techniques served to “demarcate the different properties, private, 

barren and federal, to form a complete plan of  the whole region” (Ortiz 2009:195), an effort that 

shared an urgency and sense of  holism with the survey projects of  Dorantes and his peers.

 Once in receipt of  CUPSA’s maps of  Isla la Venta, however, the Department of  

Petroleum came to the determination that they could not grant CUPSA a concession for the 

lands they were discussing. They argued that the lands had already been included in an earlier 

concession—one negotiated in 1906 between Rafael Dorrantes and Frank Lillendahl in a 

contract which granted the latter exclusive rights to explore and exploit oil in the Dorantes claim. 

In light of  this determination, they notified CUPSA that Isla la Venta would be removed form 

their list of  concession requests.3 

 CUPSA objected to the Department’s decision, arguing that the lands in question could 

not possibly have been subject to the 1906 contract between Dorantes and Lillendahl: the Federal 
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Government had granted titles to the residents of  Villa la Venta in 1904, at Dorantes’ 

recommendation, as part of  the scheme to colonize this region of  Tabasco. After a series of  

exchanges, CUPSA produced copies of  these titles, apparently proving the residents’ possession 

of  the lands and, since these titles demonstrate no reservation of  subsoil rights, their power to 

grant rights to exploration and exploitation there.4

 At this point, the Department of  Petroleum turned to another branch of  the Mexican 

bureaucracy—the Secretariat of  Agriculture—to verify the titles but also to ask for advice in 

dealing with CUPSA’s request. The Department of  Agriculture confirmed that the titles had in 

fact been granted when CUPSA and residents claimed. However, as they saw it, the titles were 

invalid. 

 Correspondence between the Department of  Petroleum and the Secretariat of  

Agriculture outlines the post-Revolutionary legal maneuvers that threw the Isla la Venta 

residents’ ownership of  the into doubt. The Secretariat’s initial response to the Department’s 

inquiry explains the the Dorante’s concession had been dissolved in 1917 by presidential decree, 

along with all of  its associated titles and contracts. While all large land holdings in the Dorantes 

lands would be permanently dissolved, the federal government invited all land owners granted 

small holdings of  less than 2,500 hectares as part of  the colonization scheme to come before the 

Secretariat of  Development to petition for formal recognition of  their rights and for retitling. The 

invitation was made a second time in 1927, with a six month grace period. According to the 

Secretariat of  Agriculture, however, the residents of  Isla la Venta had failed to petition for their 

rights to their lands on both occasions, meaning that their original titles were no longer valid and 

that Isla la Venta now formed part of  federal lands. Another letter for the Department of  

Agriculture notes that even if  the residents had petitioned for their rights as owners to be 
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formally recognized and for new titles to be issued, all titles issued after 1917 were made with 

state reservation of  subsoil rights; in either case, any oil at Isla la Venta was national property.5 

 The Department of  Agriculture’s opinion concerning the status of  the residents’ titles 

reflects a broader reconception of  resources and property in Mexico in the wake of  the 

Revolution. In arguing that the residents’ titles to their lands were no longer valid, the 

Department referenced a number of  legal actions on the part of  the post-Revolutionary state 

related to state control of  resources and the land reform that was the popular heart of  

Revolutionary grievances and post-Revolutionary policy. 

 The concentrated holding of  territory, lands that were frequently not in use and often 

held by foreign interests, was a primary grievance during the Revolution. Related to these 

concerns over the private monopolization of  the nation’s territory, many of  the complaints 

leveled against the government of  Porifiro Diaz in the lead up the the Revolution centered on the 

foreign control and development of  the nation’s resources, with companies like the Compañia 

Unida de Petróleo, SA serving as prime illustrations of  the kinds of  foreign involvement that Diaz 

had encouraged. Revolutionaries argued that privatization of  the sort at work in the Dorantes 

scheme and CUPSA’s oil exploitation kept the nation poor and deprived Mexicans of  the 

opportunity to develop their own resources. 

 Much of  the task of  Mexico’s first post-Revolutionary governments was then to stabilize a 

nation wrecked by a decade of  conflict by responding to these Revolutionary concerns. A 

number of  important developments on both of  these fronts were addressed in September of  

1917 as part of  President Venustiano Carranza’s second Informe de Gobiero delivered before the 

Mexican Congress. Carranza, a Revolutionary leader and general, served as President of  Mexico   

from 1917 to 1920 and oversaw the drafting of  the Constitution of  Mexico in 1917. In his 
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Informe to the Mexican Congress, Carranza sought to underline his administration’s progress in 

fulfilling the promises of  the Revolution, including land reform. While he admits that, “In my 

previous Informe, I indicated that the policy on the agrarian question was limited for now to 

reclaiming national land that the present government found monopolized by a few favorites; and 

the provision of  land to groups of  farmers who are the people,” he highlights the great progress 

that had been made through this limited policy. Since his first Informe, “an area of  6,185,000 

hectares has returned to the dominion of  the Nation” (Carranza 1917). Among the dispossessed 

“favorites” of  the ancien regime was Rafael Dorantes; Carranza cites the national reclamation of 

his territories as a sign of  progress in national efforts to combat the control of  land by affluent 

and foreign interests and to afford all Mexicans access to land of  their own.

 The President’s dissolution of  the Dorantes claim and his return of  these territories to 

national control was justified under the new Constitution. Key to the workings of  land and 

property in La Venta and in post-Revolutionary Mexico more broadly was the Constitution’s 

Article 27. The Article formalized the Revolutionary claim to land as a national property and as 

a means of  promoting equality. It establishes that all private property in Mexico is a privilege 

granted by the state, which has original rights to all national territory. In addition to facilitating 

redistribution projects like the dissolution of  the Dorantes claim, the Article also asserted state 

control over the nation’s water, natural, and subsoil resources. Exploitation of  these resources, the 

article states, would only be conducted through concessions and in the general national interest. 

 While the implications of  Article 27 for the history of  oil in Mexico are most often 

discussed in relation to the expropriation of  foreign oil interests in 1938, the debate over land and 

oil in La Venta offers an early illustration of  such assertion of  national control over Mexico’s 

subsoil resources. In 1926, another presidential decree formalized federal control over the subsoil 
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resources of  lands in Tabasco, Campeche, Chiapas, and elsewhere, including the lands from the 

Dorantes claim, through the establishment of  the national petroleum reserves (Guerrero Reynoso 

1997:68). The establishment of  the national petroleum reserves effectively prevented a great deal 

of  foreign oil exploitation in Tabasco up until the 1938 expropriation. As much is reflected in the 

correspondence between foreign companies like CUPSA and the Department of  Petroleum. 

While private companies would continue to file request for concessions at Isla la Venta and 

elsewhere in La Venta up until 1938, these were repeatedly denied, to the companies’ growing 

exasperation. In previously claiming that the Isla la Venta was part of  the concession negotiated 

between Dorantes and Lillendahl, the Department of  Petroleum was not then protecting another 

private party’s interests from the incursion of  CUPSA. Instead, their argument that the Isla la 

Venta lands were subject to the earlier contract supported a government claim to these lands and 

their subsoil resources and reflected a mounting  challenge to private exploitation of  national 

resources. 

 While the near perfect coincidence of  the passage of  the 1917 Constitution and its Article 

27 and the dissolution and retitling of  the lands included in the Dorantes concession underlines 

the forward momentum of  post-Revolutionary policy, their interplay in the context of  La Venta 

invites a more complicated reading of  such “Revolutionary” policies. The Secretariat of  

Agriculture’s determination in the case of  Isla la Venta shows how the various purposes of  

Article 27 and post-Revolutionary reform more broadly came into immediate conflict. The fact 

that the law’s supported by the Constitution’s Article 27 were recruited to support a government 

claim to property and subsoil rights rather than to advance the rights of  small land holders 

reflects a common tendency in actions taken by the post-Revolutionary state. This episode clearly 

illustrates what has otherwise been separately considered in historical reflections on Article 27—
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namely that the kinds of  populist land reforms that it enabled remained a token promise as 

opposed to a reality, whereas the Article was very actively cited to support government  attempts 

to develop national resource industries, a tendency most famously illustrated in the use if  Article 

27 as a legal justification for the expropriation of  the oil industry in 1938 (Knight 1992,  Joseph 

and Nugent 1997). The dispute examined here shows how easily the informalities of  local land 

tenure practices could be exploited by bureaucratic actors eager to consolidate state power. This 

consolidation of  state property at the expense of  La Venta’s residents’ land rights, though in 

keeping with a widely popular effort to assert state control over resources, underlines the 

hollowness of  contemporary efforts to reward popular Revolutionary mobilization through 

various kinds of  land reform.

 While these legal and policy developments in post-Revolutionary Mexico created a great 

chasm between national and private interests, in the case of  La Venta elaborated here, private oil 

companies and the government representatives with whom they corresponded performed at least 

one common task. Their conflict and their legal and documentary practices were critical in 

documenting La Venta, clarifying its geography, and ultimately determining its “official” status. 

Through the sharing of  maps, and more importantly through legal debates about the status of  

various claims to the land and its subsoil rights, La Venta was no longer an unknown “frontier” to 

be explored and settled but instead was now incorporated into the heart of  post-Revolutionary 

policy and had become a potential engine of  national growth.

 The officialization of  La Venta through these disputes laid the groundwork for oil 

development in the region for the rest of  the century. Though they would continue to petition for 

concessions in La Venta and protest government readings of  laws concerning property and oil, 

private oil companies never received permission to work in La Venta before the national 
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expropriation of  the oil industry in 1938. However, bureaucratic procedures like the dispute 

between the Department of  Petroleum and CUPSA had effectively confirmed the government’s 

right to lands and subsoil exploration and exploitation in La Venta. 

 While oil development came more slowly to La Venta than elsewhere in southern Mexico, 

the area became an important center of  national oil exploration, exploitation, and processing in 

the 1940s and 50s. In 1951, a PEMEX exploration team rediscovered La Venta and the area 

came to be seen as one of  the ten most promising sites for petroleum extraction in the entire 

country (Ortiz 2009:430). La Venta was highly productive through the next decades; between 

1959 and 1969, fifty-five wells were dug in the area, yielding thousands and thousands of  square 

meters of  oil and gas (Ortiz 2009:431-2). The importance of  La Venta’s status as a center for oil 

and gas production was reinforced through the construction of  a gas processing plant in 1963, as 

well as the construction of  a number of  other supportive infrastructures from batteries, to pumps, 

to tanks, to pipelines. As the plant’s administrators excitedly illustrated with an animated map of  

the plant and its regional infrastructures when I visited the facility, the plant’s pipelines connect 

La Venta to wells and refineries across the region, making La Venta a central node in a network 

of  oil infrastructures in the region and guaranteeing the continued presence of  the industry there.    

 The burgeoning importance of  La Venta for national oil operations meant that what 

began as “abstract” disputes over mapping and property now placed residents in a much more 

palpable circumstance characterized by the noises, constructions, intrusions, and pollutions of  

active oil production. As much is reflected in the reappearance of  Sebastian Torres in, of  all 

places, the archival records of  President Adolfo Ruiz Cortines. In an urgent series of  letters and 

telegrams to the President written in 1956 and 57, Torres decries the destruction caused by 

PEMEX employees conducting exploratory work on his lands. In his pleas to the President, 
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Torres complains that PEMEX workers had ruined several hectares of  cultivated pastures and 

killed a number of  coffee trees during their work and had so far failed to offer any 

compensation.6 Later, after receiving what he deemed a pittance for this destruction, Torres’ 

distress was compounded when PEMEX sent him a notice giving him fifteen days to leave his 

house and abandon his lands entirely. Torres’ letter ends with an emotional plea that the 

President help him protect “his sons’ sacred inheritance” and “the rights due to him as a 

Mexican.”7  While the subsequent details of  this case are impossible to reconstruct in their 

entirety, two things are clear: First, Torres’ plea would seem to have done little to change 

conditions in La Venta. He sent another urgent telegram to the President nearly a year later 

denouncing similar PEMEX abuses and once again begging for the President’s aid. Additionally, 

while Torres invokes his rights as a Mexican citizen, the bureaucratic proceedings between 

CUPSA and the Mexican government decades earlier clearly illustrate how PEMEX could 

perpetrate such abuses and make such demands on Torres’ lands. While Torres claims to have 

acquired his lands through proper means, the short grace period offered by the Secretariat of  

Development following the dissolution of  the Dorantes claim shows how quickly the status of  

residents’ claims to their lands could be transformed, quite possibly without their knowledge.

 Today, conflicts between PEMEX and residents and battles over rights still proceed 

through similarly murky mixes of  physical confrontations and mediated bureaucratic struggles. 

Residents note that there is nothing they can do to stop PEMEX exploration; the most they can 

hope for is some form of  compensation for these interruptions, payments which inevitably fail to 

compensate for immediate damages to property or for the ongoing losses to productivity that can 

result from exploration and extraction. These actions and claims still proceed much more often 

through isolated, tactical negotiations than through “official” channels. These struggles illustrate 
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how quickly the radically “empty” Tabascan frontier became a space layered with various uses, 

claims, and histories, whose tensions play out both in daily interactions between the various 

parties that now populate La Venta but also in bureaucracies, in archives, and elsewhere.

Enclosing heritage

 As CUPSA’s map of  Isla la Venta shows, the lands of  the Torres family and their 

neighbors were of  wider interest not only because they promised to hold extensive petroleum 

deposits, but also because they sat near the site of  what used to be the ancient Olmec center now 

widely known as La Venta. Thought to have been occupied between 1200 and 400 B.C.E., the 

“Ruinas de La Venta” marked on the Company’s map were the sight of  an impressive civic 

architectural program characterized by monumental statuary and massive mound constructions 

executed by what is thought to be one of  the first stratified “civilizations” in the Americas 

(González Lauck 1995, 2010). While earlier knowledge of  the site is evidenced in the travel 

writings of  Tulane scientists Frans Blom and Oliver la Farge (Blom and la Farge 1929), the site 

only became subject of  concerted interest through the work of  Matthew Stirling and his 

colleagues in the 1940s, the writings of  other interested contemporaries like Covarrubias, and, 

arguably, through the increasing incorporation of  the area through twentieth-century oil 

development.  

 The La Venta site, located on the Isla la Venta, a sandy rise in the middle of  a coastal 

plain swamp thought to have truly been an island during Olmec times, is comprised of  a series of 

architectural complexes made up of  earthen mound constructions and arranged along a roughly 

north-south central axis. Thought to span roughly 200 hectares, the site was a major Olmec 

center and is thought to have combined religious, ceremonial, residential, and artisanal functions, 

with various architectural complexes corresponding to these various uses (Mollenhauer 2010). In 
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addition to some of  the first large-scale constructions in Mesoamerica, the site also included an 

impressive sculptural program. Massive stelae and colossal heads punctuated the site, delimiting 

and defining the site’s spaces and offering public presentations of  political and cosmological 

ideologies (Mollenhauer 2010, González Lauck 2010). 

 Today, it would be difficult to notice the site were it not for the scientific and tourist 

infrastructures that surround the site and the radical openness it offers in the midst of  an ever 

denser downtown Villa la Venta. The ancient mound architecture, once painstakingly covered in 

colorful clays imported from across the region, is now grown over with grass or thicker native 

jungle; the constructions are often mistaken as green, rolling hills and local residents often use the 

site much like a neighborhood park, to the chagrin of  archaeologists. The archaeological zone is 

the product of  another play for territory in La Venta, one premised not on a future oriented 

development but on the preservation of  La Venta’s ancient past. As will be shown below, 

however, this backward looking cultural heritage projects is inevitably bound up in La Venta’s 

present moment, and has had important consequences for both the small settlers and national 

resource projects already at work there, making for ever denser understandings of  La Venta, its 

past, and its proper future.  

 The open expanse of  the archaeological zone is a relatively recent achievement. As the oil 

development and urban growth of  Villa la Venta described above both accelerated in the 1950s 

and 60s, archaeologists became increasingly concerned for the safety of  the archaeological 

materials there.8 Initial strategies for dealing with this threat, in keeping with common object-

centric understandings of  the archaeological past, first centered on the site’s monumental 

statuary. In 1958, the site’s most important known monuments—stelae, colossal heads, altars, and 

other famous pieces—were taken from the site to Villahermosa as part of  a project devised by 
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prominent Tabascan poet Carlos Pellicer. Once in Villahermosa, the statuary was incorporated 

into the Parque Museo La Venta, a megalomaniac, modernist attempt to recreate the culture and 

ecology of  the ancient Olmec world in the middle of  the state capital (see Pellicer 1961, Quero 

1997). While the movement of  the monuments was a reaction to encroaching development at the 

site, including the construction of  a PEMEX landing strip that destroyed much of  the northern 

section of  the ceremonial center, the transport of  these monuments caused considerable 

additional damage to the archaeological site and prevented any attempt to satisfactorily 

document the monuments’ original locations and stratigraphies. While Mexican and U.S. 

archaeologists were consistently concerned with developing a more comprehensive understanding 

of  La Venta, its architectural plan, and its boundaries and with collecting various kinds of  

material culture from the site for most of  the twentieth century (see Chapter 4 for an extended 

analysis of  one archaeological attempt to map the site), it wasn’t until the 1980s that concerted 

attempts were made to ensure the preservation of  the site itself.

 The formalization of  the archaeological site and its incorporation into state heritage 

institutions occurred largely through the efforts of  Rebecca González Lauck, an archaeologist 

who currently serves as Research Professor for the Proyecto Arcqueológico La Venta (PALV), 

administered by the Instituto Nacional de Arqueología y Historia (INAH). González first took an 

interest in the site while completing her PhD in archaeology at the University of  California, 

Berkeley. Though she came to Berkeley with an interest in becoming a Mayanist, her advisor 

John Graham, who worked on archaeological excavations at La Venta in the 1960s (see Chapter 

4), inspired her interest in the ancient Olmec. González first arrived in La Venta convinced, as 

most were, that the site was largely destroyed and that her dissertation work would offer a salvage 

survey of  what remained there. Her plans were to dig a number of  test pits and to develop a map 
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of  the site’s architectural and sculptural program and to then move on to other projects. While 

visiting La Venta during her fieldwork, however, INAH officials took interest in González’s 

findings and were as surprised as she was to see how much of  the site remained. They asked 

González to write a proposal for a longterm INAH project at the site and she developed a plan 

centered on the simultaneous Protection, Investigation, and Restoration of  the archaeological 

zone. González’s map then became not simply a tool for salvage record-keeping, but a tool for 

delimiting territory in the present. 

 However, before INAH could constitute La Venta as an archaeological site, it had first to 

contend with contemporary use of  the site by the residents of  Villa la Venta. Burgeoning oil 

development had fueled a dramatic growth of  the local population. As González reminisced in 

one of  our interviews, though archaeologists had first encountered a small cluster of  a dozen or 

so families at La Venta, the town was home to roughly 15 thousand people when she began her 

dissertation fieldwork there. According to an impact assessment of  the possible creation of  the 

INAH archaeological zone developed by a group of  cultural anthropologists, in 1986 there were 

1,326 people living in the area that INAH proposed as the La Venta archaeological zone, a space 

which accounted for roughly 20% of  the total area of  Villa la Venta (Gobierno del Estado de 

Tabasco 1986:123). The vast majority of  those living at the site were migrants come in search of  

work with PEMEX or its contractors between 1950-1970. The pressures on livable space caused 

by this dramatic influx of  people had led new arrivals to settle, usually without titles or official 

permission, on the only open land in the area—the archaeological zone. The settlements in the 

archaeological zone indexed the dramatic changes that had occurred to La Venta’s economy and 

way of  life. Though more area of  the archaeological zone was occupied by subsistence farming 

activities than residences, the large portion of  the population in the zone working for new 
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extractive industries reflected how difficult it now was to make a living through agricultural 

activities—land had become very hard to find, PEMEX activities often disrupted agricultural 

areas, and PEMEX and its contractors offered attractive wages that lured away would-be 

agricultural laborers (Gobierno del Estado de Tabasco 1986:52-53)

 As González noted, the coincidences of  oil development and archaeological heritage in 

La Venta weren’t only important for their material proximities or because of  the destruction 

caused to the archaeological site by oil development and related urban growth. Oil also funded 

the beginnings of  PALV, both through direct funding offered by PEMEX, and also through 

funding granted by various branches of  a state government then receiving unprecedented oil 

revenues. It was this prosperity that supported PALV’s first seasons of  excavation and research, 

but which also funded efforts to assess the nature of  the contemporary settlement at the site, to 

relocate and repay those displaced by the INAH project, to clear the site of  modern 

constructions, and to develop basic tourist and research infrastructures there. All of  these efforts 

took place between 1984 and 1988. During this time, those currently residing in the 

archaeological zone were offered the choice of  relocation or indemnification, with most choosing 

to be relocated nearby. INAH and the archaeologists working at the site today were all eager to 

note that this relocation and indemnification program was implemented by the State of  Tabasco 

and not them. However, they also noted that their interactions with local residents led them to 

believe that most were satisfied by the services and compensation offered by the State as part of  

the clearing of  the zone. 

