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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Assured Pasts or Gambled Futures: 
Contrasting Approaches to Context in Selected 20th Century Mexican and 

Argentine Art Practices  
 

 

 by  

  

Fabian Cereijido 

Doctor of Philosophy in Art History, Theory, and Criticism 

University of California, San Diego, 2010 

Professor Lesley Stern, Chair 
 

   
This dissertation explores four Argentine and Mexican twentieth century art 

practices that mobilized the profile of the Latin American avant-garde at home and 

abroad by inscribing context, regionality, objectivity and the future in innovative and 

sharply contrasting ways: Diego Rivera and Gabriel Orozco in Mexico, and Tucumán 

Arde and Guillermo Kuitca in Argentina. Building on recent Latin American scholarship 

that has recovered aspects of the local avant-garde formerly relegated to canonic 

obscurity, the text explores the specific interest the artists had in context and the way they 

inscribed it in their work. Two diverging tendencies emerge. In one the ventures into 

exteriority allow the artists to intermingle with changing but constituted discourses and 



 

xix 

institutions and establish speculative, imprecise, suspensive counter terms in projected 

futures. In the other the ventures into exteriority allow the artists to register and inscribe 

as truth value circumscribed experiences of context that are not projected onto desired futures 

but made to fuel polysemy��� 

 



 

1 

1. Introduction 

 

This dissertation studies Argentine and Mexican twentieth century art practices 

that mobilized the profile of the Latin American avant-garde at home and abroad by 

inscribing context, regionality, objectivity and the future in innovative and sharply 

contrasting ways. 

The practices are separated in two oppositional pairs that offer contrasting 

approaches to context: Tucumán Arde-Guillermo Kuitca in Argentina and Diego Rivera-

Gabriel Orozco in Mexico. All four practices have been celebrated as representative of 

the local avant-garde at one time or another at home and abroad.   

The practices display epochal and regional markers, the customs of certain 

periods and the anxieties associated with certain critical situations. I deal with these 

factors, but also with the elements in them that are something other than time markers or 

circumstantial reactions. This in very general terms attended to the possibility that art 

might be more and less than a sign of its times and that all these artists from Argentina 

and Mexico had a manifest intention of re-framing the relation between art and context in 

general.  

Another reason why it is important to consider the non-circumstantially-

determined aspects of these practices is that the saga of how modern and contemporary 

artists in Latin America have inscribed themselves in their work, in reality and in 

universalized thought has traditionally been seen through peculiar registers of the 

opposition transcendental/empirical that obfuscates or oversimplifies their authorial 
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determinations. (Can a Latin American contemporary artist be purposely and not only 

inherently local, purposely and not only inherently identitarian, inherently and not only 

purposely universal, purposely and not disinterestedly factual?).  

The dissertation has drawn upon a range of theoretic sources. From contemporary 

Latin American art criticism, to cultural criticism to post-structuralist theory.  

The work builds on the work of a group of Latin American critics: Ana Longoni 

and Andrea Giunta from Argentina, Nelly Richard from Chile, Luis Camnitzer from 

Uruguay, Cuauhtemoc Medina and Olivier Debroise from Mexico and Osvaldo Sanchez 

from Cuba and Mexico that embraced the cause of critically rescuing, re archiving and 

bringing to discussion fora, aspects and artists of the Latin American avant-garde 

formerly relegated to obscurity by the canonic center-periphery narrative.  

The text is particularly indebted to Ana Longoni for her encyclopedic work on 

Tucumán Arde.   

The work of cultural critics Ernesto Laclau and Chantall Mouffe have informed 

the discussion of institutional power, Ernesto Garcia Canclini has illuminated the 

intricacies of democratic transformation and Judith Butler the play of construction and 

agency.  

The dissertation has drawn from the theoretic work of Jacques Derrida, 

particularly in regards to context and text.  �

I set out to study the specific interest the artists had in context and the way they 

inscribed it in their work. For this I studied the people, institutions and narratives they 
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intersected with, the relevance they gave objectivity, the way they inscribed context in 

their work, the extent to which they attempted to exact the limit between context and text 

and once the research was under way, their addressing of the future. The first concern 

regarding the future was awoken by current scholarship on Tucumán Arde which re 

visited the event with the intention of “fracturing the stability of its legacy to keep its 

contours problematic and fertile” which seemed in its maybe well-intentioned re 

addressing of Tucumán Arde to by-pass or relegate Tucumán Arde’s own trans-

contextual bet on a desired future. (Davis, 2007, p. 4).  

A concept that was central for the dissertation was Derrida’s notion that the 

exacting of the limit between text and context tends to be arbitrary when not overtly 

interested. The minimalists, for example, saw themselves, and were seen by enough 

people in the establishment, as leaving virtual, illusionistic and even commodified space 

behind in favor of phenomenological space, not in favor of culturally determined space or 

a declared teleology. This space was, supposedly, not subject to the naïveté of local 

culture or the misfire of an anticipated project. They battled and kept discursively visible 

the assumed reductions of modernism the way phenomenologists battled and kept 

discursively visible the assumed reductions of metaphysics and structuralists battled the 

assumed reductions of writing, by pointing to a more direct access to the specificities and 

dynamics formerly occluded by reduction. The study asks where, how clearly and why 

these Latin American practices that concentrate on context, draw the line between context 

and text.  
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The investigation starts, in chapter 2 with the Grupo Argentino de Vanguardia 

(which has become synonymous with their signature work: Tucumán Arde). It considers 

the group and the artists, political parties, artistic institutions, unions and intellectuals 

whose paths and destinies Tucumán Arde intersected. The chapter analyses the way all 

these subjectivities and institutions positioned themselves, conceived the outer limits of 

their activity, attempted or not to give context objectivity, and attempted or not to give 

discursive prominence to conditions of possibility. I inquire then into the legacy that 

Tucumán Arde had left in the narrative of the avant-garde through the opinions of several 

local and international critics. I consider the 1960s scholarship of Lucy Lippard and 

Joseph Kossuth, both of whom, for contrasting reasons, have recourse to context to 

differentiate the conceptual work of the periphery. I was particularly interested in the 

framing of Tucumán Arde by the critic-impresario Jorge Glusberg, who was set on re 

inscribing the Argentine avant-garde’s engagement of context within the genealogy of 

mainstream contemporary art. Glusberg was a very powerful figure in the Argentine 

scene during the years when Tucumán Arde all but disappear from the local narrative. He 

establishes a bridge with the following chapter, dedicated to Guillermo Kuitca, since he 

was an enthusiastic supporter and the author of the first texts about him. 

Chapter 3, dedicated to Guillermo Kuitca and his approach to context, regionality, 

objectivity and the future, starts with an inquiry into Glusberg’s recasting of the local 

avant-garde, his literature of the 1980s, the programs he organized and his introduction of 

the local group La Nueva Imagen and its most celebrated member, Guilermo Kuitca. The 
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text then, through the study of interviews given by Kuitca and the perusal of several of 

his works, addresses Kuitca’s establishing of context/text in the two epochs that marked 

his career: an expressionistic pre-mapping period and a code-centered, mapping period, 

both of which actively reposition locality, objectivity and context in a way that contrasts 

vividly with Tucumán Arde’s approach in its embrace of open-endedness.    

The dissertation then moves on to Mexico to study another set of contrasting 

avant-garde practices: Diego Rivera and Gabriel Orozco, two careers marked by radical 

changes in the addressing of context. In Chaper 4, dedicated to Rivera, I begin to study 

Rivera’s embrace and eventual break up with Cubism, searching for the differences and 

the nature of this distancing that reconfigured his address and institutional filiation. Then 

I proceed to study his initial embrace and subsequent abandonment of a remote, mystical 

muralism in synch with the Christian eschatology of Education Secretary Vasconcelos.  

This embrace and break was also characterized by a radical institutional reconfiguration: 

Rivera, Siqueiro and Orozco refashioned Muralism as a combative force. The text then 

focuses on the transformation of Rivera’s art from a pious populist mysticism with 

political overtones to an overtly political art that topically takes on s current concerns. 

The last segment of the chapter is dedicated to the mural Historia de Mexico, I embarked 

on an examination of its unapologetic institutional location, all encompassing subject, 

treatment of the future and address of its public.   

Chaper 5 centers on Gabriel Orozco, whose positioning in relation to context and 

the future was radically different from Rivera’s. The section starts by looking into the 



6 

 

 

 

multitudinous upsurge of immersive art practices that transformed the Mexican avant-

garde after Tlatelolco, which starts with the 1970s collectives known as los grupos. I then 

examine the contentious context/text opposition that pitted Neo Conceptualism against 

Neo-Mexicanism in the late 1980s and 1990s. This leads into Gabriel Orozco’s early 

post-painting years and eventually to the study of his mature work, which seemed to be 

organized around truthful, circumscribed experiences.  Two theoretical appendices are 

included to clarify several concepts by Derrida and describe the way in which they are 

used.  

Following an inverted chronological order I want to mention Ana Longoni. She 

can be counted among the group of authors that, like Andrea Giunta in Argentina, Nelly 

Richard in Chile, Luis Camnitzer in Uruguay and Cuauhtemoc Medina and Olivier 

Debroise in Mexico, embraced the cause of critically rescuing, re archiving and bringing 

to discussion fora aspects and artists of the Latin American avant-garde formerly 

relegated to obscurity by the canonic center-periphery narrative.  

For Tucumán Arde there are three Argentine authors the dissertation considers 

with particular intensity. The most recent, Fernando Davis represents a post Marxist point 

of view which bears the influence of Ernesto Laclau, an author with whom Davis has 

collaborated. His work on Tucumán Arde focuses on the “productive dissidence” and 

“conflictivity” he sees in the work and on the need to “fracture the stability of its legacy 

to keep its contours problematic and fertile”. The attempt to recuperate, diversify and 

place in flux Tucumán Arde relegates Tucumán Arde’s own trans-contextual gesture 
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which points to a desired future, not to making contours problematic. Davis removes the 

constitutive possibility of failure that was central to Tucumán Arde’s embrace of context 

to make the action more available and reconfigurable. His research has the virtue of 

parting with conceptions that objectify conditions of production but applies to conditions 

of reception a similar objectification.   

The text is indebted to Ana Longoni’s encyclopedic work on Tucumán Arde. She 

is the most quoted author of the dissertation.  

The already mentioned Andrea Giunta, who is also part of the discussion of 

section M, takes a more decisively contextual approach. She describes the blurring of the 

political and artistic spheres in the Latin American avant-garde and in Tucuman Arde in 

reference to a peculiar situation. For Giunta “to take a position’ on artistic strategies in 

1968 was a common act because the atmosphere had become intensely politicized and it 

was impossible to discuss anything outside of a political context, including art.(Giunta, 

2007, pp. 263-264). Giunta sees this intensely politicized ambiance as pushing the 

integration of art and politics which culminates in 1968, when, as Tucuman Arde makes 

evident, the two become inseparable. “The relationship to politics in 1960s Argentina 

generally chose between two familiar paths: either separate completely from cultural 

institutions (e.g. the group Espartaco) or critique those institutions from inside, us[ing] 

the spaces provided by these very institutions to question the system’ (Giunta, p. 263) – 

But by 1968 the division had disappeared. Giunta points out that certain moments in the 

sixties produced parenthetical consensus and alliances that shook the institutional 
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configuration of art. Again, my argument centers on the trans-contextual gestures of 

Tucuman Arde and on the need to ask the questions regarding its trans-contextual 

gamble.  

Going back in time we find Jorge Glusberg, an author extensively mentioned in 

the dissertation apropos of his influential narrative that de-dramatizes the excision of the 

Tucumán Arde Artists from the Di Tella and promotes new visions of theory, pedagogy 

and research regarding the Latin American avant-garde. The teleological revolutionary 

lingua franca that had linked the “art outside the museum” with global emancipatory 

narratives is eclipsed by a different subtext, heavily determined by the international art 

world, structural linguistics, system theory, mathematical topology and a benign take on 

contingency. Section M of chapter II is called Jorge Glusberg Redefines and engages his 

writing and institutional activities in depth. I will just mention here that unlike the other 

critics I mention, Glusberg attempts a re-inclusion of the local avant-garde in the 

genealogy of a unified avant-garde where the “centers” play a paternal role and 

interpellate peripheric avant-gardes into subjecthood. His literature is reviewed in 

reference to Tucumán Arde and to Guillermo Kuitca, whose work he is instrumental in 

introducing. The forceful denial of specific political content in Kuitca and Glusberg, is 

going to contrast vividly with Diego Rivera.   

In the case of Diego Rivera there are several authors that have been addressed. In 

general I review them in order to asses and challenge a negative perception of  Rivera 

who is and has been resisted from many theoretical positions, from current institutional 
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critique to the anti ideological-Octavio Paz, all the way back to the Cubist, anti-mimetic 

poet Pierre Reverdy. I want to mention briefly the criticism of Gabriel Orozco, who, in 

contrasting his practice with Rivera’s writes that “Identity is important, very important, 

but it has to manifest itself naturally”. This criticism that is in line with the disapproval of 

that which does not account for its condition of possibility in Rivera, announces Orozco’s 

own emphasis on conditions of possibility (section G of the dissertation). Going in 

reverse again, we find Mary Coffey, who in her 2007 Mural Art and Popular Reception 

defines the work of the muralists, and particularly Rivera’s as so oppressive that only 

“resistant meanings can be mobilized for diverse political ends”. I argue that in Rivera 

the decision to operate in a constituted locus of power might be risky but also that 

subversion must take place from within existing discourse, since that is all there is and 

that in this case, before ruling out any positive encounter with the murals that does not 

constitute an oppositional reading, we should pay attention, again, to the trans-contextual 

projections of the work and the position regarding the future. This leads us into the work 

of Leonard Folgarait, another author who sees Murals as fatally oppressive. He sees 

Vasconcelos as indistinguishable from the presidency of Obregon and his successor, 

Plutarco Elias Calles. He sees Rivera as a vehicle of a top-down imposition of roles and 

values from the constituted in general to the people. His interpretation finds in each detail 

of the mural a cog of a general structure of oppression and disciplinarity. The experience, 

the spaces and actualities of the piece provide the actualized grounds where the law is 

affirmed, subjects are constituted, and the work “happens”, a vision I challenge in similar 
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terms as I challenge Coffey’s. The text questions the literature such as that of Octavio Paz 

(section D) and Pierre Reverdy (section B) find in Rivera’s non inscription of conditions 

of possibility not an authorial decision but a constitutive lack.  

In the Chapter on Gabriel Orozco, covering the period from Tlatelolco onwards, 

the dissertation visits the authors like Elena Poniatowska and Octavio Paz that have 

historized Tlatelolco (section A of Chapter 5). For section D of this chapter, which places 

site specific art in a continuum with Minimalism, I engage the anti transcendental 

arguments of Benjamin Buchloh and Miwon Kwon, which prepare the discussion of 

Gabriel Orozco’s work.  As the text moves forward and describes post-Tlatelolco art 

production in Mexico I make frequent use of one of the books that had a central role in 

rescuing the Latin American avant-garde from the canonic exclusion of the center: La Era 

de la Discrepancia. The comprehensive book documents Mexican Art produced between 

1968 and 1997. It includes entries by several authors, including lengthy articles by 

Medina and Debroise themselves. For the dispute involving Neo Mexicanism and Neo 

Conceptualism I consult the work of Cuban critic Osvaldo Sanchez (section B) who gives 

the treatment of the body by several Neo Mexicanists an emancipatory discursive value 

that contests their assumed folkloric limitation. I also include and dispute the division 

drawn by Olivier Debroise between conceptual and Neo Mexicanist work. The theoretical 

underpinnings of the separation Neo Mexican/Neo Conceptual and the theorizing of 

immediate pertinence by Kwon and Buchlo help frame the discussion of several works by 

Gabrial Orozco in section G. 



 

11 

2. Tucumán Arde by the Grupo Argentino de Vanguardia 

A. General order of Chapter 2  

The first practice the text is going to investigate is the Grupo Argentino de 

Vanguardia (GAV), a politically engaged artistic collective formed in the second half of 

the 1960s and known mostly for one emblematic action: Tucumán Arde (Tucumán is 

burning). This chapter of my dissertation relies heavily on two interviews I conducted in 

Argentina in December 2008. I decided to interview Graciela Carnevale, an artist from 

Rosario, because of her central role in Tucumán Arde. She provided a very important 

source for the positioning of Tucumán Arde as she described her embrace and subsequent 

distancing from minimalism, her tenacious and dangerous hiding and safeguarding of the 

Tucumán Arde archive1 and the action Tucumán Arde itself. The other was in Buenos 

Aires with Ana Longoni, an art historian from the Universidad de Buenos Aires, author 

of the encyclopedic book Del Di Tella a Tucumán Arde, which includes testimonies of 

many artists, union leaders, students, theorists and journalists associated with the action, 

which is also going to be a major source (Longoni, 2008, p. 3).  

Until recently in the literature about Argentine contemporary art Tucumán Arde 

appeared as an action associated with the Di Tella institute. In the historical accounts of 

Jorge Glusberg, a critic who played a major role in framing Argentine art in the 1980s, 

Tucumán Arde is barely mentioned and somewhat misrepresented and misconstrued. I 

had, as a child, visited the Di Tella with my father on Saturday morning rounds of art 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
1 The elaboration, possession and exhibition of the catalogue is a matter of conflict among the 

surviving Tucumán Arde participants.   
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galleries in Buenos Aires. My memory of these visits and the dialogue afterwards has to 

do with Conceptual art and happenings, not with politics. Some of the Di Tella artists had 

a strong presence on television and in popular magazines: Marta Minujin more than 

anybody else.  

Then, many decades after, in the course of Professor Grant Kester’s seminar on 

relational esthetics at UCSD, as I was researching contemporary art collectives, I found 

the references to Tucumán Arde were very frequent. In the websites and Youtube posted 

videos of all the contemporary Argentine groups active since the late 1990s; ETC, Taller 

Popular de Serigrafia, HIJOS, Ala Plastica. It was the Di Tella that was mentioned as 

something associated with Tucumán Arde. There are even two current art collectives 

named after Tucumán Arde: Argentina Arde and Arde Arte. A practice that faded from 

view in great measure because its perceived historical specificity and locality were seen 

as signs of an intellectual and aesthetic modesty that could not transcend its time and 

place, comes back in a climate within which asserting conditions of possibility, engaging 

locality and contingency have become common staples of context engaging art, political 

and otherwise. �

This section sets out to describe and appraise the way Tucumán Arde inscribes 

context, conditions of possibility and the future, placing the local avant-garde’s gesture 

towards context in reference to a desired future. �

Context can be invoked as the array of “real” determinations and limits within 

which the work originated, operated or was received, which if reproduced or 
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reconstructed might provide the “proper” appreciation of their work. This would suppose 

the context to be more objectively available than the work. So, in this case, what I will 

asses and consider, after a brief review of the political situation, the way artists, political 

parties, artistic institutions, unions and intellectuals whose paths and destinies intersected 

with Tucumán Arde positioned themselves. I will particularly concentrate on the way 

they conceived the outer limits of their activity, on the way they attempted or not to give 

context and their base objectivity, on the way they attempted or not to give discursive 

prominence to conditions of possibility. After an epochal note on institutions and power, 

based on Fredrerick Jameson, I will describe these unions, parties and art institutions and 

discuss particular framing conflicts they underwent. This will lead into the specific 

framing crisis that propelled a group of artists from the Instituto Di Tella to leave the 

institution.  Next I will consider the way the GAV was formed and their signature work, 

Tucumán Arde. The chapter will then consider one of the members, Graciela Carnevale, 

and her art production in reference to Tucumán Arde and to Minimalism, which she 

briefly embraces. A discussion of the contrasting contextual and authorial determinations 

between Carnevale and Minimalism will take the text back to the end of Tucumán Arde. 

The text then will take on the contested legacy of Tucumán Arde as dismissive and 

celebratory voices argue its place in the national and international scene. The chapter 

visits the efforts by a local critic and impresario, Jorge Glusberg, to critically and 

institutionally re-frame the place of Argentine contemporary art vis a vis context and the 

international scene and closes with a brief conclusion.    
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B. Brief political review 

As in other places around the globe the late sixties were tumultuous in Argentina. 

In the name of a mix of cold war anti-communism and the selective naturalism of market 

economy, military governments had taken over Brazil (1964), then Bolivia, then 

Argentina (1966), Peru, Paraguay, Chile and most of Latin America. In Argentina 

General Juan Carlos Ongania forcibly replaced the democratic government of Dr. Arturo 

Illia2, who, like the deposed civil president of Brazil and Peru subscribed to 

Desarrolismo, a current of economic thought that favored the consolidation of local 

democratic institutions and the development of local industrial capabilities through state 

support of science and technology and the imposition of high tariffs on foreign imports. 

Desarrollismo was far from being revolutionary or even leftist, yet it was a frequent 

target of interventionism as it conflicted with the interests of the transnational 

corporations operating in Latin America and imposed “unnatural” barriers to the flux of 

capital.  

As with all the other dictatorships, soon after General Ongania declared himself 

president, constitutional rights were suspended, the buildings of the universities were put 

under police supervision, the curricula of all the educational institutions were re written 

by military commissions, most political parties were declared illegal and scores of 

government employees were laid off.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
2 President Illia had been democratically elected, but Peronism had not been allowed to participate.    
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The students and faculty who occupied the University of Buenos Aires to resist 

the intervention were violently ousted by soldiers with long batons during one July 

evening in 1966. That night became an emblematic episode, which marked the end of a 

golden era at the university. The episode came to be known as “la Noche de los Bastones 

Largos” or the Night of the Long Batons.    

 

Figure 1.  The “Noche de los Bastones Largos”: General 
Ongania takes over the Universidad de Buenos Aires, 1966. 

 
 

�After an initial period of complete retraction, political resistance started, mostly 

organized by workers and students. From 1967-8 demonstrations grew in numbers and 

belligerence until 1969 when the insurrectional forces actually took the City of Cordoba, 

center of car production in Argentina, in what is popularly known as El Cordobazo. The 

police and the army in full force re took Cordoba in a matter of days. And from that 

moment on the presence of the army and the police in the streets was massive. Any 

publication, cultural venue, radio or television program with the slightest hint of 
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resistance to the military government was closed down. Buenos Aires and all major cities 

were dotted with intimidating check points where people were required to show 

identification papers to heavily armed personnel.   

 

Figure 2. Agustin Tosco, union leader of the  
CGTA during the Cordobazo, 1969. 

 

 

Figure 3. The popular insurrection known  
as the Cordobazo, 1969. 
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Figure 4. The Army takes the streets of Cordoba  
City after the Cordobazo, 1969. 

 

Tucumán Arde happened immediately before El Cordobazo, when combative 

opposition to the Junta still had a visible, public face and repression was fierce but 

selective.  

Before this happened, this group of artists had abandoned the traditional 

institutions. Like Tlatelolco in Mexico, the give and take between the military and the 

people had generated an atmosphere both of danger and possibility. Among the most 

unexpected developments was the taking over of almost half of organized labor by the 

radicalized left.  

 

C. Very brief epochal review  

Fredric Jameson citing A. Belden Fields pointed out that it is what happened in 

the least typical places regarding the world’s emancipatory insurrections, France and the 

US, with May 68 and the anti war movement, the hippies, Pop art and counter culture, 

that tends to be described as the archetypal 1960s. Jameson notices that the US and 
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France, the two countries involved in the biggest colonial wars of the time, Vietnam and 

Algeria, had a very limited contact with what for Sartre and many intellectuals of the time 

was the essential character of the global revolts: the attainment of historical subjecthood 

for former “natives”.  

Not so very long ago, the earth numbered two thousand million 

inhabitants: five hundred million men and one thousand five hundred 

million natives. The former had the Word; the others merely had use of 

it.... Sartre, "Preface" to The Wretched of the Earth. (Fanon, 1963, p. 43).  

 

As the “natives” were struggling to take on subjecthood and nationality, 

institutions like “nation”, “subject” and “author” were starting to be seen, in financial and 

intellectual circles, more and more in terms of non attributed configurations. 

Impermanent linguistic fluxes and self presence were seen as determining subjectivity 

and the naturalized movement of capital, not national armies, was determining 

international politics3.  