 With the zone cleared of  human inhabitants and with a site museum and other 

infrastructures built, González and INAH’s efforts to create the La Venta archaeological zone 

were formalized in a decree, issued on November 30, 1988, by President  Miguel de la Madrid. 
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The decree protects archaeological remains occurring in a “total area of  116 hetares, 08 areas, 

and 29 centiareas” in La Venta, roughly 95 hectares of  which were purchased and cleared by the 

State of  Tabasco to comprise the archaeological zone. The site, the decree argues, is worthy of  

protections since it “contains vestiges of  the first high culture that developed in Mexican territory, 

the Olmec culture.” It is “a part of  the cultural heritage of  the Mexican people that reinforces 

their identity and whose historical interest makes necessary its preservation for the understanding 

and investigation of  our prehispanic cultures” (El Diario 1988:49). The decree is explicit in 

prohibiting the kinds of  settlement and activity that had come to be seen as a serious threat to the 

site’s preservation, asserting that “it is justifiable to adopt precautions against natural 

deterioration and improper human use that could effect the integrity of  the zone.” In addition to 

preventing the kinds of  “improper human use” that accompanied settlement there, the decree 

goes further in also granting the right to “regulate and prohibit, when appropriate, the 

exploitation of  natural resources of  all kinds that might effect the monuments included in the 

zone” (ibid:50). These components of  the presidential decree speak directly to local conditions at 

La Venta and would seem to offer legal resolution to questions of  how land is to be used and 

which resources are valuable ones, supporting attempts to protect La Venta’s ancient past. 

 This Presidential action, taken for only a handful of  Mexico’s many other archaeological 

sites, meant that La Venta’s status was highly formalized and the grounds for its preservation well 

established. However, in my conversations with González, it became clear that she and the zone’s 

other staff  must continually (re)assert INAH’s rights to preserve the site and actively police the 

borders of  their jurisdiction. As González admitted, “archaeology is politics,” in Mexico 

especially. She noted that her training as an academic archaeologist in the United States had not 

prepared her for the variety of  administrative and political responsibilities faced by Mexican 
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archaeologists in a country where archaeology is a national past time and where archaeologists 

play an active role in managing sites that often exist in intimate proximity with local populations. 

While the work of  creating the archaeological zone in the 1980s established INAH’s rights to 

investigate and preserve the site, these politics have hardly stopped. González explained that she 

and the other staff  at La Venta have had to deal with everything from farming in distant corners 

of  the protected zone, to illegal excavations in search of  gold or valuable archaeological 

materials, to vandalism, to pedestrians who casually traverse the site as part of  their daily 

commute. Perhaps more seriously, González has also had to actively affirm her rights to monitor 

the activities of  PEMEX within the site’s boundaries. As she explained in our meetings and as 

documentation of  the oil industry’s infrastructural expansion across the area in the Archivo 

General de la Nacion attests, the archaeological zone is criss-crossed by pipelines. In recent years, 

PEMEX has conducted maintenance on these pipelines, maintenance that has threatened to 

disrupt archaeological materials in the zone. González has attempted to halt these activities and 

propose salvage excavations in the vicinity of  the pipelines. However, bureaucratic procedures 

have slowed action on the part of  INAH and González suspects that PEMEX has continued the 

pipeline maintenance in spite of  her objections.

 These daily activities and extractive incursions underline how varied uses and perceptions 

of  the site continue even after the definitional work involved in establishing the archaeological 

zone. In response to anxieties about the permeability of  the zone to such intrusive, alternative 

uses,  González’s proposal for her 1999-2000 season at La Venta included a request for funds to 

more effectively enclose the archaeological zone. Her proposal begins by lamenting the 

“considerable violations that have been to the detriment of  the zone’s cultural heritage and 

facilities” by the local population, misuse that is attributed to local unemployment, a lack of  
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awareness of  the concept of  cultural heritage, and a lack of  systematic security on the part of  

INAH. To mitigate these intrusions, González’s proposal recommends replacing the chain-link 

fencing and barbed wire that enclose the site with a new, less penetrable fence made up of  a 

series of  vertical concrete columns. Lined with plantings of  a spiky local plant, this fence would 

prove a powerful means of  inhibiting possible trespassers and protecting the zone.

 Though González has yet to secure the funding necessary for such a fence, it remains a 

priority for the zone. The proposal is an understandable reaction on the part of  the 

archaeologists and reflects the same desire to define, enclose, and protect the parts of  La Venta 

worthy of  archaeological interest at work in the project’s beginnings. 

 However, these attempts at enclosure are counterbalanced by the unexpected. While the 

decree of  1988 was an attempt to define what we refer to when we speak of  the La Venta 

archaeological zone and to protect this territory, the decree also admits that “the richness of  this 

heritage is far from having been totally discovered and fully exposed and, thus, it is necessary to 

create conditions for its augmentation and preservation” (El Diario 1988:49). Indeed, the 

archaeological interest of  La Venta is almost constantly expanding. As González remarked in one 

of  our interviews, “it seems like everywhere you dig a pit [in Villa la Venta] there are things.” As 

much was echoed in my interviews with local residents, who all had stories of  digging up 

archaeological materials while farming, building additions to their homes, or simply taking a 

walk. This ubiquity of  ancient materials has afforded a widened understanding of  La Venta’s 

archaeological materials and led to numerous excavations outside of  the primary archaeological 

zone, including a recent series of  excavations that revealed evidence of  a sophisticated drainage 

system undergirding the ancient Olmec city. In addition to illicit intrusions, these unexpected 
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discoveries reveal another difficulty in arriving at any final or satisfactory “protection” of  La 

Venta’s archaeological heritage.

 Susan Gillespie has noted a similar dynamic in an analysis of  various scientific attempts to 

map one of  the primary architectural complexes of  the La Venta site. Drawing on recent 

scholarly examinations of  scientific visualization practices, Gillespie argues that attempts to 

“document” La Venta will inevitably be “incomplete” or be found wanting as paradigms of  

scientific visualization change. Similarly, the preservationist impulse toward cultural heritage will 

continually be caught between a desire for definition and enclosure and the perpetual discovery 

of  new territories worthy of  study and protection. In this respect, the situation in La Venta 

echoes Nestor García Canclini’s realization that “Heritage sought to be, and succeeds less and 

less at being, the settling of  certain verities” (García Canclini 2014:82). This is both because of  

the inherent material and epistemological difficulties in satisfactorily defining and enclosing 

heritage sites and also because of  the inevitable involvement of  the past in an unfolding present. 

As González admitted in our conversations, the borders of  the archaeological zone are a 

pragmatic, negotiated convenience, determined by what lands PEMEX has and has not 

disturbed, the extent of  the urban center of  Villa la Venta, and, finally, where there is sufficient 

evidence of  ancient constructions.

 These examples show the importance of  the present and recent past in the definition of  

an ancient archaeological site, a process that is most certainly ongoing and unlikely to ever end. 

Cultural heritage work there is likely to continue to be caught between simultaneous desires to 

protect and enclose and to establish wider and deeper understandings of  the Olmec world 

surrounding the zone. Similarly, relations between the zone and others in La Venta are ever 

changing. Some residents celebrate the archaeological zone for preserving their ancient heritage, 
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for providing “green lungs” for an otherwise heavily polluted area, and for offering a potential 

avenue for development in La Venta. Others cannot help but think about the other uses to which 

the zone might be put. PEMEX officials simultaneously celebrate La Venta’s ancient past, 

recruiting Olmec monuments as mascots for their plant, while at the same time citing expediency 

to violate the zone’s borders.

Conclusions

The twentieth century seems increasingly distant in today’s La Venta, a place highly conscious of  

the much more distant past, living in the present, and concerned about the future. Yet, for the 

Torres, sitting outside the abandoned hospital, the events of  the 1920s, 50s, and 80s constitute 

unavoidable horizons for the possibilities of  daily life. Sitting in plastic chairs in the middle of  

town, the couple gestured down to the gas processing plants and the archaeological zone—both 

sit on lands that were once inhabited by their family. They discussed how they have very little 

land left, not enough for their family to make a satisfactory living. During our interview, they ask 

Sisiyi, the manager of  the archaeological zone and my companion at the interview, if  she had 

any work at the site for their son and to please keep him in mind if  any opportunities arise. In 

addition to the scarcity of  land and its decreased productivity due to oil pollution and the 

industry’s infrastructures, they complain that other kinds of  work here go to “gente del otro 

lado”—migrant laborers from Central America or elsewhere in Mexico, people they also blame 

for the area’s increasingly alarming violence.

 In the car on our way back from the interview, Sisiyi noted that the family still has active 

disputes over their compensation for the lands they ceded in the establishment of  the 

archaeological zone. Conflicts over territory—its definition, its ownership, and its meanings—
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continue and intensify as the bountiful frontier recedes as an increasingly impossible, nostalgic 

fantasy and as the projects of  Mexican modernity yield, not a territory subjected to the clarifying 

powers of  knowledge, reform, and the map, but spaces of  friction between the usually mutually 

exclusive aims of  populist land policies, resource economics, and a nationalism founded on 

cultural heritage. La Venta then serves as a particularly convenient and evocative case for the 

study of  the daily unfolding and fraught encounters between such national development dreams. 

These modern projects all rested on the fantasy of  the empty, yet bountiful frontier, a construct 

that is quickly revealed as such once we recognize the difficult collisions of  materials, knowledges, 

and ambitions at La Venta. An analysis that proceeds across these various components of  

modernizing policy at levels simultaneously bureaucratic and experienced offers an 

understanding of  Mexican modernity unavailable in histories that trace singular threads of  the 

history of  development in Mexico’s “remote” corners. La Venta has been transformed not just by 

settlement, extraction, or preservation, but by the difficult coexistence of  these ways of  thinking 

and using the “frontier.” Relations between these projects are unstable, subject to reversal, 

modulation, and change. Archaeology brings some employment to local residents and is seen as 

biggest hope for a sustainable future development there; it both benefits from oil’s support and 

fears its destructive capabilities. PEMEX sometimes offers aid to archaeologists, but can also be 

destructive, as in the case of  the pipe maintenance that so bothers González. Oil has seriously 

disrupted local ecologies and ways of  life, yet it brings some of  the only business to this corner of  

Tabasco. Local residents, frustrated in their nostalgic desires for life off  the land, are left to take 

tactical advantages of  opportunities offered by these national projects of  resource preservation 

and exploitation, to attempt their own independent ventures under conditions that make such 

enterprising increasingly difficult, or to undertake various kinds of  advocacy to call for more 
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systematic changes to the terms of  this local ecology (see Cha. 5). It is the interstices of  these 

parallel, yet colliding developments that require further attention; it is the unfolding ecology of  

these relations that determines possibilities for life on the Tabascan frontier. 
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CHAPTER 4
Monumentality as Method: 

Archaeology and Land Art in the Cold War

In February 2012, a 340 ton boulder made an eleven day journey from its source in a Riverside 

quarry to the Los Angeles County Museum of  Art (LACMA). The huge stone had been hand 

selected by land artist Michael Heizer for use in his work Levitated Mass. A massive rerealization of 

a piece first conceived in the late 1960s and completed at smaller scale in 1982, the work would 

suspend the boulder atop a concrete trench in LACMA's "backyard," inviting reflections on the 

work’s monumentality but also its relation to the Los Angeles urban context against which it was 

placed. Power lines and traffic signals had to be temporarily disassembled to make room for the 

almost 300 foot rig as it delivered its massive cargo. Streets were lined with spectators, news 

crews, and public utility employees all along its more than 100 mile route. The sheer size of  

Heizer’s intervention and the infrastructural interruptions it required led to a degree of  public 

attention rare for other works of  art. Levitated Mass, now completed, has become famous and can 

be found in newspaper articles and blog entries, YouTube videos, and endless photos where 

subjects hold the massive rock in the palms of  their hands through tricks of  perspective.1 

 I had also noticed Heizer’s work in another monumental event at LACMA two years 

earlier. The exhibition Olmec: Colossal Masterworks of  Ancient Mexico brought ceramics, carved jades, 

and monumental statuary from archaeological sites in southern Mexico to Los Angeles. Two 

colossal, basalt heads included in the exhibition had been set on angular, rust-colored steel 

supports designed by Michael Heizer. The supports continued a dialogue between the ancient 

works of  the Olmec and the contemporary art world that began as soon as the Olmec were 

rediscovered in the early twentieth century. Heizer had been asked to build these supports as part 
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of  a larger effort to promote synergies across the museum’s modern and ancient offerings, but 

more importantly as a means of  acknowledging a peculiar coincidence of  lineage—his father, 

Robert Heizer, was an archaeologist who investigated the Olmec site of  La Venta for two 

decades.2 

	 This chapter examines the significance of  this paternal relation, a relation made 

experientially palpable by these two monumental events at LACMA and echoed in a suite of  

concerns shared by Robert and Michael Heizer in ancient American cultures, monumental 

transport and construction, archaeological method, and the power of  technology as a scientific 

and artistic tool. Rather than further reflecting on artistic appropriations of  the ancient 

Mesoamerican past as subject matter or visual language, I am interested here in tracking shared 

methods and epistemological concerns across 1960s art and archaeology.3 In considering the very 

close connections between the projects of  these two men, I reflect on the 1960s as a moment 

characterized by both resurgent scientific positivism in archaeology enabled by the adoption of  

Cold War technology and an emergent critique of  the grounds of  modern knowledge in the art 

world, opposed beliefs which throw into relief  the dogmas and fears of  the 1960s and echo 

generational rebellions and ruptures widespread at the time. 

 However, I argue that there are in fact important continuities between the seemingly 

opposed scientism of  Cold War archaeology and the critical positions of  land artists, continuities 

made clearer through an attention to the centrality of  monumentality as a particular 

manifestation of  the modern in the methods of  both father and son. Drawing on Stefan 

Helmreich’s examination of  scientific “context creation,” I use the term modern monumentality to 

refer to a method of  context creation characterized by fascination and hubris, a desire to know, 

build, and experience at a totalizing scale (Helmreich 2009). Analyzing the use of  technology in 
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the work of  both men, I argue that modern monumentality—as both a disposition characteristic 

of  the modern and a suite of  technomaterial practices evidenced in archaeological fieldwork and 

the creation of  earthworks—yields tautological results, obscuring the uneven realities of  the 

ancient past and the margins of  the “modern” world while reinforcing a belief  in totality through 

the technological that lay at the heart of  Cold War modernity. Through such closed circuits of  

context creation, the ancient American past is made to serve as an object of  objective study and 

as a foil to the “modern,” supporting projects that aspire to totality of  knowledge and experience 

through the effacement of  the complexities of  ancient sites and the contemporary social worlds 

that surround them. 

 I begin by tracing the elaboration of  a particular form of  modern monumentality, 

examining Robert Heizer’s development of  a new mode of  technoscientific archaeological 

practice and its application in the study of  one of  the primary features of  the Olmec site of  La 

Venta in the late 1960s. Through collaborations with Cold War “Big Science” and through the 

adoption of  cutting-edge technological applications, Heizer developed innovative methods for 

documenting archaeological sites, methods which simultaneously allowed for the gathering of  

vast quantities of  data from these sites and an avoidance of  the increasingly fraught postcolonial 

contexts that surrounded them. I then read the work of  Michael Heizer through this 

technosceintific practice and the countercultural reactions prompted by similar deployments of  

Cold War technoscience at the time. While an understanding of  Cold War technocratic practice 

is vital to understanding the collaborations and innovations of  Robert Heizer’s archaeology, 

countercultural communalism constitutes an important frame for the analysis of  land art’s 

movement “back to the land.” However, while Michael Heizer’s work is motivated by many of  

the rebellious attitudes widely articulated by sons toward the work and world of  their fathers at 
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the time, his art is achieved through repeated methodological borrowings from his father’s 

archaeological practice. Though Heizer’s earthworks seek to recreate ancient relations to site and 

space, his methods are characterized by decidedly modern scientific collaborations and intensive 

technological interventions. While the discourse of  land art positioned the movement as a radical 

rupture from modern modes of  art- and knowledge-making, the methods through which Heizer’s 

earthworks are realized resonate less with ancient monumental construction than with 

contemporary attempts at totality and timelessness. This recontextualization of  land art offers an 

alternative frame to narratives which locate the movement within a self-referential evolution of  

American art and instead situates land art at the center of  a Cold War nexus of  technoscientific 

development and political and generational conflict.  

	 I argue that an appreciation of  the continuities between the methods of  Robert and 

Michael Heizer, a recognition of  generation as a relation of  kinship as much as succession, 

requires us to think beyond the progressive narratives that have characterized traditional accounts 

of  archaeological and artistic practice in the late mid-century as well as the binary oppositions 

that make up our understanding of  the cultures of  the Cold War. Fathers and sons, art and 

science, positivism and critique are not mutually exclusive positions in this account but instead 

constitute coimplicated facets of  modern modes of  action and thought. I conclude by considering 

how Olmec monumentality differs from this modern monumentality and can offer a reminder of 

the social contexts that must necessarily support monumental projects. Monumentality is not 

simply the effect produced by the experience of  the monumental, but rather a function of  

collaborative and historically specific practices of  social and material transformation.
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Archaeology and Cold War Technoscience

 In the late 1930s, a series of  excavations conducted by Matthew Stirling of  the Bureau of  

American Ethnology in the swampy lowlands of  southeastern Mexico revealed a new ancient 

American culture to archaeological and popular audiences. The Olmec, as archaeologists dubbed 

them, were shown to be the oldest documented “civilization” in Mesoamerica and were soon 

being called Mexico’s cultura madre, or “mother culture.”4 Stirling’s archaeological adventures  

furnished sites, artifacts, and regional imaginaries that made the emergent Olmec one of  the 

most pressing topics in mid-twentieth century archaeology in both Mexico and the United States. 

Following Stirling’s pioneering work of  “discovery,” his projects at San Lorenzo, Cerro de las 

Mesas, La Venta, and other important sites in the Olmec “heartland” were inherited by a new set 

of  archaeologists—people with backgrounds very different from Stirling and his fellow 

intellectual adventurers. Less concerned with broad regional surveys, romantic travel narratives, 

or the mystique of  ancient cultures, these archaeologists sought to establish systematic knowledge 

of  specific archaeological sites through increasingly formalized and scientific archaeological 

practice, using a new set of  methods and technologies to do so. 

 One such archaeologist was Robert Heizer, a professor at the University of  California, 

Berkeley who would investigate the La Venta site in the modern Mexican state of  Tabasco from 

the mid-fifties through the early seventies. A career archaeologist, Heizer was raised in Nevada 

and trained in archaeology at the University of  California, Berkeley under the tutelage of  Alfred 

Kroeber. Having long been fascinated by the archaeology of  the Western United States, Heizer 

would pursue this interest in his graduate career while also receiving training as an ethnologist 

and writing a dissertation on aboriginal whaling.  While the breadth of  Heizer’s academic 

training was similar to the culturally, temporally, and spatially dispersed interests of  many early 
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twentieth-century anthropologists, Heizer’s career coincided with a period of  consolidation and 

professionalization within archaeology in the United States. Unlike Stirling and his companions, 

whose work was conducted under the auspices of  museums and scientific societies and was 

regularly presented to a wide-ranging reading public, Heizer’s career reflected the increasing 

centrality of  university departments and other intellectual institutions to the discipline’s practices. 

His career offers a case study in the professionalization of  archaeology, revealing how the 

development of  new archaeological techniques and positivist theories was closely connected to 

Cold War science, technology, and institutional development. 

	 Following his appointment to the faculty at the University of  California, Berkeley in 1946, 

Heizer founded the University of  California Archaeological Survey. Originally constituted as a 

center for the planning, execution, and dissemination of  archaeological research on California 

and Nevada, the Center would come to be known as the Archaeological Research Facility (ARF), 

and would support and publish work by archaeologists and others on sites around the world. The 

ARF, through the organization of  excavations, the training of  students, the hosting of  professors 

concerned with methodological consolidation and experimentation, and the rapid dissemination 

of  academic work, reflected a new and highly productive synergy between archaeological theory 

and practice (Baumhoff  1980). 

 Over the course of  his prolific career, Heizer gained a reputation as a methodological 

innovator. As one of  his archaeological assistants remembers, “Heizer’s work on method 

generally was characterized by sensitivity to technological innovations and their applicability to 

archaeological problems.... Repeatedly, Heizer would come into the office with a new idea he had 

for dating, ecological interpretation, or whatever; it would not be many days later that someone 

would be working on the idea with sufficient technological and financial support to carry it out. 
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Usually within a year it would be published” (Baumhoff  1980:845). Heizer, his collaborators, and 

his students were indeed prolific. During his time as head of  the ARF, they would publish 

hundreds of  articles ranging from field reports by first-year graduate students to remarkably 

innovative recommendations for archaeological analysis developed in conversation with 

geologists, physiologists, and corporate research and development scientists in the pages of  the 

Contributions of  the University of  California Archaeological Research Facility (Contributions). Published 

projects on the Olmec region include “Sources of  Rocks Used in Olmec Monuments,” 

“Technology and Geologic Sources of  Obsidian From Cerro de las Mesas, Veracruz, Mexico, 

with Observations on Olmec Trade,” “Analysis of  American Obsidians by X-Ray Fluorescence 

and Neutron Activation Analysis,” and “Magnetometer Survey of  the La Venta Pyramid.” 