In what seemed like a preemptive measurement against the taking over of the 

fixed institutions of power, the political was being subsumed under a natural version of 

the economic and the subjective under an ontologized version of language.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
3 Fredric Jameson, in his 1984 Article “Periodizing the 60s” states that “Decolonization historically 

went hand in hand with neo-colonialism, and that the graceful, grudging or violent end of an old-fashioned 
imperialism certainly meant the end of one kind of domi- nation but evidently also the invention and 
construction of a new kind- symbolically, something like the replacement of the British Empire by the 
International Monetary Fund.” (Jameson, 1984, p. 179) 
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D. Shifting unions  

Shortly after the military allowed the CGT, the workers union, to operate again, 

the union split. The two unions had then a clear left or right character with a marked, 

complex common element: they both called themselves Peronist. This meant they both 

inhabited the ambiguous generality marked by the term and that they were part of the 

dispute for its meaning. The right leaning CGT was conciliatory with the military 

government and deeply anticommunist. The left leaning CGT, which called itself La 

Confederacion General del Trabajo de los Argentinos (CGTA), was made of the most 

radicalized regional and sectorial segments of the work-force: for example the unions of 

sugar cane workers of Tucumán (FOTIA), the union of the newspaper workers of Buenos 

Aires (Sindicato Federación Gráfico Bonaerense, SFGB) and all the unions of “cultural” 

workers from the movie industry to actors, writers and visual artists. The CGTA had 

millions of members, most of whom openly supported emancipatory armed struggle at 

home and abroad. It had also, for the first time in a massive union, a newspaper and a 

radio station staffed with prolific and recognized writers. The CGTA established close 

international collaborations, particularly through Prensa Latina, the news agency of the 

Cuban Revolution. Peron, in a 1968 letter to the   Secretary General of the nascent 

CGTA, Raimundo Ongaro, sided with the left leaning union. But this was many years 

before Peronism returned to power in 1974. By then, as I will describe bellow, the 

presence of the left in Peronism had greatly diminished and the CGTA had been 

dissolved.         
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E. Peronism, an empty signifier, but more real than thee  

Peronism was in 1968 an incredibly multifarious force. Nothing, it seemed, was 

foreign to it. How could this be?  

Juan Domingo Perón (October 8, 1895 – July 1, 1974) presided over this party 

that officially was (is) called Justicialismo. Peronism is a political movement difficult to 

describe due to the many shifts it underwent, the incredible range of sympathies and 

enmities it gained and the long period that Peron spent in Spain in exile: from 1955 to 

1973.   

Some constants can be identified: Peronism, as its name indicates, was a deeply 

centralized political force with a marked personality cult. During the many Peronist 

periods in Argentina opposition forces were strictly controlled and the influence of 

foreign capital was reduced dramatically. There was an objective improvement in the 

salaries and entitlements of workers and farmers. Women were given the right to vote. 

Peron profited economically from the non aligned position Argentina held during War 

World II, exporting to both sides (he was vice president and war minister when the then 

President, Farrell, declared war against the Axis in 1945) His political rise to the 

presidency had been marked by a very clever populist approach in key situations like the 

relief efforts and fundraiser concerts that in 1944 followed a massive earthquake in the 

province of San Juan.  In one of the benefits he met Maria Eva Duarte de Peron, Evita.   

The paternalistic ritual of Peron’s addresses to the adoring masses from the 

balcony of the Casa Rosada was the most emblematic feature of a general rhetoric of 

extra-institutional love between the people and the leader. A central part of this ritual was 
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Peron’s listening. As the crowd chanted, Peron affected the attention and receptivity a 

benevolent father has for his son or a soothsayer for her crystal ball. During the Peronist 

years democratic institutional mechanisms were often substituted by graceful, 

affectionate favors by Peron and Evita. (the factual information for this note comes from 

the book Las Vidas del General by Tomas Eloy Martinez. (Martinez, 1996).  

Peron’s populism was abhorred by the traditional left. The socialist, anarchist and 

communist parties had seen their popular base migrate to the Peronist ranks in the 1940s 

and 1950s. But during his exile, particularly during the late 1960s, Peron had managed to 

appeal to many on the left. First he validated the actions of the radicalized members of 

the Peronist movement that had been part of the resistance against the military coup that 

had deposed him in 1955. Then he received a steady parade of intellectuals, scientists, 

politicians and labor leaders whom he lured with the notion that the only truth is reality 

and sporadic references to the Cuban Revolution. Soon, the right leaning wing of the 

movement that during the long absence had developed the dream of a Peronism without 

Peron, felt uneasy about the gains of the Left with the leader and started to visit Madrid 

as well.    

The Post-Marxist Political theorist Ernesto Laclau, who was for a while part of a 

sociological study organized by the Di Tella, described that moment in a 2005  interview 

with Jorga Natanson of the Pagina12 Newspaper;  

During exile, Perón managed to consolidate his centrality by representing 

very  different things for the different sectors of his movement and the 
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country... There was no convergence of all those antagonistic sectors 

under the flag of Peronism. All maintained their own interpretation of the 

message of the leader.   (Natanson, 2005, p. 2)  

Laclau, whose thought is heavily influenced by Lacan, went on to call Peronism 

an “empty signifier” (p. 2) and to identify it as a good example of a model he re evaluates 

as not intrinsically pernicious: populism. The figure of Peron with its performative 

polysemic speech, its non definition and unmatched popularity established, according to 

Laclau’s 2007 On Populist Reason, a paternal, libidinal bond with the people. Like 

Antonio Gramsci, Laclau does not conceive class struggle as having the preeminence 

traditional Marxism thought it had. Like Lacan, he does not conceive of alienation as a 

“solvable” affliction but as a constitutive structure of the subject (Laclau, 2007, p. 42). 

Placing populism above class struggle Laclau’s theory and Peron’s leadership provide a 

rather fluid and affect-sensitive notion of political action. The historical agent and the 

specific struggle that the political force singles out will not depend on an a prioristic 

determination (the working class-class warfare-geopolitics) but on the phenomenological, 

affect-inflected motion of the struggle for hegemony itself during which one 

emancipatory cause will be "elevated to the dignity of the Thing,"(Laclau, 2007, p. 79) 

and function as the “universal equivalent” and the “embodiment” of all the other 

emancipatory causes.  In this case Laclau gives Peron the “multi-accentuality” of what V. 

N. M. Volosinov, in his Marxism and the Philosophy of Language called the “ideological 

sign”, which he celebrates because “it is thanks to this intersecting of accents that a sign 



23 

 

 

 

maintains its vitality and dynamism and the capacity for further development…” 

(Volišinov, 1986, p. 12). What is problematic is the moment of reckoning. There is no 

question regarding the gathering force of unclearly defined terms. But it is the way this 

un-constituted flux would come to be translated onto the established structures of power 

that can be problematic. In the case of Peronism the party would keep the semblance of a 

“movement” with demonstrations and rituals but in terms of actual policy the popular 

vitality will be kept as a validating past. The people would donate a truthful quantifiable 

validation. The ideological un-fixity, the lack of pre-determinations would translate into 

votes for Peron within a very pre established political structure. Like the diffracted 

veracity of a polysemy, the rich dynamic described by Laclau would be for Peronism an 

objectified past, a truth value collected in the real world with a very specific exchange 

value in the institutionalized order: votes. The institution, its structure and Peron were 

kept above the flux. This became patently clear once Peron took power in 1974, and 

having been elevated to the dignity of the Thing, proceeded to count votes and purge 

Peronism of leftists. Tucumán Arde happened in 1968, when Peronism was still feeding 

everybody’s expectations and gathering consensus.   

 

F. The Di Tella Institute 

During the regime of Ongania, the Instituto Di Tella, directed by the art critic 

Jorge Romero Brest started to give institutional support, in the form of exhibitions, grant 

money, awards and publications to artists who practicing incipient forms of Pop, 



24 

 

 

 

conceptual art and performance. Many of the Artists exhibited and promoted by the 

Institute went on to be part of the GAV, like Juan Pablo Renzi, Graciela Carnevale and 

Roberto Jacoby. The institute had been founded by the Di Tella Company, a family- 

owned industrial consortium that manufactured appliances and the Siam Di Tella, a 

compact sturdy car that was for many years the most common Argentine taxi cab. The 

institute, founded around the family’s opulent collection of western art in 1960 

(Tintoretto, Rafael, Van Dyck, Rubens, Rembrandt, Mattisse, Modigliani, Chagall, 

Picasso, Kandinsky) sponsored scientific research that had been greatly reduced in public 

institutions, studies on education and the theory and practice of contemporary art. It 

hosted seminars and conferences on happenings, performance and media arts where local 

thinkers like the versatile Oscar Massota gained notoriety. One main objective of the 

institute was to create a traffic flow between the local art scene and the international art 

world. It instituted, for example, annual international prizes for contemporary artists that 

where sometimes given to established American and European Artists like Robert Morris 

and judged by international Artworld personalities like Lucy Lippard. The Instituto Di 

Tella was housed in the most traditional and elegant section of downtown Buenos Aires 

and functioned with financial backing from the Ford and Rockefeller foundations. This 

class circumscription allowed it a particular freedom. It was on the walls of the posh Di 

Tella that León Ferrari first showed La Civilización Occidental y Cristiana, a ready-made 

from 1965 for which he had mounted a 4 foot figure of Christ on an American fighter jet 
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model. Its image has been included in scores of books and articles and even in banners of 

antiwar protests in Buenos Aires.  

It was in 1968, with the radicalizing of labor protests and civil disobedience and 

the escalation of violent repression by the government that The Di Tella’s political 

freedom was going to collapse.  

As the Instituto was preparing the letters to the artists that had been preselected to 

compete for the annual “Braque” award, which was sponsored by the French embassy, 

Romero Brest received a letter from the military government’s cultural commission. The 

letter expressed concern regarding the political content of the work exhibited by the Di 

Tella. Alarmed, Romero Brest asked the artists to “clear” the work with a commission 

from the Instituto before officially submitting it to the exhibition. A big controversy 

ensued. Letters were sent to the newspapers, leftist groups interested and not interested in 

the Di Tella mobilized around the censorship and showed up in mass the day of the 

opening. Many artists had pulled out of the show and some destroyed their own pieces 

then and there. The media and the the police showed up. Tension mounted. Inside the 

galleries and very close to the French ambassador, somebody detonated a series of fire 

crackers. Jacoby, in an interview included in From the Di Tella to Tucumán Arde claims 

the pyrotechnics were the deed of the very radicalized folks of the FATRAC (Frente 

Antiimperialista de Trabajadores de la Cultura) (Longoni, 2008, p. 356) The place was 

packed with policemen so soon after, all the artists were in jail. It was at this moment that 

the rapport between the artists and the CGTA solidified because the labor union sent its 
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lawyers to the police precinct and after three days all the artists were freed. Also, the 

CGTA sent in good food. According to the artist Pablo Suarez they sent an abundance of 

hot empanadas. (Longoni, 2008, p. 385) that the ex Di Tella artists were delighted to have 

instead of regular prison fare. Then, right after they were freed, according to Jacoby 

(Longoni, 2008, p. 345) the writers in charge of the CGTA newspaper, Rodolfo Walsh 

and Horacio Vervitsky, invited the artists to attend the Thursdays meetings of the union’s 

cultural commission. Jacoby and other conceptual artists formerly associated with the 

Instituto now declared the Di Tella and its constituency to be champions of a false avant-

garde that excluded unsightly social conditions and conflicts. The sole fact that it was 

allowed to exist by the government made it suspicious. Many of the former conceptual 

artists associated with the Di Tella were now institutionally connected to the CGTA. 

Many future GAV artists from Rosario, Graciela Carnevale among them, who had been 

given grant funds to produce work for an upcoming Vanguardia Rosarina exhibition at 

the Di Tella, returned funds (Information gathered during my interview with Carnevale, 

Rosario, 2008) 

The increasing gap between the Instituto and its politicized artists, who cut their 

ties to it, was not enough for the government: it was closed by the police on several 

occasions. In early 1970 another hindrance piled on top of the repeated closings: the Ford 

and Rockefeller foundations decided to pull most of the founding. The Instituto closed its 

doors definitely in May of 1970. 
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For their part, the dissident artists started to implement actions outside and inside 

museums and galleries with clear political messages. In the meantime they were in fluid 

conversation with the radicalized CGTA  

 

 

G. Battle of the frames 

On June 12, 1968, several months before Tucumán Arde, while the director of the 

Di Tella, Romero Brest, was giving a conference in the aristocratic Asociación de 

Amigos del Arte in Rosario, he was abruptly interrupted by Juan Pablo Renzi, an activist 

artist later associated with Tucumán Arde. Renzi snatched the microphone from the 

director and gave a rousing diatribe. Among other things he said:  

We are here because you have come to hear talk on avant-garde art and 
aesthetics, and avant-garde art and aesthetics is that which we make. We 
are here because you have avoided direct contact with our works--as if you 
were afraid that they would disturb your lives--but you have come here so 
that they will tell you how to consume the abridged and predigested 
residue of our work. We are here because the institution--which is this 
same Romero Brest, in addition to the institution itself which is the 
conference within these walls, you yourselves, all together--represents the 
mechanism placed by the bourgeoisie to absorb, falsify, and cause to abort 
all creative work….we offer to your consciences this simulacrum of 
transgression, as a collective work of art and also as a point of departure 
for a new aesthetic [at this moment in the reading the lights in the hall go 
out]. We believe that art is not a peaceful activity or the decoration of the 
bourgeois life of anyone. We believe that art implies an active 
confrontation with reality-- active because it aspires to transform it. We 
believe, in consequence, that art should constantly question the structures 
of official culture. We declare that the life of Che Guevara and the action 
of the French students are works of art more important than the greater 
part of the bullshit hung in the major museums of the world. (Longoni, 
2008, p. 151) 
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The speech became a constant reference for current political art groups in 

Argentina (like the Taller Popular de Serigrafia, HIJOS, ETC, Callejeros, all of whom 

recognize Tucumán Arde as Ancestry in their publications and websites). It is interesting 

to notice, though, that the whole action had been discussed in advance with Romero 

Brest, who, according to Graciela Carnevale, (Longoni, 2008, p. 331) was somewhat 

amused by the ploy and agreed to play along. Ruben Naranjo, a Rosario artist who 

participated in the project reveals (Longoni, 2008, p. 364) that once the lights were turned 

on again Romero Brest explained to the audience that they had been part of a work of 

performance art.  

Another artist later associated with Tucumán Arde (he participated in the 

preliminary meetings but pulled himself out of the group which he saw as not radical 

enough) who was involved in an interesting scrimmage concerning frames was Eduardo 

Ruano. He had gained notoriety two years before with his 1966 work En el Mundo Hay 

Salida para Todos (In the World There is an Escape for Everyone) (Longoni, 2008, p. 

99), which consisted of smashing a glass case displaying an image of president Kennedy 

with a brick as he shouted Yankees out of Vietnam! In an interview with Ana Longoni in 

1997 (Longoni, 2008, p. 379) he states that in the months between the Braque Prize 

fiasco and Tucumán Arde he had made and distributed a flyer against the manipulation of 

the local art scene by the American museums and foundations. One of the people Ruano 

handed the flier to happened to be a representative of the Guggenheim Museum who, far 

from being taken aback, congratulated him for what he deemed “a great conceptual art 
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piece”. Ruano was congratulated on account of how well he played a character he really 

wanted to be. This was done by someone who could actually professionalize his act, who 

could give it exchange value in an existing institution. Romero Brest and the 

representative of the Guggenheim Museum take umbrage in the constructed nature of the 

transgressive actions. They posit themselves and their institutional sway as the external 

limit of metaphoric import, trading the provocation of a concept for the concept of a 

provocation. Romero Brest’s reassuring comment to the audience at the end of Renzi’s 

intervention matches Renzi’s “we offer to your consciences this simulacrum of 

transgression”. But the simulation, the “as if” operates differently for one and the other. 

Romero Brest extends the framing capability of the institution and tries to bring Renzi 

into the fold of established and international conceptual art within which the action was 

already an event with exchange value. Renzi seeks to preserve and defer the metaphoric 

sway of the revolution and the avant-garde by declaring the meta level of the 

performance. He wants to preserve the projection of a desired future. 

 

H. Foquism and context 

Latin America saw, from the mid sixties on the flourishing of the revolutionary 

practice of Foquism. Foquism, was introduced and promoted by Che following some 

elements of Mao Zedong’s fighting doctrine (it was later formalized by the French 

political theorist Regis Debray) redefined the position of the revolutionary. Instead of 

waiting for “objective conditions” to take arms, such as a critical degree of popular 
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discontent and mobilization in the important urban centers, Foquism wanted to create and 

push for those conditions through armed struggle in rural settings. This imperative 

represents a dramatic turn in terms of self inscription. Not only was the revolutionary to 

change his/her disposition towards objective reality and become el Hombre(sic) Nuevo. 

He was also compelled to help create growing microcosms within which the traction of 

the revolutionary’s transformative capabilities could have a first exemplary instantiation. 

He/she was asked to create a micro-reality that was at the same time an anticipation. The 

theory of Foquismo gained traction after Che’s and Castro’s takeover in Cuba (1958).  

There was a Foco quality to the literary referents of the time. Most literary figures 

of the Latin American boom4 (particularly between the revolution and the early 1970s) 

identified with the revolution, had ties to it5and to a certain extent functioned as Foci, 

thru their literature, their accounts, their attire, their known alliances and activities. They 

wore with particular emphasis the emblematic outfit of the engaged intellectuals of the 

time, in great measure taken by leftists from the folks coming back from Cuba. It was a 

dramatically dated mix of intellectual, hippy, preacher and warrior. Julio Cortázar after 

his early 1960s trips to Cuba became strikingly similar to Che. These writers modeled 

and anticipated, but they did not create objective, verifiable conditions. They were not 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
4 For example Julio Cortázar of Argentina, Carlos Fuentes of Mexico, Mario Vargas Llosa of Peru, 

Gabriel García Márquez of Colombia, etc  

5 "It is no exaggeration," critic Gerald Martin writes, "to state that if the Southern continent was known 
for two things above all others in the 1960s, these were, first and foremost, the Cuban Revolution and its 
impact both on Latin America and the Third World generally, and secondly, the Boom in Latin American 
fiction, whose rise and fall coincided with the rise and fall of liberal perceptions of Cuba between 1959 and 
1971."  
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synchronous with their appearance, they stood for a deferred place of arrival that might 

not arrive.              

 

        

        Figure 5. Cortázar in the 1950s, Che and Cortazar in the late 1960s 

 

I. Peregrinations of self investment and deferred factuality: to Cuba, to the jungle, to 

Madrid   

Many local intellectuals participated in or were witness to the Cuban revolution. 

Their stories presented a common thread of personal transformation in Che, but also in 

many others whose narratives of the future titillated the local intellectuals. One such 

figure was the journalist Jorge Ricardo Masetti. Masetti interviewed the rebels in Sierra 

Maestra at the end of 1958, became a guerrilla himself and eventually went on to create 

Prensa Latina, the Cuban press agency that soon had representation in all the capitals of 

Latin America, the US and Europe. Prensa Latina had a prestigious group of writers that 

included Jean Paul Sartre, Gabriel Garcia Márquez and Rodolfo Walsh (whom, as I 

mentioned, was one of the directors of the CGTA newspaper). Of course Masetti’s 
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narrative had great traction in the Left’s imagination. Another very prominent figure 

visiting Cuba immediately after the revolution was John William Cook, a lawyer member 

of congress during Peron’s presidency in the 1940s and early 1950s who, once Peron was 

deposed by the army in 1955 had commanded the underground resistance. On his trip to 

Cuba in 1960 he had befriended Che and Castro. Eventually he was the first proponent of 

the Peronist revolutionary left and the author of many books that argued for revolutionary 

armed struggle.  

Peron, whom he visited in Madrid was initially very supportive. He answered the 

doubts regarding the compatibility between Peronism and socialism with the 

pragmatic/phenomenological phrase La Unica Verdad es la Realidad/ Reality is the Only 

Truth. This phrase became a favorite for many leftist turned-peronists, particularly when 

they were called on by former comrades with stricter ideological parameters.       

There were other trips. Many people, as I mentioned above went to see Peron, 

who was in exile in Madrid. One salient case of transformation was that of the 

Epistemologist Rolando Garcia who then went on to bring many in the scientific 

community into the Peronist fold.  

The potential globalization of the revolution was in part drawn in the left’s 

imagination by Che’s global itinerary. From Argentina to Cuba to the anti colonial 

movements in Africa to Asia, then back to Cuba and then down to the ill fated Bolivian 

demise, the intermittent news items concerning Che were attentively followed in 

Argentina. This mega mobilizing was a compelling general narrative for urban leftist 
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intellectuals in Latin America. Che, whose self transformation from a young doctor to a 

guerrilla was captured in posters everywhere, connected familiarity with remoteness.  

These travelers I mentioned above would come back and use their experience and 

the prestige that came with it to promote different actions. Masseti, after fighting in 

Algiers with Che, made the Tucumán jungle the center of operations of his Ejercito 

Guerrillero del Pueblo in 1963. Trying to capitalize on Tucumán’s convulsive social 

struggles and on the deceptive similarities between the Cuban Sierra Maestra and 

Tucumán’s subtropical jungle, Masseti gathered a few hundred workers and intellectuals 

and took to the thickest areas of the local forest with the idea of creating a Foco. In 1964 

after failing to make strong local alliances and loosing most of his malnourished troops to 

desertion, Masseti had a final disastrous encounter with the army, escaped to the center of 

the jungle and was never seen again.  

All these allurements had the Foco character of enticing with viability and the 

presence of the future.  

 

J. More committed to the future than to the “present” or speech act, Oscar Massotta 

Surprising among the contemporaries of Tucumán Arde who conceived a future 

plenitude was the case of Oscar Massotta. Massotta was a philosopher, artist, happenista 

and the person who introduced the work of Jacques Lacan to the Spanish speaking world. 

He was one of the frequent lecturers in the Di Tella, and was deeply invested in a 

teleological revolutionary narrative. Eventually, he was forced to leave the country as an 
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exile. He had been associated with many of Tucumán Arde’s participants, particularly 

with Jacobi. The reason why I foreground the case of Masotta in this section devoted to 

peregrinations and self investment is precisely because this man was, judging by future 

developments in Argentina, a rarity. When the Army usurped power in 1976, literature 

and cultural events that centered on linguistics were much less censured than the more 

traditionally anticlerical, antifascist discourse of the left. During the years of the 

dictatorship, from 1976 to 1983, Saussurian structural linguistics, which was already a 

prominent theoretical feature in the local publications and study groups, gained even 

more prestige. The place where metaphors were naturalized according to the Sassurian 

model was in the passage from writing to speech. 6 The passage to action, for good and 

for bad, gained an intralinguistic character during the military rule.   

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�
�The entrance of structuralism and Levis Strauss in the local intellectual world happened in two 

waves; first in the 1940s and then in the 1960s. It made its somewhat quiet local entrance through de 
Sassure with the translation into Spanish of his Cours de linguistique générale by Amado Alonso, a refugee 
from Spain to Argentina, who was a frequent collaborator of Sur, Victoria Ocampo’s seminal literary 
magazine. In the 1960s structuralism went from a mostly technical tool of analysis to something closer to a 
default generality6. The publishing of Levi-Strauss’s Structural Anthropoly and Roland Barthes’s 
Mitologies were central for the advance of structuralism at the university. It wasn’t so much that 
intellectuals reading Levi-Strauss would consider themselves structuralists. It was more that, as Levi-Srauss 
said, structuralism offered a set of clear thinking procedures and a reassuring connectivity between 
disciplines. It offered a supposedly non metaphysical generality that embraced the actuality of speech and 
the present as an antidote against reduction. The discussion regarding structure had a strange, serious, 
anticlimactic but somewhat unavoidable character for the local intellectuals with a social consciousness. 
Very few denied Levi-Strauss and yet it could not be enthusiastically embraced in a climate of growing 
political involvement. It lived for a while in the down time, in some sort of latent, non acted-upon register. 
Structure could always be discussed as if it really existed, its metaphorical sway did not depend on 
enthusiasm and it could easily be confused, like language, with thinking itself. The generalizations of the 
emphatic and then fiery militant always had urgency and implicit intimations: [“in every society there is 
horrible exploitation and class struggle”], the generalizations of the structuralist had a sober immanence 
[“and every class has a distinct but equivalent symbolic universe”].  Its rhetorical efficacy almost depended 
on a lack of emphasis. During and after the dictatorship Structuralism played an important role in the re 
adjustments. The complications, pain and embarrassments of an unrealized transformation could be turned 
into occasions to ponder the limitations to the inside of which meaning was generated, propagated or 
communicated.��
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In contrast to the traditional intellectual left that was always courting the masses 

and trying to build bridges with popular political parties, Lacanians relished the 

exceptionality and opaqueness of their practice and social position and regarded 

revolutionary politics as naïve. Their institutions and their aversion to closure were great 

sources of employment and solace. The labyrinthine tunnels, the never ending chains of 

signifiers were good buffers against the reality roaring outside. As Derrida says in Le 

Facteur de la Verité (1975) ”Lacan’s style was constructed so as to check almost 

permanently any access to an isolatable content, to an unequivocal, determinable 

meaning…”.  (Derrida, 1987, p. 420). Massota did not share the anti intellectualism that 

much of the left associated with being revolutionary, but he was fully gambled and 

invested, imagining that contemporary cultural production and Happenings were destined 

to become not archival materials for the bourgeoisie but building blocks of post 

revolutionary consciousness. The promise of a utopian future, of a post revolutionary 

culture, never left his writing. In his 1967 book Happenings and all his subsequent 

publications, his objections to the dogmatism and anti intellectualism of the left never 

pointed him in the direction of idealized speech, of truth as presence in speech. (Masotta, 

1967, p. 42)  

 

K. The Grupo Argentino de Vanguardia comes together as a group�

At the beginning of 1968, a group of socially concerned sociologists, artists and 

journalists from the cities of Buenos Aires and Rosario created a political art collective. 

The core of this collective was a group of about twenty conceptual artists from the two 



36 

 

 

 

cities that had received support from the Instituto Di Tella, which I will discuss in detail 

below, and had recently broken with this institution over political differences. The rest of 

the sixty four people signing the manifesto were from Rosario. According to their 

manifesto their objective as a group was to promote “A culture that would hold hands 

with the workers and the people in the path towards the revolution” (Longoni, 2008, p. 

162). Che Guevara had been killed in Bolivia the previous year and his ideas and quotes 

permeated and radicalized the discourse of the left. Argentina was under the dictatorial 

rule of General Juan Carlos Ongania and as censorship choked the public institutions of 

learning and research, progressive artists and intellectuals formed independent study 

groups.  

The group called itself Grupo Argentino de Artistas de Vanguardia (GAV) and 

Tucumán Arde was its most ambitious undertaking. It involved field work, 

documentation, a media campaign and a traveling exhibition. The group had planned a 

final component of assessment that was only partially carried out by a handful of 

participants. The preparation involved several months of meetings in private homes and 

in workers unions of Buenos Aires and Rosario. 

  



37 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Planning meeting of the GAV in Rosario, 1968. 

��

The basic goal was creating awareness of the grave situation in Tucumán, a place 

where the economic policies of the military government had produced catastrophic social 

consequences. They had also the goal of creating and imagining new institutions from 

which to project the revolution and the avant-garde towards a desired future. They 

associated with the most radicalized sector of organized labor and pursued alternative 

funding.  

The collective obtained the funds for the project from four main sources.  

1) The Constancio C Vigil library and cultural center of Rosario, which at the 

time was a neighborhood cultural association with strong ties with the CGTA of Rosario 

(Confederacion General del Trabajo de los Argentinos, a radicalized national labor union 

that had seceded from the right of center Confederacion General del Trabajo in March 

1968).  
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2) A leftist surgeon, Isidoro Slullitel, from the city of Santa Fe who collected 

contemporary art.   

3) Donations of works by two well established artists: Antonio Berni (1905-1981) 

and Juan Carlos Castagnino (1908-1972) and  

4) The artists, intellectuals and journalists themselves.  

There were no funds from any gallery or museum. The CGTA lent its buildings, 

its press and its vast network of contacts in Tucumán, Buenos Aires and Rosario.   

The trip to the northern province of Tucumán was aimed at experiencing first 

hand and documenting the disastrous social effects of the closing of twelve sugar cane 

processing plants ordered by the government. For 15 days they interviewed ex workers 

and their families, owners of refineries, local officials, labor organizations and local 

artists. The contacts and accommodations had been arranged by the CGTA.    

In late 1968, after a very well orchestrated media campaign which was a vital 

component of the project, the GAV presented the results of these excursions in an 

exhibition, called Tucumán Arde in the CGTA of Rosario and two weeks later in the 

CGTA of Buenos Aires. In Rosario the exhibit was planned to last a week and lasted two, 

the Buenos Aires version was closed down by the police a day after it opened.   

 

L. The Moment and the exhibition  

Tucumán Arde took place in the period between the beginning of the resistance 

against the military regime and the popular revolt known as the Cordobazo, after which 
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the virulence of the repression made any resistance which was not armed resistance, 

impossible.  

There were several meetings in Rosario and in Buenos Aires that are difficult to 

reproduce today since the participants give contrasting versions. Everybody agrees on the 

following: it was decided that there were going to be no paintings in the exhibit that they 

were going to show testimonial photographs, documents, audio tapes of the interviews 

recorded in Tucumán and reproductions of newspaper reports on the situation there. In 

both labor unions the work saturated not only the exhibition space but also the hallways, 

entrances, staircases and balconies. The walls and ceiling were covered with photographs 

and written testimonies and in each of the rooms there were running audiotapes of the 

interviews. The exhibit resembled the participatory environments (such as La 

Menesunda) that Marta Minujin had exhibited in the Instituto Di Tella in Buenos Aires in 

1965. 7 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�
�The humorous, edgy and exalted environment was made in collaboration with Ruben Santantonin and 

remainded open to the public’s exploration at the Di Tella for a month. Other Di Tella artists collaborated 
with the Project (Pablo Suárez, David Lamelas, Rodolfo Prayon, Floreal Amor and Leopoldo Mahler). It 
consisted of several playful environment-rooms packed with technology, objects and situations from 
popular culture and everyday life. The piece provided a participatory, immersive experience to the public in 
the spirit of bridging the distance between art and life. The public had to see one room at a time, without 
knowing what was awaiting in the next one. Only eight people at a time were allowed in. The exhibition 
was very popular, there were long lines stretching out of the Di Tella to Florida street, every day for a 
month. The first entrance was through a hole in the shape of a man, cut out from a plastic sheet; then 
followed a corridor covered in a mesh of curvy neon lights. The neon passage lead to a small space where 
ten tv sets were on with very loud audio. After this there was a room dominated by a bed in which a young 
couple in pajamas watched tv and engaged the visitors in casual conversation. A second neon corridor 
followed. This time the neon guided the public to a perfumed descending staircase, padded with sponges. 
The staircase ended in a gigantic female head made in paper Mache inside of which all visitors were treated 
to a makeup session. The walls of the head were covered in makeup products. Once the visitors were made 
up they were invited to walk into a corridor with soft walls and floor. The next space was dark and smelled 
like a dentist office. It had a giant telephone dial and people could only get out of the room by dialing the 
right number. Once the right number was dialed a door opened onto a refrigerated room with many hanging 
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Figure 7.  Marta Minujin,  
La Menesunda,  

1965, Environment��
�

 

Figure 8. Entrance to the Tucumán Arde in  
the CGTA, Rosario, November 3rd, 1968. 

 

The exhibits took place in the offices of the workers unions of Rosario and 

Buenos Aires, which reflected the desire of the group to operate in what they called the 

“territorio social” or social territory. Other than the display of documents in this saturated 

���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� �������������

colorful fabrics that made walking very difficult. The final space was octagonal, covered in mirrors and 
lighted with black light. Each time a new visitor entered the mirror room, fluorescent confetti would fall 
from the ceiling and powerful fans created swirls of incandescent color. Information taken from Oscar 
Masotta’s 1967 book Happening  (Masotta, 1967, p. 33) 
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fashion, there were actions destined to dramatize aspects of the situation in Tucumán. 

Coffee without sugar was served in reference to the shortage of sugar; every so often the 

lights were briefly turned off in reference to the rate of deaths by hunger in the country. 

The names of the richest land owners of Tucumán were written on big posters and glued 

to the floor so that people would walk on them. The revolutionary program of the GAV 

(“we will walk hand in hand with the work towards Che’s revolution”, said the 

manifesto) was not explicit in the work itself. The future was implied, awaited, looked at 

with a peripheral attention, but not represented in the work. The notion that the GAV was 

working in the “territorio social” needs here further elucidation. The art activity was not 

transplanted from an institution (the museum or gallery) to a disaffected, natural place.  

The exhibit took place not in Tucumán nor in the streets but in the radicalized unions. 

Rather than a localized specificity immersed in its real/contingent circumstance or 

cultural determination. The unions represent a place of self inscription, of operational 

disposition. Historicity was not only embraced, it was completely declared. The instituted 

nature of the place chosen by the GAV is central. Particularly in view of critical and 

artistic tendencies that look for un-constituted or even pre oedipal versions of locality as 

ideal places in which to deploy sited practices that aim at curbing reduction. This is a 

logic described by Grant Kester in his 2004 Conversation Pieces: Community and 

Communication in Modern Art book when he criticizes the way certain artists going into 

the social context bypass local constituted groups and local forms of self inscription in 

favor of a "direct" contact.  
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The overwhelming fear of negation (results in an) ethical/ontological 

absolutism (intrinsically evil coherence vs. intrinsically good 

incoherence), manifests itself in Kwon’s tendency to reject the idea of 

coherent community per se instead of attending to the complex within the 

continuum of relative coherence. (Kester, 2004, p. 163).   

 

In this case the contact with the extra-artistic was not a detour meant to infuse the 

presentation with prestige or authenticity. The union had already a history and a 

direction. Tucumán Arde did not attempt to exact, to register the spasmodic moment that 

both destroys constituted fixities and opens truthful indeterminacy and a natural flux of 

signification. Tucumán Arde was not after the natural validation of context although this 

type of naturalization was more and more popular on the left and on the right.  Let us 

remember that, according to Ongania the intervention of the military government in 

Tucumán had the mission of placing the sugar industry back in the natural flux of capital. 

In fact, around the world, as Jameson observes above forceful colonialism was being 

replaced by “natural” neo-colonialism. (Jameson, 1984)    
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M. Graciela Carnevale, a Tucumán Arde artist8 

In late 2008, I visited one of the artists who participated in Tucumán Arde. I had 

seen in the last edition of Documenta in Kassel (Documenta 12, 16 June - 23 September 

2007), two works presented by her. One was a photograph documenting her 

1968Encierro that she had presented in 1968 in the context of the Ciclo de Arte 

Experimental in Rosario. In the black and white photograph you could see a young 

woman coming out from a storefront through a jagged hole in a wall-to-ceiling glass 

shop-window. Other people were behind her and seemed to be ready to leave the store as 

well. Her expression is a mix of confusion and slight delight.  

 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
8 Unless otherwise indicated all the factual information regarding Graciela Carnevale was obtained in a 

two day interview with the artists in late 2008 in Rosario.  



44 

 

 

 

 

       Figure 9. Graciela Carnevale, Encierro, Rosario,1968 

 

The other work presented by Carnevale in Documenta was the archive of 

Tucumán Arde. Rows of photographs, posters and documents in plastic folders placed on 

a table and made available for the public to peruse without labels or explanations. The 

lack of information combined with the conspiratorial urgency in the works and the 

epochal markers impressed me, the gaps in information teased the viewer’s projective 

imagination. The images evoked a time of social and cultural effervescence in Argentina 

and the solidarity among people planning and engaging each other at close proximity.     
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Carnevale had agreed to be interviewed by me in El Levante, an ex brothel in an 

old middle class neighborhood and the site of a residence for artists that she runs together 

with  other Rosario artists. We spent a couple of afternoons talking there. I learned about 

her own career9 and her participation in Tucumán Arde. 

In 1966 she had moved from Rosario to Buenos Aires with a scholarship from the 

Fondo Nacional de las Artes to study in the Museo de Bellas Artes and for one year she 

lived there with another artists from Rosario, Lia Maisonave. The contemporary art scene 

was dominated by the Di Tella and Buenos Aires, even under a military government had 

a buoyant cultural life. Carnevale started to produce and participate in conceptual art 

exhibits in the Di Tella and other venues.  

In Buenos Aires she first participated in exhibits that she now regards as 

transgressive “but so so” like an exhibit at the Hebraica society organized in mid 1967 by 

the then emerging critic Jorge Glusberg. The exhibit was called “Estructuras Primarias 2” 

in reference to the seminal Primary Structures: Younger American and British Sculpture 

exhibit held at the Jewish Museum of New York City in 196610. Her entry was a piece 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
9 Graciela Carnevale was born in a little town close to Rosario. The town did not have a high school. 

She was sent to a catholic boarding school in Rosario which took some convincing by her parents. Graciela 
loved to draw and, she told me with the placid smile that accompanies her frequent pauses, she had 
consented to be sent to Rosario only if she could take drawing lessons. The nuns agreed and she had a 
weekly drawing lesson. When in 1960 she finished her high school and was going to enter the university 
her intention was to study fine arts, but her parents, mindful of job opportunities, persuaded her to study 
languages as well so in 1964 she graduated as both a bachelor in fine arts and an English teacher. She had 
only bad things to say about the art instruction at the university of Rosario. It was, she said, bad academic 
drawing without the least reference to theory or contemporary art. After the university she joined the 
workshop of Antonio Grela, a painter and member of the communist party who had a group of very 
politically engaged students and good connections to local collectors. 

��
�Curated by Kynaston McShine, considered a foundational minimalist exhibit, it included works by 

Donald Judd, Robert Morris, Carl Andre, Sol LeWitt, Judy Chicago, Robert Grosvenor and many others.��
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that consisted of a kilogram of lead in the shape of a small cube and a kilogram of 

feathers inside a very big bag, side by side. “Estructuras Primarias 2” had a very large 

(mostly negative) presence in the press, which increased its avant-garde credibility.  

Carnevale’s sensibility seemed at odds with many declared tenets of minimalism: the 

avoidance of social commentary, gesture, individual feeling, narrative, political issues 

and history. However, she shared with Minimalism what Michael Fried in his 1998 Art 

and Objecthood called the “viewer inclusive” space, the suppression of virtual space and 

pedestals (Fried, 1998). At the end of 1966 her work started to have a sense of urgency 

and a pointed gesture towards factual experience and life. Her contribution to a group 

exhibit at the Lirolay Gallery consisted of a room painted entirely white with a padded 

floor so that people could lay down and hear the recorded sound of a beating heart. Her 

entry for the Arte por el Aire exhibit in Mar del Plata, an exhibit that took place also in 

1968, consisted of piling up the daily editions of the three main periodicals of the city 

issued during the forty days of the exhibit in a room that looked smaller and smaller.  

In 1968 and as the Tucumán Arde action was taking shape, she presented 

Encierro, the piece documented in the photograph that I had seen in Kassel. For this 

piece, she told me in the interview, it was her intention to induce the people into 

exemplary “liberating violence”. The liberating violence, she also mentioned, was spiked 

by some elements of screwball comedy. The exterior wall and the door of the gallery 

were made of glass. Once the people were inside, Carnevale locked the door from 

outside. The glass was covered with posters that the trapped public (most of them 
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students) proceeded to remove. Then a group attempted to take apart the hinges of the 

door. A man that was passing by, seeing the desperation in some of the faces inside, 

broke the glass wall to let them out. At this point an artist/friend who was inside as a 

mole, disappointed by the actions of the rescuer, hit him on the head with an umbrella. 

There was pushing and shoving, angry insults and the noise of broken glass. It happened 

to be October 9, the first anniversary of Che’s assassination in Bolivia and the police was 

particularly alert. Soon a police battalion intervened and closed down the exhibit.  

Weeks after this event she was going to participate in Tucumán Arde, which was 

also closed by the police. After Tucumán Arde Graciela Carnevale stopped making art for 

twenty years. But before that she placed the Tucumán Arde archive I saw in Kassel in 

plastic and boxes and buried it in the garden of her house, where it remained during the 

long years of military rule.  

 

N. Who can cash the checks of the disappearing author?  Minimalism, Pop and Graciela 

Carnevale inscribe Contingency 

I have just discussed the way Graciela Carnevale had rapidly tampered with the 

minimalist space persuasively recommended by Glusberg. The passage to “viewer 

inclusive” space in her work was distinctive. In minimalism the interest shifts from the 

attributes of the object to the perceptual phenomenology that results from the encounter 

with it. But the object, particularly in its ownership, materiality and signature, is stable. 

The contingent meanings and anonymous associations associations are signed in favor of 
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the artist and the institution. The permanent physical reality confronts a daily contingency 

that is not physically inscribed in the object. The object is the same object at the 

beginning of each encounter. The resistance of the physicality and neutral geometry are 

here presented as the empirical transcendence of transcendence. The extent of this 

projective, tacit and custodial rapport with actuality is particularly clear in the indexing of 

industrial production of a certain strand of minimalism, but the advance of empirical 

transcendence need not depend on bulk and solidity. In the case of Pop Art the signature 

also encapsulates anonymous cultural production. The repetition of popular alienating 

imagery could be interpreted as the dulling of a traumatic effect by the artist, or as an 

ability to exteriorize. It could also be taken as an ironic commentary on alienation. But 

whether Pop Art, let’s take as a point in case Andy Warhol, is considered to be 

commenting on or suffering from alienation, or both at the same time, the integrity of his 

inscription will encompass the unresolved conundrum, will sign the puzzle in his favor. 

In the cases I discussed, Carnevale, Minimalism and Pop, real space, consumer culture 

and the political situation have entered the work. But in Carnevale, the exposure of the 

piece to context does not rule out the end of the gallery, the art institution and her own 

condition as a professional artist. The entrance of her work into real space has a 

melancholic or utopian abandon and looks towards the future. 
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O. Tucumán Arde and the Media vs. El Arte de los Medios 

El Arte de los Medios group had been founded by Eduardo Costa, Raul Escari and 

one of the Tucumán Arde artists, Roberto Jacoby, under the influence of local 

theoreticians like Eliseo Veron and Oscar Masotta, who were frequent lecturers at the Di 

Tella. The works of the Arte de los Medios group was coveted and promoted by Romero 

Brest from the early 1960s. The members of the group cite different inspirations, like 

Roland Barthes, Umberto Eco and Gramsci but the most recurrent author in the literature 

associated with the Arte de los Medios is Marshall McLuhan, the Canadian media 

theoretician known for the phrase “the medium is the message” (McLuhan, 1994  ) and a 

marked political neutrality concentrated in the exposure of alienation. The idea of the AM 

was to incorporate the mass media, to make work that existed in relation to it so as to 

show the extent to which the media “created” rather than passed along information and 

the way the media were replacing interpersonal communication. One work by the Arte de 

los Medios, charmingly dated from today’s perspective, consisted in a conference at the 

Di Tella in which several turned off television monitors were placed at a conference table 

and introduced as if they were regular people. Then the televisions were turned on and 

the face of Jacoby, who was broadcasting live from a different room, appeared on the 

screens and gave a short lecture. For another work they placed posters on city walls 

announcing that the posters were going to appear on TV at a certain time, which they 

briefly did. Another action was the promotion and review of art exhibits that had never 

taken place. They would send phony photographs, press releases and interviews to 
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newspapers and, sometimes with the help of allies in the newspapers, have them 

published as real accounts of art exhibits.  

One element that many critics consider central to Tucumán Arde is the media 

campaign the GAV instrumented. It is important to point out that although the media 

campaign of Tucumán Arde was implemented in part by the very same people who 

participated in the Arte de los Medios, the character of the work changed.       

There is some controversy regarding who exactly planned the media campaign for 

Tucumán Arde along the expected axis of tension Buenos Aires-Rosario. Nevertheless it 

seems safe to say that Roberto Jacoby from Buenos Aires and Nicolas Rosa, a sociologist 

from Rosario who had written about the media, were important players. The collective 

was very explicit regarding the relevance of the media component. In the press release 

given to the media days before the Rosario presentation, the GAV wrote, "The objective 

of Tucumán Arde is to expose, by means of the reflexive use of the information media, 

the contradictions of the Argentine government and the property-owning class regarding 

the shutting down of the Tucumán sugar mills, and the grave consequences that are 

common knowledge" (as reproduced on page 235 of Del Di Tella a Tucumán Arde 

(Longoni, 2008).The GAV implemented several media actions. Fake and real press 

conferences were called in Tucumán as I mentioned before. Posters announcing the 

exhibitions had just the dates, the addresses and the phrase VISIT TUCUMÁN GARDEN 

OF MISERY (a play on Visit Tucumán, Garden of the Republic which is the province’s 

motto). The exhibition in Rosario was preceded by the posting of signs around the city 



51 

 

 

 

that gave the address of the union where the exhibit was going to take place but described 

the event as the First Biennial of Contemporary Art.  

 

�

Figure 10. Street poster in the streets of Rosario that gave 
(in small print) the address of the workers union and 
the opening day of Tucumán Arde but deceivingly 

called the event First Biennial of Avant-garde Art. (1968). 
 

There were also posters which changed week by week as the event grew nearer 

with the words “In three more weeks, Tucumán Arde” (“En tres semanas más, Tucumán 

arde”). Also a Tucumán Arde logo had been created by Juan Pablo Renzi. It was 

somewhat psychedelic, and it read just TUCUMÁN ARDE. Like the names and slogans 

of clandestine political organizations the logo had been printed on small stickers that 

were placed all over Buenos Aires and Rosario.  
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�

Figure 11. Juan Pablo Renzi  
Tucumán Arde logo, Rosario, 1968  

 

They had also arranged for the words TUCUMÁN ARDE to be printed on the 

corner of the tickets of a popular art cinema in Rosario.       

The equivocal nature of the posters and the fake press conferences were 

concealing strategies to promote the event without being picked by the police. But also 

they reflected the diversified orders in which the artists thought they had subjective 

traction. The connection between their actions and the future, the fact that they were 

projecting something they expected to be unpacked later makes for a gambled inscription 

of the future, a projective inhabitance of an anticipated present that is central for the 

whole conception of Tucumán Arde. It was very provocative that the title was in the 

present tense: Tucumán Arde is literally Tucumán is burning. They announced the exhibit 

in a way that did not separate place from intention, the artists from their subject matter, 

the tragedy of Tucumán consuming itself in flames with the climatic onset of some 

epochal change. They were aware of the constructive nature of information, but this was 
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inscribed in a projective strategy, not only in an epistemological critique. Rather than 

exemplifying the ways agency was undercut by the constructive autonomy and 

determinations of the media, Tucumán Arde meshed their agency and their bet with 

construction, in a gesture less in line with Mc Luhan’s criticism of alienation than with 

Judith Butler’s subversive take on construction. In her 1999 Gender trouble : feminism 

and the subversion of identity she proposes that “construction is not opposed to agency; it 

is the necessary scene of agency.” (Butler, 1999, p. 147). 

 

P. The end of Tucumán Arde 

Tucumán Arde remains frozen in an expansive gesture that has no institutional 

framework to which to comeback.  But it was part of TA’s design. Graciela Carnevale 

hiding an overinvested stack of documents and photographs establishes the outer limits of 

the event as it preserves, after the twilight, a puzzling intimacy with a past that never 

happened. The intimacy is not just with “the Revolution”, or it is but then in a sense 

whose amplitude and specificity is important to clarify. The GAV was made by a diverse 

group of leftists, some of whom had specific party alliances and a particular future in 

mind. But the gamble of the GAV, other than the very concrete and achieved goal of 

exposing the situation in Tucumán, maintained a hopeful imprecision gathered and 

conversant with an unresolved counter term in a projected future. The Revolution 

remained diversified not only because of the diversified leftist politics their members 

represented, but also because “the Revolution” was not portrayed in TA, its metaphorical 
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subjective traction was not exacted. This is why its multi-valence cannot be assimilated to 

the pursuit of polysemy, which depends on the diffraction of an already established truth, 

nor to Volosinov’s already mentioned “ideological sign”, that, like Laclau’s Peronist 

empty signifier, is tied to forcefully naturalized arbiters. 

 

Q. Tucumán Arde’s afterlife: Historiography and revisionism 

In 1973 the American critic and artist Lucy Lippard wrote a pioneering record of 

the early years of conceptual art, Six Years. The ‘six years’ were 1966–72 and in it she 

mentions her contact with the conceptual art of Rosario. She had been invited by the Di 

Tella to be a juror in 1968. (Lippard, 1973, p. 69). Although she had visited both Buenos 

Aires and Rosario, she only makes reference to the artists from Rosario. As an example 

of the political art she saw in there, Lippard mentions the work “El Encierro” by Graciela 

Carnevale, which was discussed above. Regarding The impact of the trip she States,  

I returned belatedly radicalized by contact with artists there, especially the 

Rosario Group, whose mixture of conceptual and political ideas was a 

revelation. I was politicized by the trip to Argentina in the fall of 1968, 

when I talked to artists who felt that it was immoral to make their art in a 

society such as theirs. (Lippard, 32) 

 

In the example of Lippard’s awakening to political art in Argentina there is a 

curious detour. What is dissonant is not that she finds the reality in Latin America to be 
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more dire that in the US, which certainly was the case. But, considering she is coming 

from a nation at war, plagued by racial tension, a country that had just barely escaped a 

nuclear conflict, why was the mediation of Graciela Carnevale and the artists from 

Rosario necessary for her paradigmatic shift? And once the South American connection 

between conceptual art and squalor had been said to disturb the neutrality of the center, 

would this subvert the very definition of Conceptual art, or assign a specialized place for 

sited third world artists and places within conceptualism? (Take me out of my academic 

cloister, give me that plus of vitality and intimate connection with things!). In fact the trip 

from the non-sited to the sited, which starts by ignoring the contextual determinations of 

the traveler, would become a contested power marker. The trip will enact a never ending 

adjustment which will tacitly inscribe a never ending distance. 