 Heizer’s ARF was a space characterized by collaboration and these collaborative ties 

usually served to connect actors in archaeology and the “hard” sciences in the interest of  

appropriating cutting-edge technological applications to archaeological ends. As much is reflected 

in Heizer’s correspondence, fieldwork collaborations, and co-authored publications. Heizer 

corresponded with representatives of  DuPont, NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory, Petróleos 

Mexicanos (PEMEX), Shell, and many others from across the academic and industrial sciences. 

Writing with these men (for Heizer’s correspondents were almost always men), Heizer envisioned 

new technological applications and methods which would offer both “absolute” data about the 

past and a new means of  articulating a coherent program for archaeological research. As Fred 

Stross, one of  Heizer’s scientific collaborators and a former employee of  Shell Development 

argues in an issue of  Contributions on “The Application of  the Physical Sciences to Archaeology,” 

“the development of  analytical instruments with vastly increased sensitivity, precision, and 

sample throughput, and of  a strikingly powerful computer technology has become a great aid in 
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establishing and testing elements of  the fabric of  history and, perhaps more significantly, of  

prehistory” (Stross 1970:1). Stross’ commentary goes on to list mass spectrometry, x-ray 

fluorescence, neutron activation analysis, atomic spectroscopy, and a number of  other Cold War 

technoscientific developments as promising new tools for archaeological analysis.

 The communities constituted through these transdisciplinary exchanges are reminiscent 

of  the scientific “trading zones” studied by Peter Galison. As he argues, new kinds of  

technoscientific challenges that emerged during World War II and in the postwar—such as the 

development of  radar—brought about unprecedented collaborations between scientists, 

engineers, and government and private actors from apparently incommensurable domains of  

knowledge and action. Through sustained processes of  interaction and translation, these trading 

zones yielded new styles of  work, new technological applications, and local languages to support 

transdisciplinary communication (Galison 1997). 

 These collaborations and their technoutopian framing are emblematic of  beliefs in the 

intellectual promise of  technological innovation and were institutionalized in what Galison terms 

“Big Science.” As he notes, scientific practice was dramatically transformed at late-midcentury 

century through the construction of  enormous scientific laboratories and infrastructures across 

the United States; the increasingly blurry distinction between the practices of  science and 

technological development; and the preponderance of  collaborations between scientists and the 

Cold War military industrial complex (Galison 1992).5 As he shows, the development of  Big 

Science left many ambivalent; it offered unprecedented technological and financial resources for 

scientific research but also led to a loss of  personal control over research agendas and made some 

feel complicit with the dangerous, inhuman possibilities created by Cold War technological 

development. This fear of  the reach and scale of  Big Science would be echoed in broader social 
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concerns, including contemporary countercultural movements and, as I argue later, in the claims 

of  Michael Heizer and other land artists. 

 Bruce Trigger notes a similarly qualified fascination with science among Cold War 

archaeologists drawn from an “increasingly powerful and nationalistically oriented middle class” 

from “the central and western parts of  the United States.”  He argues that their experience of  

post-war America and their middle class standing led these new archaeologists to “value what 

was technologically useful at the same time that they remained suspicious of  pure science because 

of  what they saw as its elitist tendencies.” This led them to experiment with a multitude of  

technological applications while tempering this experimentation with “a contempt for what was 

not practical” (Trigger 1989:313).

 Heizer’s work at methodological innovation foreshadowed immanent changes to 

archaeological practice brought about by these middle class, practically minded archaeologists 

most commonly discussed in relation to the processual or “New” Archaeology. First articulated in 

the late 1950s, this theoretical movement would come to dominate the discipline in the 1960s and 

1970s. As Alison Wiley describes, the New Archaeologists’ “central goal was to establish general 

laws of  cultural process capable of  explaining large-scale, long-term cultural dynamics.” These 

concerns often led to interdisciplinary collaborations similar to those of  Heizer’s ARF. As she 

explains, the New Archaeologists were “committed to reframing claims about specific cultural 

events and forms of  life...as explanatory hypotheses backed by more narrowly specified laws, 

some of  them developed by archaeologists but many derived from other fields and concerned 

with non-cultural dimensions of  human life” (Wylie 2002:4). This archaeology of  hypotheses and 

laws rejected a previous cultural historical model which in the eyes of  New Archaeologists merely 

chronicled historical events and cultural artifacts. Rather than attempting to explain specific 
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cultures through minute attention to history, intercultural diffusion, or individual practice, New 

Archaeologists drew upon the neo-evolutionisms and technological and environmental 

determinisms of  Leslie White, Julian Steward, and others in an attempt to arrive at cultural and 

behavioral dynamics that undergirded societies across time and space. To do so, New 

Archaeologists turned to new methods and technologies like the computer as a means of  

enhancing the observational powers of  archaeology and facilitating the development of  more 

scientific analyses. For the New Archaeologists, even more explicitly than for Heizer, 

collaborations with the hard sciences served as a form of  “legitimacy exchange,” to use a term 

developed by Geoff  Bowker (1993) in his analysis of  cybernetic scientific collaborations, 

promoting an increased theoretical and institutional relevance for archaeology in the Cold War 

scientific context by leveraging the expertise of  the “hard” and “universal” sciences to argue for 

the wide applicability of  archaeological findings. 

 Yet, as Trigger and others have argued, the revolutionary rhetoric of  early statements of  

the New Archaeology often belied preexisting tendencies within the discipline toward 

quantification, technologization, and rationalization (Trigger 1989, Wylie 2002). Heizer’s work is 

a prime example.  Some of  Heizer’s recommendations for archaeological best practices would 

later be criticized by key proponents of  the New Archaeology, labeled “cookbook directives” for 

archaeological data gathering by one major figure (Binford quoted in Lucas 2012:62). However, 

his efforts to formalize systematic institutional and methodological practices in archaeology and 

facilitate meaningful collaborations between the cultural and “hard” sciences foreshadow much 

of  what was “new” about the New Archaeology. The New Archaeology might then be seen as 

making theoretically explicit a positivism implicit in Heizer’s archaeological practice, a 
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submerged history that shows how this theoretical movement might be viewed as a elaboration 

on preexisting practices.

 In the section that follows I show how this archaeological fascination with Cold War 

technoscience and the theoretical preoccupations that it spawned led to new ways of  studying 

archaeological sites. Through a discussion of  Robert Heizer’s investigation of  the pyramid at La 

Venta, I show how this emergent form of  archaeological context creation demonstrated a 

modern belief  in totality through technological documentation and an accompanying desire to 

eschew the uncomfortable political realities at the margins of  Cold War Latin America.

The Alienated Archaeologist

 Before Robert Heizer could begin to test new methods and technological applications at 

La Venta, he had first to face the very palpable transformation of  the Olmec region since 

archaeology had first arrived there. In a short account of  their 1955 field season published in 

National Geographic magazine, Heizer and his archaeological collaborator Philip Drucker reflect on 

the changes that had occurred in this remote corner of  southern Mexico since Stirling’s early 

surveys in the 1940s: 

"When we approached La Venta itself, we found not the sleepy encampment of  a 
few Indian families but a boom town of  several hundred workers. Modern 
technology is closing in on La Venta. In 1955 the oil agency Petroleos Mexicanos 
had brought in a well near the island, opening a major field. Now we watched a 
road link to the national highway system being pushed right across the swamps. 
Bulldozers and trucks roared through woods where deer and ocelot once 
wandered at will. Juke boxes assaulted the air with tunes popular a year or two 
before in Mexico City" (Drucker and Heizer 1956:371). 

This wonder and worry at the sights and sounds of  a modernizing Villa La Venta extended to a 

fear for the preservation of  the archaeological site itself. Heizer would often complain about the 

impacts of  oil and urban development in his talks and publications. At a 1967 conference, for 
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instance, he lamented that, "The Mexican government has not succeeded in protecting the La 

Venta archaeological zone,” citing inadequate financial resources and the development of  

PEMEX in the region as primary concerns. He also complained about the encroachment of  the 

local population on the site noting that, 

“There are a number of  dwellings and business establishments within the 
archaeological zone, new roads are being built, and the urban (if  it can be so-
called) encroachment on the site has already reached serious proportions. ... By 
the end of  another decade, if  the encroachment by squatters progresses at the 
same rate as it has in the last ten years, it will be quite impossible for further 
archaeology to be carried out at the site" (Heizer 1967:12-13).

Heizer’s pessimistic accounts blame a late, mismanaged modern development for the destruction 

of  the archaeological zone. 

 These comments are indicative of  a changing Mexico and a new relationship between 

Mexico and the United States, both of  which had important consequences for U.S. intellectual 

activity. Whereas Stirling and his predecessors cast themselves as explorers of  an unknown 

wilderness, Heizer’s La Venta had been transformed through the vernacular architectures of  

local residents and through the massive extractive infrastructures of  PEMEX, constructions that 

reflected the region’s growing connection to an increasingly centralized and powerful Mexican 

state and its associated development policies. More broadly, the Pan-American glow that 

surrounded U.S. adventures in the Mexico in the 1930s and 40s had faded and Mexico was no 

longer America’s friendly neighbor to the south. While the postwar and early Cold War periods 

had seen continued collaboration between Mexican and U.S. administrations and intellectuals in 

the interest of  political cooperation and development, the 1960s saw relations between the 

United States and Mexico palpably strained. Central to this conflict was the resurgence of  the left 

in Cold War Latin America, most notably with the success of  the Cuban Revolution in 1959 and 

Mexico’s recognition of  the Castro régime. This was paired with increasingly vocal rejections of  
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U.S. influence and interventionism in Mexico and elsewhere in Latin America, resulting in a 

growing desire to assert Mexican governmental and intellectual independence.6 

 These trends in global politics played out in a more quotidian sense for Heizer, most 

notably during his return to La Venta in 1967 and 1968. The archaeologists found their rights to 

excavate continually challenged, as local officials questioned the authenticity of  their 

documentation from the National Institute of  Anthropology and History (INAH) and sought to 

impede the archaeologists’ work through harassment and threats of  violence and arrest. These 

challenges, not uncommon for U.S. intellectuals working in the face of  decreased access and 

growing political pressure at the time, reflected the now alienated position of  the archaeologist to 

his site in the midst of  contentious issues of  ownership and heritage in an increasingly 

complicated postcolonial political and intellectual age.

 An article on the 1968 excavations from a local newspaper offers another perspective on 

the local politics into which Heizer had entered. The newspaper’s front-page headlines read 

“Gringos in Action!” and “Shameless Looting of  Archaeological Jewels: The People Oppose the 

Removal of  Idols” and are accompanied by a photo of  Heizer’s colleague John Graham 

gesturing angrily while holding a bottle of  beer. The accompanying full-page article and 

photographs offer a sympathetic reading of  the actions of  local residents and the municipal 

government to put an end to decades of  the easy removal of  ancient materials by looters, the 

government, and U.S. scientists. The article calls for residents to protest continued excavation and 

looting, noting how Olmec finds, whether looted or properly excavated, inevitably left for 

Villahermosa, Mexico City, or the United States, undermining local attempts to promote tourism 

through the establishment of  a local museum.7 While archaeologists would defend their scientific 

mode of  investigation in the face of  such unflattering comparison, for the residents of  Villa la 
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Venta, the implications of  looting and archaeology were not very different, and the scientific 

promise of  archaeological investigation offered little to a population seeking heritage revenues 

and political autonomy.  

 In the context of  these tensions at La Venta and in Cold War Latin America more 

broadly, the methods and technologies of  Cold War science became even more appealing. 

Promising the rapid collection and analysis of  vast amounts of  data, they could also facilitate a 

new kind of  fieldwork and allow archaeologists to avoid protracted dealings with the 

contemporary realities surrounding ancient sites. The embrace of  new technologies and methods 

as a means of  ensuring “objective” data gathering and as a means of  avoiding local and national 

politics in Cold War Mexico can be seen in the development of  technological applications for the 

study of  one of  La Venta’s most prominent features.

The Translation of  La Venta

 In May 1969, Frank Morrison of  the UC-Berkeley Department of  Materials Science and 

Engineering; Jack Mego, an electronics technician; and C.W. Clelow, one of  Heizer’s graduate 

students, returned to La Venta (Morrison, Clelow, Heizer 1970). The men were there for an 

eighteen day field trip to execute a complex plan devised by Heizer and his colleagues to conduct 

a magnetometer survey in search of  buried monuments and structures. 

 The object of  their investigation was the earthen pyramid, known as Complex C, that 

stands at the center of  the La Venta site. The pyramid had for years been covered by a thick layer 

of  vegetation and had received little attention during previous excavations which were more 

concerned with recovering colossal statuary and determining the ceramic sequences of  the site. 

The clearing of  this vegetation and uncovering of  the pyramid over the course of  Heizer’s 1967 
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excavations had led to a slew of  articles on the “New World’s Oldest Pyramid,” a “‘gelatin-mold’ 

pyramid” (or a “conoidal frustum” in the archaeologists’ terms) whose round, undulating volume 

was both formally and temporally distinct from Mesoamerica’s most famous structures and 

whose eroded earthen architecture resonated with the forms and fixations of  the emergent land 

art movement, which will be discussed below (Heizer et al 1968:1).8 

 Heizer had returned to thoroughly document the pyramid at the beginning of  1968. This 

was accomplished through the use of  two ubiquitous archaeological techniques—geophysical 

survey and aerial photography, as part of  an effort to develop an accurate site map for La Venta.9 

In his notes and field reports, Heizer exhaustively describes the means by which his crew surveyed 

the pyramid.  Using a plane table and a brass triangulation point established by PEMEX on the 

pyramid’s summit, Heizer’s crew set in stakes down the pyramid’s slopes to collect and verify 

detailed measurements of  the structure (Heizer et al 1968). This already difficult task was made 

harder by strong norte winds but also by Heizer’s continued conflicts with the local population of  

Villa la Venta. As Heizer and his colleagues note in their report on the season in Contributions, 

“our mapping was unduly complicated by the additional uncooperative attitude of  some of  the 

local people. Strips of  bright orange cloth used to make our baseline reference stakes disappeared 

nightly and appeared the next day as hatbands worn by sightseers. Reference stakes were 

uprooted with monotonous regularity, and contour stakes were daily pulled out and pitched into 

the deep grass at the base of  the pyramid. In retrospect, it seems that we cut and drove as many 

stakes as were used to survey the Central Pacific Railroad” (Heizer et al 1968:132). 

 Much easier was the second of  Heizer’s approaches to surveying the pyramid. Toward the 

end of  the six week excavation in January and February of  1968, Heizer and his crew spent part 

of  a day on a PEMEX helicopter photographing the site from above. For Heizer, the helicopter 
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was the answer to the perceptual, material, and political challenges of  working on the ground at 

the site, resolving many of  the frustrations and uncertainties that remained after weeks of  

excavation and surveying on the ground.10  In addition to clarifying the shape of  the rectangular 

earthen platform that supported the pyramid, the view from the sky also revealed the nature of  a 

number of  other topographical features in the area, substantially extending the boundaries of  the 

area considered to be of  archaeological interest (Heizer et al 1968). 

	 The 1969 magnetometer survey was the next step in this attempt to study the La Venta 

pyramid. While Heizer was unable to accompany the field crew that conducted the 

magnetometer survey at La Venta three months after his aerial survey, the project was the 

product of  extensive planning at Berkeley. While preparations for earlier excavations at La Venta 

had involved securing visas and permissions, acquiring supplies, and planning travel, the 

magnetometer survey was premised upon processes of  modeling and the configuration of  

electronic systems new to archaeology. 

 Prior to their return to La Venta, the scientists had to develop a computer model to 

predict how buried monuments might manifest in their magnetic readings as well as a circuit of  

scientific instruments capable of  sensing these predicted variations in the pyramid’s magnetic 

field (Morrison et al 1970:2). To assemble this technological circuit, they turned to the latest 

products of  Hewlett-Packard and Varian Associates, one of  the first major Silicon Valley tech 

companies and developer of  many Cold War military technologies. The instrumental circuit used 

to complete the survey in May of  1969 actually comprised two magnetometers, each with their 

own coupler, connected to a Hewlett-Packard counter, a power supply, and a gasoline generator. 

With one magnetometer serving as a baseline reading of  the “regular” magnetic field of  the 

pyramid, the other magnetometer and its 600 foot cord were dragged up and down the pyramid 
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in search of  variations and anomalies. The data from these two readings, fed through the 

couplers to yield an oscillating ratio on the Hewlett-Packard monitor, offered a means of  charting 

a fluctuating energetic field otherwise invisible to the scientists. Such a system—the “two-sensor 

difference magnetometer”—was quite new at the time of  the La Venta survey, having first been 

tested in 1965 and first applied in an archaeological context in 1966 (Morrison et al 1970:3). 

 The magnetometers and their ability to sense the invisible promised the technological 

eradication of  the site's materiality, or at least its thorough and easy conversion into data without 

the time, expense, labor, and discomfort of  extensive excavation. As Drucker, incredulous at the 

magnetometer’s sensory capabilities, asked in a letter to Heizer, “can they really peek into the 

pyramid with that thing? When they sensitize it enough so that one can trace out structures 

without putting a shovel in the ground, I will believe that archaeology is here to stay.”11

 Much of  this excitement had to do with commonly discussed scientific processes of  

abstraction, which promise the easy translation and movement of  information gleaned from 

scientific objects.12 But another part of  the impulse to develop this suite of  dematerializing 

methods would seem to have something to do with the practicalities of  fieldwork and the 

contemporary conditions surrounding the site itself. In the face of  the site's sure doom in the face 

of  modern development, methods that could quickly document and digitize aspects of  the site 

seemed vital. This possibility became only more attractive as Mexico was thrown into political 

conflicts alarming to U.S. academics and travelers in the late 1960s. In addition to Heizer’s 

constant frustration with the local population and their claims to the La Venta site, 1968 saw 

Mexico and the world racked by a series of  youth uprisings that underlined severe discontent 

with the current political order. In Mexico City, this unrest ended with the Tlatelolco Massacre 

on the eve of  the 1968 Olympics. The massacre was the culmination of  months of  antagonism 
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between the student movement and the administration of  Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, and left 

hundreds dead at the hands of  government forces. These political events were so troubling that 

Heizer suspended work at La Venta, citing youth unrest in Mexico City, the challenges to 

scientific practice at La Venta, as well as concurrent protests against Cold War politics and 

technoscientific practice in the United States.13

 The magnetometer and similar technological applications—though born out of  military 

industrial technologies of  coercion and control—in fact facilitated a kind of  archaeological 

retreat from Mexico, allowing for the rapid and non-invasive collection of  large amounts of  data 

that could subsequently be abstracted, stored, and analyzed from more comfortable contexts. 

 Following the 1969 survey, the readings gleaned from the magnetometers were taken back 

to Berkeley where they were analyzed and translated into a number of  forms including a color 

coded topographic map of  the pyramid and a digital database (Morrison et al 1970:8). In the 

field report on the survey published in Contributions, the color coded map and digital drawings are 

complemented by contour drawings, an example of  the field method for marking individual 

readings, and graphs that compare the outputs of  various computer models. The authors debate 

the merits of  these various visualizations as aids to interpretation. For instance, they note that 

“the color shading is likely to place undesirable emphasis on minor features” and that certain 

colors drew the eye in deceptive or unhelpful ways, whereas the digital visualizations were made 

less useful due to imperfect assumptions in the research design process and the expense of  

computer time to perform exhaustive corrections (Morrison et al 1970:8). 

 In addition to the challenge of  analyzing and visualizing new kinds of  data, interpretation 

was further complicated by the specificities and variations of  the site itself. In spite of  the results 

of  earlier soil sampling, the scientists discovered that the soil and clay of  the pyramid were 
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susceptible to magnetic currents, a fact that cast a kind of  magnetic cloud over the pyramid, 

making it difficult to sense more intense variations that might be caused by buried monuments or 

structures. Additionally, the scientists’ work continued to be complicated by ongoing 

contemporary life at La Venta—“concrete blocks with imbedded iron bolts” placed atop the 

pyramid and “roofing metal, and probably a host of  other iron objects” from the “encroaching 

houses” meant that anomalies had to be parsed temporally as well as by their relative intensity 

(Morrison et al 1970:9). And these are only some of  the in situ challenges that preceded later 

reflection on the part of  the scientists on the “practical limit of  complexity in interpretational 

models” they were able to apply to this data in Berkeley (Morrison et al 1970:14).

 Yet despite these visual, material, and conceptual ambiguities, the scientists did identify an 

object of  interest over the course of  their analysis. This conversation centered on an anomaly 

located near the top of  the pyramid. Through a series of  “trial and error fitting procedures” 

using computer models of  basalt slabs of  various sizes, the scientists hypothesized that there was 

a walled structure set on a basalt slab beginning one to two meters below the pyramid’s surface. 

 While recent excavations have found nothing where Heizer and his collaborators 

suspected a buried basalt slab, more important for my purposes here is the fact that Heizer and 

his collaborators continued to promote the two-sensor difference magnetometer as an important 

tool for archaeological research. At the Berkeley conference on “The Application of  the Physical 

Sciences to Archaeology” discussed above, Morrison cited the survey to argue that “high-

sensitivity instruments can be used with spectacular success” in archaeological research (1971:11). 

The magnetometer, along with other technologies of  the atomic age mentioned above, would 

facilitate the collection of  reliable knowledge from archaeological sites around the world.
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 Heizer’s technoscientific methods then facilitated a retreat from the complicated 

materiality of  the La Venta site, as well as the politically fraught and distressingly anachronistic 

terrain of  Cold War Latin America. While the subject of  much critique in recent archaeology, 

this disconnection from the site was framed as a modern triumph; technological methods and 

evolving theory would allow for the accumulation and synthesis of  stable, actionable information 

from ancient sites—a form of  modern monumentality that dovetails with the technouptopian 

logics at work in Cold War Big Science more broadly. 

 Below I follow another recruitment of  the documentary and transformative powers of  

technology and the interdisciplinary, collaborative workflows of  the Cold War in an unlikely 

context— the land art movement of  late mid-century. Tracing the adoption of  methods from 

Robert Heizer’s technoscientific archaeology in his son’s artistic practice, I argue for a 

reassessment of  land art’s origins and claims, in particular the movement’s relation to broader 

practices of  technoscience, counterculture, and generational rupture in the Cold War. As I show, 

attention to the technologies and collaborations which allow for the creation of  monumental 

earthworks reveals critical continuities between this artistic movement and the Cold War 

epistemological context which it claimed to escape. 

Back to the Land

 In the late 1960s a series of  popular publications introduced readers to a new movement 

in the art world. Illustrated with dizzying, aerial photography from remote locations of  the 

United States, these stories documented the massive works of  the new “land artists.” One of  the 

first of  these stories centered on a series of  trenches and holes carved out of  the Nevada desert. 

Documented through yawning aerial photographs in the pages of  Life magazine, Nine Nevada 
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Depressions was one of  Michael Heizer’s first major works and typified the fascinations with scale, 

landscape, minimalist forms, and the Western United States that would come to characterize his 

work and American land art more generally. The work consisted of  nine sculptural interventions 

over a 520 mile swath of  the Black Rock Desert, including pieces comprised of  meandering 

trenches; wooden planks and troughs set into the earth; and a simple “backfill” made up of  the 

depression and mound created through the movement of  one ton of  earth. Nine Nevada 

Depressions’ remote location and physical enormity articulated new conceptual, spatial, and 

logistical parameters for art. As one critic noted, the far flung locations and massive scale of  

works like Nine Nevada Depressions would require a “National Geographic for aesthetes” to present 

works that violated many of  the institutional and commercial conventions of  the art world in 

denying easy viewing, exchange, display, or reproduction (Hickey quoted in Holert 2012:99). 

Heizer’s early experiments in the deserts of  the West would inspire a number of  other American 

artists, who would go on to create similar minimalist structures at massive scale in remote 

landscapes.14

 The airy fascination with these substantial structures in popular media belied the serious 

impact that these constructions had on thinking and practice in the 1960s art world. Common art 

historical accounts of  land art’s beginnings locate the movement’s origins in the minimalist 

movement that preceded it, while minimalism itself  is frequently discussed as a reaction to the 

abstract expressionism of  mid-century America. Through deceptively simple structures in 

geometric forms, minimalist artists like Donald Judd, Robert Morris, and Sol LeWitt challenged 

reigning beliefs in the autonomy of  the art object and artistic “progress” and instead instituted a 

kind of  “contextual thinking” that insisted upon the importance of  the object’s location at the 

nexus of  materials, time, space, institutions, and the viewer’s own phenomenological experience 
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(Kwon 2002:13).  The blunt “simplicity” of  minimalist artworks was seen as a means of  calling 

the viewer’s attention to her own perception and to the changing contexts in which art was 

perceived, displayed, and consumed. As Pamela Lee argues, with minimalism this “staging of  the 

object as a temporal unfolding violates a reading of  the work of  art as static, as ontologically 

secure, and as either genre or medium specific,” all of  which were assumptions central to 

modernist conceptions of  practice and progress in the arts (2004:51). 

 These critical impulses were internalized by the nascent land art movement. Moving 

beyond minimalism’s experiential reconfiguration of  art’s usual institutional contexts, land art 

attempted to leave these spaces entirely, exploring deserts, mountains, and other landscapes in 

order to insist upon the importance of  the site as both context for and product of  artistic 

interventions. As Miwon Kwon notes, through this move to the landscape, “the uncontaminated 

and pure idealist space of  dominant modernisms was radically displaced by the materiality of  the 

natural landscape...” (2002:11).

	 The varieties of  experimental practice that these impulses inspired are reflected in the 

works included in the 1968 exhibition Earth Works at the Dwan Gallery in New York. Organized 

by Virginia Dwan, a gallerist and early supporter of  Heizer and other American land artists, and 

Robert Smithson, perhaps the most widely recognized of  the American land artists today, the 

show marked an early moment in the constitution of  land art as a category of  contemporary art. 

While the show was hosted within a commercial gallery in an urban setting, the works included 

all shared common interests in the earth as object and material and variously incorporated or 

referenced spaces far outside the gallery. As Virginia Dwan has recently recounted, 

“Claes Oldenburg made a work consisting of  a Plexiglass box filled with earth and 
earthworms, and [Robert] Morris installed a mound of  dirt, oil, and wire on the 
gallery floor. De Maria made a twenty-foot painting that referenced the earth and 
the machinery used in it. Dennis Oppenheim, Stephen J. Kaltenbach, and 
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Oldenburg developed proposals or built models for larger works to be realized on 
land, while others used photographic documentation to illustrate works they had 
already executed” (2012:94). 

Michael Heizer was one of  these latter artists. His contribution to the show offered dramatic 

documentation of  Dissipate 2, one of  his Nine Nevada Depressions. A six-foot tall enlarged aerial 

photograph of  the scatter of  trenches in the dried lake bed was stretched across a light box and 

hung in Dwan’s gallery. The piece constituted, for Dwan, “a good attempt at conveying the grand 

scale of  this work,” offering an indexical path to the desert materials that could not be 

encompassed by the gallery setting and anticipating the critical role of  photographic 

documentation in disseminating land art to wider publics (2012:94).

	 For Heizer and the other land artists, the earth and materials like stone, soil, sand, and 

clay constituted not only evocative grounds for the elaboration of  objects, but also natural and 

metaphysical forces which evaded the controlled grasp of  the modern imagination. As Smithson 

writes in an evocative reflection on the earth, history, and artistic practice: 

“The strata of  the Earth is a jumbled museum. Embedded in the sediment is a 
text that contains limits and boundaries which evade the rational order and social 
structures which confine art. In order to read the rocks we must become conscious 
of  geologic time, and of  the layers of  prehistoric material that is entombed in the 
Earth’s crust. When one scans the ruined sites of  pre-history ones sees a heap of  
wrecked maps that upset our present art historical limits” (Smithson 1996:110).

As Smithson’s enigmatic prose suggests, for him and for artists like Heizer, the turn to the earth as 

material, site, and subject of  art spoke to long-durée histories and geological eternities that 

upended confident, modernist relations to art and materials, amounting to a critique of  the art 

world of  their time but more importantly of  wider modern discourses of  progress, rationality, 

and technological control. While this fascination with the long-durée processes latent in such 

materials has often been characterized as archaeological, land artists engaged these materials to 
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argue for the fundamental limitation of  human knowledge, a perspective powerfully at odds with 

the claims of  Cold War archaeology outlined above.

 Michael Heizer is commonly credited for developing the union of  minimalism, an 

awareness of  the American frontier, and an investment in primary materials that is so central to 

American land art. Born in 1944, Heizer’s childhood was full of  travel—years spent living in 

Mexico City and Paris, summers on Lake Tahoe, and visits to his father’s archaeological 

excavations in California and Nevada, exposures that would greatly facilitate his later artistic 

experiments in the Western deserts and his engagement with ancient American cultures. Heizer 

would also accompany his father and Howell Williams, a geologist and one of  Robert’s most 

frequent scientific collaborators, to Peru when he was nineteen. After spending two years at the 

San Francisco Art Institute in the early sixties, he moved to New York where his professional 

career began with the elaboration of  a series a large, minimalist, geometric paintings.

 Heizer’s eventual rejection of  the New York art world signaled the beginning of  a variety 

of  experiments on the Western frontier and the elaboration of  his unique brand of  land art, 

beginning with works like Nine Nevada Depressions (1968), his Primitive Dye Paintings (1969), and 

Double Negative (1969-70) and continuing through the present with the ongoing construction of  

City (1972-)—a mammoth, earth and concrete compound in the Nevada desert. Common to all 

of  these works are interests in the earth as object and material and in the reconfiguration of  

“empty” landscapes through the creation of  monumental forms, whether through concrete 

construction, the digging of  trenches, the displacement of  matter, or the creation of  lines on the 

earth through the scattering of  dye or the marking of  the landscape through the artist’s own 

movement. 
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 While Heizer’s return West could be explained by annoyance with gallery scenes and the 

cost of  making art in New York, his rejection of  the New York art world was accompanied by a 

desire to move away from its reigning art historical paradigms, which he associated with a 

compromised modernism and American art’s enduring subjection to European aesthetics. 

However, while rejecting European aesthetics and art history, Heizer was not eager to embrace 

American modernity in its place. In addition to concerns with the Eurocentrism of  American art, 

early land artists—in creating isolated, “non-commercial” art—sought to avoid what they saw as 

the widespread corruption of  art through its increasing implication in the economies and politics 

of  the Cold War.15 Smithson was quite explicit about these concerns. In a complaint about 

contemporary Western art he compares the practice of  the artist’s studio to that of  the Cold War 

scientist’s laboratory, stating that “like the refined ‘paints’ of  the studio, the refined ‘metals’ of  the 

laboratory exist within an ‘ideal system’”(Smithson 1996:106). For Smithson, this artificial 

isolation of  both the painter in his studio and the modern materials of  the scientific laboratory 

denied the real dynamics of  a chaotic world in favor of  ideologically constituted closed systems. 

The land artists then equated the political and epistemological crisis of  the Cold War with Big 

Science and the very sort of  knowledge afforded by the kinds of  technological applications 

pioneered by scientists like Robert Heizer.

 Michael Heizer’s turn to creating monumental constructions in the empty landscapes of  

the West, though speaking to a sense of  the eternal, were thoroughly dependent upon the 

political and epistemological crises of  the 1960s. These concerns were not only professional, but 

also personal. Late sixties fixations with crisis and apocalypse suffuse Heizer’s biography. From 

naming his cat Atomic to his choice of  work sites in the shadow of  military and nuclear facilities, 

Heizer plays with the Nevada desert as a site for simultaneously escaping from and commenting 
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upon the “ethos of  the bomb” manufactured by Cold War technoscience and consuming society 

at large; his work foreshadows the post-nuclear landscape at the “end of  civilization” (quoted in 

Kimmelman 2005).

 Of  course there were many young people who shared the land artists’ concerns with Cold 

War politics and the dangerous confidence of  scientific knowledge at the time. As much was 

reflected in the 1969 publication of  Theodore Roszak’s The Making of  a Counter Culture: Reflections 

on the Technocratic Society and its Youthful Opposition, a historian’s reflection on the youthful unrest then 

unfolding across the United States and the world. In the book, Roszak coins the term “counter 

culture” to gather a wide array of  youthful projects explicitly framed as reactions to the dominant 

social order—including Zen, hippie, beatnik, mystical, psychadelic and New Leftist movements 

under a general rubric of  youth discontent and critique. Roszak framed the counterculture as a 

reaction to what he labeled Cold War “technocracy,” which he defined as a “social form in which 

an industrial society reaches the peak of  its organizational integration. It is the ideal men usually 

have in mind when they speak of  modernizing, updating, rationalizing, planning” (Roszak 

1969:5). The technocracy, in addition to masking the hegemonic power of  twentieth century 

military-industrial capitalism, also had a deadening effect on human experience through 

bureaucratic and technological attempts to manage all aspects of  human life. 

 For Roszak and many contemporary commentators, the conflict between the technocracy 

and its countercultural alternatives was a generational one. The repressed functionary and father 

was a primary foil for the countercultural child who sought to rekindle the “human” through 

experimental lifestyles. A central antagonism within the societal struggle between technocracy 

and counterculture centered around a conflict between scientific and “human” forms of  

knowledge and experience.  Roszak believed that “to root out those distortive assumptions [of  the 
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technocracy], nothing less is required than the subversion of  the scientific world view, with its 

entrenched commitment to an egocentric and cerebral mode of  consciousness” (Roszak 

1969:50). The goal of  students and other countercultural youth, then, was to variously invade or 

reject the institutions of  the technocracy in the interest of  fashioning alternatives to their parents’ 

ways of  life. This was seen not merely a lifestyle of  personal preference but as vital to disrupting 

the inevitable, apocalyptic ends of  the technocratic world.

 Heizer’s work in the Nevada desert speaks directly to these concerns. The Western 

frontier serves simultaneously as an “empty” space far distant from contemporary political crisis 

and endowed with a sense of  the eternal, but also a landscape transformed by Cold War military 

development and a thus a prime site for the critique of  the present. As Heizer has noted, the 

Nevada desert, simultaneously timeless and “high-tech,” has served as location for contemplating 

both civilization’s beginnings and foreseeable conclusion (McGill 1990:20).

 While the land artists’ retreat to the remote West was a unique gesture in the context of  

the late mid-century art world, Heizer and his peers were hardly alone in embracing these 

evocative “exteriors” to Cold War America. As Fred Turner has noted, the late sixties witnessed 

“the largest wave of  communalization in American history,” as tens of  thousands of  

countercultural communes were founded in remote corners of  the United States (Turner 

2006:32). These communalists, like Heizer, escaped to the country’s “empty” landscapes to 

simultaneously break free of  and comment upon the Cold War present. Communalists drew 

upon both the architectures and symbols of  the ancient past in efforts to escape dominant 

modern lifestyles and develop strategies for “the rebuilding of  a possible post-nuclear world,” 

efforts that resonate with Heizer’s engagement with the ancient cultures studied by his father 

(Kett and Kryczka 2014:26). As with Heizer’s work, many of  the communes treated Cold War 
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politics tangentially, their efforts amounting to a critique of  technocratic society at the level of  

consciousness as opposed to politics. Accounting for many of  the youth Rozsak included in his 

formulation of  the “counter culture,” these communalists were also escaping the technocratic 

worlds of  their parents. While Heizer’s work drew important thematic inspiration from his 

father’s archaeological practice, the epistemological positioning of  land art placed the movement 

at explicit odds with the knowledge claims of  Cold War archaeology and similar technoscientific 

practices. To fully understand Michael Heizer’s desert monuments, we must then account for the 

very live possibilities of  remote spaces as sites for youthful rebellion and experimentation at late 

mid-century and the concurrent critique of  technoscientific knowledge being elaborated by 

countercultural movements at the time. While the connections between land art and the broader 

politics of  youthful and communal rebellion can only be sketched here, they offer a critical 

context for understanding the relations between the work of  Michael and Robert Heizer and for 

a thoroughly historicized understanding of  land art’s movement “back to the land” more 

broadly.16

Monuments for the End of  the World

 Resonant with these contemporary movements back to the land and widespread fears of  

Cold War apocalypse, Heizer’s works in the remote West sought to fill the vacuum created by the 

impending end of  civilization with a trans-historical, Pan-American aesthetic, one which 

acknowledged the fragility of  humanity through an engagement with the timelessly monumental. 

In one of  the few extensive interviews Heizer has given, he reflects that his 

“sensibility was based on a feeling that we were coming close to the end of  the 
world. The idea of  living in the postnuclear age informed everything, the clock 
was ticking—Vietnam had threatened everybody and it was time to get to the 
point. I was determined to be a contributor to the development of  American art, 
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to not simply continue European art. ... I was intentionally trying to develop an 
American art, and the only sources I felt were allowable were American; South 
American, Mesoamerican, or North American. That might mean Eskimos or 
Peruvians. I wanted to finish off  the European impulse” (Brown and Heizer 
1984:11).

To generate a Pan-American response to the crisis of  the sixties worlds of  art and politics, Heizer 

turned to the works of  what he calls “megalithic societies”—societies that elaborated massive, 

unified structures with authentic materials—for inspiration, a borrowing made easier by Heizer’s 

thorough exposure to ancient American art through his upbringing in Nevada and California 

and his father’s archaeological work (Brown and Heizer 1984:34). While many artists have 

engaged the ancient American past, Heizer’s experience with these materials was sustained and 

his resources for their documentation and interpretation comparatively rich. He would frequently 

draw on his father’s experience as a critical archive in his attempts to synthesize a new American 

art. A 1984 catalogue of  Heizer’s work, for instance, includes almost as many images of  ancient 

materials as of  his own art, offering evocative collages of  decontextualized ruins that include 

illustrations from the 1955 La Venta field report as well as many of  his father’s photographs, 

including an aerial view of  the La Venta pyramid from the PEMEX helicopter (Brown 1984). 

 This turn to Pan-American monumentality is particularly explicit in Heizer’s largest, 

ongoing work, City.17 Fenced off  in remote Garden Valley, Nevada, Heizer envisions City as a 

series of  interlocking “complexes” —mammoth earthen and concrete constructions inspired by 

the Mesoamerican past “arranged in a twenty-eight-acre, rectangular complex reminiscent of  

Aztec, Olmec, or Mayan temples built around a common ceremonial plaza” (McGill 1990:19). 

He describes City as an intensely managed experiential program; by denying the visitor the ability 

to effectively establish scalar relationships between the site and its surround through the 

placement of  various complexes he attempts to create an experience of  absolute “size” as 
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opposed to “scale,” relations to space and materials that he associates respectively with the 

“megalithic” and the modern (Brown and Heizer 1984, Kimmelman 2005).18 Heizer uses these 

massive, concrete constructions as a means of  constituting a total environment that exceeds 

common modes of  experience and knowledge, where modern techniques of  measurement, scale-

making, and visual mastery are overwhelmed. City then eschews overt political critique in the 

interest of  a more far-reaching phenomenological and ontological one, creating an alternative to 

the modern through the creation of  a total, monumental environment of  the sort associated with 

“megalithic” societies. 

 However, to look at photographs and read descriptions of  the making of  works like City or 

Levitated Mass, one is struck less by the experience of  size and the megalithic, than by the massive 

infrastructural operations and technologies required to create the monumental. The location for 

the City was discovered by an airline pilot hired to survey enormous swathes of  the Western 

states in search of  a suitable site.19 Photographs from Heizer’s construction sites are populated 

with heavy machinery including bulldozers, cranes, and dump trucks. Accounts of  the 

elaboration of  earthworks note the importance of  mapping, geological surveys, and other forms 

of  scientific knowledge. The corporation Heizer founded to manage the logistics of  his 

constructions regularly collaborates with engineers, lawyers, contractors, geologists, and other 

experts.20 Seen in this light, this work can be seen to be indebted to Robert Heizer’s archaeology 

more for this collaborative, technoscientific practice than for any evocative image of  the ancient 

American world, constituting its own kind of  Cold War “trading zone” through the intensive 

connections it forges between a wide array of  experts and knowledges. The resonance of  this 

distributed artistic practice with wider scientific tendencies toward collaboration and 
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technologization offers a broader context for our understanding of  art’s “deskilling” at late-

midcentury.21 

 The technoscientific impulse at work in Heizer’s methods was also identified by curator 

and early land art proponent, Sam Wagstaff. In a reflection on “Michael Heizer’s use of  

photography,” Wagstaff  praises Heizer’s ability to use “the camera as a component part of  his 

apparatus, in addition to and combined with his ‘use’ of  drawing and painting, to chronicle fact 

rather than for interpretation” (Wagstaff  1984:72). Wagstaff ’s praise for Heizer’s mastery of  the 

documentary powers of  photography, more often seen as a mundane barrier to the creation of  

photographic “art,” lauds the artist’s embrace of  the technology as a tool of  artistic surveying 

and planning. Used thus, the camera becomes one of  a number of  modern technologies for the 

documentation and transformation of  the earth. Heizer, Wagstaff  argues, finds “the camera 

useful as he finds dynamite or dump trucks useful.” The photo that documents “fact” can serve as 

the foundation for other action: “He may ‘use’ the photo to draw on or around,  to demonstrate 

the what, how, where, how big of  a projected idea—a piece of  photographic verity surrounded 

by Sargentesque pencil gesture, digits, grids, words, compass directions” (Wagstaff  1984:73). The 

photograph then becomes one of  numerous technologies of  truth and control which, once 

properly networked with one another through the artist’s command, offer a total vision of  a given 

site and constitute the grounds for a calculated intervention. Through a language of  command 

and mastery, Wagstaff  alludes to the masculinity and hubris that undergird such a desire for total 

documentation, as well as its powerful resonance with contemporary processes of  domination 

through technological practice. This practice reflects modern monumentality’s totalizing, 

technoscientific constitution of  the site, and bears significant affinity to Robert Heizer’s multi-

modal documentation of  La Venta through surveying, aerial photography, and magnetic sensing.
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 Wagstaff  notes as much, attributing Michael Heizer’s ability to master the camera as a 

tool of  objective documentation to Robert Heizer’s tutelage: “Having been his father’s camera 

boy on expeditions and digs as a youth, he soon learned to accept the no-nonsense documentary 

dispassion of  this machine. He also learned to break through the barrier of  the amateur’s 

snapshot and command the machine’s clarity and precision.” Wagstaff  has no doubt that this use 

of  the camera is for exclusively “objective” purposes, noting, “I knew Dr. Heizer and can imagine 

that uplift and charm were the last things he was looking for to louse up his learned 

reports” (Wagstaff  1984:72). 