Lippard’s reference considers the political situation more than the revolutionary 

narrative, and the social conditions more than the political struggle. She foregrounds the 

origin of the Rosario group’s engagement and the noble nature of it much more than its 

self inscription, discursive articulation and institutional reconfiguration. In the case of 

Joseph Kossuth there is a clear wish to establish a hierarchical distance with these artists 

seemingly swamped in circumstantiality and imitation. In Art after Philosophy, published 

between October and September in the Studio International Magazine (1969) (Later it 

was made into a book) Kosuth declares: “recent works can only be considered conceptual 

in a superficial way (…) they should not be considered conceptual art in the purest sense 

of the Word (…) pure conceptual art was the one first exhibited by Terry Atkinson and 
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Michael Baldwin in Coventry, England; and then by me in New York, all these was made 

around 1966”. (Kosuth, 1969, p. 35)    

The division, much more benign in Lippard than in Kossuth, gives the “center” a 

unique, extra contingent access to “pure” conceptuality, to discourse. The Chilean art 

critic Nelly Richard (In “Intersectando Latinoamérica con el latinoamericanismo: 

discurso académico y crítica cultural”) thinks the center/periphery narrative regarding 

conceptual art “places Latin America as the body and the North as the place that thinks 

it”  (“pone a Latinoamérica en el lugar del cuerpo, mientras el Norte es el lugar que lo 

piensa”). (Richard, 1998, p. 345) 

There were also disclaimers going the opposite way, protesting not the partial 

incorporation of the periphery to the narrative of conceptual art but its inclusion.  The 

Tucumán Arde artist  Juan Pablo Rienzi considered this inclusion as a political 

downgrading, a potential sellout. In a self published pamphlet written by Renzi in 1971 

and compiled by Ana Longoni for her paper “Other beginnings of Conceptualism”, he 

writes; 

 Now what is fashionable is Conceptual Art (to renew the stock 
periodically in order to encourage the selling of goods — that, among 
other things, is always the same — it is one of the systems that 
characterize the bourgeois culture), and it turns out that I am (at least for 
some critics like Lucy Lippard and Jorge Glusberg) one of the people 
responsible for starting this phenomenon (together with my partners of the 
ex-groups of revolutionary artists of Rosario and Buenos Aires in 67-68). 
This affirmation is wrong. And it is also wrong to attempt to link us to the 
above mentioned aesthetic speculation. We are not interested in 
considering them aesthetic. We structure them according to its contents. 
They are always political and they are not always distributed through 
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official channels like this one. We are not interested in them as artworks, 
but as a way to condemn exploitation. (Longoni, 2007, p. 4). 
 

 Leon Ferrari, a Buenos Aires artist who participated in Tucumán Arde stated in 

1973 that since the objective of Tucumán Arde was to make a revolutionary tool out of 

art, the alignment of the group with the general historical narrative of conceptual art was 

deceiving or too unproblematic. (Ferrari, 1973, p. 1)  

 

There was also a peculiar criticism of the action by Roberto Jacoby in 1993, when 

in the wake of globalization, Tucumán Arde started to be discussed again. In an Interview 

with Longoni, included in Del Di Tella a Tucumán Arde, he criticizes the action itself, as 

well as certain participants for what he judges to be the exploitation of the work by 

people who had little to do with it. About the work itself he says it lacked “artistic 

excellence”, and it was sad and dismal. He claims that at the time he had liked it, but that 

he now could see that it was because of the specific situation. “At the time it made sense. 

But in itself is worthless” (Longoni, 2008, p. 361). He says that other than a handful of 

good artists, himself included, the participants were mediocre artists whose only claim to 

notoriety was Tucumán Arde itself. As proof of their lack of worth he mentions how they 

had done nothing before or after in the art world. He rescues Juan Pablo Renzi because he 

“went back to painting, became famous, showed at Ruth Benzacar” (the most prestigious 

and internationally connected gallery in Buenos Aires) (Longoni, 2008, p. 357). Both 

Kossuth and Jacoby see Tucumán Arde as a creature of the sixties, a creature of the 
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revolution, a product of a certain place and of a certain time within a certain culture and 

disqualify it on that account. Tucumán Arde in this vision is better understood not in 

terms of transcendence but of context, and not context as a circumscribed interiority 

inscribed by an authorial intervention, but context as that which gives origin to that 

authorial intervention.  

It is curious that in this discussion, that pre dates the notion of site specificity, the 

positions are partial for specificity or concept but the act of siting is not yet part of the 

conceptual repertoire although it is present in germinal form in Lippard and in Jacoby.  

   Jorge Glusberg’s historiographic revisionism which has certain similarities with 

their point of view has a particular relevance because his views on locality will shape the 

institutions he was going to create, promote and preside over.  

 

R.  Jorge Glusberg redefines   

In Glusberg’s narrative Tucumán Arde is minimized, cast as a minor event 

associated with the Di Tella and placed between a past and a future that erases the 

peculiar threshold of 1968, when the Cordobazo lead to a general revolt and the military 

regime all but cancelled public cultural life. As I mentioned before, almost all the 

Tucumán Arde artists stopped making art, joined the arm struggle, left the country or 

went into hiding.  

Glusberg’s narrative de-dramatizes the excision from the Di Tella and promotes 

new visions of theory, pedagogy and research regarding contemporary art. The 
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teleological revolutionary lingua franca that had linked the “art outside the museum” with 

global emancipatory narratives is eclipsed by a different subtext, heavily determined by 

the international art world, structural linguistics, system theory, mathematical topology 

and a benign take on contingency11.  

Glusberg had been, in times of the Di Tella, the second biggest curatorial force 

behind Jorge Romero Brest. I mentioned the Hebraica exhibit he had curated in 1967 in 

which Graciela Carnevale had participated. With his own funds Glusberg opened the 

Centro de Arte y Comunicación (CAYC) (Center For Art and Communication) in 1968. 

With the closing of the Di Tella in 1970, the CAYC, increased its gallery activities and 

became, for decades, the hegemonic institution in the local contemporary art scene. In 

1979, the local chapter of the International Association of Art Critics, which was until 

then headed by Romero Brest, elected Glusberg as its president in what Romero Brest 

claims were fraudulent elections. From that moment on the Association started to be 

housed in the headquarters of the CAYC. In 1979 the Argentine Peso had been artificially 

inflated by the military government, which had a devastating effect on the local 

manufacturing industry. With the strong local currency, Glusberg invited scores of critics 

from all over the world, organized exhibitions of Argentine artists in the country and 

abroad and contributed to the creation of countless associations of art critics.   

���������������������������������������� �������������������
11 The Introduction to Glusberg’s Del Pop a la Nueva Imagen (written in 1981, when the project for 

the book did not include the Nueva Imagen yet) was written by Abraham Moles, an engineer who 
specialized on electrical engineering and acoustics, who had established and analyzed links between 
aesthetics and information theory.    
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In Semiotica de las Artes Visuales from 1980, Glusberg defines the rapport 

between the local scene and the developments in the metropolis in Althusserian terms 

(Glusberg, 1980, p. 53).    

First he introduces interpellation as part of the Lacanian definition of ideology (a 

system of constitutive interpellations). Then he goes on to explain how interpellations 

constitute the peripheric avant-gardes, calling them into subjecthood and making them 

join the international symbolic order. The entity doing the interpellation according to 

Glusberg is the art of the “great centers” (p. 55). The advanced tendency or school, clear 

and unified in its traveling mode, shows by contrast the identity of the local (p. 53). The 

fact that in the new country this tendency lands already in crystallized form makes it 

easier, Glusberg says, for the local avant-garde to convince the local public which is its 

job, in turn, to interpellate. The fascination and clarity of this last interpellation is helped 

by the new technology that many times is associated with new art and by the local critical 

institutions that maintain and pass on the conceptual lucidity of the traveling paradigms. 

Glusberg says that the local artists “shade” their reproduction with their own “historical 

nature”. This helps progress in the local communities. Glusberg’s explanation treats 

peripheral avant-gardes as pre oedipal. He applies the Althusserian model in all its all-

encompassing determination.12     

In Semiotica de las Artes Visuales and Del Pop Art a la Nueva Imagen, a history 

of Argentine contemporary art from 1984, Glusberg makes no mention of Tucumán Arde 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
12 Derrida characterizes the interpellative theory of Althusser in a 1988 interview with Jean Luc Nancy 

for the journal Topoi as “just as irreducible as the transcendental�illusion in the Kantian dialectic” (Nancy, 
2009)  
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which would have been very difficult to insert in his center-periphery design. He does 

include the “Basic Structures 2” exhibit.       

In an effort to counterbalance the centralism of his international interpellation, 

Glusberg first claims in the book that ultimately reciprocal dynamics of production, 

interpretation and reflux are set in gear, and that after the formative period, a non 

attributable “libre ejercicio de la creación”  (free exercise of creativity) ensues between 

the different avant-gardes and the peoples of the world. To exemplify his vision of a 

joyous flux, an edgy conceit in the middle of a murderous military dictatorship, Glusberg 

organizes audience-inclusive events in local parks.  

An event that Glusberg himself coordinated thru the CAYC in 1970 enacts this 

reconfiguration regarding the address of the public outside the museum. The show took 

place in several plazas of Buenos Aires and was given the name Esculturas, Follage y 

Ruidos (Sculptures, Foliage and Noise).  
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Figure 12. Circuito 1970. Participatory performance in the Dorrego Plaza  
of Buenos Aires by Luis Bennedict, J. Marotta and Jorge Glusberg. 

 

The catalogue, written by Glusberg claimed: “This exhibition will take to the 

streets to establish a dialogue with the people” (Glusberg, 1970, p. 3) . There were 

museum pieces exhibited in the greenery or hanging from trees and pieces created 

specifically for the exhibit that combined performative elements with objects. The 

exhibition included works by 46 Argentine Artists and 12 foreigners such as Sol LeWitt, 

Christo and the Brazilian Helio Oiticica. Glusberg himself co authored one of the pieces: 

Circuito with Luis Bennedict and J. Marotta. The piece is described in Del Pop Art a la 

Nueva Imagen as “capturing the spirit of the whole exhibition”(Glusberg, 1970, p. 108) . 

It was a racetrack for makeshift skateboards that were very popular with kids in those 

days. The piece was open to the spontaneous participation of the kids in the context of a 

neutral, geometrically divided circuit. It “depended on interactions and it was meant to 

instantiate biological solidarity among the participants…Instead of objects we have 

participation, instead of public we have artists…we installed a start and a finish line, anti 
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collision hay packs, directional signs, computerized speed readers and sign-like 

sculptures. These pre verbal activities …are destined to clean up the senses” (Glusberg, p. 

108). The joyful exhibition engaging the pre verbal level of the public was accompanied 

by a Xeroxed questionnaire regarding the “absorption” of contemporary art by local 

public.      

 

S. Conclusion  

This chapter showed how the GAV repositioned itself through an intricate array 

of institutional alliances and splits to both deal with a specific situation in Tucumán and 

establish a rapport with context in reference to a desired future and change.�

The chapter concluded with the historiographic disputes this approach to context 

brought about and, finally, with the attempt by Jorge Glusberg to re position the local 

avant-garde position vis a vis context and future.   
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3. Guillermo Kuitca 

 

This chapter considers the work of Guillermo Kuitca who, like Gabriel Orozco, 

Diego Rivera and Tucumán Arde, has enjoyed emblematic status and wide recognition at 

home and abroad. The text follows his evolution from an expressive painter of isolated 

figures to the code saturated works of his mature career. The Chapter reviews the 

inception of Kuitca with works that presented psychological drama and reluctantly, as it 

were, the political situation. The text describes the laborious re-framing of the local 

avant-garde by Jorge Glusberg who also avoided concrete references, and his alignment 

of the Nueva Imagen, the initial group Kuitca had participated in, with the Italian 

Transavanguardia. The chapter considers Kuitca’s preoccupation with the threat of 

potentially reductive articulations that makes him deny the concrete references in his 

work. The text then follows Kuitca’s march against potentially debasing, regionalizing 

and semantically restrictive references.   

 

A. Identity, but not like that 

 Two years before the end of the dictatorship, in 1981, the Asociación Argentina 

de Criticos de Arte (Glusberg) invited the Italian critic Achille Bonito Oliva, the man 

who theorized and promoted the Italian Transavanguardia, to Buenos Aires for a series of 

conferences in the context of the annual International meeting of the AICA.  In the early 

days of the CAYC, a centralism spiked with a-historical instances of semiotic bliss 

(Sculptures, Folliage and Noises) had helped Glusberg promote a re-positioning of 
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context around the re-awakening of the natural and the innate and not in reference to 

social and political issues. Around the theme of re-encountered inner energies he 

established, in the early eighties, an alliance with the Italian critic Aquille Bonito Oliva. 

In Del Pop a la Nueva Imagen he establishes an analogical current between the Italian 

Transavanguardia and a group of Argentine Artists that he calls “La Nueva 

Imagen”(Glusberg, 1985, p. 518). Both, Glusberg asserted, battled the linearity of 

western culture in favor of a “pragmatism that, like the expressionists and Fauves in the 

past, reinstates the vitality of human instinct” (p. 504). The “Transavanguardia” had been 

conceived around the idea that it was necessary to liberate subjectivity from totalizing 

ideologies through expression, craft and national identity. The movement was made of 

several Italian male painters (Enzo Cucci, Francesco Clemente, Sandro Chia, etc). Bonito 

Oliva considered this group as the rescuers of esthetic pleasure. He saw them as antidotes 

to what he considered the hegemonic power of conceptual art, totalizing narratives, and 

the centralism of New York. In 1980 the Aperto of the Venice biennale had seen the 

Italian Transavanguardia’s debut as a group. The 1981 visit to Argentina occasioned 

ample media coverage and the edition of a lavish Spanish language version of Oliva’s 

introductory text: La Transavanguardia (Bonito Oliva, 1981). In the text, he called at the 

same time for local geniuses and Nomadism, which is to say he called for authorial 

determinations to incorporate the prestige of the mobile and sited. (Bonito Oliva, 1981, p. 

31)       

Transavanguardia practices a nomadism that has no definite attachments, 
with no other ethics than to be loyal to its own mental temperature and the 



66 

 

 

 

instant material suggestions of the work… subjectivity affirms itself 
precisely through its own disintegration; it affirms itself through the 
contingency of the image…the artist should embrace Localism, the 
materiality of paint, the idiosyncrasies of personal touch and selected 
elements from regional culture and art history to counter reductive 
narratives and affirm transitory splendors…the uncharted discontinuities 
of the individual imagination guide artistic creation and liberate it from the 
mortifying de-personalization of politics…the unstoppable flux of time 
becomes the affirmative moment of a work that contains the symptoms of 
its own transcendence (p. 34) 
 

Two eminently fixed elements of this openness, Italianity and painting, were 

defended as joyous realities that conceptual art, according to Bonito Oliva, moralistically 

rejected and as inspiring fields within which expression, taking hold of history and 

painterly painting, could thrive. For Bonito Oliva Italianity was an idealized empty 

signifier.  

The big Italian negative paradigm for Bonito Oliva was Arte Povera, a classic 

avant-garde that since the late 1960s had contested the object, the hand of the artist and 

all forms of traditional art making in favor of ready-mades, installation, earthworks and 

performance. Bonito Oliva, a former povero himself, saw this art and its main Italian 

champion, Germano Cellant as sequels of a joyless, self denying moralism practiced by 

the old left that did not deliver the future and made the present ugly.  

Glusberg, in the last days of a military dictatorship, when the horrors of the 

military atrocities were being discussed openly for the first time, could not include the 

old left as a negative paradigm the Nueva Imagen was reacting against. The ebullient and 

eclectic character of the Nueva Imagen artists was described without recourse to any 
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specific negative other, artistic or political. The movement was said to have instead, a 

need to subvert “the canonical”. There was mention of the national character, the need to 

recover the Argentine national painting tradition, the will to encourage creative forces, 

the concentration on the individual. But the flipside of these characteristics were defined 

in a very abstract, diversified fashion. In terms of specific reactions to historical 

developments the connections were made in an almost repentant way. Regarding political 

violence Glusberg states: (Glusberg, 1985, p. 516) “It is not farfetched…to consider the 

possibility that…to a certain extent…” “…maybe the fact that our young artists are so 

resolute in embracing this sort of expressive painting…at an unconscious level…might 

be related to ….genocide, massacres…” And then, later on the same p.516, a proviso: 

“To point out a historical coincidence is by no means the same as to offer an explanation. 

In our opinion, we are just stating that since this fact recurs, it must be significant”. This 

recourse to an impossible a-criticality, to factuality (and potential polysemy) in 

describing the Nueva Imagen is supported by functional psychoanalytic references: “This 

artistic tendency can be for or against realism. It mixes heterogeneous elements erasing a 

stable stylistic profile….The instituted,…judgment…alternates with the semiotic…the 

law of the father opposes the maternal rhythm but ultimately they are 

interdependent…without this opposition it would be difficult to elucidate the tense 

relationship between the apparently opposed elements that form this art tendency (La 

Nuena Imagen). (Glusberg, 1985, p. 510). No reference is made to intention without 
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naturalizing references to structural registers of language and psychoanalysis. Everything 

is described as an a-historical encounter between structures and contingency.  

The official launching of la Nueva Imagen took place in 1982 in an exhibit that 

presented the 16 young Nueva Imagen painters (among them Rafael Bueno, Juan Jose 

Cambre, Ana Eckell and Duilio Pierri) together with an old pre-Tucumán Arde genealogy 

of 20th century Argentine painting. The youngest one of the Nueva Imagen painters in 

that exhibit was Guillermo Kuitca, whose diary-like, untamed, introspective work seemed 

very much to be loyal to its own mental temperature.   

Like the painters of the Italian transavanguardia, Kuitca initially embraced 

painting and pathos13. I will now describe the path Kuitca’s work followed from these 

neo expressionistic beginnings to works that restrain the direct presence of people and 

navigate through codes of representation insinuating and frustrating the presentation of 

concrete events and places.   

 

B. Before diagrams  

The work Kuitca produced in the early eighties, which was included in the Nueva 

Imagen initial exhibitions presented figures rendered with a child-like simplicity involved 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
13 Brief old fashion biographical sketch: Guillermo Kuitca was born in Buenos Aires in 1961. He 

grew up in the sixties in a Jewish middle class home where the father was an accountant and the mother a 
Freudian Psychoanalyst, both the children of poor Jewish emigrants from Europe. He trained privately as a 
painter under Ahuva Szlimowicz and Victor Chabb, crafty proponents of an intimist, imaginative 
figuration. Szlimowicz was extremely motivating, caring, and radically opposed to formal training and so 
was Kuitca’s father. Kuitca’s father, who had in his youth painted himself, bought him oils, an easel, 
brushes and canvases at age nine. When at the age of thirteen Kuitca decided he wanted to have an 
exhibition his father took his portfolio to countless galleries until one of them, Lirolay, consented to give 
him a one boy exhibit. It was 1974. His early style echoed the expressive figuration of his teachers.  
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in�psychologically charged actions in audience-less theatrical settings. These paintings 

are contiguous with countless personal journals and sketches he had saved from his 

childhood that, save for the backgrounds and double framing of theater and the sizes of 

the paintings, have the same outlook.     

 

       Figure 13. Guillermo Kuitca, Nadie Olvida Nada,  
Acrylic on wood, Buenos Aires, 1982�

 

In the 1982 acrylic on wood Nadie Olvida Nada (Nobody Forgets Anything) the 

viewer’s attention is first drawn to the lower left corner, which is the busiest. The size 

invites a closer inspection that reveals there is a violent scene about to happen. A 

standing figure, presumably a woman, most likely the mother of the infant tucked in a 

little bed sleeping, holds a black club above her head. She is about to strike the child and 
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judging by the relative sizes of child, woman and club, she will kill him/her. The 

characters are diminutive in relation to the dimensions of the represented space they are 

in and in relation to the size of the canvas. Two other figures, a man and a woman, share 

the space without directly interacting with the clubbing or each other. The man has his 

back to the viewer and holds a small ionic column. He resembles a light blue wire 

sculpture, the background can be seen through him. The man holds the column close to 

his body. His back tilted head and the relative position of the column’s upper capital 

suggest an embrace between two people of different heights. The woman, quite far to the 

left of the wire man is on all fours, naked and receding from view towards the wall. She 

has a slight tilt away from the center of the painting. This tilt and her spatial placement 

relative to the side wall into which she seems to be about to dissolve, give the figure a 

self-effacing drift. The walls and floor are painted in an intense, luminous red that gets 

brighter, almost incandescent at the center top of the painting, suggesting the presence of 

overhead theatrical lighting. The simplicity of the figures and their relative autonomy in 

the context of the work suggests reproducibility and/or modularity and the ritualized 

world of games and theater.  

The painting is part of a series called Nadie Olvida Nada (Nobody Forgets 

Anything) and in fact the figures are part of a cast that is present in the other paintings of 

the period which are also named Nadie Olvida Nada and in many works before and after. 

Looking at the works one after the other we see that the figures group, disband and meet 

up without ever acknowledging each other. The anti oedipal mother about to hit, the 
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woman with her back to the audience and the fellow with the column are the most 

recurrent figures, but sometimes they are joined by the bed from the clubbing scene 

without the child and the mother.  

 

 

Figure 14.  Guillermo Kuitca, Nadie Olvida Nada, 
Acrylic on wood, Buenos Aires, 1982 

 

The anti-oedipal mother had been used in an early 1982 drawing with other 

depictions of maternal violence. Kuitca called this work Anti Edipo in allusion not to the 

Deleuze-Guatari Classic which opposes Freud’s universalized theme, but to actual 

violence by a mother.    
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Figure 15.  Guillermo Kuitca, Antiedipo,  
Tempera on paper, Buenos Aires, 1982 

 

The woman giving her back to the audience is present in many works as a token 

of submission, vulnerability, and exposure. It is always a black-haired woman, or many 

black haired women in black skirts or naked, sometimes walking sometimes on all fours, 

always marching into the distance, back or backs turned to a viewer who can see 

her/them without being seen. The man with the column has been described by Kuitca as 

symbolizing the rapport between Latin American art and European Culture. In many 

works (for example in Mar Dulce, see illustration below), the fellow (lower right corner) 

attempts to have sex with it.  Kuitca referred to it in an interview with Robert Farris 

Thompson “it’s impossible to penetrate the column, it’s cold and unyielding, but he’s 

trying to fuck it anyway [as] an ultimate symbol of the West.”  (Farris Thompson, 1999, 

p. 3)  
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Figure 16. Guillermo Kuitca, El mar dulce, Acrylic on canvas, Buenos Aires, 1985   

 

Another series from the early eighties, Mar Dulce, retains all the figures from 

Nadie Olvida Nada and adds a new one: It is a simplified version of an image from the 

famous sequence of Sergei Eisenstein’s 1925 film The Battleship Potemkin in which a 

baby stroller careens down the Odessa Staircase. In this painting (figure 5), which is 

individually named Mar Dulce like the series, the image is depicted as a projection onto a 

screen inside a stage at the center of the painting. The scene is going to appear in the first 

maps, juxtaposed with the map of Odessa.  

It is a motif charged with autobiographical significance and locality: The work is 

called Mar Dulce (Sweet Sea) which is the name the De La Plata River was given by the 

Spanish explorer who discovered it in 1516, Juan Diaz de Solis. In Spanish the term for 

fresh water is “agua dulce”. The De La Plata river is so wide one coast cannot be seen 



74 

 

 

 

from the opposite one, so Solis called it Mar Dulce. The auspicious sweetness of the 

name was going to originate a historic inside joke in Argentina since shortly after 

christening the river the explorer and his men were eaten by the local Charrúas. The 

subject of Argentina as a disappointing promised land is connected by Kuitca with the 

immigration of his own Ukranian Jewish grandparents in the early 1900s. Like millions 

of other Europeans escaping war, poverty and discrimination, Kuitca’s grandparents had 

entered Argentina via the same Rio de la Plata (Duville, 2009, p. 5). Kuitca also mentions 

Eisenstein’s falling stroller in reference to the death of his uncle when Kuitca was an 

infant (Herzog, 2006, p. 1). Potent as it is the image might hold its own: as war rages an 

unattended baby falls down the stairs and dies. It is significant, though, that these links 

are inscribed in the title and constantly referenced by Kuitca and his commentators. It is 

the phenomenological specificity of the inception of this image, its real personal 

psychological traction, its real cultural coordinates and its factual correlations that give 

Kuitca’s discursive formation its “regime of truth” and its temporal configuration: an 

indexical record of real incidences.       

Two of the motifs, the turned back woman or women and the man with the 

column vary greatly in their different appearances. The anti oedipal mother and the 

stroller only change size and color. The figures retain a conspicuous autonomy. Their 

proliferation, absence and juxtaposition across the many works that Kuitca produced 

under the title give their interaction a mix of systematicity and contingency. These areas 

of concern, these recurrent issues traverse the framing of theater, painting and 
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institutional setting without establishing the formal need for a tacit author tied to certain 

contents. The images’ interdependence or discursive articulation remains open to the 

contingent moment of encounter with the viewer. No narrative individualizes them or 

compromises their availability.      

 

C. Wuppertal and the factual  

The year 1982 is the next to last year of the dictatorship and the year of the 

Malvinas (Falklands) war which greatly contributed to the end of military rule. The two 

series produced at the time have been associated by many commentators with the 

Desaparecidos, the state-sponsored terrorism and in general to the roaring convulsion of 

those years in Buenos Aires. In interviews Kuitca who keeps a certain distance from 

Kuitca the artist, has considered this connection as “possible”(Szperling, 2009, p. 2). 

Kuitca has given analogous answers to these questions over the years.   