 This use of  the camera and the larger technological practice to which it contributed 

resonate with a wider reconceptualization of  the earth in the 1960s. As James Nisbet has argued 

in an analysis of  the ecological implications of  early land art, “earth was conceptualized during 

the late 1960s not only through a backward-looking turn to ‘the land’ in the form of  

experimental communes, but also through mechanically informed modes of  experiencing the 

earth’s wholeness” (Nisbet 2014:86). The 1960s, Nisbet argues, witnessed the invention of  the 

whole earth as an object to be depicted and controlled, through ecological discourses but also 

through satellite photography and other technologies that claimed to capture the planet in its 

entirety. Land art’s “understanding of  earth as a material object,” enabled in part by these 

technologies, was also connected to more technocratic attempts to “conceptualize [and control] 

life on the total planet earth” (Nisbet 2014:76). While works like City would seek to disrupt 

modern understandings of  site, space, and scale, their creation proceeds through these very 

concepts and their associated technologies.

 In interviews, Heizer claims that this engagement with modern technologies is meant to 

upend them through their playful misapplication. His frequent use of  concrete to construct pieces 
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like City, for instance, subverts a modern technology to “ancient” ends, using a material closely 

associated with the construction of  modern spaces and publics to restage scenes of  megalithic 

monumentality. Admitting that technology “multiplies the potential” of  art by affording 

increased size and accelerated production, Heizer’s recommendation is then “to use technology 

and its devices in ways dissimilar to the industrial techniques for which they were 

intended” (Brown and Heizer 1984:42).

 However, while Heizer’s stated relation to technology might be one of  playfulness and 

skepticism, his attitude toward the monumental constructions that its multiplicative potential 

enables are very serious. Heizer revels in the description of  the enormous size of  his 

constructions, describing the dramatic size and weight of  the art he is creating through precise 

measurements of  trenches and boulders.22 

 In a reminiscence of  watching the artist at work, Heizer’s patron Robert Scull notes that 

“it was really a masculine kind of  work”—the blasting away of  mountains while “stripped to the 

waist,” the use of  heavy industrial machinery to transport giant boulders, the rugged ways of  life 

that the desert demanded, and the massively scaled constructions and excavations that such 

technology and hubris allowed.23 Heizer does not simply engage ancient American 

monumentality but seems to aspire to monumentality himself. The artist has stated as much, 

noting that “I thought I was eternal. I still do,” an attitude that extends to his conception of  the 

profound durability of  many of  his works (quoted in Kimmelman 2005). The implications of  

these tons of  art become even more serious when considered in light of  the atomic age. The 

desire to create eternal, total environments and the recruitment of  Cold War technology to do so 

reveals this monumentality as a function of  modern aspiration more than any ancient 

“megalithic,” especially in the context of  broader efforts to develop massive scientific and military 
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infrastructures and to house them in structures capable of  surviving a possible nuclear 

apocalypse.24 

 While Michael Heizer’s debt to his father’s archaeological practice, and land art’s 

academically-inspired archaism more broadly, have been characterized as thematic and formal 

appropriations, attention to the place of  technoscientific practice in the work of  Robert and 

Michael Heizer reveals this debt to be more critically methodological. Land art does not only 

appropriate archaeology’s subject matter but its fundamentally modern means of  documenting 

and transforming sites.

 Turner has noted a similarly surprising continuity between technoscientific practice and 

late mid-century “back-to-the-land” movements more broadly, arguing that even as they claimed 

to reject the Cold War world, counterculturalists “embraced the collaborative social practices, the 

celebration of  technology, and the cybernetic rhetoric of  mainstream military-industrial-

academic research.” These critical continuities underline the impossibility for this youthful 

movement to “achieve a complete break with the society it aimed to change,” the society of  their 

technocratic forebears (Turner 2006:33). Instead of  overcoming the technocracy their parents 

had created, these children redeployed its methods and technological tools in new settings, efforts 

which were unexpectedly productive but which did not provide the radical exteriors to the Cold 

War world that counterculturalists initially envisioned.

 Read in this light, the continuities between the methods of  the Heizers give us purchase 

on the broader epistemological, political, and generational conditions of  late mid-century. This 

episode of  methodological kinship can help us consider how the binary oppositions through 

which the Cold War is so often narrated—repression and protest, control and liberation, 

technocracy and the its countercultural critique, fathers and sons—are coimplicated and 
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coproductive rather than successively enchained. Behind Cold War narratives of  political, 

conceptual, and generational succession, we must also contend with the underexamined kinships 

that link and enable the poles of  modernity. As Bruno Latour (1993) has argued, to succumb to a 

logic of  revolutions or dualisms is to succumb to modernity and its modes of  thought.25 This 

literal instance of  kinship, for instance, historicizes and undermines land art’s claim to a radical 

rupture with Cold War politics and science as much as it provincializes the positivist claims of  

technoscientific archaeology. Land art, read through Cold War technoscience and 

countercultures, is not a revolution so much as a creative redeployment of  distinctly modern 

methods of  context creation.  

Monumentality’s Historicity

 The disjuncture between ancient and modern monumentality is made clearer when one 

compares a work like City to the constructions at La Venta studied by Robert Heizer. As Robert 

Heizer and other Olmec archaeologists have agreed, constructions like the La Venta pyramid 

were the product of  one of  the first civic programs in Mesoamerica. The structures of  La Venta 

were (re)built over hundreds of  years through the repeated importation and arrangement of  clay 

and stone by coordinated, hierarchical labor. If  Olmec monuments would be timeless, it would 

only be through repeated processes of  construction and the ceremonial making and marking of  

time.  Unlike the creation of  vacant monuments through a private, artistic corporation and the 

rapid powers of  twentieth century technology, Olmec monumentality mimicked and made 

centers of  the social and symbolic world, premised upon a developing suite of  Mesoamerican 

cosmological beliefs closely associated with the emergence of  political hierarchy (see González-

Lauck 2010, Cyphers and di Castro 2009). As these archaeological investigations demonstrate, 

monumentality is not an escape from the social into timelessness, but a means of  making central 
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to the intensification of  social systems, an effect achieved as much through repeated practice as 

through its more apparent monumental results.

 Seen in this light, the work of  both Robert and Michael Heizer can be viewed as 

particularly acute manifestations of  the technological resources and personal/political anxieties 

of  the Cold War moment. Robert Heizer’s appropriation of  the technological applications and 

collaborative work flows of  Cold War Big Science is echoed in Michael Heizer’s adoption of  

these same methods in the construction of  his earthworks. An attention to land art’s 

methodological debt to Cold War archaeological practice underlines the emergence of  a uniquely 

modern form of  monumentality across a variety of  domains of  knowledge and action at late 

mid-century. Rather than reconstituting Olmec modes of  monumentality, Robert and Michael 

Heizer’s projects expanded the reach of  a modern mode of  context creation at work in Cold War 

development projects, Big Science, positivist archaeology, and the “deskilled” art of  the late-

midcentury. Despite their varied scale, locations, and discursive claims, these projects all shared a 

confidence in the documentary and transformative powers of  modern technology and 

transdisciplinary practice, deploying these tools to articulate highly ambitious knowledge claims 

and material interventions. While these confident modern projects were haunted by anxieties—

whether the apocalyptic futures of  technoscientific development or discomfort at the unruly 

modernity at the margins of  Cold War Latin America—this mode of  context creation offered 

powerful techniques for reaffirming these men’s confident relations to their sites. The appearance 

of  these ways of  knowing and doing across such disparate locations challenges the usual 

categories through which disciplinary histories are narrated as well as the binary, oppositional 

framing of  Cold War political and generational discourses. These methodological affinities 

underline the need for analyses that bridge common domains of  historical analysis in order to 
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follow similar boundary-crossing kinships, both literal and methodological. Tracing these kinships 

can call attention to the wider historical epistemes that inform individual and disciplinary practices 

and can critically witness evolving means of  engaging the sites where knowledge- and art-making 

unfold.  
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CHAPTER 5
Archiving Oil:

The Practice and Politics of  Information

Searching for Oil’s Archive

The Archivo Historico de Petróleos Mexicanos (PEMEX) is easy enough to find, located a long 

block away from the Refinería stop on the Mexico City metro. An archive dedicated to the study 

of  the history of  oil in Mexico, it is fittingly situated within this past. As the name of  the metro 

stop suggests, the archive sits in an former PEMEX refinery, its shiny glass and modern office 

furniture offering a marked visual dissonance with the old trucks and workers in jumpsuits and 

hardhats that can still be seen there. I had come to this archive in Mexico’s center to learn 

something about the parastatal’s work in the country’s southern periphery. While much is written 

about oil’s beginnings in Mexico, its heroic expropriation from foreign companies by Mexican 

president Lazaro Cardenas in 1938, and present hopes and fears about oil’s privatization, this is 

largely a selective history of  the work of  Great Men.1 It is much harder to find accounts of  daily 

life under oil, the scientific practices through which oil is discovered and extracted, and its 

impacts on the remote corners of  the Gulf  Coast that this dissertation examines. A growing 

ethnographic and cultural historical attention to oil has begun to fill these gaps (e.g. Breglia 2013, 

Santiago 2006), and thus my general impetus at the archive was to search for information about 

daily life under oil in Tabasco.

 However, before I could examine the archive’s contents, I encountered the archive’s 

structures. Over the course of  my weeks at the archive, I assembled an archive of  my own 

comprised of  a stream of  letters I wrote to request access to the archive, permission to take 

photographs, to make copies, and to use my laptop, sheets of  paper that were subsequently 
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photocopied and stamped with the PEMEX logo and the archive’s approval. Consultation of  the 

archive’s holdings was limited to a single computer terminal in the corner of  the small front room 

that served to accommodate the archive’s visitors—usually just myself  on the days that I was 

working. Despite these difficulties, I was able to find much of  interest there—seismological 

surveys of  remote corners of  Tabasco, records of  land rights and transfers, and correspondence 

that mapped growing discontent with the foreign operations in the country. Yet searching through 

the archive’s database, I continued to come up against a limit of  which I had been warned; every 

search—for contracts to transfer subsoil rights, to seismological surveys, to internal 

correspondence from oil companies—ended abruptly in 1938, the year that Mexican President 

Lazaro Cardenas expropriated the oil industry from foreign companies and made oil a national 

resource. The PEMEX archive then had very little to say about PEMEX, which had come fully 

into being only after Mexico wrested control of  the industry from foreign interests, eventually 

becoming a massive state industry that served as both a source of  nationalist pride and as an 

engine of  economic development. 

 Chatting with archivists while waiting for materials to be delivered for consultation, I 

heard stories about the troves of  documents destroyed or hidden away in various PEMEX 

departments and the delicate politics involved in attempts to secure these materials and make 

them public. The fact that all resources related to PEMEX’s operations after 1938 were still and 

had long been “undergoing cataloging” was further testament to the difficulties of  examining the 

history of  such a sensitive and politicized institution. For the archivists, this informational 

difficulty spoke to wider problems of  transparency in the “empresa publica.”

 Further research in the collections of  the Archivo General de la Nacion and elsewhere 

would bring my documentary trail through the 1960s and introduce me to new suites of  archival 
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procedures. However,  my continued searches never yielded the concentrated archival “pay dirt” 

that every researcher hopes for. There is no archive of  oil, at least in sense implied by the 

common imaginary of  the archive as an administered, transparent, and public historical 

storehouse. This difficulty in getting to “the thing itself ” was initially a source of  ethnographic 

anxiety; was I was not following the proper avenues to arrive at the wealth of  information about 

PEMEX and its history that must be sitting in some neglected institutional corner? And what 

would happen if  I never found it?2 My anxiety was gradually relieved, however, as the lack of  

consensus about the past, present, and future of  oil in Mexico became clear as I read more and 

more books, reports, and newspaper articles on the subject and conducted further interviews with 

activists, geophysicists, state experts, scientists, and others. They were all fighting their own 

informational battles to understand oil and its effects, negotiating the inevitable mix of  

knowledge and non-knowledge that surrounds the phenomenon, and usually lamenting the 

“ignorance” of  others.

 Oil looms large in Tabasco and across Mexico. On an average afternoon in the southern 

Gulf  Coast city of  Villahermosa, the pedestrian will encounter a stream of  white pickup trucks 

bearing the marks of  PEMEX, Halliburton, COMESA, and other contractors, billboards for 

local newspapers that decry the abuses of  oil contractors, and temporary workers who rely of  the 

odd jobs that the industry creates to get by, all framed by the looming towers of  the PEMEX 

pyramid and the many, shiny foreign hotels that have popped up here to give comfortable shelter 

to traveling industry executives and scientists. Oil is also at the heart of  national political debates 

and many Mexicans’ conceptions of  the nation. Since the nationalization of  the industry in 

1938, oil has stood at the center of  the state’s development program and a national mythology 

premised upon the Mexican patrimonio; oil revenues account for roughly 40% of  the national 
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budget and the pride that led many Mexicans to mail envelopes of  coins to help pay for 

expropriation in 1939 still persists in many citizens’ belief  that oil is at the heart of  Mexico’s 

economic and social development.3

 Yet despite the fact that oil seems to be everywhere in the archive, state budgets, 

newspapers, on the streets, and in national mythology, it is a phenomenon that is remarkably 

difficult to understand. One need only try to arrive at an estimate of  the extent of  Mexico’s 

petroleum reserves to begin to understand the liberal manipulation or simple lack of  information 

about the subject.4 PEMEX’s operations are a mystery, not only to the curious ethnographer but 

to many who work within the industry itself, in part because oil is an industry where the 

development of  proprietary information is both very expensive and a requisite step in the 

discovery and exploitation of  deposits. Keeping information close to the chest is necessary in the 

broader industry to avoid competitors edging in on promising deposits. While competition is less 

of  a concern in Mexico given strong political and legal barriers to foreign ownership, a future 

where the industry could be opened to foreign investment and competition seems more and more 

plausible. This informational opacity can also be explained by the ongoing, well-documented use 

of  the the parastatal as a political “piggybank” and as a vehicle for the management of  

patronage relationships (Breglia 2013).

 The stakes of  information about oil in Mexico were brought up repeatedly in 

conversations with scientists, activists, and ordinary citizens in the discussion of  a recent event of  

particular drama and violence in an industry plagued by such events. On January 31, 2013, an 

explosion rocked the sleek, black highrise that houses the PEMEX headquarters in Mexico City, 

killing thirty-three people, injuring hundreds, and bringing unwanted attention to the operations 

of  the parastatal. While the explosion was widely described as an accident involving the 
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building’s gas and electrical systems, my informants in the industry repeatedly acknowledged that 

that such an accumulation of  natural gas would be noticed before becoming lethal. They argued 

that the timing of  the explosion following the recent presidential election and the looming 

transfer of  power from the PAN (the conservative “National Action Party”) to rival political party 

the PRI (the “Institutional Revolutionary Party” that ruled Mexico in dictatorial fashion from 

1938 until the election of  Vincente Fox in 2000), went much further in explaining why the 

explosion occurred. In these tellings, the explosion was an attempt to destroy not people or 

infrastructure, but information—either to cover up political indiscretions or to hobble the 

incoming president in the development of  the parastatal. The lack of  public information or wide 

media scrutiny about the causes of  the explosion reflect the strange mix of  informational opacity 

and open secrets that surrounds PEMEX.5 6

 Oil’s effects are then palpable, yet its contours and composition are blurry. In this regard, 

oil is a kind of  Heidegerrean object—constantly resisting attempts at coherent understanding 

whose reality is nevertheless difficult to deny in the face of  its dramatic effects. This chapter 

examines how various actors interested in oil operate on this uncertain informational terrain, 

examining common means of  knowing oil and the informational practices through which they 

emerge. Specifically, I consider antagonisms between the opinions and informational practices of  

oil scientists, activists, and soil scientists. I argue that these actors’ various views of  oil reflect 

differing, usually conflicting, understandings of  what oil in Mexico is and should be, 

understandings that are strongly influenced by each party’s respective modes of  documentary 

and epistemological access to oil. If  information can be taken as “knowledge without the central 

structuring of  an archive, or a totalizing metastable structure of  knowledge,” this chapter traces 
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various attempts to gather information about and to constitute coherent knowledges of  oil 

(Richards 1993:76).

 This attention to the multiplicity of  oil is in part inspired by Annemarie Mol’s analysis of  

the varying “enactment” of  atherosclerosis, the hardening of  arteries through the buildup of  

plaque (2002). In her ethnography of  the various stages of  the diagnosis and treatment of  

atherosclerosis in a Dutch teaching hospital, she traces “practices in which some entity is being 

sliced, colored, probed, talked about, measured, counted, cut out, countered by walking, or 

prevented... Which entity? A slightly different one each time.” (2002:vii). Mol documents the 

multiplicity of  atherosclerosis across various contexts by “attending to enactment rather than 

knowledge” (2002:vii). This is a move away from epistemology, which Mol sees as tied up in 

representationalist theories, and toward an ontological position that admits the multiplicity of  the 

body as it is enacted across a variety of  medical contexts. Knowledge then becomes not just 

about reflecting on a given object but creating, manipulating, and transforming the object 

through knowledge-making practices. Yet, despite the ontological plurality of  these various 

enactments, Mol is insistent that atherosclerosis holds together, as a physical ailment and as an 

object of  practice and thought. In a similar sense to Mol’s atherosclerosis, then, I examine oil—

variously seen as a physical resource, as an industry, or as a more generalized sociality—as 

something that is created and defined even as it is diagnosed.

 This is echoed in Jensen and Winthereik’s analysis of  how various kinds of  informational 

infrastructures surrounding development aid “become second nature, and what kind of  second 

nature they become” (2013:10). They argue that various actors and institutions along the “chain 

of  accountability” through which the effectiveness of  development aid is assessed become 

“‘modulating entities’ created by the partial datasets to which they have access” (2013:xix). In 
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their analysis, development aid itself  comes to be seen as an evolving product of  the practices of  

these experts and their partners, with both the subject positions of  participating experts and the 

nature of  development aid emerging through the evolving nature of  information practices and 

infrastructures.

 Rather than adopt a perspectival explanation of  various knowledges of  oil, then, I am 

interested in how various kinds of  informational practices afford different possibilities for 

knowing and constituting oil as a material, scientific, and political object and in the role of  

disparate documentary modes of  access in constituting an informational and political ecology 

surrounding the practice and politics of  oil. Yet, unlike Mol’s case, I trace how these 

understandings of  oil are more often framed as antagonistic and mutually exclusive. Oil then 

emerges at the nexus of  these contested modes of  information gathering, political practice, and 

scientific analysis. 

 I further argue that antagonisms between these plural practices of  

(“dis”/”mis”)information in fact allow for the smooth functioning of  a political and bureaucratic 

rationale that through either intentional action or neglect would allow for the organizational 

decay of  PEMEX in favor of  neoliberal privatization and the silencing of  marginal voices 

protesting the effects of  oil exploitation on resource frontiers like Tabasco. In this case, 

uncertainty and disagreement about what oil is is not then an invitation to a plural definitional 

discussion but instead assures the continued success of  a de facto economic and social divestment 

in southern Mexico.  I conclude by arguing that, contrary to a growing body of  anthropological 

theory that revels in ontological plurality, this pressing case of  resource exploitation reflects the 

need for political and scholarly tools that move across such “incommensurable” divides, tools that 

open up what oil is and should be in the interest of  forging a pragmatic politics across 
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purportedly disconnected ways of  knowing. I conclude by reflecting on the concepts of  

nonknowledge and coalition as promising places for the beginning of  such discussions.

Data and the Crisis of  Mexican Expertise

Before oil can become subject of  political opinion and informational archiving and debate, it 

must first be found. The work of  finding oil falls on oil scientists—seismologists, geophysicists, 

engineers, and others who develop models, sensors, surveys, proposed sites for exploration and 

exploitation, and estimates of  reserves. These scientists are employed by PEMEX, by the 

Mexican Petroleum Institute (IMP) (a “depoliticized” institution for the development of  

petroleum technologies), and more often by multinational corporations. 

	 Over the course of  my fieldwork, I spoke with such scientists in the interest of  learning 

how they go about choosing and constituting the sites of  their investigation. However, as with my 

encounters in the archive, what became of  interest in many of  these interviews was the very 

politics and practice of  information itself  within the industry. The recurrent themes in my 

conversations with these scientists centered on how much oil remains undiscovered or 

unexploited in Mexico, who had the capabilities to gather the information necessary for its 

exploitation, how information about oil was generated and controlled and by whom, and what 

the future held in store for PEMEX (and by extension, for Mexico) in the face of  intense 

pressures toward privatization. For these scientists, it was information and the current state of  

their own expert fields that determined how oil worked in Mexico and what it would become.

 A central concern for Mexican scientists involved in the discovery and exploitation of  oil 

was the increasing inability of  the parastatal and Mexico more generally to produce the kinds of  

experts capable of  generating information critical to the development of  the nation’s resources. 
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They framed the current problems of  PEMEX (and of  Mexico itself) as one of  “human 

resources”—an inability to train and maintain citizen scientists. For Patricio, a geophysicist who 

works for the IMP, a worldly, self-described Leftist educated in the United States, this lack of  

homegrown expertise spoke to much broader issues including the lack of  opportunity created 

through widespread poverty, the paucity of  Mexican universities equipped to train students in the 

proper disciplines and technologies, and the lack of  longterm thinking in the parastatal due to 

politicization, clientelism, and corruption. For these reasons, Patricio claimed that oil science in 

Mexico “cannot be called a true science,” lacking the institutions, expert mentors, and 

opportunities that scientists require. He cited his own institution, the IMP, originally founded to 

serve as a depoliticized think-tank to offer analysis and technologies for the development of  the 

oil industry, as a prime example of  how Mexican institutions have become thoroughly politicized, 

underfunded, and non-competitive compared to foreign companies and universities. Instead, he 

claimed that practices at PEMEX and elsewhere were more often the bungling of  “pendejos,” 

uneducated political appointees attempting to make rapid personal profit from the national cash 

cow. He used his own career as a kind of  heroic counterexample, explaining that he was the first 

PhD in geophysics to work for the Mexican government when he came to his post fifteen years 

ago and one of  the few who continue to resist the lure of  the money and resources offered by 

private foreign companies. His analysis of  Mexico’s inability to discover, document, and exploit 

its own petroleum resources was then a political economic explanation of  Mexico’s current 

predicament. The fragility of  Mexican scientific expertise, its small number of  experts and 

compromised institutions, mirrored more widespread concerns over the weakening of  the 

Mexican state and the pernicious spread of  U.S. and multinational influence in oil development 

and other industries. 
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	 As another informant, a seismologist formerly employed by PEMEX and now working for 

a multinational corporation specializing in the analysis of  geophysical data, explained, PEMEX 

and other Mexican experts like those at the IMP do not develop new technologies for discovering 

or exploiting deposits. More and more, the parastatal is a perpetual contractor, and Mexican 

scientists employed there are primarily responsible for determining which foreign company can 

provide the best technology for the task at hand. Even then, informants commonly lamented that 

PEMEX rarely has the experts they need to effectively select or operate these technologies. 

 The result of  all of  this is a growing dependence on foreign scientific and technical 

expertise. As Patricio argued, the Leftist opposition to the possible privatization of  PEMEX 

seems overstated once one realizes the extent of  this present dependence—PEMEX is already 

largely privatized through the substantial amount of  work that is contracted to private, third 

parties. For him, this inability to generate and manage information about the nation’s resources 

explained the slow decline of  PEMEX. The costs of  contracting and the use of  PEMEX 

revenues to fund national programs meant that there was little reinvestment in PEMEX itself  or 

in the development of  experts and technologies for gathering the information the parastatal 

needs, a circular dynamic that perpetuates dependence. 

 What little information PEMEX was generating was met with skepticism by many of  my 

informants. A number of  them reported that PEMEX was conducting and commissioning 

extensive surveys of  Mexican Gulf  and other onshore areas. They speculated, however, that these 

surveys were not in the interest of  exploiting deposits they might discover but rather to gather 

information to encourage private investment in the future. As one geophysicist put it, “it’s like if  

you are leasing an apartment—you have to have all of  the information for the potential tenant 

beforehand—the floorplans, photos, etc.—before you can get someone to rent the place.” Private 
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companies involved in conducting these seismic and geomorphological surveys were not then 

merely fulfilling the terms of  a contract but also getting an early look at proprietary information 

concerning the most promising deposits. 

 This crisis of  expertise and the segmentation of  scientific labor through contracting and 

the partitioning of  scientific functions also results in a highly fractured informational landscape. 

While the oil industry scientists with whom I spoke had all, to various degrees, developed their 

own coherent narratives oil, its politics, and its effects, they also admitted that their work only 

exposed them to very selective suites of  information about particular technologies, deposits, or 

plans. As Patricio put it, “PEMEX is an intensely closed, secretive institution, even for those who 

work there. You can’t put information on a USB unless you are very high up.” This means that 

functions of  technological development, fieldwork, data analysis, and policy recommendation 

inhabit dramatically different geographic and institutional locations, and are disconnected by 

project or region and through secrecy and the organizational disjunctures of  contracting 

relationships. The Mexican oil scientist is then most often an office worker who analyses pre-

constituted data at one point of  the translational chain of  turning extractive potential into 

bonanza (Latour 1999). The scientists with whom I spoke were then strangely placeless—working 

on projects across the country from headquarters in Mexico City or from regional offices and 

hotel conference rooms in other urban hubs, able to speak at length abut oil politics and policy, 

yet often at a loss when asked about many of  the specifics of  oil development or its impacts on 

the sites where it takes place. This distancing is less the result of  scientific abstraction as much as 

the partitioning of  the information and scientific labor involved in various phases of  the 

exploration and exploitation of  deposits. 
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 However, despite these fears of  privitizations and critiques of  Mexican experts and 

institutions, these experts were also optimistic. Denying widespread fears that Mexico’s oil would 

soon run short,7 they insisted upon the power and inevitability of  scientific studies to discover 

unexploited deposits, enough to keep Mexican oil going for “one hundred years at least.” There 

was then an inevitability to oil, a conviction that though politics and ownership may change, the 

practice of  oil was also about very practical processes of  information gathering through 

surveying, technological development, and proper planning. 

Documents,Water, Testimonio

“Que PEMEX es la gloria, tambien es el inferno”

	 Oil is glory for some and hell for others. Oil fields are mythical places for the making of  

fortunes yet, for those who live near them, they more often mean booms and busts, the pollution, 

instability, violence, and difficult legacies that are left out of  heroic narratives of  the ever-

advancing oil frontier. In this, Tabasco is no exception. 

 I received an education in the hellish side of  oil in the library of  an ecological non-profit 

and activist asssociation in Villahermosa. There, in a small room in the group’s modest offices, 

Emiliano explained the group’s work and what they were up against amid stacks of  spiral bound 

reports, interview tapes, and shelves of  books with titles like “Selva Maya,” “Derecho Romano,” 

and “Problemas Economicas de Mexico.” Emiliano offered a networked narration of  how oil 

came to dominate the region—from one local resident willing to permit exploration on their 

property grew wells, pipelines, access roads, and processing plants,  groundwater and soil 

contamination and ships leaking hydrocarbons and contaminated runoff  into waters across the 

region. As his explanations unfolded, he would occasionally step out and return with a 
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government report, the findings of  an international agency, or the group’s own requests for 

injunctions against PEMEX development in culturally or environmentally protected areas to 

drive his point home. 

 The activists with whom I spoke over the course of  fieldwork organized blockades and 

protests, conducted community education workshops, lobbied the federal government, authored 

reports, and collaborated with international non-profit organizations like Greenpeace and 

Oilwatch. These activities had oil at their heart, though they were also concerned with questions 

of  ecological destruction, gendered violence, and political corruption.  Motivating all of  these 

activities was a belief  that oil has done incredible harm to the region. Oil, seen as an industry, but 

also as a national agenda and a social atmosphere (one activist extensively described and decried 

“el ámbito petrolero”), was seen to encourage social violence, poor planning, corruption, and to 

prevent the development of  other industries. For the sympathetic anthropologist, this was of  

course not a difficult proposition to accept; in fact, many activists’ analyses prompted the now-

familiar anthropological experience of  encountering informants who offer their own 

anthropological analyses of  the world. Yet, the ongoing need for the work of  these activists in the 

region is testament to the inadequacy of  such “common sense.” At the heart of  oil activism on 

the Gulf  coast, then, are practices of  gathering information as an effort to generate proof  of  oil’s 

destructive impacts in the region; this documentary function of  activist activity is seen as a 

prerequisite for changing the what has been called the “ecology of  oil,” preparation of  proof  for 

the venues of  political and scientific debate where discussions about oil and its future unfold. As 

any science studies scholar knows, for ideas to spread they must recruit allies, and this usually 

requires conforming to conventional understandings of  evidence, argument, and proof.
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 Emiliano’s enthusiasm in showing me the sheer volume of  information the group had 

assembled reflected documentary difficulty; for activists, accessing information is a constant 

struggle. Aside from the highly manicured information offered on public websites and reports, 

information on the exploration, production, environmental impacts, finances, and policies of  

PEMEX is notoriously difficult to secure.8  The documents that the activists do have come from 

“friends” with access, from the selected collections of  documents that have been made public 

online through much-publicized attempts at transparency by the parastatal, and through attempts 

to force the disclosure of  information through freedom of  information claims.9 For activists, these 

practices were part of  a broader attempt to “use the tools of  the system against itself.” 

Recognizing the vast resources and energy that constant popular action requires, they instead aim 

to ensure that existing regulations and laws concerning best practices, environmental protection, 

and compensation are actually enforced and to achieve access to information concerning oil 

development. 

 I met similar documentary enthusiasm in La Venta, sitting on the front porch of  

Santiago’s small home, located just a few shorts blocks from both the La Venta archaeological 

zone and the nearby PEMEX plant. A community activist who had held various positions in 

local government, Santiago had long led local protest against PEMEX development in the area, 

organizing the local community, leading marches to Villahermosa to protest oil development, and 

landing in jail several times as thanks for his efforts. As he explained during our conversations, 

“we are a rich town with poor people.” Although La Venta sat atop some of  the richest oil 

deposits in the country, he argued that local residents had received little money from PEMEX 

and other oil companies, had not received employment through oil operations in their region, 

had seen their agricultural lands turned swampy through the building of  access roads and other 
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oil infrastructures, and had uncommonly high rates of  cancer and other diseases due to water, air, 

and soil contamination. His project was then to document and reveal these injustices and to 

argue for more limited, more sustainable, and more just approaches to oil development, a project 

simultaneously social, political, and ecological. 

 For Santiago, too, information, evidence, and proof  were important words. Early in one 

of  our conversations, he disappeared into his house and returned with a stack of  documents 

reminiscent of  those I was shown at Emiliano’s office. Among the pile of  newspaper clippings, 

NGO and agency reports, and scholarly articles on La Venta’s natural and cultural resources was 

a spiral bound packet with a cover that read “SOS Sr. Presidente” in bold, black letters. The 

packet was addressed to Vincente Fox, president of  Mexico from 2000 to 2006. The packet 

began with a petition that listed a series of  grievances against PEMEX and the Mexican state, 

mirroring the list of  complaints Santiago had leveled earlier in our conversation. Supporting the 

petition was an appendix of  “EVIDENCIAS,” an assemblage of  documentation including 

reports by PEMEX and international NGOs, newspaper clippings, and photographs taken by 

activists. These documents, clippings, and photographs were embroidered by a variety of  

annotations that serve explanatory and officializing functions—handwritten notes of  

“DENUNCIA” or “CONTAMINACION!” explain what message a reader is to take from a 

given piece of  evidence, while collections of  signatures and the reproduced logos of  a variety of  

government agencies serve to formalize the evidence and connect it to scientific experts and their 

institutions.

 When such “official” information fails, as it often does given the secretive nature of  the 

parastatal and its contractors, activists must resort to more ready forms of  proof. A few weeks 

after my first visit with Emiliano, I returned to the group’s offices in downtown Villahermosa. 
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This meeting was quite different from our previous ones. We sat down, not in the library, but in 

front of  Emiliano’s computer. We began by transferring a number of  PEMEX proposals and 

reports on oil development in La Venta and Tabasco we had discussed in our previous meeting to 

a thumb drive I had brought along. Emiliano was also eager to show me the group’s website—so 

that I could share it with U.S. friends willing to offer financial support for the group’s work but 

also to show me another facet of  the group’s documentary practices. Navigating to the site’s blog, 

he clicked on a series of  uploaded videos. We then began an impromptu screening, spending the 

next hour watching various short films created by the group and their partners. 

 The videos presented many of  the sources that I had already been shown on paper—pull 

quotes from newspaper stories and internal PEMEX reports, footage of  blockades and protests 

organized by various activist groups, and photographs of  destructive oil infrastructures. However, 

the bulk of  the films was comprised of  long testimonies by local residents who related how oil 

development had disrupted and altered their lives. Filmed in front of  residents’ houses, on lands 

recently subject to oil surveys or development, or in conference rooms at activist meetings, these 

accounts offered personal, highly emotional tellings of  how oil development had compromised 

residents’ health, ruined their lands, or prevented the development of  other industries in the 

region, with most narratives drawing upon a nostalgic structure of  before and after to dramatize 

the changes that oil had wrought to everyday life. 

 The personal accounts included in the films resonate with a long tradition of  political 

narratives of  the oppressed in Latin America. Activists like Gloria Anzaldúa and Rigoberta 

Menchu are famous for their testimonios, a “narrative told in the first person by a narrator who is 

also the real-life protagonist or witness of  the events he or she recounts,” a genre that witnesses 

history and performs political analysis through the elaboration of  personal experience (Beverley 
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1991:2, Anzaldúa 1987, Menchu 1984).10 Through this stringing together of  indices of  oil culled 

from daily experience and popular media, these activist-editors show oil as a malignant network 

capable of  growing from the smallest foothold—a corrupt official, a greedy neighbor, or a single 

piece of  oil infrastructure that becomes many.

 These video testimonios closely echoed many of  my own conversations with residents of  the 

town of  Villa la Venta. Speaking with those who had lived in the town for generations, they 

recruited changes to the landscape and to everyday social life to narrate the catastrophic 

transformations brought about by oil development. One woman, a member of  one of  the town’s 

founding families who claimed to have “forgotten everything” in her old age, did manage to 

remember that “before there was everything—armadillos, jaguars, snakes, birds, fruits, cacao, 

everything.....” According to her telling, decades ago, livelihoods could be made through the 

simple gathering of  these natural riches to sell in nearby markets. These narrations recruit the 

past to elaborate a stark contrast to the present, as farmers struggle to find land outside of  oil 

concessions and archaeological zones for agriculture and to grow a successful crop in spite of  

increasingly frequent floods caused by access roads and other industrial infrastructures and fears 

of  pollution. These struggles to eek out a living through agriculture are also threatened by the 

violent socialities seen to grow from resource development. In an interview with two members of  

another of  the town’s founding families, they drew a similar distinction between past and present, 

contrasting the past, “when things were more tranquil,” with the muggings, burglaries, and 

murders attributed to “gente del otro lado,” the migrant laborers who cross this corner of  Mexico 

in search of  work. 

 In all of  these accounts, a lack of  “official” information leads to to a focus on the 

experiential aspects of  living with oil. The mobilization of  such accounts in the group’s films, 
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their sharing of  these highly personal stories through online venues that allow for their rapid and 

global transfer across digital platforms, dovetails with an informational tactics that connects their 

attempts to glean “official” information in service of  their political projects and their 

commitment to witnessing the daily experiences of  oil that motivate their practice.  Such appeals 

to daily experience and their assembly and dissemination, in addition to the documentary 

collections of  activists, serve as powerful evidence of  the broader effects of  oil, and evidence a 

means of  accessing and understanding oil through popular media, activist action, and daily 

experiences of  changing lives and livelihoods. These accounts lend oil immediacy, and, as 

Emiliano dramatically mapped, trace the networked power of  oil to extend far beyond physical 

infrastructures and official data to have powerful impacts on broader natural/cultural worlds.  As 

will be discussed below, however, the forceful nature of  these emotional presentations changes in 

the context of  a broader informational ecology surrounding oil. 

Soil, Science, Law

“Those claims would not hold up in court.” 

Talk of  law was a strange way to begin an interview with a biologist. We had just finished a tour 

of  Steve’s lab—populated by students in clean white lab coats gossiping about the latest 

developments at the university and by old chocolate milk containers full of  dirt. The dirt is not all 

the same—various containers are labelled as containing arenosols or fluvisols or other kinds of  

soil, and they are further marked as “pesado,” “extra-pesado,” “mediano,” and so forth. These 

second labels refer, not to the soils, but to the types of  hydrocarbons that have been added to 

them. With these various combinations of  soil and hydrocarbon types, the samples are used to 

simulate a variety of  contamination scenarios. With these samples, the lab studies a number of  
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things: the water repellence of  soils contaminated with various kinds of  hydrocarbons, the 

effectiveness of  various techniques for remediating polluted soil, and diagnostics, methods, and 

criteria for the clean up of  surface spills. 

 Now, in our interview, Steve was offering his opinions of  various other claims about oil 

and its effects on the region.  An American trained in biology and soil science in the United 

States, Steve had served as an environmental consultant for oil companies and contractors before 

joining the faculty at one of  Tabasco’s most prominent universities. This might help to explain 

his antagonistic attitude toward activists and local residents advocating against oil development. 

Central to his reflections was an attempt to clearly differentiate his own scientific work on the 

impacts of  oil development on local environments from that of  activists.  He accused local 

environmental activists of  leveling accusations of  pollution and contamination in the interest of  

political and economic gain, arguing that this was a highly coordinated effort to “blackmail 

PEMEX.” Activists did not discriminate against any claim, using all of  them as opportunities to 

skim money from the parastatal. He claimed that only about 25% percent of  claims of  pollution 

were “true.” By true, Steve means that pollution in a given area reaches the point of  creating 

“toxic” water or soil, a benchmark he contrasts with other, more “arbitrary” measures employed 

by the parastatal or by activists.11 He argued that these other actors “look for the proofs they 

want,” deploying “shoddy science” or other kinds of  inadmissible proof  in support of  

“untruthful” claims. He argued that the region actually had relatively little water contamination 

and that soil contamination was relatively contained, denying the need for social movements to 

combat these issues.

 Bruno Latour notes the power of  this kind of  recruitment of  “Science” (which Latour 

opposes to the sciences as they are actually practiced) as an objective authority to trump less 
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“truthful” political arguments. He traces the use of  Science as a tool for foreclosing political 

debate, and instead argues that the practices of  scientific knowledge-making are in fact a key hub 

in the creation of  nature itself. He argues that the short circuiting of  any other attempt to 

understand “nature” by “non-scientific” means through claims to Scientific authority is a threat 

to democracy and an attempt to silence politics through recourse to universal natural laws. This 

move consigns political questions and questions about “nature” to irrevocably separate spheres 

and affords Science and exclisive control over the interpretation and definition of  

“reality” (2004:15). 

 Kregg Hetherington notes a similar movement in the recruitment of  “law” as a universal 

means of  adjudicating the claims of  activists in Paraguay. As he shows, the law, as an evolving 

though highly circumscribed suite of  standards, is incapable of  capturing the broader poltical 

and affective implications of  contemporary problems, a fact which leads to the “abandoning [of] 

the transformative potential of  social justice struggles by equating ethics with law” (2011:94). The  

power of  both of  these methods of  standardizing and adjudicating knowledge to foreclose the 

kind of  networked thinking espoused by activists might explain why the scientist felt so 

comfortable moving from the lab to the hypothetical courtroom.

 Steve admitted to many of  the problems that activists and residents lamented in 

Villahermosa and La Venta. The effects of  oil infrastructures and the broad transformations they 

have wrought on local ecologies can be read in the soil. Some soils are not receiving the regular 

flooding they need in order to be continually enriched; others are now subjected to flooding so 

violent that they are irrevocably eroded. However, such changes are hard to capture through the 

lens of  pollution and contamination—the most common and powerful grounds for scientific 

complaints against oil development—and through methods premised upon the confirming the 

161



presence or absence of  pollution through the testing of  discrete soil samples. Through this 

adjudication through the single sample and through the “objective” evaluation of  the truth or 

falsehood of  any particular claim, the more diffuse and interconnected ecological impacts of  oil 

are rendered illegible. Oil—as an industrial process with the potential to render water or soil toxic

—is then rendered as an object uniquely decipherable by the tools of  modern science.

 This recourse to universal standards as a means of  understanding oil in Mexico came up 

later in our conversation. While Steve accused activists of  fabricating claims, his lamentation of  

“shoddy science” and corrupt politics extended to the Mexican oil industry itself. At PEMEX, 

there was “not enough science or law or fact finding.” Instead, the parastatal had become a 

political tool and an easy source of  money for corrupt officials. He accused the PEMEX 

administration of  being inept and said that Mexico lacked both the scientific and technological 

expertise to independently develop the nation’s resources. He argued that in exploration, 

contracting, and environmental and social remediation efforts, PEMEX officials would spend as 

much as possible so that they and their allies can skim money off  of  the top. In this respect, Steve 

echoed the concerns of  Patricio and other Mexican oil scientists in diagnosing a crisis of  

Mexican expertise and the problems of  corruption and politicization in PEMEX.

 However, Steve offered a decidedly different recommendation for possible solutions to the 

industry’s problems. In place of  reinvigorating Mexican institutions, he recommended an 

embrace of  the dynamics of  neoliberal reform and mulitnational dependence. The problems of  

PEMEX were not, as others would argue, that the parastatal was contracting too much work to 

unaccountable third parties but rather that “the companies that succeed here are not the best but 

the most most politically savvy.” Instead of  allowing for the “efficiencies” inherent in a neoliberal 

market, Mexican clientelism prevented the natural and virtuous operations of  competitive 
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business. The failures of  private corporations involved in oil operations in the region were not 

then reflections of  the practices of  neoliberal business but further reflections of  political 

corruption in Mexico and in PEMEX. To solve the problems of  oil in Mexico, he recommended 

the further involvement of  private companies where “innovation and cost-saving are rewarded,” 

citing a series of  corporations and foreign universities that would be uniquely qualified to develop 

training programs and curricula for the creation of  Mexican oil scientists and to make oil 

operations more “transparent, streamlined, and efficient.” 