There is a wish to keep at bay that which could deprive the work of its inaugural, 

performative quality. The multiplication of frames helps this process by way of boxing 

and preserving its singularity time and again instead of integrating it in the common 

narrative/virtual space of the painting. The single figures are in each case brought out to 

interact with the rest of the composition in a way, for the first time. It is as though the 

spelling out of the narrative held a dangerous banalizing effect. The figures were placed 

in a limbo that preserved the polysemic potential of the inaugural present (the figures 

would only start interacting once the viewer was there) from the single inflection of a 
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determined narrative, in a certain place, in a certain context. Some paintings, though, 

seemed to make very concrete political statements.   

 

 
 

Figure 17. Guillermo Kuitca, Nadie Olvida Nada,  
Acrylic on wood, Buenos Aires, 1982  

 

“It was never my first intention to make a political statement. … I admit the 

possible crossover between the geo-political implications of the map and the historical 

facts.”(Duville, 2009, p. 4). Despite these protestations the possibility lingered that the 

separation and narrative postponement, particularly the work in Figure 16 were in fact 

part of a narrative of oppression and arbitrariness that afflicted the figures and did not 

save them from squandering their polysemic potential before their next encounter with 

the public. The possibility more than lingered that this was Argentina, that these were the 
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effects of the repression. Would an open acknowledgement of this specificity close the 

work within a regional innocence? What could be done to avoid this? Why was this 

relevant? Was it at all necessary for these infinitely exposed figures like fallen leaves not 

to be urgently and incontrovertibly young victims of the repression in order to be 

something else somewhere else? Was it not better to make them as polyhydric concrete 

figures?  

Kuitca usually foregrounds the experiential specificity or the particular lived 

situations that have occasioned his work. He points to the instances of incidence of 

thoughts and realizations. Such is the temporal logic of his self-presentation. Subjective 

traction is found in moments of self-evidence and irreducible specificity and not 

interpreted but transcribed or transposed. The arches, the temporality linking the moment 

of inception and its inscription in Kuitca’s dialogue and work always jump over intention, 

ideology, historicity and locality so that the mediation between recalled and represented 

is discursively minimized. This narrative of turning points has several landmark moments 

that recur in interviews and critical texts. The Nadie Olvida Nada series always brings to 

the conversation one of the most salient features of this auto biographical saga. It is his 

1980 trip to Wuppertal, Germany, in which a 19 year old Kuitca introduced himself to the 

choreographer Pina Bausch (Solingen, 1940-2009).  

Bausch, who had studied in New York with José Limón and Paul Taylor, had a 

very successful series of performances in Buenos Aires in the 1980s. Her Tanztheater 

Wuppertal presented several works that combined emotional acting, a disjointed narrative 
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structure punctuated by fragmentation and repetition and spectacular stage design made 

of real objects. For Carnations the stage was covered with a layer of dirt in which 

hundreds of carnations were inserted; for Palermo Palermo a 12 foot cement-free brick 

wall between audience and dancers had to be assembled and toppled right at the 

beginning of each performance. For Arien the stage was filled knee high with water.  

Several vignettes involving one or more dancers were presented simultaneously on stage. 

The dance movement was peppered with regular walking and vivid facial gesturing. 

Classic ballet was frequently invoked as an oppressive negative model: in a signature 

passage from Carnations a ballet teacher stands and applies all his weight on the knees of 

several crossed legged students, a cruel technique that traditional ballet teachers used to 

enhance the flexibility and rotation of the students’s legs.      

Kuitca was among the many people who went to see her performances in Buenos 

Aires. He was transfixed by them. In a matter of weeks he embarked on what he 

describes as a life-changing trip (Szperling, 2009). He sold two paintings and bought 

himself a plane ticket to Germany. Upon his arrival in Wuppertal he offered his services 

to the company and ended up working as a stage-hand for several months. During his stay 

he had the chance to study Pina Bausch’s work, her rapport with the dancers, the way she 

created pieces and her ideas. What interested Kuitca the most was the way Bausch 

intertwined art and life, maximizing the presence of the latter in the former. She 

composed pieces out of dialogues about the real life of her dancers. She gave a central 

role to the lived experience of the members of her company, as inscribed in their bodies, 
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presence and movement. Kuitca was taken by her staging of “just walking” (Farris 

Thompson, 1999, p. 5) in her choreographies and the degree to which the choreographer 

practiced a "simple figurative delimiting of scenic spaces" (Kuitca’s words, reference). 

Kuitca admired an authorial intervention that centered on what people show at a non 

discursive level. The fact that no narrative or a purposely dysfunctional one, was put 

forward by Bausch was particularly appealing.  

 

D. Kuitca’s pre-coded diagrams 

Kuitca, save a few exceptions, will start by placing these pre-coded diagrams 

(maps, floor plans, sitting arrangements) deep in the illusionistic space of his works and 

gradually bring them forward until they reached their definitive place: the picture plane. 

If the figures of his pre diagrammatic work were forcefully kept away from the narratives 

and opinions they seem to imply with the staging of discontinuity and contingency, the 

diagrammatic work will make a much stronger effort in this sense. The sentimentality, 

political literalness and temporal gamble will be fiercely avoided, as shown in the 

following quotes.  

I think that my work with space (consists in just indicating) a point or 
simply to bring about an interaction between something very small and 
something very large. Perhaps a map is, among many other things, the 
location of a minute element within a larger context, at some point, that 
small figure between gigantic walls had something to do with the map.  
(Herzog, 2006, p. 7).  
Pina Bausch said something that struck me a lot – she said that in dance 
walking was enough. That was a kind of minimalist thinking that I 
understood profoundly. Sometimes walking is enough. To see that on 
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stage, with the characters just walking, not jumping or doing dance steps, 
made me ask myself: How can I make my work from that point of view?  
(Herzog, 2006, p. 7)  
Generally the places I used (for my maps) were not very familiar. They 
were places I hadn’t seen, places for which I had very few references of 
any kind. They were places where the map could be allowed to do its work 
in its maximum quality as a map. In other words, they would not be 
substitutes for something else, the map would be that walking about which 
Pina Bausch spoke. (Szperling, 2009, p. 4) 
 

The liberation of the map from its specific correlatives is presented as analogous 

to “just walking” in Bausch’s work. The map asks for a factual, non discursive, truthful 

status. It aspires to “just representing”. Before I elaborate this question I would like to 

consider the progressive development of diagrammatic representation in the works of 

Kuitca.   

This progression of the blueprints, maps and floorplans follows a Greenbergian 

path of advancement from receding illusionistic space to the picture plane. Also as in the 

Greenbergian narrative, the maps start diagramming by invading representational space. 

In this case, though, objects do not get disfigured, stylized or fragmented by abstraction 

(or in this case mapping)14. We don’t see figures afflicted or generated by abstraction like 

we saw in Modernism (see fig 17). In the first map it is   

 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
14 T.J. Clark in his 2002 article Modernism, Postmodernism and Steam described modernism’s 

encounter with form thus: “It was a kind of internal exile, a retreat into the territory of form; but form was 
ultimately a crucible, an act of aggression, an abyss into which all the comfortable "givens" of the culture 
were sucked and then spat out” (Clark, 2002, p. 172).  
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Figure 18. Kasimir Malevich, Running Man, 1932-34;  
Oil on canvas,  Musee National d'Art Moderne, Paris. 

 
 

Objects are pushed or covered rather than transformed or subjugated by the 

constraints of a standardized and stylized rendering. People leave Kuitca’s work forever 

but they never look like diagrams, they are not modified by abstract form as the figures of 

modernism were. Traditionally, since Russian Formalism, these formal modifications 

have been associated with the industrious perplexity with which historical agency incites 

itself. More recently Gayatri Spivak has coined the phrase “productive bafflement” 

(Spivak, 1999, p. 273) and defined it as a bewilderment desire uses to provoke itself. In 

all these cases the given is questioned, problematized or made uncomfortable, and a tacit, 

restitutive alternative is floated. But Kuitca’s diagrams don’t importune the objects or 

share the narrative with them. They represent a superior, substitutive order that never 

negotiated.   

The inclusion of a blueprint or a map in the illusionistic space of a painting can be 

a rhetorical recourse without disturbing illusionistic. The map of the Netherlands 
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included in the background of The Art of Painting by the Dutch painter Johanness 

Vermeer (1632-1635) serves, in conjunction with the title, to epitomize the painter’s 

descriptive skills. But in Kuitca the diagrammatical does not enter into dialogue with the 

narrative. This becomes clear in the following works showed in chronological order.  

 

 

 

 
 

 

                  Figure 19. Guillermo Kuitca, Bluebeard, Oil on Canvas, Buenos Aires, 1985  
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            Figure 20. Guillermo Kuitca, Untitled, Acrylic on Canvas, Buenos Aires, 1986 
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Figure 21. El Mar Dulce, 1986 
Acrylic on canvas / Acrílico sobre tela 
70 1/4 x 109 1/4 inches / 180 x 280 cm 
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Figure 22. Guillermo Kuitca, Untitled, Acrylic on canvas, Buenos Aires,1988 
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Figure 23. Guillermo Kuitca, Planta Roja,  
Acrylic on canvas, Buenos Aires, 1988 
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     Figure 24. Guillermo Kuitca, Grand Crown of Thorns,  
Acrylic on Canvas, Buenos Aires, 1989 
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    Figure 25. Untitled, 1993 
Oil and acrylic on paper  

32 x 46 inches / 81.3 x 116.8 cm 
 
 
 

 
 

         Figure 26. Untitled, 1995 
Mixed media on canvas  

74 x 82 inches / 188 x 208.3 cm 
 
  

The trip to the picture plane in Kuitca suppresses illusion, but a non totally tamed 

painterliness makes it present in absence. And then it gets busy with diagrams, floor 

plans, maps and a systematicity. The last two maps contain a mixed and invented data. 
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The diagrams in the picture plane will constitute an enduring place, self-commensurate, 

procedural, present, complete, integral and in dialogue with an already obtained truth.  

After the diagrams had reached the picture plane, the lines of the maps and floor 

plans were sometimes codified with figurative patterns. In Grand Crown of Thorns (fig 9) 

the floor plan of a house is depicted with a spiked line that suggests thorns or barbed 

wire. The shape itself is not modified, and the spatial assignments remain discreet.    

There is a painting, though, in which although the diagrammatic stays on the 

surface (somewhat small), geometric forms actually do invade the illusionistic space like 

in the Malevich. It is called The Holy Family (figure 10). In it the holy family has been 

obliterated by a stellar polyhedron, severe and seemingly made of concrete.  The scene 

gains a theatrical gravitas with the inclusion of an empty and properly placed (if it was a 

CD cover, that’s where the DG title would be) Deutches Gramophon level.  
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    Figure 27. Guillermo Kuitca, Holy Family, Acrylic on canvas, 1989 
73.3 x 71.4 inches, Private collection, Stockholm 

.      

In general, though, Kuitca’s geometry remains diagrammatic and on the surface, 

on the picture plane. The systematicity of Kuitca’s maps presents the viewer with a 

morphological, structural activity that interrupts any possibility of transcendence and 

forgets it is in a painting.  

In his early works Kuitca sought to protect the experiential from potentially 

reductive articulations (following what he saw in Pina Bausch) but the paintings would 

relapse to locality. The figures transgressed their assigned roles as truthful starters of 

polysemic flux and gravitated to the nearest floating narrative. A sharper discursive break 



91 

 

 

 

was needed. The regulations of diagrammatic representation, those that pertain to 

integrity, systematic coherence, truth, epistemological awareness, transcontextual value 

and power, will be deployed in a decisive way so that locality, muffled, will fuel, but not 

interrupt. By the time the paintings affect a common “present” with the viewer (and the 

world), no excess of locality would occlude the sight of an integral coherence or dispute 

the determinations of the conditions of reception.  Just like the context of production of 

the piece will be inscribed as a past factual origin, the future will be marked by a bow to 

the factual conditions of reception, not by a declared Telos. The connection to the future 

will be mediated by a discursive preemption of error and reduction. This marks a 

powerful contrast with Tucumán Arde and Diego Rivera.         
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4. Diego Rivera 

 

The case of Rivera is singular. He renounced Cubism to dedicate himself first to a 

pious populist mysticism with political overtones and then to an overtly political art. This 

was concomitant with the renouncing of abstraction for a figuration which always kept a 

vacancy, a neatness and a dismayed lack of pathos in which Octavio Paz and most critics, 

saw an academic didacticism (Paz, 1987, p. 5). Since he did not inscribe conditions of 

possibility in his address to the public, his rhetoric of lack was frequently seen as just a 

lack. Could he not produce the logic, the foundation of his work? The sections A and B 

of this Chapter on Rivera revisit his Cubist period in reference to conditions of 

possibility. The sections C to K concern his muralist years, the initial mystical 

remoteness imposed by Vasconcelos and the subsequent radicalizing that starts with the 

break up and refashioning of the Muralist Movement as a combative force and ends up in 

the Mural “La Historia de Mexico”. I revisit this mural, which frequently has been 

regarded, by scholars like Leanard Folgarait, as the mean or obtuse underside of site 

specificity, and consider the extent of Rivera’s contiguity with oppression, power or 

ideology. (Folgarait, 1998, p. 34). Is there a way, short of Rivera providing either an un-

controversially established truth or a neutral, projective, inclusive, do-it-your-self, time-

sensitive mural, for his work to be anything other than a disciplinary imposition? The 

image of the “present” in the mural does come close to being, discursively, a neutral 

parade of re adjustable allegories, of vacant signifiers, but in the last section of the mural, 

Rivera establishes a rapport with a desired future and change. 
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A. Diego Rivera Cubist, before the murals 

Rivera starts his European experience in Spain. His main referent there was the 

realist Eduardo Chicharro who was oblivious to both politics and the avant-garde. After 

one year in Spain, Rivera travelled to Paris in 1909 with the Spanish writer Ramon de 

Valle Inclan. A revision of the paintings Rivera produces in his first years in Paris, where 

he moved towards the end of 1909, shows him cultivating not the current trends but a 

belated, crafty impressionism. A good example of such work is House over the Bridge, 

which was painted in a trip to Holland shortly after he arrived in Paris.  

 

 

      Figure 28. Diego Rivera, House over the Bridge,  
1909, Oil on Canvas 
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Rivera showcases his study of art history and his proficient mimetic skills: the 

afternoon gloom is depicted in lineless shrubbery, reflective water and glistening mossy 

walls.   

The literary acquaintances Inclan had in Paris soon lead Rivera to parties and 

gatherings of the Parisian avant-garde. He befriends Max Jacob, André Salmón, Amedeo 

Modigliani, Seurat, Braque and Picasso himself. The friendship with Picasso and the 

semi approval of the group’s intellectual leader, the writer, critic and poet Guillaume 

Apollinaire protected him for a while from the contentiousness of the local scene.  

It is in 1912 and under the influence of Signac and Seurat that Rivera’s work 

starts to announce a cubist turn with the apparition of geometric fragmentation. His first 

cubist Landscape, View of Toledo (See figure 2) has the cold, choky palette and 

geometric vocation of the pointillists. Geometry seems to crisp the landscape, stylize the 

lines and simplify the volumes. The painting recreates a much older view of Toledo by El 

Greco and was painted during a visit to the city that preceded Rivera’s plunge into a 

decidedly non mimetic cubism. Rivera’s reassuring recall of El Greco’s formal 

inventiveness and independence was accompanied by several canvasses engaging the 

city’s buildings. In these monochrome paintings, the intricate medieval architecture of 

Toledo (see figure 3) seems to provide Rivera’s cubism with an ancestral nod.  
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Figure 29. El Greco, View of Toledo, (oil on canvas, 1597)�

 

Figure 30. Diego Rivera, Vista de Toledo. 1912. Oil on canvas. 
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Figure 31. Diego Rivera, El puente de San Martín, Oil on canvas,1912 
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Figure 32. Diego Rivera, Dos Mujeres, Oil on Canvas, 1914 
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Two years later the fragmentation has increased dramatically and instead of 

simplified shapes there is a frenzy of divided planes. Not everywhere, though. In Dos 

Mujeres the geometric subdivisions recede in space, have a toned down self -effacement 

and stay away from the space between the women. The two figures are rendered in lively 

color. Their large, clearly delineated shapes occupy a well established foreground. The 

belabored poses and mutual attention cast them away from the general viral onset of 

anonymous intricacy. Although the women exhibit a certain geometric stylization the 

bulk of their figures is well defined, fully fleshed out. They are not going to succumb to 

abstraction any time soon. Instead of being the minimally recognizable products of a 

phenomenal process, instead of forms in the act of becoming or being taken apart, the 

figures are stable, they are characters asserting their presence in an everyday scene. This 

is emphasized by the portrayal of gestures. The woman in blue cocks her head forward, 

the one in white has just closed her book and looks into the void as if waiting for an 

interruption to pass.       
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   Figure 33. Diego Rivera, Portrait of a Painter  
(Portrait of Zinoviev), Oil on canvas, 1913 

 

In Portrait of Zinoviev from 1913 we again see a very well defined conventional 

spatial situation with a tonally nuanced gray background that stays a background and a 

more chromatic and warmer figure that despite the onion layer-like treatment of the 

clothes sits in the foreground, relatively unencumbered by formal rigors. The cubist 

ambiguation is more than a slight disturbance only in one very localized place, the head 

of the sitter. In the cubism of Braque and Picasso the toning down of the palette affects 

objects and background alike. Shallow, fragmented and ambiguous spatial planes activate 

the whole painting, creating a busy overall interdependence. Frequently the paintings 
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offer an almost undifferentiated black and ochre mesh, an epistemological scaffolding, 

within which black and ochre fragmented figures and objects are seen gaining definition 

as natural products of a process. The outer layer of metaphoric import becomes ontology. 

The instantiation of these conditions of possibility are no longer up to the artist, or they 

are but only insofar as she can fuse her agency with the “inner logic of Cubism” and 

present the work as a circumscribed empiricity.  

The head of Zinoviev by contrast comes to the scene fully formed, rendered with 

naturalistic color and shading in an almost neutral, receding conventional space. The 

coexistence of profile and frontal view (which brings to mind Giotto’s Meeting at the 

Golden Gate) without any clue to its own conditions of possibility, does not read as the 

product of a generative system inherent to the work in general but as an arbitrariness, a 

decision, a deformity or the product of a different world.   

In 1917, Apollinaire, who had been badly hurt in the war became less and less 

active. Picasso spent months in Rome with Jean Cocteau and Diaghilev for the 

presentation of the Ballet Parade and the critic Pierre Reverdy had become the new 

theoretical voice of Cubism. Reverdy saw Rivera’s cubism as derivative, mimetic and 

clearly opposed to what he thought was the “true” cubism: Inventive and self contained. 

Rivera was seen by his supporters as one of the finest cubist portraitists. Reverdy thought 

cubism and portraiture were incompatible, the one tried to capture the likeness of reality 

and the other to produce a transcendent reality. Rivera’s work was for him an aberration. 

These thoughts were published in magazine articles and disseminated in the Parisian 
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artistic milieu. A great animosity developed between the poet/critic and the painter (Paz, 

1987, p. 4). 

  

 

   Figure 34. Georges Braque,  Le Portugais (The Emigrant),  
Ceret [and Paris], Oil on canvas, 1912  
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                    Figure 35.  Diego Rivera: Zapatista Landscape (The Guerrilla), oil on canvas, 1915 

 

In Zapatista Lanscape from 1915, a painting Rivera refers to as «mi trofeo 

mejicano», my Mexican trophy (Marnham, 2000, p. 67), the painter presents a 

completely different approach. The work is not built around a geometrized bulky figure, 

but around an aggregated collage of textured, dissimilar cut paper-like objects that fill the 

silhouetted figure of Emiliano Zapata with the attributes of a Mexican agrarian guerrilla: 
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a rifle, a zarape, a sombrero and a leather belt. The aggregated symbols come together not 

to affect the natural or systematic constitution of a figure or an object but to epitomize 

several concepts in a single allegorical figure. The work deploys its acrostic logic not in a 

shallow, illusionistic space like the one in which according to Greenberg, Picasso and 

Braque started their cubist collages, but in an allusive space in which the bringing 

together of disparate fragments does not have to affect a plausible spatial configuration. 

The fragmentation is again selective. It does not present a formal naturalized regulation 

but, rather, an enhanced intentionality in its retreat. The rifle, almost as tall as the 

painting and unburdened by divisions, occupies a menacing, assertive foreground.   

Rivera’s Cubism was the subject of bitter disputes. The arguments brought forth 

in these disputes offer valuable material because they relate both to matters of inscription 

and the terms in which many decades later Gabriel Orozco will seek to establish a 

difference between himself and Rivera with phrases like “Identity is important, very 

important, but it has to manifest itself naturally” (Buchloh, 2009, p. 178). I will consider 

in the next section the question of natural Mexicanicity in Rivera’s Murals. But the issue 

of immanent inscription has surfaced also here, in the cubist Rivera. I discussed above 

how many of Rivera’s cubist works present their figures without the apparent 

constitutional support of an overall logic, without the metaphoric erasure of intention that 

an overall systematicity makes possible. His are figures that do not appear “naturally”. As 

the discussions regarding post Euclidian geometry and the fourth dimension swept the 

cubist scene, Rivera made a machine he called “La Chose” which was supposed to 
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represent the fourth dimension. No images survive of this contraption. It was described 

by his friend Haim Soutine as “a very strange and amusing construction with movable 

planes made of gelatin leaves “ (Marnham, 2000, p. 127). Reverdy and many others 

found it embarrassing and offensive. To make a didactic material contraption - toy - of 

such a treasured metaphor for the cubists was akin to a sacrilegious act, an abjection. For 

the scientific term Fourth Dimension to provide validation and metaphorical traction, it 

had to remain in transferential mode, fully invested and tacit.   

 

B. The transferential traction of the Fourth Dimension  

Apollinaire, who as I indicated above was the intellectual voice of the cubists, 

thought and proposed that at the core of the cubist project there was a new or a particular 

notion of geometry centered on the hypothesis of the Fourth Dimension. His descriptions 

of and references to the Fourth Dimension were always accompanied by tokens of his 

great enthusiasm for it. In his 1913 The Cubist Painters: Aesthetic Meditations he states, 

The new painters do not claim to be geometers any more than their elders. 
But one could say that geometry is for the plastic arts what grammar is for 
the writer. Now, today, scholars no longer hold to the three dimensions of 
Euclidean geometry. The painters have been led quite naturally, and, so to 
speak, by intuition, to preoccupy themselves with new possible measures 
of space which in the language of the modern studios are designated by 
the shorthand term “the fourth dimension”. Regarded from the plastic 
point of view, the fourth dimension appears to spring from the three 
known dimensions: it represents the immensity of space eternalizing itself 
in all directions at any given moment.  
As quoted in Tom Gibbons’s article “Cubism and the Fourth Dimention in 
the Context of Late Nineteen-Century and Early Twentieth-Century 
Revival of Occult Idealism” (Gibbons, 1981, p. 130). 

�
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The fourth dimension resonates here with a maximized relevance. The phrase is in 

the mouths of “today’s scholars” and in the vernacular of the “modern studios”.  

It is difficult to describe the inception of an association with structure and 

immanence. The very gesture towards them reveals the position of being not yet in their 

circle and might compromise the entitlement. In Apollinaire’s quote the way geometry 

comes to relevance in the world of the cubists is described with a meandering maneuver 

that first takes a humble detour (“the new painters do not claim…”) and then uses the 

impersonal and the conditional (“one” “could say”) guiding the reader to a place where 

the inception has not only happened, but has been revealed to be an inherent aspect of the 

plastic arts. The terms of this immanence (“geometry is for the plastic arts what grammar 

is for the writer”) are established in analogical structural terms: geometry is at least as 

inherent to the plastic arts as grammar is to writing. The move had been made unnoticed, 

and what is more, it was not necessary to reach out, geometry was there to begin with. 

But just in case there is still a semblance of forcefulness, Apollinaire states “The painters 

have been led quite naturally, and, so to speak, by intuition…”    

The fabled world of advanced geometry informs, in this explanation, the internal 

logic of cubism. A great effort goes into objectifying this world, triangulating the relation 

of cubism with its public through this validating place of knowledge and wonder, the 

Fourth Dimension. The good connectivity is facilitated by a blurring of the scene in 

which the cubists and The Fourth Dimension had merged, which is characterized by a 
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sudden unassuming familiarity. This underlying internal logic seems to dispel or ground 

choice and intention.  

Contrasting with all the plausible generative geometries inside and outside 

analytic Cubism, Rivera does not inscribe conditions of possibility in his work, which 

makes him an easy candidate for the losing sides of the oppositions transcendental/non 

transcendental and mimetic/symbolic. In their criticism of Rivera, authors like Paz and 

Revelry not only reaffirm the existence of these oppositions, but also rule out Rivera’s 

critical rejection of truth- mediated inscription. What could he have done to make this 

clear, to show that it was not his pre-symbolic locality that was keeping him from the 

overall geometric truth? Produce the objective conditions of his encounter with locality, 

which ostensibly he did not do. He never presented context as de-narrativized evidence. 

This extends to his self -presentation.   

Rivera describes his first years in fabulous terms in his autobiographic Mi Arte, 

Mi Vida. The extravagance of these vignettes shows not so much Rivera’s wish to 

deceive, which would require less hyperbole, but his tendency to address the public at a 

level inoperable without a certain degree of mutual subjective acquiescence.  

Among the claims of the book:  
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       Figure 36. Diego Rivera (sucking his thumb) and  
        his twin brother Carlos Maria in Guanajuato, 1887 

 

At the age of two his twin brother Jose Carlos Maria died of a reaction to breast 

milk. Their mother had barely survived giving birth to them and she had remained weak 

ever since. The death of Carlos Maria plunged Maria del Pilar into a deep depression. She 

loses weight and has several nervous breakdowns. At the urge of Dr. Arizamendi she 

starts taking classes and having activities outside the house. When Diego was two years 

old Antonia, his wet nurse, who loves him, tries to make up for the absence of the 

mother, who is depressed and hardly ever home, and the early death of his brother with 

special needs. Diego and Antonia develop a strong bond. Maria del Pilar, his mother, 

spends more and more hours outside the house. Diego’s sadness deepens, he starts to 

loose weigh and his parents send him on a therapeutic journey to a peaceful mountain 

village with Antonia. He ends up staying there for two years. Antonia is an expert 

herbalist and Diego is treated with special infusions. He learns also about the animals 

surrounding the village. In fact his knowledge and self- assurance are such that soon 
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Antonia allows him to roam in the woods unsupervised. In the village Spanish is hardly 

ever heard. Like Antonia all the villagers are Tarascan Indians. Diego learns Tarascan, 

stops wearing clothes and spends his days in the company of jaguars, snakes and birds. 

When after two years he comes back to Juanajuato his mother complains he has changed 

into an Indian.  

In 1890 Maria del Pilar is pregnant with Diego’s sister, also named Maria del 

Pilar. She tells Diego that his baby sister will arrive in a package delivered at the railway 

station. Indignant, the four year old hunts a pregnant she mouse "and opened its belly 

with his scissors in order to see whether there were small mice inside."  

In 1891 Diego’s aunt Totota who from the day he was born wanted to introduce 

him to the saints and Jesus, takes him, behind the back of the anticlerical Don Diego, to 

the local church of San Diego. Once inside, as Diego notices the rich décor Totota starts 

telling him the life of San Diego and referring to the devotional images inside the church 

as actual saints. Diego has a fit. He climbs the altar and gives a rousing speech. He states 

that the saints are made of wood and plaster and there is nothing special about them, that 

people shout not give contributions to the church which is rich and unfair, that it was 

irrational to think that God could stand on a cloud like he did in the painting above the 

altar. He crowns his speech by shouting at the top of his lungs that God does not exist. 

Totota and the attending parishioners are horrified. A tumultuous scene follows: Diego is 

doused with holy water, the local priest declares him to be the son of Satan, the old ladies 

in attendance pretend to faint, they cover their eyes and walk backwards. From that day 
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on it becomes common for the local believers to hide and close their doors and windows 

when Diego walks by. The episode unleashed a series of threats that eventually make the 

family move to Mexico City (Rivera, 1963). 

Needless to say, the text is full of lies. In most accounts (Octavio Paz, Patrick 

Marnham, Folgarait) the reason why the Riveras leave Guanajuato in 1892 for Mexico 

City is not political repression but economical hardship caused by his father’s failed 

business ventures.  

There are other fabrications. His participation in important battles of the 

revolution, his precocious sexual initiation (at 9 years old) with an American model, his 

occasional cannibalism, his devotion to Cezanne, way before he was known in Mexico, 

are some examples.  

 

C. Muralism, re thinking context 

In the years 1916-1917 the military attaché of the Mexican embassy was David 

Alfaro Siquieiros, a painter, fervent militant and veteran of the revolutionary army who 

believed easel painting to be an outmoded bourgeois extravagance. He cultivates Rivera’s 

friendship. The two artists spend long hours discussing art and politics. In one such night 

Rivera makes Siqueiro’s portrait. �

�
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�

Figure 37. Diego Rivera, Portrait of David Alfaro Siqueiros.  1921. �
Charcoal and red chalk on tan paper, 15-1/4 x 9-1/2" (38.8 x 24.4 cm).�

�

The government of the revolution, which I will discuss in the next section had the 

plan to implement a program of public murals and wanted Rivera, who by now is 

internationally known, to be part of it. Documents brought to light in 1995 by Clara 

Bargellini, (Bargellini, 1995, p. 185) an Italian researcher working at the Instituto de 

Investigaciones esteticas of the UNAM, indicate that Vasconcelos, the Mexican Minister 

of Education, in agreement with the writer Alfonso Reyes arranged the allocation of 

funds so that Rivera could spend time in Italy studying frescoes. Muralismo was 

imminent.    �
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D. Vasconcelos and Rivera  

The moment and circumstance of Rivera’ s embrace of the revolution are widely 

disputed. The passages from art to life and from fiction to reality are intensely twitched 

by Rivera’ s self account. Rivera claims to have been a politically conscious boy and to 

have embraced the revolution from its inception. On the other extreme Octavio Paz 

claims that it was long after joining the muralist project that Rivera radicalized and 

actively embraced the cause of social change. (Paz, 1987) 

It is clear that the last period in Europe was shaped by his break with Cubism, a 

heightened interest in Mexico and an ever increasing association with Mexican 

intellectuals, diplomats and education officials. His last European and first Mexican years 

were marked by the artist David Alfaro Siqueiros, the writer Alfonso Reyes, the 

education minister Jose Vasconcelos and a trip to Italy to study Frescoes bankrolled by 

Alfonso Reyes and the Mexican State. Several years before Vasconcelos, in his own 

account had envisioned the muralist project as he toured Italian churches himself. He 

wanted Rivera to walk on his footsteps so that he could help him implement the spiritual 

aspect of his educational project. Vasconcelos envisioned Muralism as a continuation of 

the work of the Christian Missionaries.15  

Rivera arrives in Mexico in July 1921, fresh from his Italian sixteen months 

sojourn, and shortly after travels with Vasconcelos to Yucatan. They visit the Mayan sites 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
15 “ The missionaries believed that they were saving not merely the bodies, but more importantly the 

souls of their students”  (Vasconcelos, 1963, p. 170)   
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of Chichen Itza and Uxmal where Rivera, as in Italy, studies and sketches under the 

official patronage of the revolutionary government. At this point Vasconcelos’ s plan to 

project a transcendental, remote vision of Mexican identity seemed compatible with 

Rivera’ s own positions.          

 

E. Frail institutional framework  

The Mexican Revolution Rivera came home to was by no means stabilized, but 

with the election of Alvaro Obregon there were new spaces for progressive artists and 

educators16. The government of Alvaro Obregon (1920-1924), being the first to be 

actually elected by popular vote, consolidated an epochal change. The revolutionary 

government gained official recognition by the US and the rest of the world. A sense that 

the Porfiriato was not coming back started to sink in. Obregon’ s presidency is widely 

seen as the beginning of the post revolutionary period. Intellectuals and bureaucrats 

started to generate plans and long time projections for the new institutional reality that at 

the same time invited and dampened social reform. As Garcia Canclini explains in 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
��
�The struggle had started in 1910 and it was not until 1917, that power was taken by a northern 

politician, Venustiano Carranza, who presided over a very fragile revolutionary coalition of contentious 
factions. Carranza himself had followed an intricate path of shifting alliances from his start as a city, state 
and federal representative for the state of Coahuila during the Porfiriato to supreme leader of La 
Revolucion, a post gained not through elections but through military gains and intricate arrangements. 
During Carranza’ s mandate some of the social causes that had initiated the movement were grafted onto the 
constitution of 1917, drafted by a national constitutional congress that convened in Queretaro. The 
Constitution followed a mix of Liberal and socialist principles. 16 Before the first democratically elected 
president of the revolution was inaugurated in 1920, the brutal factionalism of the insurrection had killed 
the main agrarian leader, Emiliano Zapata and the commander that had won the north, Pancho Villa. The 
struggle would continue during and after the administration of the elected president, Alvaro Obregon. Upon 
finding out the results of the election Carranza named an unknown civilian as his successor and Obregon 
took arms against him. Eventually Obregon prevailed and Carranza was killed as he tried to flee Mexico 
City. �
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Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity  “ Liberal principles are 

frequently not asked to describe reality but to give prestigious justification for the 

arbitrary exchange of favors and for the stable coexistence that the latter facilitates” . 

(Garcia Canclini, 2005, p. 70).    

Obregon was the first to start implementing, with great difficulty and in isolated 

places, the constitution of 1917 which contained articles that addressed Zapata’ s central 

issues. It passed into law the agrarian reform and the nationalization of all bodies of water 

(article 27). It modified the almost feudal working laws of the Porfiriato with the passage 

of article 123 which among other reforms instituted the eight hour working day, 

abolished child labor, created an arbitration board for worker grievances and made it 

legal for workers to go on strike. Social conditions improved only marginally. The new 

social laws were resisted and could only be applied where local authorities and labor 

forces were radicalized. In fact the social reforms, nationalization of resources and re 

distribution of land that the constitution had made into law were only implemented in a 

significant way much later in the mid thirties by President Lázaro Cárdenas. The post 

revolutionary government and the promulgation of the constitution opened new fields of 

contention, in the two senses of the word.  Diego Rivera’ s was very much involved in 

that contention. His historical murals celebrate Zapata as a past hero, but also as a desired 

future.  This was a Zapata who had established contact with the most radical anarchism of 

past generations and whose Tierra y Libertad credo was the most uncompromising pulse 

of that very vast and diversified puzzle that was the Mexican Revolution. But also he was 
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part of the institutional disputes in which laws and edicts might and might not pass, a 

state secretary could or could not hold office, internal factions of the insurgency could or 

could not gain power. This was a struggle of construction and agency, remote inspiration 

and argumentative litigation. The Institutionalized Revolution had not yet settled into its 

later form in which argumentative litigation occluded construction and agency.  

 

 

F. Vasconcelos and his supervised apocatastasis   

Vasconcelos era anti-intelectualista. Filósofo de la intuición, considera que 

la emoción es la única facultad capaz de aprehender el objeto (Paz, 1950, 

p. 58)  (Vasconcelos was an anti-intelectual. Like all Philosophers of 

Intuition he sees in emotion the only faculty that can aprehend the object)  

 

Without ever abandoning a Mystical dimension altogether, Rivera progressively 

added a topical, partisan addressing of current events. This focus on the present context 

eventually separated him from Vasconcelos.  Vasconcelos describes the historical events 

he himself participates in, the revolution and the implementation of vast educational 

programs, not in terms of history but of Christian eschatology. As Paz indicates in the 

quote above, Vasconcelos rejects reason as a non sensual, wingless, abjection. This will 

shape the way he envisioned the Mural program and its address of the Mexican people. 

His central notion is that the Mexican, and by extension the Iberian American are a 
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“ Cosmic Race” .  This cosmic race is part of a narrative that for him is fueled by the 

present Mexican people. They are the real version of a transcendental story they cannot 

grasp. The actuality of the Mexican struggle is of no interest to him.  He rejects history. 

He deems Hegel and the project of a philosophy grounded in history “ a monstrosity”  that 

is only alive because of the current “ Marxist fad” .   

In his most celebrated book, La Raza Cósmica. Misión de la Raza Iberoamericana 

(The Cosmic Race. The Mision of the Iberoamerican Race) (Vasconcelos, 1926), 

Vasconcelos presents a general vision that would grant him a permanent place in the 

discussions of Latin American identity: the supremacy of the Mestizo Race over all the 

other races, particularly the “ Saxon” . His exalted narrative extends to the past: presenting 

an idealized origin of which even the Aztecs are an impure version; and to the future: 

announcing the advent of a “ fifth race” , product of the mix of all the races which will in 

Christian fashion return the past plenitude. The revolution for Vasconcelos is a step 

towards and a sign of this plenitude, but the real closure is yet to come. The declamatory, 

romantic text includes many anti “ cold rationality”  statements. The declared negative 

other of the Cosmic Race is Positivism and the aesthetically blind Saxon. Echoes of La 

Raza Cosmica could be found in revolutionary and emancipatory narratives for decades 

to come. The affirmation of the mestizo race, the faith in a future glory and the opposition 

to the cold, inhuman rational North are, in the literature of Vasconcelos, made in the 

name of a transcendental, remote and esoteric place of arrival in reference to which social 

and educational improvements were instrumental, but secondary. His idealized mestizo 



116 

 

 

 

was not the current mestizo, but one that was in formation, one that could only intuitively 

be seen in instantiations of beauty. For the influential Peruvian political thinker Jose 

Carlos Mariategui, the “ mestizage”  recommended by Vasconcelos, “ is not precisely the 

mixture of Spanish, Indian and African that has taken place in the continent. It is a 

purifying fusion and re-fusion”  (Mariategui, 1971, p. 278) In Vasconcelos’ s romantic, 

mystical notion the aim is a race produced by the transubstantiated cosmos, the product 

of a divine and universal generality bigger than any meta-narrative. Even when his 

campaigns of literacy and improvement of public education were ground breaking he had 

a thoroughly paternalistic view of the Mexican people and frequently equated the role of 

educators with that of missionaries.  The current meztizo was an actuality testifying to the 

truth of Christian eschatology.  

 

G. A putative Quetzalcoatl  

The paternalistic streak found instantiations in his approach to pre Columbian 

history, which he centered on the exaltation of the figure of Quetzalcoatl. Quetzalcoatl, 

the Man-God who according to Mesoamerican tradition was an educator, a force for 

reform and science, a redemptive force, was also the one who had guided the people to 

the Promised Land. As soon as he is designated as Secretario de Educación Pública 

(Secretary of Public Education) Vasconcelos commissions four wooden doors for the 

corners of the Secretary’ s patio. Each door presents a bas relief of what Vasconcelos 

considered a universal pantheon of civilizing missionaries: Plato, Buddha, Bartolomé de 



117 

 

 

 

las Casas and Quetzalcoatl. The embrace of a messianic Quetzacoatl, like the embrace of 

remote Mexicanicity constitutes not only an implicit demoting of the actual Mexican. It 

also puts in place a putative arbiter, a projected savor that, with his intuitional sway and 

passion will identify the plenitude and beauty to which the masses have to be lifted. The 

custodial grabbing of Quetztalcoatl by Vasconcelos also reinstates the equivocal use of 

the myth by the Spanish conquerors. The mediation of the divine and the administration 

of the transcendental were essential in Vasconcelos’ s vision. The scene concocted by 

Vasconcelos always presented the mestizo as a natural wonder in which those who 

understand and foster the “ object of the continent” , particularly Vasconcelos himself, can 

see the announcement of “ the true Christian promised land”  (Vasconcelos, 1963, p. 49) . 

The actual Mexican is for Vasconcelos the present, concrete manifestation of the eternal. 

He was very concerned about the potential loss of transcendentality that treating the 

people as more than a walking allegory for Christian truth might bring. 

 

H. Shared remoteness   

There was an initial shared enthusiasm between Rivera and Vasconcelos. The 

mystical remoteness of the minister had not entered into conflict with the more directly 

political concerns that would characterize Rivera’ s art later or these more political 

concerns were just not there yet, as Octavio Paz suggests. In fact the very first mural 

Rivera paints for Vasconcelos‘s program, Creacion, is a universalist allegory of creation 

on the walls of a public high school. It contains no direct reference to social struggle.   



118 

 

 

 

 

 

  Figure 38. Diego Rivera, Creation. 1922-3. Encaustic and gold leaf.  
Anfiteatro Simón Bolívar,  Escuela Nacional Preparatoria,  

Colegio de San Ildefonso, Mexico City, Mexico 
 

Rather than using fresco, Rivera employs pigments melted in hot wax (encaustic) 

that he keeps from solidifying with a blowtorch. The work includes another rarity: 

highlights in gold leaf, which give it a Byzantine outlook. Placed in intense, almost too 

lenient dialogue with the architecture of the school, the work is painted on a receding 

niche surrounded by an arched wall.  In the mural the initial thrust of energy seems to 

emanate from a Giottesque celestial semi-circle on the highest point of the arch. The 

semi-circle includes three hands pointing to the sides and down. The hand on the right 

points to a naked male figure. The hand on the left points to a naked female figure. The 

woman and the man are placed at the bases of the arch and look back and up to several 
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anthropomorphic allegorical figures of the arts on the sides of the arch. In the receding 

central area of the composition a Christ-like male figure with outstretched arms appears 

to germinate out of a pyramid of corn. Intertwined in the leafy base of the corn pyramid 

the symbol of all four evangelists can be discerned. The figures in the mural present all 

the races. There is no hint of the revolution. The central figure appears to represent the 

mythical fifth race imagined by Vasconcelos, rebirthing from the fertile Latin American 

soil.  

After the completion of the mural in 1923, Vasconcelos gave Rivera an official 

post in the Secretary of Education: Head of the Department of Plastic Crafts. His first 

project in this new capacity was to develop the mural program for the new building of the 

Ministery in the center of Mexico City. It was a gigantic undertaking. By the time it was 

finished in 1928, Rivera and his assistants had made more than two hundred individual 

frescos.           

 

I. Drifting apart, the re-foundation of the Muralist Project 

The kinship was soon going to diminish and eventually evolve into mutual 

disapproval. The crisis that the Obregon presidency suffered in 1923 was a big factor.  

One of the most pro-agrarian reform governors, Felipe Carrillo Puerto of Yucatan, was 

killed by the forces of Adolfo de la Huerta. De la Huerta, ex governor of the state of 

Sonora, ex general of the revolution and interim president between Carranza and 

Obregon was Obregon’ s minister of Commerce. He was also a nationalist leader very 
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popular among the most conservative generals of the revolutionary army. The killing of 

Carrillo Puerto moved a prominent labor leader, Luis Morones, to take action. He 

demanded direct action of the government against de la Huerta and his followers and he 

incited organized labor to mobilize nationwide. A de la Huerta senator, Fidel Jurado was 

killed. The killings brought about two very public and very contrasting reactions from 

Rivera and Vasconcelos. Vasconcelos, indignant regarding the killing of Jurado, 

presented his resignation to Obregon. Rivera, outraged about the killing of Carrillo Puerto 

published a document in the radical journal El Machete17 that refashioned the muralist 

movement as a combative force for social change.  

 

Figure 39. Tina Modotti. Campesinos reading  
“ El Machete”  silver print, Mexico City1928 

 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
17 El Machete was a weekly published by the Union of Revolutionary Painters, Sculptors and 

Engravers, founded by Siqueiros in 1923. It would later become the official organ of Mexico's Communist 
Party  
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This is a partial transcription of the introduction: 

Social, Political, and Aesthetic Declaration from the Syndicate of 
Technical Workers, Painters, and Sculptors to the indigenous races 
humiliated through centuries;  
To the soldiers converted into hangmen by their chiefs; to the workers and 
peasants who are oppressed by the rich; and to the intellectuals who are 
not servile to the bourgeoisie: … you, Indian soldier, heroically abandon 
your land and give your life in the eternal hope of liberating your race 
from the degradation and misery of centuries. … . We repudiate so-called 
easel art and all such art which springs from ultra-intellectual circles, for it 
is essentially aristocratic. We hail the monumental expression of art 
because such art is public property. We proclaim that this being the 
moment of social transition from a decrepit to a new order, the makers of 
beauty must invest their greatest efforts in the aim of materializing an art 
valuable to the people; and our supreme objective in art, which is today an 
expression for individual pleasure, is to create beauty for all, a beauty that 
enlightens and steers to struggle.  (Traba, 2005, p. 65) 
 

Rivera and the muralists looked to establish a new context for art, a place outside 

the museums and their previous easel work that would be more than an objective outpost. 

The manifesto is forceful and extravagant in declaring its intention: “ to create beauty that 

enlightens and stirs to struggle” . But it does not rule out failure “ invest their greatest 

efforts in the aim of materializing… ”  the future is not established as a transcendental 

destiny but posited as a desire. Their gesture towards context is a bet and a wish, not a 

recourse to factuality.   

 

 

 



122 

 

 

 

J. Rivera’ s path to the palace: Mystic universalism, evangelic class struggle, 

revolutionary germination, national history  

In the long years Rivera spent on the Secretary of Education project, (1923-1928) 

his work underwent several changes. He embraced fresco, parted with Vasconcelos, 

became a member of the Communist Party, started to address current events topically, 

began to include concrete characters of the revolution in his works, worked 

simultaneously (from 1925 to 1926) on the murals of the school of agriculture (in the ex 

chapel of Chapingo) and towards the end, shifted his attention to a more general 

investigation of Mexican history.   

In the first frescoes made for the Secretary of Education, which were made right 

after “ Creación”  Rivera intertwined social exploitation with biblical imagery (Fig 35)  
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 Figure 40. Diego Rivera, From the cycle: Political Vision  
of the Mexican People (Court of Labor): Exit  from the Mine.  

1923. Fresco. Ground floor, East wall.   
Secretary of Education, Mexico City, Mexico 
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In the school of agriculture which functioned at the ex Chapingo Chapel, frescoes 

allegorizing the geological and biological evolution of the earth were paired with a 

romantic account of the agrarian reform. The series starts with idyllic images of people 

and crops, continues with the interruption of this harmony by capital, the church and the 

army (Fig 36) and culminates in the sacrifice of the workers and revolutionaries for the 

earth and the people. 

 

 

Figure 41. Diego Rivera, Subterranean Forces, 1926, 
Universidad Autonoma de Chapingo, Mexico 
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Figure 42.  Diego Rivera, The enslaving of the earth Fresco.  
Chapel, West wall, Autonomous University of Chapingo, Mexico1926-7.  

 
 

 

Figure 43. Diego Rivera, The Blood of the Revolutionary Martyrs 
Fertilizing the Earth. 1926-7. Fresco. 2.44 x 4.91. Chapel, East wall, Autonomous 
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In The Blood of the Revolutionary Martyrs Fertilizing the Earth (fig 5) the serene 

dead bodies of Zapata and the agrarian ideologue Otilio Montaño help the sun grow corn.  

The last frescoes of the Secretary of Education, following more of an urban, editorial 

style, present satirical vignettes of current public figures and testify to the deep divide 

between Vasconcelos and Rivera.   

 
 

Figure 44. Diego Rivera, The Learned. 1928. Fresco.  
North wall, Courtyard of the Fiestas, Secretary of Education,  

Mexico City, Mexico 
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After his resignation, Vasconcelos publicly accused the muralists, in allusion to 

the inclusion of Zapata and Villa in their murals, of having fallen “ into the abjection of 

covering walls with portraits of criminals”  (Rochfort, 1993, p. 60). The Muralists in turn 

criticized Vasconcelos for his siding with the right wing and Rivera chose to use one of 

the frescoes in the Secretary of Education to mock not his right wings sympathies but his 

mysticism 18 (Wolf, 1963, p. 211).   

The muralist project under Vasconcelos did not deal topically with current social 

issues and did not include a strong plan for actually showing the murals to the people. 

Mary Kay Vaughan tells us that the Murals were not discussed in the government Radio 

Station, they were not mentioned in the pamphlets that the Secretaría de Educación 

Pública distributed every month to worker’ s centers and libraries and they were not 

accounted for in official records (Vaughan, 1997, p. 7). In his 1963 biography, The 

Fabulous Life of Diego Rivera, Bertram Wolfe reprints a photograph taken by Tina 

Modotti of the Mural Rivera had painted for the building of the Secretaría de Educación 

Pública during the 1920s. Rivera’ s images are behind parked cars and stacked boxes of 

text books. Wolfe, Rivera’ s very close friend and fellow communist Party member, 

ironically captions the image “ Care for a National Treasure.”  (Wolf, 1963, p. 211) 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
18In “ the Fabulous Life of Diego Rivera”  Bertram Wolfe comments on the fresco “ Diego responded by 

painting Vasconcelos in the ballad series among the disseminators of false knowledge. He is sitting, 
according to his theosophy and ill-digested Oriental mysticism, upon a little white elephant. Though he is 
seated with his back to the spectator, so skillful is the portrait that none could fail to recognize it. What 
infuriated Vasconcelos was that the inkwell into which he appeared to be dipping his pen looked 
suspiciously like a cuspidor. A sad ending for an alliance which had begun so hopefully” .   
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This non availability was part of the ambivalence Vasconcelos had about the 

muralist project and the real address of the people.  Highly visible, dealing with concrete 

power and the latest historical developments, Rivera’ s Mural la Hisoria de Mexico 

represents a major departure from Vasconcelos. 

  

 K. Historia de Mexico: Rivera’ s Murals in the Government Palace.       

As I showed in the Cubist section, where Rivera detours his geometry through  

known architecture and artists he likes and he segments the figure in favor of an order 

where locality is not overtaken by systematicity. Rivera does not foreground conditions 

of possibility. This is particularly poignant in his treatment of the “ present”  in “ La 

Historia de Mexico” , where the present is a tremor of reversal, a detour through the risk 

of being meaningless and a conspiratorial place of passage.  

Because of its location, size, subject matter and the ubiquity of its images in all 

things Latin American, the mural La Historia de Mexico is the best known work by 

Rivera and the one that has received the most critical attention. Rivera painted it after 

parting with Cubism, distancing himself from Vasconcelos and refashioning the Mexican 

Muralist Movement as a politically combative force.  It is mainly this mural that made 

David Craven define Rivera as an “ Epic Modernist” . “ Modernist”  here being equated 

with a “ post heroic”  crowding of generals and kings by regular folks (Craven, 1997, p. 