  Here, then, the imperatives of  the efficient, neoliberal market join law and science as the 

rational arbiters in debates about oil in Mexico. Steve then discounts activist understandings and 

local complaints and supports a neoliberal reform agenda, recruiting standards of  science, law, 

and economic “efficiency” to insist that dissonant perspectives lack the proper kinds of  

information and proof  or originate from “politicized” (i.e. unnecessarily social) motivations. This 

is then an act of  modern purification, an attempt to clearly delimit zones of  expertise and 

concern, the kinds of  information they require and the knowledge they can generate, and, as a 

result, who is and is not qualified to speak to the present and future of  oil in Mexico (Latour 

1993). According to this perspective, there are a small number of  clearly delimited modes of  

understanding that are qualified to comment on the practice of  oil: economics, science, and law 

constitute of  a suite of  well-defined and officialized domains for the design and regulation of  

strictly partitioned aspects of  oil development. Through such an informational and 

epistemological practice, oil, like the samples in Steve’s lab, becomes partitioned according to 

modern domains and strategies of  knowledge and control, strategies that imply a denial of  

alternative modes of  knowing and experiencing oil.
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Conclusions

The talk of  my informants seems prophetic today. Just weeks after my return from Mexico, 

Enrique Peña Nieto, Mexico’s new PRI president, announced sweeping constitutional reforms to 

Mexican oil policy. The reform, the Reforma Energética announced in December 2013, 

constitutes a dramatic privatization of  an industry long thought to be sacred national property 

and “allows the Secretary of  Energy (SENER) to grant licenses to private institutions, including 

foreign persons for all downstream activities, i.e. refining, pipelines, petrochemicals, transport and 

even management of  gas stations” (Villiers Negroponte 2013). While the reforms maintain public 

ownership of  subsoil deposits and PEMEX’s priority rights to exploration and extraction, they 

expand the state’s regulatory powers and allow for much more opportunity for for-profit 

contracting of  exploration and drilling activity between foreign companies and the Mexican 

government at sites that have not been developed by PEMEX.  As the president argued, one of  

the primary reasons for these reforms was that the offshore and “unconventional” onshore 

deposits that will fuel “a new energy development” in Mexico require the harnessing of  foreign 

expertise and technology in the face of  a paucity of  Mexican human and technological resources 

(presidencia.gob.mx). The reforms then reflect some of  the greatest hopes and worst fears of  

many of  my informants, attempting to make PEMEX more “efficient” in keeping with dogmas of 

privatizing reform and leveraging foreign expertise.

 These reforms underline the pressing need for an assessment of  how information, 

knowledge, and politics surrounding oil unfold. While there was much protest to Peña Nieto’s 

proposed reforms to the oil industry, most of  these protests came from well known and Leftist 

positions, movements accused of  a reactionary and nostalgic denial of  the present. Very rare, 

however, were alternatives that cross-cut various political positions and knowledges of  oil to offer 
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more synthetic and viable alternatives to the neoliberal program the president proposed. Much of 

the reason for this might be explained by the fractured informational and epistemological 

landscape described above. As many have argued, neoliberal capital is a phenomenon that thrives 

of  fractured, partial terrain (Tsing 2005).  As Richards argues in his history of  information and 

empire, capital is disconcerting in the ways in which it “makes and breaks connections between 

many kinds of  systems.... [I]t continually shatters any sense of  fixity that would make it possible 

to know the system, as a system, in its totality” (1993:96). 

 How, then, should we understand the fractured landscape of  the other knowledges of  oil 

outlined above and how might they yield alternatives to the apparent inevitability of  neoliberal 

reform? In the case of  oil in Mexico examined here, divergent actors and informational practices 

are already in contact with one another, though their ongoing antagonisms only serve to further 

illustrate the pressing need for analytical tools to aid in the construction of  a “common 

world” (Latour 2004). This underlines the need to overcome the parochialism of  all of  these 

accounts in favor of  a realization, as Mol argue, of  their ultimate relatedness (2003). The fact that 

they all enact and claim to represent the same thing—oil as data, documents, testimonio, and soil, 

as industry, policy, social atmosphere, and ecological disruption.  Paying attention to the kinds of  

information practices through which various actors constitute oil is important in explaining how 

particular knowledges of  oil emerge and helps to explain feelings of  certitude in the face of  

conflicting beliefs. As Jensen and Winthereik argue, an attention to the political as it relates to 

information requires attention to how information is practiced as opposed to a simple focus on its 

political content, “an inversion that foregrounds infrastructural form rather than political 

substance” (2014:74). Through an analysis of  such practices, it becomes clear, too, that it is this 

certitude concerning the knowledge derived from particular information practices that often 
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serves as a primary obstacle to the development of  new kinds of  political action surrounding 

resource development in southern Mexico. 

 Thomas Richards notes a similar conflict surrounding information, knowledge, and 

certitude in his analysis of  the decline of  Victorian beliefs in total knowledge through new 

scientific knowledges premised on notions of  flow, transformation, and entropy and through the 

variety of  national and postcolonial knowledges that multiplied following the collapse of  British 

imperial and epistemological hegemony. In the wake of  Victorian institutions and sciences that 

would gather all knowledge in sanctioned institutions and synthesize them under general laws, 

Richards  notes that instead “different orders of  information continually interact to create new 

orders of  information,” a condition that means that “order seems to have become disorderly, 

uncontrollable, that direction no longer entail directedness, that the ordering of  orders now exists 

without reference to an order of  orders” (1993:108). While this condition may have been 

lamentable to Victorian imperialists and scientists, Richards argues that it is something with 

which we must now learn to cope; there is no order or knowledge to rule and harmonize all 

others. He labels a reactionary desire for totality of  knowledge and control over information as a 

paranoia. “In paranoia, all information becomes knowledge again, knowledge which coheres as 

conspiracy.” (1993:109). In the case of  information and oil examined here, such paranoiac visions 

take the form of  lying, greedy activists, an all-knowing and scheming state, or scientists in the 

pockets of  big business. 

 In place of  paranoia, what is required is an acceptance of  the loss of  total knowledge and 

information and the inevitability of  nonknowledge. Agamben recognizes as much when 

lamenting that “we lack even the elementary principles of  an art of  ignorance” (2011:113). In 

arguing for an art of  ignorance, Agamben does not recommend an impossible refusal to know, 
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but instead an admission that nonknowledge is both the product and condition of  any kind of  

knowledge. New kinds of  knowing will always produce their own territories of  ignorance. We 

then need to think seriously about how we might “keep ourselves in harmonious relationship with 

that which escapes us” (2011:114).

 In Commons and Borderlands, Marilyn Strathern narrates a conflict that hinges upon 

similarly fraught conflict over resource exploitation, information, knowledge, and ignorance. 

Narrating a conflict between a mining company and representatives of  the local population in 

Papua New Guinea embroiled in a controversy over local “cultural” grievances that the company 

was disrupting local ecologies, Strathern notes “the skeptical attitude towards science among 

certain local people, whose own accounts were received equally skeptically” by the company and 

other actors (2004:92). Strathern notes how the indigenous community was up against not only 

scientific modes of  verification, but also the accounts of  NGOs, the government, and others. By 

“refusing the parity of  knowledge” produced through local “cultural” beliefs, these agents forced 

the indigenous community to express the mine’s violation of  local ecological and spiritual well-

being through the language of  scientific proof, a venue where their claim inevitably failed. When 

locals instead recruit their “story” (experiential and “cultural” forms of  proof  akin to the 

testimonios discussed above) to demonstrate the damages to their region and community, believing 

that “the description would be self  evident, and have its own efficacy,” scientists and others add it 

to the list of  “endless stories that people told to back their claims” (a view that resonates quite 

closely with Steve’s perception of  uneducated locals finding “the proof  they want”) (2004:92). 

Different kinds of  claims require different kinds of  information and imply different 

understandings of  the world, and various kinds of  claims are accorded unequal value in 

political/scientific debates surrounding resources and their management. Strathern argues that 
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the local’s presentation of  their “story” and their belief  that it would lead to reflection and action 

on the part of  the mining company hinged upon a belief  in a common desire for “self-

knowledge” and a willingness to reflect on the limitations of  one’s own knowledge. When this 

does not prove to be true, when the company rejects the power of  the “story,” the representatives 

of  the local population reiterate their disbelief  in the company’s forms of  scientific proof. Yet—

and this, Strathern argues, is the vital part—, the local population is still willing to enter into an 

agreement with the company, arguing that half  of  the amount they requested should be paid as a 

recognition of  their disagreement. As Strathern notes, “They were willing to enter into a social 

arrangement on the basis of  difference, not consensus” (2004:95).

 The pragmatic political strategies of  the Papua New Guineans in Strathern’s account 

point to the political necessities imposed by the resource frontier and the collisions of  knowledges 

that they witness. What Strathern’s story illustrates and what the case of  southern Mexico 

discussed here outlines through its notable absence is an acknowledgement that all modes of  

knowledge and the informational practices through which they emerge exist in ecological 

proximity (and often tension) with other such modes. As Bruno Latour has noted, the 

antagonisms between these modes have most often been characterized by a totalizing dogmatism 

that places a complete belief  in one mode of  knowledge and its claims to truth on one side and a 

critical position that unveils the constructed and therefore compromised nature of  knowledge on 

the other. As he notes, however, this critical response has led to a kind of  paralysis—“As long as 

we do not possess pure and perfect information, let everyone abstain from speaking real 

truth” (2013:155). 

 In place of  such paralysis, what is needed is a theoretical and empirical attention to the 

particular practices that enable certain kinds of  knowledge, not in the interest of  debunking or 
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critique, but as a means of  emplacing these knowledge in the ecological contexts—ecological 

both in their worldliness and in their relatedness to other kinds of  knowledge—from which they 

emerge. For Latour, this offers the grounds for an “ecologizing” diplomacy, one that moves across 

the partitioned domains of  modernity. This is necessary because contemporary phenomena 

cannot be adequately evaluated by one or all of  the traditional modern domains of  science, law, 

economy, or politics but also because this is the first step on the path to more democratic 

deliberation. For negotiations across difference, we must first have an understanding and 

recognition of  the self-sustaining, situated “modes of  veridiction” (traced here through the 

collection and evaluation of  information) that support any kind of  knowledge (Latour 2013). 

 The case of  oil in southern Mexico examined here reveals the powerful inertias that such 

diplomacy faces, but it also reveals the pressing need for “ecologizing” analysis, a contribution 

that the anthropologist is uniquely positioned to make. Tracking the variety of  knowledges that 

are brought to bear upon southern Mexico is not then merely an attempt to catalogue or to 

arrive at an explanation of  how the present came to be, but rather a means of  provincializing any 

knowledge’s totalizing claims about the region through a kind of  ecological composition that 

simultaneously engages particular knowledges’ relations to the region and their relatedness to one 

another. In allowing these two kinds of  relation to guide inquiry and analysis, we are offered 

constant reminders of  knowledges’ relation to and work in the world and to their status as one of  

a variety of  means of  knowing and making the world, each enabled and constrained by their own 

means gathering information and producing truth.
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1 For classic historical accounts of  oil as national policy see Brown 1993, Brown and Knight 1992. 

2 These anxieties are of  course increasingly common in anthropological work dealing with experts or 
sensitive enterprises. For classic anthropological discussions of  access see Nader 1969, Gusterson 1997, 
Ortner 2010. 

3 See Knight 1992 for a discussion of  popular reactions to the expropriation of  Mexican oil. 

4 See Breglia 2013 for a more thorough analysis of  the politicking and ignorance surrounding Mexican 
petroleum reserves. 

5 As one reporter suspicious of  the official government explanation of  the explosion noted, “many seem 
content not to know what happened,” either out of  fear or out of  exhaustion with the constant political 
and violent maneuvering surrounding oil in Mexico (Hernandez 2013). After elaborating prominent 
theories about the destruction of  sensitivie information, cartel or guerilla attack, or an effort to make 
PEMEX look bad in advance of  an attempt to privatize the parastatal, Hernandez is forced to conclude 
“who the hell knows.”

6 Months later during my fieldwork in Mexico, another informational scandal erupted when Edward 
Snowden’s leaks of  the details of  American intelligence practices included revelations that the United 
States government had been monitoring the telephones of  the Mexican president and PEMEX officials in 
order to keep tabs on one of  the United States’ most important sources of  petroleum.

7 See Breglia 2013 for a useful analysis of  debates and fears about peak oil in Mexico.

8 As Hetherington (2011) notes in his analysis of  new policies of  transparency in Paraguay, even 
“transparent” information sharing comes with its own politics and assumptions and is itself  central to 
perpetuating neoliberal forms of  governance. Jensen and Winthereik echo this assessment, arguing that 
“new forms of  transparency co-construct new versions of  opacity, and new ways of  doing accountability 
also create zones of  obscurity” (2011:27). 

9 Hetherington (2011) documents similar activities amongst activists in Paraguay, who develop archives of  
their own over the course of  their work, seeing the preservation and dissemination of  otherwise 
inaccessible documents as an important component of  their work.

10 Many of  these testimonios, most famously Menchu’s, have sparked intense debate over the veracity of  
their accounts (Stoll 1999). As will be discussed below, the same is true of  the kinds of  accounts of  oil 
development offered in the group’s films. These attempts to delimit the “true” and the “false” in testimonios 
offer an opportunity to examine how various kinds of  evidence are valued and assessed, and the 
informational politics of  assessing the “truth” of  oil. 

11 As Raffles has argued in a discussion of  thresholds for radiation poisoning and the unexpected 
transformations wrought by radiation on insect populations, any single measure of  “contamination” or 
“toxicity” will fail to capture the impacts of  such environmental changes on various forms and ways of  life 
(2010:23).



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Archival sources

Archivo Historico de Petróleos Mexicanos
 Fondo Expropiación. 

Archivo General de la Nación
 Fondo Departamento de Petróleo.
 Fondo Adolfo Ruiz Cortines.

Carriker, Melbourne
	 Smithsonian Institution Archives, Record Unit 7297, Carriker, Melbourne Armstrong, 
	    1879-1965, Melbourne Armstrong Carriker Papers.

Covarrubias, Miguel
 Archivo Miguel Covarrubias, Universidad de las Américas Puebla.

Drucker, Philip
	 Papers of  Philip Drucker, National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution.

Heizer, Robert
	 Papers of  Robert Fleming Heizer, National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian 
	    Institution.
	 Robert Fleming Heizer papers, BANC FILM 2106 (Originals: BANC MSS 78/17 c), The 
	    Bancroft Library, University of  California, Berkeley.

Stirling, Matthew
	 Papers of  Matthew Williams Stirling, National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian 
	    Institution.
 Uncovering Mexico’s Forgotten Treasures. 1946. Human Studies Film Archive, 
	    Smithsonian Institution. 

Wagstaff, Samuel
 Samuel Wagstaff  Papers, Getty Research Institute.

Wetmore, Alexander
	 Smithsonian Institution Archives, Record Unit 7006, Wetmore, Alexander, 1886-, 
	    Alexander Wetmore Papers.

Published sources

Agamben, Giorgio
	 2011[2009] Nudities. David Kishik and Stefan Pedatella, trans. Palo Alto: Stanford 

171



    University Press. 

Alonso, Ana María 
2004 Conforming Disconformity: “Mestizaje,” Hybridity, and the Aesthetics of   
   Mexican Nationalism. Cultural Anthropology 19(4):459-490.

Amaya, Mario
 1985 Land Reform: New Monuments by Michael Heizer. Studio International     
    1009:19-22.

Anderson, Warwick 
	 2006 Tropical Pathologies: American tropical Medicine, Race, and Hygiene in the 
	    Philippines. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Anzaldúa, Gloria
	 1987. Borderlands/la frontera: The new mestiza. San Francisco: Aunt Lute.

Bachelard, Gaston
	 1964[1938] The Psychoanalysis of  Fire. Alan C.M. Ross, trans. Boston: Beacon Press.  

Barad, Karen 
	 2007 Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of  Matter 
	    and Meaning. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Barrera-Osoria, Antonio
	 2006 Experiencing Nature: The Spanish American Expire and the Early Scientific 
	    Revolution. Austin: University of  Texas Press. 

Bartra, Roger
	 1992 The Cage of  Melancholy: Identity and Metamorphosis in the Mexican Character. 
	    New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.

Baumhoff, Martin
	 1980 Obituary: Robert Heizer. American Anthropologist 82(4):843-846. 

Berger, Dina 
 2006 The Development of  Mexico’s Tourism Industry: Pyramids by Day, Martinis by 
	    Night. New York: Palgrave MacMillan.

Berger, Diana and Andrew Grant Wood
	 2010 Holiday in Mexico: Critical Reflections on Tourism and Tourist Encounters. 
	    Durham: Duke University Press. 

Beverley, John
 1991 “Through All Things Modern": Second Thoughts on Testimonio. boundary 2 
    18(2):1-21.

172



Bleichmar, Daniela, Paula de Vos, Kristin Huffne and Kevin Sheehan, eds.
	 2009 Science in the Spanish and Portuguese Empires, 1500-1800. Palo Alto: Stanford 
	    University Press.

Boettger, Suzaan
	 2002 Earthworks: Art and the Landscape of  the Sixties. Berkeley: University of  	    
	    California Press.

Bowker, Geoffrey C. 
	 1993 How to Be Universal: Some Cybernetic Strategies, 1943-70. Social Studies of  
	    Science 23(1):107-127. 

Bowker, Geoffrey C. and Susan Leigh Star
	 2000 Sorting Things Out: Classification and its Consequences. Cambridge: MIT Press. 

Braun, Barbara
	 2000 Pre-Columbian Art and the Post-Columbian World: Ancient American Sources of  
	    Modern Art. New York: Harry N Abrams.

Breglia, Lisa
 2013 Living with Oil: Promises, Peaks, and Declines on Mexico’s Gulf  Coast. Austin: 
    University of  Texas Press. 

Briggs, Lisa
	 2002 Reproducing Empire: Race, Sex, Science, and U.S. Imperialism in Puerto Rico. 
	    Berkeley: University of  California Press. 

Brown, Jonathan 
	 1993 Oil and Revolution in Mexico. Berkeley: University of  California Press. 

Brown, Jonathan and Alan Knight. ed. 
 1992 The Mexican Petroleum Industry in the Twentieth Century. Austin: University of  
    Texas Press. 

Brown, Julia, ed.
	 1984 Sculpture in Reverse. Los Angeles: MOCA.

Brown, Julia and Michael Heizer
	 1984 Interview. In Sculpture in Reverse. Julia Brown, ed. Los Angeles: MOCA.

Bryce, Fernando
	 2005 Atlas Peru. Culver City: Smart Art Press. 
 2009 Américas. Barcelona: Ediciones Polígrafa.

Bryce, Fernando and Viviana Usubiaga 	

173



	 2005 Interview transcript. Oct 01, 2005. LatinArt.com.

Buchloh, Benjamin
 2003 Neo-Avantgarde and Culture Industry. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Cabrera Bernat, Ciprián Aurelio
	 2011 Viajeros en Tabasco. Villahermosa: Instituto Estatal de Cultura de Tabasco.

Cañizares-Esguerra, Jorge
	 2006 Nature, Empire, and Nation: Explorations of  the History of  Science in the Iberian 
	    World. Palo Alto: Stanford University Press.

Caso, Alfonso 
 1942 Definición y extensión del complejo “Olmeca.” In Mayas y Olmecas, segunda 
    reunión de leda redonda. Mexico City: Sociedad Mexicana de Antropologia.

Castañeda, Luis M. 
	 2014 Doubling Time. Grey Room 51(2):12-39.

Celant, Germano, ed.
	 1997 Michael Heizer. Milan: Fondazione Prada.

Charpenne, Pierre
	 1836 Mon Voyage au Mexique ou le Colon du Guazacoalco. Paris: Roux, Editeur.

Choy, Tim
	 2011 Ecologies of  Comparison: An Ethnography of  Endangerment in Hong Kong. 
	    Durham: Duke University Press.

Clark, John E. and Mary E. Pye
	 2000 Olmec Art and Archaeology in Mesoamerica. Washington, D.C.: National Gallery 
	    of  Art.

Cohn, Bernard S.
	 1996 Colonialism and Its Form of  Knowledge: The British in India. Princeton: Princeton 
	    University Press.

Coffey, Mary K.
	 2012 How a Revolutionary Art Became Official Culture: Murals, Museums, and the 
	    Mexican State. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Covarrubias, Miguel
	 1937 Island of  Bali. New York: A.A. Knopf.
 1942 Origen y desarollo del estilo artístico. In Mayas y Olmecas, segunda reunión de 
    mesa redonda. Mexico City: Sociedad Mexicana de Antropología. 

174



	 1943 Tlatilco: Archaic Mexican Art and Culture. DYN: The Review of  Modern Art 
	    4-5:40-46.
	 1944 La Venta, Colossal Heads and Jaguar Gods. DYN 6:24-33. 
	 1946 Mexico South: The Isthmus of  Tehuantepec. New York: A.A. Knopf. 
	 1957 Indian Art of  Mexico and Latin America. New York: A.A. Knopf.
	
Craib, Raymond
	 2004 Cartographic Mexico: A History of  State Fixations and Fugitive Landscapes. 
	    Durham: Duke University Press. 