16). The oxymoronic definition chosen by Craven might emphasize Modernism’ s 

egalitarianism a tad too much, but it does represent a departure from the charges Rivera’ s 
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murals have received for decades. Rivera’ s work has been seen by many as the naïf or 

authoritarian flip side of site specificity. The practice of site specificity can be said to 

attempt to ground the production and reception of the work on the material and cultural 

singularities of context, that is, it inscribes its gesture into the conditions of possibility. 

Rivera, instead, is supposedly so determined by material, social and political site 

specificity that the question of inscribing anything other than these conditions is 

frequently considered impossible or irrelevant. Leonard Fogarait, echoing a popular 

position, describes Rivera as working in the place of authority where the population 

receives a prescriptive, regulated version of itself, made with the opulent wealth and 

point of view of those in power, meant to be viewed in a humbling ritualized way that 

assigns the visitor its place in history19 (Folgarait, 1998, p. 32) and in society. 20 

The position regarding Rivera’ s entrenched contiguity with paternalistic power is 

such that even those who challenge it do it on the grounds that “ resistant meanings can be 

mobilized for diverse political ends” . (Coffey, 2007, p. 358), which rules out any positive 

encounter with the murals that does not constitute an oppositional reading. Like the re 

visiting of Tucumán Arde proposed by Davis this is a call to activate and stir the 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
19 Leonard Folagarait sees the initial intervention of the Minister of education, Vasconcelos, as 

indistinguishable from the presidency of Obregon and his successor, Plutarco Elias Calles. He sees Rivera 
as a vehicle of a top-down imposition of roles and values from the constituted in general to the people. His 
interpretation finds in each detail of the mural a cog of a general structure of oppression and disciplinarity. 
The experience, the spaces and “ presents”  of the piece provide the actualized grounds where the law is 
affirmed, subjects are constituted, and the work “ happens” . 

20 “ …  serve(s)d the purpose of the capitalist state under a government party invoking the laws of the 
land in order to claim legitimacy..”   and “ (the local visitor) experiences the mural in time…  first as a 
participant, changing into an observer…  and also a viewer, changing into a citizen, subject to and of the 
nationalist content of the mural”  (Folgarait, 1998, p. 33) 
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conditions of reception which might neglect Rivera’ s own trans-contextual moves. But if 

we consider the possibility that the decision to operate in a constituted locus of power 

might be risky but also that “ Subversion must take place from within existing discourse, 

since that is all there is” (Salih, 2002, p. 68) we might approach an analysis of the mural, 

its address and its treatment of the future with more interest. 

The Mural started during the “ Maximato” , the name given to the period of 

Mexican history dominated by Plutarco Elias Calles, a complex autocratic political figure 

who comes to prominence as a radical defender of national and popular causes and ends 

up rolling back agrarian reforms and peasants’ s rights, expanding the power of the 

international oil consortiums operating in Mexico and using unofficial fascist 

paramilitary organizations to repress the opposition. Rivera’ s work, particularly the 

“ Future”  panel is packed with critical references to Calles and his government.   

The Mural is painted on three walls of the big hallway that surrounds the wide, 

white marble staircase that receives those who enter the main building of the National 

Palace.  
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Figure 45. Diego Rivera. The History of Mexico. 1929-35. Fresco 

Once the colonnade is cleared, from the bottom of the marble staircase, the whole 

mural become visible but from a short distance that skews most of its countless figures 

beyond recognition.  
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Figure 46. Diego Rivera. The History of Mexico. 1929-35. Fresco 

�

Figure 47. Mural and staircase diagram 

This “ Present”  was named by Rivera History of Mexico from the Conquest to 

Today. It depicts selected events that happened between the Spanish conquest and what 

was at the time the present (early thirties). It is enormous: nine meters high by twenty two 
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meters long. The two lateral sections, which are nine meters high like the middle section, 

and seven and a half meters wide, are framed by single, soft arches at the top and at the 

bottom by ascending diagonals paralleling the staircase.    

 

 

Figure 48. Present, left side 
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Figure 49. Present, right side 

The left section, which Rivera named Mexico Today and in the Future depicts in 

ascending order, repression scenes from the Maximato, critical allegories of different 

state apparatuses, a generalized rebellion of agrarian and urban workers and a distant 

utopian future behind an outsized likeness of Karl Marx. I will call this scene “ Future” .  

The right section, called Prehispanic Mexico by Rivera shows an idealized vision 

of pre-Colombian times. I will call it “ Past” . Rivera placed the chronologically oldest of 

the three sections, Pre-Hispanic Mexico (“ Past” ), to the right of the “ Present”  and the 

“ Future”  section, in a hopeful gesture, to the left.  
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After the first dizzying general view, the staircase offers a sustained closeness to 

the images in the mural. The “ Present”  is framed at the bottom by two extensions of the 

staircase that form a V as they ascend to the left and right. Climbing along the bottom of 

“ Past”  and then “ Future”  the visitor arrives at a mezzanine, a ten meter-wide balcony on 

the wall facing the “ present”  from which one can see the whole mural, this time less 

skewed.  

There is a marked difference between the central section of the mural (the 

“ Present” ) and the two lateral ones in terms of size, figure density and order. The side 

sections have relatively few characters and present a unified narrative with well 

differentiated vignettes. The present, instead, has such saturation of characters that in 

many places no background can be seen between them. The scenes are not clearly 

circumscribed, creating several equivocal overlaps. 

Together the three sections form a temporal right-to-left progression in which 

known historical facts are bracketed by an idealized past and a whished-for future.   

1. Past 

The composite pre-Hispanic past features a single Mesoamerican landscape of 

gods, labor, rituals, instruction and social relations suspended in a placid, timeless 

allegoric daze.  
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Figure 50. Diego RiveraThe History of Mexico –  
The Ancient Indian World. 1929-35. Fresco.  

North wall, National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. 
 

Unlike the “ Present”  section, there are no concrete historical facts or people 

depicted in the past. The section, set in a volcanic area that could be the Valle de Mexico, 

depicts a temporal and geographic hybrid of cultural and social life in pre-Hispanic 

Mesoamerica and, unlike the “ Present”  and the “ Future”  it includes not only religion, but 

gods. The central  character of the section is Quetzalcoatl, which in Nahuatl means 

“ feathered-serpent”  and that I described in some detail in section G apropos of 

Vasconcelos. The cult of Quetzalcoatl was well spread in Mesoamerica. It was a central 

figure in the pantheon of Teotihuacans, Olmecs, Toltecs,  Aztecs and Mayans (who called 
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the deity Kukulkan). Quetzalcoatl was associated with fertility, war, education and the 

spreading of the Aztec empire and because he was believed to incarnate in humans, rulers 

frequently took its name.  

In Rivera’ s pleasant portrait of pre-Colombian Mexico Quetzalcoatl is depicted at 

the same time as a powerful and accessible figure. He is at the very center of the 

composition, seating cross-legged, sporting an elaborate headdress and presiding over a 

close gathering. But the gathering resembles a council of equals. The people around him 

hold their heads high, are as big as him and sit very near. Further back into the landscape, 

to the left, an image that resembles the limestone Quetzacoatls of Teotihuacan shoots out 

of an erupting volcano, whose balloon like flames don’ t disturb the general peace. 

Further back and to the right, the human form of Quetzacoatl flies away riding the Aztec 

glyph of the Feathered Serpent.   

Above the head of Quetzalcoatl, a very benign upside down sun playfully seems 

to peek from behind the top of the mural. Graceful men and women with sweet faces 

dance to the music of ancient instruments. Placid, introspective weavers, painters, 

sculptors and potters work in small groups and address each other with soft gestures. A 

group of young and very attentive boys and girls listen to a teacher. The lower left corner 

is somewhat isolated from the rest of the scene. Since it depicts war it is an area where 

Rivera’ s idealization is particularly forceful. The movements and postures of the warriors 

seem to be part of a choreography. The spears converge, the men’ s legs bend without 

tension. Three fighters, one of them dressed in a white animal skin strike elegant poses as 
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they lie dead on the ground. Like almost every individual in the tableau they are part of a 

group that echoes their postures and forms a geometric pattern. Like almost every person 

in the scene they display the total shapes of their bodies in space.  The half-constructed 

pyramids are rendered with a calm regularity that blends with the landscape behind. The 

landscape of soft, miniaturized mountains and volcanoes behind seem to softly lean on 

the small pyramids forming what looks like a casual assortment of giant cupcakes. This 

Arcadian vision of harmonious integrated life, approachable immensities and accessible 

gods contrasts vividly with the “ present” . 

2. Present 

In the “ Present”  the forcefully gathered figures from different periods don’ t help 

each other form general patterns. Like the figures in Rivera’ s cubism, these vignettes 

seem not to be in synch with the generality of the picture. They are all stand-ins for other 

times and situations and as their coordinates, delivered by allegorical attributes, become 

clear and the generality of the tableau remains illegible, the sense that this could have 

been different, ensues21. The monumentality of the present is at the same time frail and 

parenthetical. It is ominous, but crisscrossed by signs of impending transformation.  

Spatially the “ present”  seems staged on the steep seat-less audience area of a 

multi tiered theater, as seen from the stage. Its extreme angle and enormity confer a sense 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
21 Folgarait, who sees Rivera as little else than the hand of the state, proposes that the puzzle-like 

fragmentation of the “ present”  section of the mural is really a scrambled version of the already written 
official story devised to make the viewer work on organizing the pieces and in so doing innocently take the 
state’ s writing as her/his own speech. For him the performative nature of the contrived recourse forces an 
implicating detour through real time and simultaneity.  
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of awe. The figures, overpowering, loom over and seem about to fall on the viewer. At 

the same time, profuse and life size as they are, they blend with the visiting crowds, 

which detracts from their threatening character. For the people climbing the stairs 

towards the “ Present”  the folks closer to the mural appear to be inside of it (Fig 45). 

 

Figure 51. Diego Rivera. The History of Mexico. 1929-35. Fresco.  
West wall, detail of central arch, National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. 

 

Following the logic of ascendant tiers the full figures of the first and closest row 

are visible and in front of figures shown just from the waist up. In turn, behind and above 

these figures Rivera shows just the heads of the characters. This is loosely done 

according to an inverted chronological arrangement: each scene is horizontally connected 

to an unrelated one but in general terms, the newer a historical figure or event is, the 
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higher its place on the wall and the smallest its assigned space in the mural. The 

physically closer an event or figure is to the public and the foreground of the mural, the 

further it is in time. As figures claim the wall they have less space and, as it were, less 

time to deliver anything other than their allegorical attributes. Stiffness mounts as the 

figures at the very top are reduced to spectral supports of references. In this color coded 

image (fig below) of the “ Present”  we see the immense area taken by the many full 

figures that allegorize the Spanish conquest circled in red, the vignette were the actions 

and garb of about ten people portray the inquisition in green and the face of Pancho Villa, 

which is the only token of the Revolution in the North, in pink. Several such progressions 

can be detected all across the “ Present” .  

 

 

Figure 52. Diego Rivera. The History of Mexico. 1929-35.  
Fresco. West wall, figure distribution.  
National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. 
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Figure 53. Diego Rivera. The History of Mexico. 1929-35. Fresco.  
Zapata in the center apse, National Palace, Mexico City,  

Mexico. Photo by Fabian Cereijido 
 

Along the central vertical axis of the “ Present” , which is also the central vertical 

axis of the whole triptych, this progression from old, full figure in front row to mere head 

on the upper tiers features a most emblematic historical progression: from Cortés to 

Zapata. Cortés is the central figure in the first scene that confronts the visitor reaching the 

first landing of the stairs underneath the “ present” . Zapata is barely visible at the very top 

of the whole composition, deep inside the central apse. Cortés is featured in full body 

armor on horseback attacking a feathered-costumed warrior with a long spear in a scene 

that includes all of Cortés, his horse, his spear and the fog of battle around him.  He is the 

only Spaniard in the scene whose face is visible, the others either look away or have the 

visor of their helmets drawn shut as they charge. This makes visible his contemptuous 

expression and plays up his historical agency. By the time the line reaches Zapata, whose 

head is perfectly vertically aligned with Cortés’ s, he is little more than a spectral support 
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for the signature mustaches and sombrero. Between Cortés and Zapata there is an eagle 

on a cactus that, as in the Mexican flag, occupies the very center of the whole 

composition. Cortés and Zapata are disputing Mexico. And Cortés appears to be wining. 

He is battling Aztecs in the foreground, oblivious to Zapata, threatening the audience and 

relegating the rest of Mexican history to a secondary role. His scene is the biggest one 

and through his subordinates it spreads inauspiciously along the base of the “ Present”  as 

Spanish conquerors in shiny armor ascend on horseback and on foot, stamping on 

warriors dressed in animal skins, wrestling women to the floor to rape them and branding 

bounded dark skin figures with hot metal rods.  

 

 

Figure 54. Diego Rivera, The History of Mexico. 1929-35.  
Fresco. Cortés in the central section, National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico 
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Figure 55. Diego Rivera, The History of Mexico. 1929-35.  
Fresco. Detail National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. 

 

 

Figure 56. Diego Rivera, The History of Mexico. 1929-35.  
Fresco. Detail National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico.  

�

The line Cortés-Zapata is, though, like the ascending swing of a pendulum where 

Cortés at the bottom possesses the maximum of kinetic energy but, with no angle to the 
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vertical, no potential energy, and the reduced Zapata at the top has no kinetic energy, but 

a maximized potential. Zapata is an allegory immersed in silence but, tremor of possible 

reversal, his eyes are set on the “ Future”  section of the mural, more precisely on the 

apostle-like figure of Karl Marx.  

As I mentioned above, the “ Present”  has much less compositional integrity than 

the other two. The eye wanders and stalls without any general dynamic helping it 

navigate. The un-differentiation of the painted figures and the visiting crowds in this 

overpopulated section becomes especially intense. With no clear integral system the 

addition of an out-of-town visitor or the loss of a Spanish priest are barely noticed. The 

parallelism is vivid even to the non attentive eye, to the peripheral vision of those who 

are in the palace but not looking directly at the mural. There is also a deeper, unexpected 

instantiation of this correspondence provided by the stares of figures that, from an 

internal but extra-diagetic position inside the “ Present” , seem to pause and look out 

beyond the picture plane, locking eyes with those in the crowd who do the opposite as 

they walk laterally in front of the mural. 

If the visitor goes up and down the stairs looking for the reassuring complicity of 

these furtive eyes, she finds that the spatial orientations of the figures, even when they 

follow the general clues of the tier-like ascension, do not configure a privileged focus, an 

ideal spot for the viewer. The revolutionaries at the top are as frontal as the Spanish 

conquerors at the bottom, the old figures close to the stairs are shown in front of the new 

ones, but they don’ t show the top of their heads and the newer ones close to the ceiling 
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don’ t show their nostrils behind their chins. The frontal figures all the way to the left of 

the section don’ t show their left ears and the ones all the way to the right don’ t show their 

right ones. The point of view adjusts to the walking visitors, many fleeting elements in 

the mural are more in synch with the moving viewer than with the generality they inhabit. 

 The whole “ Present”  is installed in a parenthetical condition more actual and more 

self conscious than the other two panels. The de contextualized allegories and the 

actualized contiguity with the viewer are not the climax of the narrative, but rather that 

which precedes it. Rivera has added a “ para” , “ meta”  or virtual level. In this case, though, 

the introduction of this contrivance is not the presentation of an antidote to illusionism, a 

disclaimer or the exposed anchor of a make-believe. Or it is, but only in an inherently 

parenthetical way. It is on its way out as soon as it arrives. This “ present”  has the 

character of the brief direct addresses that Borges places in the passages that precede his 

most climactic descriptions. These passages, far from diluting, increase the tension and 

elevate the stakes of the climax to come as they fleetingly visit the possibility of 

meaninglessness22 and the limitations of language. The power of the bet is exactly the 

fact that, as in the case of Tucumán Arde and the Revolution, it is not assured, it is not 

framed in its own necessity.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
22 From Funes, the Memorious: “  I come now to the most difficult point in my narrative. For the entire 

story has no other point (the reader might as well know it by now) than this dialogue of almost a half-
century ago. I shall not attempt to reproduce his words, now irrecoverable. I prefer truthfully to make a 
résumé of the many things Ireneo told me” . (Borges, 1993 (originally published in 1942) p. 56). From The 
Aleph: “ I arrive now at the ineffable core of my story. And here begins my despair as a writer  
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Figure 57. Diego Rivera, furtive stares, details from The History of Mexico. 1929-35. Fresco.  
West wall, National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. 

 

 

Figure 58. Diego Rivera, the position of Zapata and Cortés in The History of Mexico. 1929-35.  
Fresco. Central apse, National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. 
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Figure 59. Diego Rivera, Cortés in The History of Mexico. 1929-35.  
Fresco. West wall, central arch, National Palace, Mexico City,  

Mexico, photo Fabian Cereijido 
 

3. The Future 

This last section of the mural is at the same time the culmination of the story in 

the other two and a story in itself. It is seen right after the “ present” ’   

In My Art, My Life, Rivera describes this section thus, “  I portrayed Karl Marx 

exhorting the suffering workers to break their chains and pointing to a vision of a future 

industrialized and socialized land of peace and plenty… ”    

Wolfe refers to a conversation with Rivera in which he had said that in this part of 

the mural…    

He would paint the Mexico of the National Revolutionary Party with its 

false and fantastic demagogy masking a semi absolutist regime, its 

personal dictatorship absurdly dressed in scraps of the borrowed finery of 

democratic and socialist trimmings, its domination by the newly rich 

“ Men of the Revolution”  who had acquired their wealth by trafficking in 

its splendid promises (Wolf, 1963, p. 296) 
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This last section of the mural was painted after Rivera’ s stay in the US, where he 

had painted murals in Detroit and had developed a strong enthusiasm for the development 

of heavy industry. President Calles, who had passed laws favoring foreign oil companies 

and limiting workers rights, had violently repressed the demonstrations against these 

changes. Several workers and students had been killed. As Rivera was about to finish the 

mural a much more progressive president, Lazaro Cardenas, was inaugurated.  

 

Figure 60. The History of Mexico - The World of Today and Tomorrow. 1929-35.  
Fresco. South wall, National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. 
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Rivera uses four types of imagery for this section: 1) Testimonial, journalistic 

images regarding the actual repression and death of demonstrators; 2) allegoric images of 

exploited workers and peasants and what he judged to be the three oppressive forces: 

Church, Capital and Army 3); a series of actions and characters he saw as the solution to 

all these problems: forward thinkers like his wife Frida and her sister and workers who 

educate themselves reading socialist literature, and political agitators; and 4) The wished-

for place of arrival. A man god Marx shows at the same time the text of The Capital and “  

a vision of a future industrialized and socialized land of peace and plenty”  to the 

symbolic trio formed by soldier, worker and peasant. As in the “ present”  the general 

dynamic is of an ascending chronology, only that in this case there is a resolution.      

The Church is criticized in a web of images that radiate from a miniature 

reproduction of the basilica of our lady of Guadalupe, which is right above a kneeling 

man with his arms open in total devotion. Inside the miniature church the image of the 

virgin can be seen. The man is the first of a series of a group of devotes who bow 

reverently and put coins into a box linked to the basilica. Behind them the Kahlo sisters 

gently set their own children to read Marx and Engels and try to persuade the other 

children to do it as well. Interestingly, joining the Kahlo sisters in their secularizing 

efforts is the American Ambassador Dwight W. Morrow who had commissioned Rivera 

to make a mural in Cuernavaca. One of the towers of the Basilica is placed between the 

gartered legs of a woman who is kissing a priest.  To the right of the Kalhos, an 

indigenous family in rags bends over and seem to glean like the women in Milliet’ s 



150 

 

 

 

painting. To the left and ascending along the line of the staircase, construction workers 

toil anonymously: one is a welder; another is carrying a heavy load of bricks with the 

same device used by the pre Hispanic builders of the pyramids on the opposite wall. 

Further up there is another worker who has a hammer in his hand but unlike the other two 

is not working, and smiles broadly. He is being enlightened by a man class-coded in a 

slightly higher rank by a straw hat and a jacket, who points to Marx with his right thumb 

over his left shoulder and holds a copy of “ El Capital”  under his left arm. To the right 

and behind this man a series of heavy, metal cages allegorize the alliance of elitist 

science, religious insincerity, corrupt and repressive government and international 

finance. The cages are isolated from the outside and heavily interconnected by a network 

of conduits and pipes that link phones, wires, microscopes, tickertape dispensers and 

telegraph wires. In the one at right behind the man in the hat there is a group of students 

of different races listening as in a trance to a teacher who raises his index finger to a sign 

that says “ Por mi Raza Hablara el Espiritu”  (The Spirit will speak through my Race) 

which is the motto of the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, created by 

Vasconcelos. Right next to it another sign reads “ Nacional Socialismo Mexicano” . The 

phrase is punctuated by a swastika. A bit higher and to the right of the last cage there is 

another one with a group of men attentively monitoring the stock exchange through the 

tickertape issuing out of a golden, semi-transparent device, who are conducting business 

over the phone at the same time. On the upper border of the cage Rivera made a plate 

with a swastika, a dollar sign and the fascist fasces. The men inside the box are all 
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famous foreign financiers conducting corrupted business in Mexico: William Durant, 

Cornellius Vanderbuilt, Andrew Mellon, John Rockefeller and Harry Sinclair.  To the 

right and below this compartment, President Calles shares a particularly small cage with a 

priest and a general. The priest wears Purple and is in fact Archibishop Pascual Diaz y 

Barreto, whose tenure at the head of the Mexican Church coincided with the 

“ Maximato” . The general is Pablo Gonzalez, who had ordered the killing of Zapata. 

Bellow this group the last of the metal cages criticizes the alliance of two more groups 

with the government and capital; the press and science. A group of journalists takes notes 

as a scientist looks through a microscope. The microscope connects through a duct with 

the cell of the president and all the other cells, signaling the manipulation and 

concealment of knowledge and information. 

 

 

Figure 61. Diego Rivera, Anti religious text included in The History of Mexico –  
The World of Today and Tomorrow. 1929-35. Fresco.  

South wall, National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. Photo Fabian Cereijido 
 

Outside the cages instruction is represented by agitators, Marx, the workers who 

read and the Kalho sisters. The cages form a unified body that presses the lower half of 
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the composition down. It is in this lower, compressed half where Rivera has painted the 

violent repression by the police and the army of demonstrations of workers and 

campesinos that reflect the actual repression of the Calles regime. Workers under black 

and red “ strike”  (huelga) signs are attacked by heavy armored, masked police. The police 

appear to come out of a building attached to the metal cages on the walls of which Rivera 

has placed a confluence of crosses and swastikas. On the rightmost extreme of the 

division line there are two gory corpses hanged from a tree stump, a communist militant 

and an “ agrarista” . Below this scene, in the lower right hand corner of the section there 

are three laughing riders in white hats with golden shirts, a marker of the rural repressive 

forces of Calles, and a standing man clad in tan leather jacket whose back is turned to the 

viewer exposing a “ caballeros de Colon”  (Knights of Columbus, a Catholic right wing 

group with great influence on both sides of the border). The man is shaking hands with 

one of the golden shirt riders and menacing the back of one of the poor gleaners whom I 

described at the beginning of this section with a whip.  

Above the division there is a demonstration being addressed by a soviet worker in 

blue overalls. The diverse character of the group is conveyed by a cacophony of hats, 

berets, caps, helmets and other head attire of different colors and materials. To the right 

of the agitator very far behind there are scenes of a burning Mexico City engulfed in 

smoke. To the left and above the agitator the “ tripartite unity of worker and peasant and 

soldier”  (Wolfe 1937:60) is seen being directed by Marx to a Utopian landscape of open 

skies, cultivated land and factories in full smoky production. To complete the splendor 



153 

 

 

 

the four figures are framed by a big sun with fiery rays. This muscular sun occupies 

exactly the same location as the placid sun of the “ Past”  on the opposite wall. The 

signature of the whole mural appears in a machete that Rivera seems to offer the gleaners.      

 

 

Figure 62. Rivera's signature in a machete. The History of Mexico –  
The World of Today and Tomorrow. 1929-35. Fresco. South wall,   

National Palace, Mexico City, Mexico. Photo Fabian Cereijido  
 

The idealized projections in the Arcadian “ past”  might find a second opportunity 

when the inhabitants of Mexico return, wonderful like in the past, once the prophet-like 

Marx has delivered in the “ Future” .   

These vivid but abstract murals compel (or not) the public with a narrative that 

offers not the logic, materiality or viability of the future, but its wished for goodness. 

Like Tucumán Arde the Murals place the local avant-garde’ s gesture towards context in 

reference to a desired future.  
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5. Gabriel Orozco 

 

 The fact that the last artist I discuss is Gabriel Orozco is significant since he 

represents an extreme attempt at exacting the limit context/text and his approach has 

gained wide critical praise.   