Curley, John J. 
	 2014 A Conspiracy of  Images: Andy Warhol, Gerhard Richter, and the Art of  the Cold 
	    War. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Cyphers, Ann and Anna di Castro
 2009 Early Olmec Architecture and Imagery. In The Art of  Urbanism: How     
    Mesoamerican Kingdoms Represented Themselves in Architecture and Imagery. 
    William Fash and Leonardo López Luján, eds. Washington: Dumbarton Oaks.

Daston, Lorraine and Peter Galison
	 2010 Objectivity. Cambridge: University of  Cambridge Press.

Deleuze, Gilles and Félix Guattari 
	 1987[1980] A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia. Brian Massumi, trans. 
	    Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press. 

Derrida, Jacques 
	 1996[1995] Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression. Eric Prenowitz, trans. Chicago: 
	    University of  Chicago Press.

Descola, Philippe
	 2013 The Ecology of  Others. Genevieve Godbout and Benjamin Luley, trans. Chicago: 
	    Prickly Paradigm Press. 

Drucker, Philip
	 1940 Ceramic Sequences at Tres Zapotes, Veracruz, Mexico. Bureau of  American 
	    Ethnology Bulletin 140. 
	 1943 Ceramic Stratigraphy at Crro de las Mesas, Verzcruz, Mexico. Bureau of  American 
	    Ethnology, Bulletin 141. 

Drucker, Philip andRobert Heizer
	 1956 Gifts for the Jaguar God. National Geographic Magazine CX(3):367-375.

Dwan, Virginia
	 2012 Changing Boundaries. In Ends of  the Earth: Land Art to 1974. Kaiser and Kwon, 
	    eds. Munich: Prestel.

175



Eichler, Dominic
	 2006 Fernando Bryce. Frieze, June-August 2006. 

Fleming, Paula Richardson
	 n.d. Register to the Papers of  Matthew Williams Stirling. National Anthropological 
	    Archives, Smithsonian Institution.

Foucault, Michel
	 1970[1966] The Order of  Things: An Archaeology of  the Human Sciences. New York: 
	    Vintage.

Fox, Claire
	 2013 Making Art Panamerican: Cultural Policy and the Cold War.  Minneapolis: 
	    University of  Minnesota Press. 

Franco, Jean
	 2002 The Decline and Fall of  the Lettered City: Latin America in the Cold War. 	    
	    Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 

Freeman, J. Brian
	 2009 Driving Pan-Americanism: The Imagination of  a Gulf  of  Mexico Highway. The 
	    Journal of  Latino-Latin American Studies 3(4):56-68.

Galison, Peter
	 1992 The Many Faces of  Big Science. In Big Science: The Growth of  Large-Scale 
	    Research, Peter Galison and Bruce Hevley, eds., Palo Alto: Stanford University Press.
	 1997 Image and Logic: A Material Culture of  Microphysics. Chicago: University of  
	    Chicago Press.

García Canclini, Nestor
	 1995[1990] Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity. 
	    Christopher Chiappari and Silvia Lopez, trans. Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota 
	    Press. 
	 2014 Art Beyond Itself: Anthropology for a Society without a Story Line. Durham: Duke 
	    University Press. 

Garza Usabiaga, Daniel
 2012 Anthropology in the Journals Dyn and El hijo pródigo: A Comparative Analysis of  
    Surrealist Inspiration. In Surrealism in Latin America: Vivísimo Muerto. Dawn Ades, 
	    Rita Eder, and Graciela Speranza, eds. Los Angeles: The Getty Research Institute. 

Gell, Alfred
	 1998 Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
	    Press. 

176



Gillespie, Susan 
	 2011 Archaeological drawings as re-presentations: the maps of  Complex A, La Venta, 
	    Mexico. Latin American Antiquity 22(1):3-36.

Gobierno del Estado de Tabasco
 1986 Estudio Socioeconomico para la Posible Reubicacion de los Asentamientos de la 
	    Zona Arqueologica, La Venta, Tabasco.

González Lauck, Rebecca
 1995 La Venta: Un gran cuidad olmeca. Arqueología Mexicana 2(12):38-42.
	 2010 The Architectural Setting of  Olmec Sculpture Clusters at La Venta, Tabasco. In 
    The Place of  Stone Monuments: Context, Use, and Meaning in Mesoamerica’s 
	    Preclassic Transition. Julia Guernsey,  John E. Clark, and Barbara Arroyo, eds. 
	    Washington: Dumbarton Oaks. 

Graham, John and Mark Johnson
	 1979 The Great Mound of  La Venta. Contributions of  the University of  California 
	     Archaeological Research Facility 41:1-5. 

Grandin, Greg
	 2005 The Last Colonial Massacre: Latin America in the Cold War. Chicago: University 
	    of  Chicago Press.

Greene, Graham 
	 2003[1940] The Power and the Glory. New York: Penguin Books.

Guerrero Reynoso, Nicéforo
 1997 Reserva del Estado y régimen patrimonial en el sector energía. In Regulación del 
    Sector Energético. Roberto Jiménez Torres, ed. Mexico City: Universidad Nacional 
    Autónoma de México.

Gusterson, Hugh
	 1997 Studying Up Revisited. Political and Legal Anthropology Review 20(1):114- 119.

Haraway, Donna
 1989 Primate Visions: gender, race and nature in the world of  modern science. London:
    Routledge.
 1991 A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late
	    Twentieth Century. In Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of  Nature.
	    London: Routledge.

Heizer, Robert
	 1967 New Observations on La Venta. In Dumbarton Oaks Conference on the Olmec. 
	    Elizabeth Benson, ed. Washington: Dumbarton Oaks.

Heizer, Robert, John Graham, and Lewis Napton

177

http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Julia+Guernsey&search-alias=books&text=Julia+Guernsey&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Julia+Guernsey&search-alias=books&text=Julia+Guernsey&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=John+E.+Clark&search-alias=books&text=John+E.+Clark&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=John+E.+Clark&search-alias=books&text=John+E.+Clark&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_3?ie=UTF8&field-author=Barbara+Arroyo&search-alias=books&text=Barbara+Arroyo&sort=relevancerank
http://www.amazon.com/s/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_3?ie=UTF8&field-author=Barbara+Arroyo&search-alias=books&text=Barbara+Arroyo&sort=relevancerank


	 1968 The 1968 Excavations at La Venta. Contributions of  the University of  California 
	    Archaeological Research Facility 5:127-154. 

Helmreich, Stefan
	 2009 Alien Ocean: Anthropological Voyages in Microbial Seas. Berkeley: University of  
	    California Press. 

Henare, Amira, Martin Holbraad, and Sari Wastel, eds.  
 2007 Thinking Through Things: Theorizing Artefacts Ethnographically. London:    
    Routledge.

Hetherington, Kregg
	 2011 Guerrilla Auditors: The Politics of  Transparency in Neoliberal Paraguay. Durham: 
 	   Duke University Press.
 
Holert, Tom
 2012 Land Art’s Multiple Sites. In Ends of  the Earth: Land Art to 1974. Philipp Kaiser 
    and Miwon Kwon, eds. Munich: Prestel Publishing.

Ingold, Tim
	 2010 Footprints through the weather-world: walking, breathing, knowing. Journal of  the 
	    Royal Anthropological Institute 16(1):121-139.
	 2011 Being Alive: Essays on Movement, Knowledge and Description. London: 
	    Routledge.
	 2013 Making: Anthropology, Archaeology, Art, and Architecture. London: Routledge.

Jensen, Caspar Bruun
	 2012 Anthropology as a Following Science: Humanity and Sociality in Continuous 
	    Variation. NatureCulture 2012:1-24.

Jensen, Caspar Bruun and Brit Ross Winthereik 
	 2013 Monitoring Movements in Development Aid: Recursive Partnerships and 
	    Infrastructures. Cambridge: MIT Press. 

Jones, Caroline
 1996 Machine in the Studio: Constructing the Postwar American Artist. Chicago: 
    University of  Chicago Press.

Joseph, Gilbert and Daniel Nugent, eds. 
	 1994 Everyday Forms of  State Formation: Revolution and the Negotiation of  Rule in 

   Modern Mexico. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Joseph, Gilbert and Daniela Spenser, eds. 
 2008 In from the Cold: Latin America’s Encounter with the Cold War. Durham: Duke 
    University Press.

178



Kett, Robert
	 2014 Ornithologists in Olman: Epistemological Ecologies in the Field and the Museum. 
	    Curator: The Museum Journal 57(2):173-88. 
 2015 Monumentality as Method: Archaeology and Land Art in the Cold War. 
    Representations 130:119-151.

Kett, Robert J. and Anna Kryczka, eds. 
	 2014 Learning by Doing at the Farm: Craft, Science and Counterculture in Modern 
	    California. Chicago: Soberscove Press.

Kimmelman, Michael
 2005 Art’s Last, Lonely Cowboy. The New York Times Magazine, February 6.

Klein, Cecilia
	 2009 In the belly of  the beast: Cecelia F. Klein on Jorge Pardo's exhibition design at 
	    Lacma. Artforum January 2009:85-86, 89-90.

Knight, Alan
 1992 “The Politics of  the Expropriation,” in The Mexican Petroleum Industry in the 
	    Twentieth Century, Jonathan Borwn and Alan Knight, eds. Austin: University of  Texas 
	    Press. 

Kosek, Jake
	 2006 Understories: The Political Life of  Forests in Northern New Mexico. Durham: 
	    Duke University Press.

Kwon, Miwon
	 2002 One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity. Cambridge: 
	    MIT Press.

Latour, Bruno
	 1993 We Have Never Been Modern. Cambridge: Harvard University Press. 
 1999 Circulating Reference: Sampling the Soil in the Amazon Forest. In Pandora’s 
	    Hope. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
	 2004 The Politics of  Nature. Cambridge: Harvard University Press..

Leddy, Annette and Donna Conwell
	 2012 Farewell to Surrealism: The DYN Circle in Mexico. Los Angeles: The Getty 
	    Research Institute. 

Lee, Pamela
	 2005 Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of  the 1960s. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Lerner, Jesse 
	 2011 The Maya of  Modernism: Art, Architecture, and Film. Austin: University of  Texas 
	    Press. 

179



Lesure, Robert
	 2004 Shared Art Styles and Long-Distance Contact in Early Mesoamerica. in 
	   Mesoamerican Archaoelogy: Theory and Practice. Julia A. Hendon and Rosemary A. 
	   Joyce, eds. Malden: Blackwell. 

Leys Stepan, Nancy 
	 2001 Picturing Tropical Nature. Ithica: Cornell University Press. 

Lippard, Lucy 
	 1995 Overlay: Contemporary Art and the Art of  Prehistory. New York: New 	   
	    Press.	

Lopez, Rick
	 2010 Crafting Mexico: Intellectuals, Artisans and the State after the Revolution. Durham: 
	    Duke University Press.

Lucas, Gavin
	 2012 Understanding the Archaeological Record. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
	    Press.

McAnany, Patricia and Ian Hodder
	 2009 Thinking about stratigraphic sequence is social terms. Archaeological Dialogues 
	    16(1):1-22.

McGill, Douglas 
	 1990 Michael Heizer: Effigy Tumuli: The Reemergence of  Ancient Mound Building. 
	    New York: Harry N Abrams.

Melgar, J.M.
	 1869 Antiguedades Mexicanos. Boletin de la Sociedad Mexicana de Geografia y 
	    Estadistica, 2(1):292-297.
 1871 Estudio sobre la antiguedad y el origen de la cabeza colosal de tipo etiópico que 
    existe en Hueyapán, del Canton de los Tuxtlas. Boletin de la Sociedad Mexicana de 
	    Geogrfia y Estadistica, 2(3):104-109.

Mol, Annemarie
	 2003 The Body Multiple: Ontology in Medical Practice. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Mollenhauer, Jillian
	 2010 Olmec Monuments as Agents of  Social Memory. PhD Dissertation, Department of  
	    Art History, Theory, and Criticism, University of  California, San Diego.
	 2014 Sculpting the Past in Preclassic Mesoamerica: Olmec Stone Monuments and the 
	    Production of  Social Memory. Ancient Mesoamerica 25(1):11-27.

Monteyne, David

180



	 2011 Fallout Shelter: Designing for Civil Defense in the Cold War. Minneapolis: 	    
	    University of  Minnesota Press.

Morrison, Frank
	 1971 High-Sensitivity Magnetometers in Archaeological Exploration. Contributions of  
	    the University of  California Archaeological Research Facility 12:6-20.

Morrison, Frank, William Clelow and Robert Heizer
	 1970 Magnetometer survey of  the La Venta Pyramid. Contributions of  the University of  
	    California Archaeological Research Facility 8:1-21.

Nisbet, James
	 2014 Ecologies, Environments, and Energy Systems in Art of  the 1960s and 1970s. 
	    Cambridge: MIT Press.

Ortiz, Martín
 2009 Historia de la explotación petrolera en Tabasco, 1900-1960. Mexico City: 
    Petróleos Mexicanos.

Ortner, Sherry
 2010 Access: reflections on studying up in Hollywood. Ethnography 11(2):211-233.

Paalen, Wolfgang
	 1942 Art and Science. DYN 3:4-43. 
	 1943 The Amerindian Number. DYN 4-5. 

Pagden, Anthony
	 1993 European Encounters with the New World. New Haven: Yale University Press.

Pellicer, Carlos
 1961 Museos de Tabasco. Mexico City: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia.

Pemex Travel Club
 n.d. Archaeology in Mexico Today. Mexico City: Petróleos Mexicanos.
 1959 Veracruz - Merida: Alvarado, Villahermosa, Campeche. Mexico City: Petróleos 
	    Mexicanos.

Pillsbury, Joanne, ed. 
	 2012 Past Presented: Archaeological Illustration and the Ancient Americas. Washington, 
	    DC: Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection.	

Pool, Christopher 
	 2007 Olmec Archaeology and Early Mesoamerica. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
	    Press.

Pratt, Mary Louise 

181



	 1992 Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. London: Routledge.

Pray, Douglas 
 2013 Levitated Mass: The Story of  Michael Heizer's Monolithic Sculpture. Electric City 
    Entertainment.

presidencia.gob.mx
 n.d. Reforma Energética. http://presidencia.gob.mx/reformaenergetica/, accessed on 
    March 12, 2014. 

Raffles, Hugh
 2008 The Uses of  Butterflies. American Ethnology 28(3):513-548.
 2010 Insectopedia. New York: Pantheon.

Ramos, Julio César
 1989 Desencuentros de la modernidad en América Latina: Literatura y política en el siglo 
    XIX. Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Record, Paul
 1969 Tropical Frontier: A desk-bound American finds an elemental frontier life in a 
    remote corner of  Mexico. New York: Knopf. 

Redfield, Peter
	 2000 Space in the Tropics: From Convicts to Rockets in French Guiana. Berkeley: 
	    University of  California Press. 

Richards, Thomas
	 1993 The Imperial Archive: Knowledge and the Fantasy of  Empire. London: Verso.

Roberts, John
 2007 The Intangibilities of  Form: Skill and Deskilling in Art After the Readymade. New 
    York: Verso.

Roszak, Theodore
	 1969 The Making of  a Counter Culture: Reflections on the Technocratic Society and Its 
	    Youthful Opposition. Berkeley: University of  California Press.

Rovirosa, José N.
 1909 Pteridografía del sur de México : ó sea clasificación y descripción de los helechos de 
    esta región. México : Impr. de I. Escalante.
 2006[n.d.] El Papel de Jolocín. In Estudios Científicos. Villahermosa: Gobierno del 
    Estado de Tabasco. 

Sabloff, Paula
	 1998 Conversations with Lew Binford: Drafting the New Archaeology. Norman: 
	    Oklahoma University Press.

182

http://presidencia.gob.mx/reformaenergetica/
http://presidencia.gob.mx/reformaenergetica/


Safier, Neil
	 2008 Measuring the New World: Enlightenment Science and South America. Chicago: 
	    University of  Chicago Press.

Saldaña, Juan José, ed.
 2006 Science in Latin America: A History. Bernabé Madrigal, trans. Austin: University of  
    Texas Press. 

Santiago, Myrna 
	 2006 The Ecology of  Oil: Environment, Labor, and the Mexican Revolution, 1900-1938. 
	    Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Seler-Sachs, C.F.
 1922 Altertümer des Kanton Tuxtla im Staate Vera-cruz. In  Festschrift Eduard Seler. W. 
    Lehmann. Stuttgart. 

Small, Irene
 2009 Morphology in the Studio: Hélio Oiticica at the Museu Nacional. Getty Research 
    Journal 1:107-26.

Smithson, Robert
	 1996[1968] A Sedimentation of  the Mind: Earth Projects. In Robert Smithson: The 
	    Collected Writings. Jack Flam, ed. Berkeley: University of  California Press.

Star, Susan Leigh and James Griesemer
  1989 Institutional Ecology, ‘Translations’ and Boundary Objects: Amateurs and 
    Professionals in Berkeley’s Museum of  Vertebrate Zoology, 1907-39. Social Studies of  
	    Science 19(3):387-420.

Stirling, Marion
	 1941 Jungle Housekeeping for a Geographic Expedition. National Geographic Magazine 
	    80(3):303-26.

Stirling, Matthew
	 1940 An Initial Series from Tres Zapotes, Vera Cruz, Mexico. Washington, DC: National 
	    Geographic Society. 
	 1943 Stone Monuments of  Southern Mexico. Bureau of  American Ethnology Bulletin
	    139. Washington, DC: US Government Printing Office.
	 1955 Indians of  the Americas. Washington, DC: National Geographic Society. 
	 1968 Early History of  the Olmec Problem. In Dumbarton Oaks Conference of  the 
	    Olmec. Elizabeth Benson, ed. Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks. 

Stoler, Ann
	 2009 Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense.
	    Princeton: Princeton University Press.

183



Stoll, David
	 1999 Rigoberta Menchu and the Story of  All Poor Guatemalans. Boulder: Westview 
	    Press.

Strathern, Marilyn
	 2004 Commons and Borderlands: Working Papers on Interdisciplinarity, Accountability 
	    and the Flow of  Knowledge. Wantage: Sean Kingston Publishing. 

Stross, Fred
	 1970 Introduction:The Application of  the Physical Sciences to Archaeology. 	    
	    Contributions of  the University of  California Archaeological Research Facility 12:1-6.

Sunder Rajan, Kaushik
	 2006 Biocapital: The Constitution of  Postgenomic Life. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Thompson, Eric
	 1941 Dating of  Certain Inscriptions of  Non-Maya origin. Theoretical Approaches to 
	    Problems, No. 1. Cambridge: Division of  Historical Research, Carnegie Institution of  
	    Washington.

Thompson, Krista
	 2007 An Eye for the Tropics: Tourism, Photography, and Framing the Caribbean 
	    Picturesque. Durham: Duke University Press. 

Trigger, Bruce
	 1986 A History of  Archaeological Thought. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Tsing, Anna
	 2005 Friction: An Ethnography of  Global Connection. Princeton: Princeton University 
	    Press.  

Turner, Fred
	 2006 From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, The Whole Earth Network, 
	    and the Rise of  Digital Utopianism. Chicago: University of  Chicago Press.

Uribe Iniesta, Rodolf
 2003 La transición entre el desarrollismo y la globalización: ensamblando Tabasco. 
    Cuernavaca: UNAM, Centro Regional de Investigaciones Multidisciplinarias.

Vázquez Soberano, Raymundo
 2005 Grandes Esperanzas: Las Ideas Inmigratorias del Porfiriato y su Manifestación 
    Regional en Tabasco: 1877-1910. In Sociedad y Procesos Políticos e Históricos. Freddy 
    Domínquez Nárez and Juan Carlos Guzmán Ríos, eds. Villahermosa: Universidad 
    Juárez Autónoma de Tabasco. 

184



Wagstaff, Sam
 1984 Michael Heizer’s use of  photography. In Sculpture in Reverse. Julia Brown, ed. Los 
    Angeles: MOCA. 

Wakild, Emily
 2011 Revolutionary Parks: Conservation, Social Justice, and Mexico’s National Parks, 
    1910-1940. Tucson: University of  Arizona Press. 

Weems, Jason
! 2012 “Wings over the Andes”: Aerial Photography and the Dematerialization of  
    Archaeology circa 1931. In Past Presented: Archaeological Illustration and the Ancient 
    Americas. Joanne Pillsbury, ed. Washington: Dumbarton Oaks.

Weismantel, Mary
	 2012 Obstinate Things. In The Archaeology of  Colonialism: Intimate Encounters and 
	    Sexual Effects. Barbara L. Voss and Eleanor Conlin Casella, eds. Cambridge: 
	    Cambridge University Press.

Wetmore, Alexander 
	 1943 The Birds of  Southern Veracruz, Mexico. The Proceedings of  the United States 

   National Museum 93:215-340. 

Weyerstall, A
	 1932 Some Observations on Indian Mounds, Idols, and Pottery in the Lower Papaloapan 
	    Basin, State of  Veracruz, Mexico. Middle American Research Studies, No. 4. New 
	    Orleans: Middle American Research Institute, Tulane University.

Williams, Adriana 
	 1994. Covarrubias. Austin: University of  Texas Press. 

Wylie, Alison
	 2002 Thinking from Things: Essays in the Philosophy of  Archaeology. Berkeley: 
	    University of  California Press.

Zhan, Mei
 2010 Other-worldly: Making Chinese Medicine Through Transnational Frames.   
	    Durham: Duke University Press.

185