I would like to consider the idea, as I did for the discussion of Tucumán Arde and 

the work of Diego Rivera, that my description of the context that surrounded and 

preceded the practices that I am here considering, in this case the work of the Mexican 

avant-garde from the late 1960s to the neo conceptualism of the 1990s is not aimed at 

finding the “ objective”  context of production, reception or both. As I said in the 

introduction, the search for the objective point of contact between context and authorial 

determination will always bump into a fatally apporetic abyss. The precise localization, 

the singling out of the precise moment when context is said to turn into text tends to be 

arbitrary when not overtly interested.23 I described (p. 45) how Graciela Carnevale’ s 

intentional, critical immersion in context was seen as erasing her authorship, turning her 

times and regional determinations into the proper producers of her work and how by 

contrast Minimalism and mainstream Pop could retain their inscriptive authorships no 

matter how much unattended contextual indexicality they might have had recourse to. So, 

my study of these four Latin American practices concentrates on the contrasting ways 

they (Rivera, Tucumán Arde, Kuitca and Orozco) position themselves in reference to the 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
23 Levis Strauss always wanted this moment to be played for him: to see exactly the moment of 

inception of writing in a supposedly purely speaking culture. It is the main structuralist theme. 
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outer limits of their art, on the way they attempt or not to give context objectivity, on the 

way they inscribe their relationship with context and objectivity in their work and on the 

way they attempt or not to give prominence to conditions of possibility. Let’ s remember 

that all four of them give context a central discursive place in their work.       

Tlatelolco certainly mobilized these issues, but it did not predetermine what artists 

would do, as I will try to show in the following pages. By the same token the 

determinations regarding context, truth and authorship generated by artists in the 

aftermath of Tlatelolco should not just be considered “ signs of the times”  or regional 

markers answering circumstantial questions with circumstantial answers.   

Tlatelolco, the lack of stable artistic institutions and the 1985 earthquake offer this 

study the opportunity of seeing in a relatively brief period a rapid succession of very 

different approaches to context, authorship and objectivity by practices that intensely take 

on these issues: 1970s “ grupos” , the artists commonly referred to as Neo-Mexicans and 

the artists commonly referred to as Mexico City Neo Conceptualists.  Before I discuss 

these three movements though, I want to briefly go over the “ Ruptura”  group, a group of 

artists that distanced itself from Muralism before Tlatelolco. They were a heterogeneous 

group of figurative and abstract artists whose opposition to Muralism was influential in 

shaping the post muralist art scene in Mexico. “ Ruptura” , as a term defining an artistic 

orientation not aligned with Muralism was first used by Octavio Paz in “ Tamayo en la 

Pintura Mexicana” , written in 1950 (Paz, 1959) in which Paz described and praised 

Rufino Tamayo because in him “ the hand follows the eye and not the brain”  (p. 4) It was 
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the subsequent extended use of the term “ Ruptura”  by critics such as Luis Cardoza y 

Aragon and the Artist Jose Luis Cuevas that broaden the group and made it encompass a 

diversified group of younger figurative and abstract artists. The group did not function as 

a constituted entity, though. The artists generally associated with the term are José Luis 

Cuevas, Vlady, Alberto Gironella, Lilia Carrillo, Rafael Coronel, Francisco Toledo, 

Vicente Rojo, Enrique Echeverría, Manuel Felguérez, and Fernando García Ponce.  

Octavio Paz in “ Tamayo”  provided a lucid intellectual argument for this tendency, 

but it was the use of the phrase “ La Cortina del Nopal”  (The Cactus Curtain) (Cuevas, 

1956, p. 21) to define Muralism that was going to be eternally associated with the group. 

Minted by the less scholarly but more media savvy Jose Luis Cuevas, it appeared for the 

first time in a 1956 article in the daily “ Novedades” . The crafty metaphor does convey 

the nationalism and ideological rigidity “ Ruptura”  saw and opposed in Muralism, but also 

this dressing of the hyper-Mexican Nopal in Stalin’ s clothes provided a cathartic outlet 

for less dignified registers of this opposition: the boredom of the middle class with the 

“ Mexican”  and the poor, the wish to differentiate.   

Unlike the conceptual and experiential rhetoric with which Neo Conceptuals 

opposed Neo Mexicanism, Cuevas’ s Cactus Curtain was written like a literary fiction, a 

narrative about a fictional young artist named Juan and his disastrous encounter with 

Muralist dogma. The “ Ruptura”  group was associated with a wide spectrum of future 

developments, from the inception of state-sponsored geometric art to the development of 

some of the most radicalized “ grupos”  in the following decades. 
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A. Tlatelolco  

By the late sixties the identification of the people with the institutions emerging 

from the Revolution had suffered a steady decline. The regime had not delivered 

prosperity and equality.  A series of very unpopular measures taken by President Gustavo 

Diaz Ordaz regarding labor laws and civil liberties had triggered massive demonstrations. 

Congregations of three or more people in the streets were forbidden, leftist parties and 

organizations were outlawed. Students from several schools and universities organized 

massive peaceful marches at the UNAM and the main avenues of the City and the army 

violently took over several educational institutions. This dispute between the army and 

the students for the actual and symbolic space of the city escalated as the army, breaching 

the autonomous jurisdiction of the Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico, invaded 

the campus with tanks, took over all the main buildings and expelled or jailed those 

students who resisted. This led to a series of massive demonstrations of students 

culminating in the one of Tlatelolco during which the army opened fire indiscriminately 

over the crowd, killed scores of students and bystanders and tortured survivors in 

adjacent buildings to get information and intimidate.  

This was an enormous watershed. Tlatelolco showed the disastrous state of civic 

freedom. It showed the extent to which the government was determined to preserve the 

status quo and the extent to which the students were determined to reject it.  
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As Octavio Paz24and Elena Poniatowska25 point out, the student movement was 

not revolutionary. It was not plotted according to Revolutionary orthodoxy. It had no 

concrete plans other than the expansion and preservation of civil liberties and initiating 

legal causes against the police for human rights violations. The rousing movement had 

occurred as concurrent determinations bounced and amplified, the critical mass of the 

movement increased, become present to itself and had assumed a logic of its own. It did a 

lot for the prestige of performativity. It produced an unsuspected horror but also an 

unsuspected collective unity. It had the appeal of that which seems to be synchronous 

with its own history. It effectively started or marked the first momentous occasion of a 

new civil, urban, youthful culture. It did away with official culture.   

 

B. Independent, immersive artistic practices in Mexico City  

The anger but also the potentialities and courage revealed in the action were going 

to inform the artistic practices of the time. Weeks after the massacre the Salon 

Independiente, an exhibit of artists outside any official institution took place. The work in 
���������������������������������������� �������������������
24 “ The movement had a reformist and democratic character, despite the fact that some of its leaders 

belonged to the extreme left. A tactical maneuver? It seems more sensible to attribute this to the nature of 
the circumstances and the weight of objective reality. Neither the temperament of the Mexican people is 
revolutionary nor are the historical conditions of the country. People wanted not a revolution but a reform: 
an end to the state of siege initiated by the PRI forty years before. The student requests otherwise, were 
actually moderate: the repeal of the clearly unconstitutional section of the Penal Code that contains that 
affront to human rights called "crimes of opinion", the release of several political prisoners, the dismissal of 
the chief of police, et cetera. All these requests were summarized in a word that was the focus of the 
movement and the secret of its instant power of seduction on the popular consciousness: democratization” . 
From The Labyrinth of Solitude���	
��������������

25 “ In 1968, a kind of silence pervaded the country. Then suddenly a movement broke out that was 
dynamic, autonomous and, -why not say it?- outrageously unexpected” . (Elena Poniatowska, “ La Noche de 
Tlatelolco” ) (Poniatowska, 1968, p. 33)  
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it referred to Tlatelolco, mostly thematically. Gradually Tlatelolco was going to be a 

major factor in the expansion of immersive, performative art practices in Mexico City. 

Also, as much as artists wanted to distance themselves from the official institutions, the 

government greatly reduced official support for the arts. For decades after the event 

countless artistic practices with contrasting assumptions and goals were going to attempt 

to foreground the extra artistic and non institutional. An early expression of this tendency 

were the 1970s Grupos.   

   

C. The “ Grupos”  

In the period between 1973 and 1980, many artists collectives, more than a dozen 

according to the 2007 book La Era de la Discrepancia, (C. Medina, 2007, p. 194)   

formed and operated in Mexico City. The Grupos popped all around Mexico City and 

produced a wide range of extra institutional activities testing the limits between art and 

life and high and low, deploying provocative strategies, producing or assessing closely 

guarded spaces of resistance, instantiating utopia. There were counter culture groups like 

the Panico Grupo (Panic Group named after Fear and the Fawn), a Dada inspired 

collective that produced performances, plays, films and cartoons under the leadership of 

the Chilean film director Alejandro Jodorovsky. There were more strictly political groups 

like the TAI (Taller de Arte e Ideologia, Ideology and Art Workshop), which initiated as 

a spin off of a Marxist seminar on aesthetics at the National University and which 

promoted actions like “ Arte Correo”  (Postal Art) that involved the non-for-profit 
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international interchange of small political collages via regular postal service that were 

exhibited at the university. The archive, kept by Professor Alberto Hijar, includes 

political collages sent by young political hopefuls from Mexico, Italy, Cuba, Chile, and 

Korea among others. 

 

 

Figure 63. Mogens Otto Nielsen, Dinamarca  
Part of the interchange “ collective poem” , 1977  

         



161 

 

 

 

 

Figure 64. Ingrid Weiss, West Germany  
“ Part of the interchange “ collective poem” , 1977                                                               

 

The first grupos were formed by the students from the art schools of the 

university, the ENAP (Escuela Nacional de Artes Plasticas) and the Esmeralda, which 

had produced the signs, minimurals, banners and flyers for the student movement. The 

critic Alvaro Vazquez Mantecon (C. Medina, 2007, p. 199) writes that this was so as 

regards the members of Arte Acá and Grupo Pentágono. Arte Acá, which had started 

community-based art activities in the mid sixties worked directly in the neighborhood of 

Tepito, a poor section famous for the black market of imported goods. It was founded by 

the self-taught painters Alfonso Hernández and the writers Carlos Placencia and 

Armando Ramírez who had been very active in the community’ s resistance to speculative 

developers. Their work was similar to the Chicano art produced in American urban 

centers around the same time, centered on self-affirmation, historical revisionism and 

emancipation.  
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The Grupo Proyecto Pentágono was funded by four artists and critics who were 

part of a discussion group formed by Peruvian art critic and theorist Juan Acha to discuss 

the organizing of a non-objectual exhibition in 1973. The exhibit never took place but the 

discussions generated two grupos: Proyecto Pentágono and El Colectivo.  

I will single out Proyecto Pentágono which used verifiable data in their inscription 

of reality and produced a signal work, “ el Pentágono”  that had national and international 

exposure. The leader of the group was Felipe Ehrenberg, who had a background in 

independent book publishing. With the other three members Víctor Muñoz, José Antonio 

Hernández Amezcua and Carlos Finck, Ehrenberg made installations that included pages 

of regular and self-published newspapers. Alternative circulation was central to their 

practice. Proyecto Pentágono declared its aversion to national and private museums, but 

did, whenever possible, enter conventional exhibits to stage stunts that exceeded or tested 

the limits of the institutional spaces. The most remarkable of these stunts was the piece 

Pentágono (image coming soon), a 1977 Installation presented at the Museo de Ciencias 

y Artes of Mexico City and at the Tenth Paris Youth Biennale. The installation consisted 

of an ample, roofless pentagonal room made of light wood with several openings. The 

exterior surface offered public and secret data on the budgets of the US and Mexico for 

education, war, and repression. It also contained public and secret figures regarding the 

payment of the external debt of the third world. Inside there were photographs and news 

clippings incriminating the military governments of the south cone, handwritten 

testimonies of ex prisoners and the most shocking exhibit: a re-creation of a torture room 
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like the ones the Mexican police had used in Tlatelolco, complete with wires for electric 

shock and a black hood.  

The Paris Youth Biennial, where the piece had its second instantiation, was held 

at the Musee d’  Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris and showcased work by emerging artists 

from all five continents. Grupo Pentágono’ s piece at the same time criticized and profited 

from the negligent, condescending regard the exhibition had for the entries from Latin 

America and the third world in general. These entries were curated not by art critics of 

notice like the ones organizing the participation of artists from Europe and the States, but 

by officials designated by national governments or cultural secretaries. The official 

curator for all of Latin America was Carlos Gomez Caride who had a high ranking 

employee of the cultural affairs department of the dictatorial government of Uruguay. 

This was a man with some knowledge of literature but completely oblivious to 

contemporary art in Latin America and elsewhere. Caride in turn had picked Ellen 

Escobedo, at the time extremely young, to be the curator in charge of selecting the 

Mexican entry. Caride had randomly taken her name from a directory of Mexican critics 

published by the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes without knowing of her past activities 

and proclivities. All the other Latin American curators were chosen in similar ways. In 

Mexico Escobedo had already helped the group’ s Trojan horse ploys and she decided to 

take them to Paris.    

Days before the opening, Pentágono circulated a letter in which they disclose the 

scandalous path that had determined the representation of Latin America in the Youth 
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Biennial. A letter and copies of certifying documents were sent to the organizers and all 

major Parisian newspapers. Flyers denouncing the situation were distributed the day of 

the opening. With the addition of the pre exhibit campaign the organizers and the 

Uruguayan bureaucrat joined the ranks of those exposed in the piece itself. The president 

in 1977 was Luis Echeverria, who had been the state secretary during the Tlatelolco 

massacre and was very active in promoting Mexico as a major defender of human rights 

that had in fact received exiles from all over the sub continent. The counter mediatic 

nature of the piece had a Tucumán Arde quality to it.  The piece enacted a collision 

between certifiably true data and the cultural institutions. It was interesting, and 

consequent with the type of inscription of reality that the group practiced, that in the re-

creation of the piece for the exhibition La Era de la Discrepancia, made under the 

supervision of the original members of the group in 2006, the informative exterior walls 

included 2006 figures regarding education and defense spending. It was also remarkable 

that these figures were now obtained from public internet sites.     

Towards 1980 most grupos dissolved. This was in part due to an increase in civil 

liberties, particularly for the middle class.  Many proscribed parties, for example the 

Partido Comunista Mexicano, gained legal status. The production of Pentágono, which 

created explosive irruptions of urgent and ignored social issues and dramatized the limits 

and political nature of the cultural institutions, lost volatility.  
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D. Attributing text and context  

Before discussing neo Mexican and neo conceptual art I would like to elaborate 

and extend a framework that I touched upon in the comparison I drew between Graciela 

Carnevale and Minimalism in chapter 2, which I think is crucial in the interaction and 

even the definition of these two movements. I referred there to Derrida’ s notion that the 

exacting of the limit between text and context tends to be arbitrary when not overtly 

interested. The “ real”  space of minimalism did not threaten individual authorial attributes 

because the minimalists saw themselves, and were seen by enough people in the 

establishment, as leaving virtual, illusionistic and even commodified space behind in 

favor of phenomenological space, not in favor of a consensual or culturally determined 

space or a declared teleology, which is to say that this space was, supposedly, not subject 

to the naïveté of local culture or the misfire of an anticipated project. They battled the 

assumed reductions of modernism the way phenomenologists battled the assumed 

reductions of metaphysics and structuralists battle the assumed reductions of writing, by 

pointing to a more direct access to the specificities and dynamics formerly occluded by 

reduction. But Tucumán Arde’ s (and Grupo Pentágono’ s) decision not to detour their 

gesture toward reality through a critique of transcendental discourse was no less authorial 

or no more contextual than the minimalist decision to do so. The discursive 

foregrounding of epistemological self-consciousness in the passage to reality, which 

depends on the continual exacting of the limit text/context, marks the immersion as 

reversible and authorial. Let me follow one historical progression in this regard. Many 
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could be drawn. Minimalism’ s phenomenological truthfulness was soon seen as 

proceeding with the very same reductive innocence or malice they had attributed to 

modernism. Their direct acknowledgement of spatial and physical actuality made other 

neglected determinations and specificities all the more evident. The group of artists and 

critics who went on to be associated with “ Institutional critique”  made works that 

acknowledged and displayed awareness not of real space but of social and institutional 

determinations (Hans Haacke, Mark Lombardi, Daniel Buren) creating a minimalism 

with an added level of objectivity.26 This practice, in turn, was also criticized for being 

too reductive. Institutional critique, particularly the one made for or in the institutions 

being critiqued was soon called on by “ site specific”  art, which actually went to the 

specific location it wanted to address. In turn this site specificity was going to be exposed 

in its own limitations. In her book One Place after Another: Site-Specific Art and 

Locational Identity, for example, Miwon Kwon describes practices that surpass the site 

specific work made not only in museums and galleries, but also in specific extra 

institutional sites.  She describes the outdoing of practices that by embracing spatial 

“ locational anchors”  (Kwon, 2004, p. 28) limit their operational fields by more astute 

ones that lodge instead in “ discursive formations”  (Kwon, p. 165) . But sites, be them 

physical, discursive or both, are not fixed configurations, so their changing nature had to 

be factored in. And the transit between them too. So Kwon goes on to refer to practices in 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
26 Forcefully defining this new level of awareness, Benjamin Buchloh writes  “ Rigorously denying 

spatial and temporal transcendence, Asher’ s works are constituted …  within their own spatial, institutional 
context. (my italics). 
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which “ the notion of site is seen as predominantly an intertextually coordinated, multiply 

located, discursive field of operation”  (Kwon, p. 159). And then, just when it seemed that 

no more movable parts could be added to register the specificity and/or ethical soundness 

of these encounters, in comes a proviso for the imponderables of affect and yet another 

for the disclosure and factoring in of the relative position of the framer who has devised 

or is applying the frame of reference (self paralaxing).  

One could claim that this progression and the extravagant pilling up of strategies 

to “ site”  specificity have less to do with an interest in the sites or in contesting reduction 

than with preempting any possibility of epistemological innocence and maybe presenting 

the unsolvable, infinite bad consciousness of the left with an equally unsolvable, infinite 

task. (In an article published in 1994 I referred to this worried framing as the EC-PC 

Epistemologically Correct, Politically Correct) 27  Regardless of all the un-fixities, 

fluidities, inversions and disclaimers put in place to rectify the 18th century empiricist 

ploy that opposes the baseness and availability of the object to the unimpeded excellence 

of a superior, truthful subject, the framing and re framing all the way to the self 

paralaxing of the framer herself only establishes a super meta level for this ploy. 

Everything within the given context, particularly everything that inside any context has 

its own trans-contextual vocation, that is to say what has been written, what has been 

given inscriptive wings, is limited, controlled and actualized on behalf of some genuine 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
27 Cereijido, Fabián. Epistemiologically Correct/Politically Correct (ECPC). 99 Turn-of-the-Century 

Magazine. Volume 1, Number 2 (Fall 1994): 3-4 
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authoritative source that forgets, occludes or declares itself in control of its own pre 

established framing.  

 

E. Neo-Mexicanism/Neo conceptualism a text/context struggle 

The connection between these two groups is marked by contentious attribution of 

context and text. “ Neo Mexicanism”  is a term coined by the art critic Teresa del Conde to 

describe several artists that in the mid 1980s critically revisited the use of Mexican 

themes and iconography in art. The group did not consider itself as such, they wrote no 

manifestos and had no recognized representatives. The name was and is widely used in 

art criticism inside and outside Mexico. Neo Mexicanism is usually described as a 

painting-centered art movement devoted to the representation of national culture through 

a facile exoticism populated by images of the country’ s indigenous, historic and religious 

symbols in order to take advantage of both the upsurge of identity politics and the rapidly 

growing art market of the 1980s. The descriptions, which usually mention that the 

movement received support from the Mexican government, always remarks that, above 

and beyond other considerations, Neo Mexicans were profoundly determined by locality 

and local historical factors.   

“ Mexico City Neo Conceptualism,”  is a term that has been used to define 

practices that starting in the early 1990s in Mexico City, revisited conceptual art with a 

renewed interest in contextual and impermanent determinations. At the time, many 

institutions, like the Carrillo Gil Museum, started presenting National and international 
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Neo Conceptual Art. The vast majority of the literature devoted to the 1990s Mexico City 

Neo Conceptual Art (which was sometimes called Escultura Social28) defines Neo 

Mexicanism as its negative opposite. In the text for the Mexico City Escultura Social 

exhibition in the Telefonica Foundation of Madrid (2003) the critic Maria Luisa Borras 

included the following paragraph: “ That self-indulgent figuration had (Neo Mexicanism), 

however, the virtue of provoking the rejection of an important part of the new generation 

of Mexican artists… ” 29  

Yet the very existence of Neo Mexicanism as a distinct group, its naïve, folkloric, 

square treatment of nationalism and its fundamental distance from Neo Conceptualism 

are far from self-evident. Although many artists commonly associated with Neo 

Conceptualism, like Gabriel Orozco and Abraham Cruzvillegas believe this to be the 

case30, others, like Ruben Ortiz Torres, who participated in landmark exhibitions of the 

two groups 31 do not.   

���������������������������������������� �������������������
28 In reference to the term used by Joseph Beuys 

29 Borras, Maria Luisa, Curator, In the Catalogue for the Exhibition México, identity and 
rupture.Which was presented in the Fundacion Telefonica of Madrid in September 2003. (Borras, 2003, p. 
4)�

��
�“ The Neo Mexicanism …  was like trying to solve the problem of dull formalism with surrealistic 

identity folklore, and that was the worst” . Gabriel Orozco in an interview in Bomb Magazine. (Boullosa, 
2007, p. 19) 

��
�In his blog (http://rubenortiztorres.org/for_the_record) Ruben Ortiz states The critical reaction 

against the "neomexicanismo" during the 1990s invented a vulnerable strawman to accuse him producing 
folkloric regionalism and of opportunistically riding president Salinas’ s essentialist export program. The 
fact is that the accussed artists were collected almost entirely by Mexicans. Paradoxically, today (2010) 
there are many galleries dealing with Local art that do not even have a location in Mexico City and cater 
exclusively to foreign markets and publics. What has been packaged as chauvinist nationalism was most of 
time an ironic critique chauvinist nationalism and never existed as a coherent movement. The collapse of a 
paternalistic, centralized model of government together with an opening forced by multiculturalism and 
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Many of the artists said to belong to one group or the other gained recognition 

through the same alternative venues (La Panaderia, Temistocles 44) generated and 

administered by artists in the wake the huge economic crises of the early 1980s and the 

devastating earthquake of 1985. Both groups were at one time or another favored and 

opposed by the Mexican government, both were marginal and mainstream. Both groups 

established contact with the international scene. This happened at the personal and 

institutional levels. Both groups enjoyed the support of institution like the museum 

Carrillo Gil, which in the 1990s was under the direction of the Cuban critic Osvaldo 

Sanchez. Contrary to the notion that NeoMexicans only painted, they worked in a variety 

of media. For example Eloy Tarcisio, one of the names in the article in which Teresa del 

Conde used the term for the first time, is known for his installations and performances. 

 

���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� ���������������������������������������� �������������
globalization first in the United States and then in Europe forced Mexican artists to look for international 
spaces. This possibility has placed in a profitable position those who can travel and are bilingual, like 
Yoshua Okón, Miguél Calderón and Daniela Rossell Their work, far from avoiding this issue of exception 
and privilege, turns it into an ideal vehicle for the addressing of the current historical juncture. (Ortiz 
Torres, 2009, p. 1) 

��
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Figure 65. Eloy Tarcisio, Boniga (Manure) installation, Mexico City��

 

Figure 66. Eloy Tarcisio, Coyolchauqui body 3, performance, Mexico City  
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The charge of naïveté and folkloric nationalism plays down the irony, intimism 

and subversion of heteronormativity that the artists said to be Neo Mexican applied to the 

machismo, chauvinism and linearity of the national iconography.  

 

 

Figure. 67. Javier de la Garza, Cuauhtémoc.  
Acrylic on paper, Monterrey, 1986��
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Figure 68. Nahum Zenil, Untitled, Oil on wood,  
Guadalajara, 1991  

 

 The relation Neo Mexican/Neo Conceptual presents us precisely with the 

polemic localizing of the context/text frontier I mentioned above. Like in the progression 

described apropos of “ siting” , Neo Mexicanism’ s meta level, its critique and self-

consciousness, or more simply its self-inscription, is often placed inside an inescapable 
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contextual determination. This is sometimes done in a blunt and overtly disqualifying 

fashion, as in the mentioned case of Borras, but also in more nuanced ways.  

In La Era de la Discrepancia Olivier Debroise points out that Julio Galán, one of 

the most emblematic Neo Mexicans was interested in “ reinvesting narrative with the 

rhetoric of conceptual art”  but, nevertheless, he thinks it is “ essential”  to foreground the 

contextual determinations of the Neo Mexicans over their ideas and decisions when 

defining the movement.   

Although this phenomenon (Neomexicanism) might be thought of as the 
equivalent of American or European postmodernism, it has essentially 
distinct features that make it, I believe, incomparable. Therefore my 
reticence in using the imported term, an attitude shared by most of the 
historians who have addressed the subject. Unlike what happened in the 
US, this artistic “ movement”  does not appear to be based on pre-
established ideas, nor did critics and historians initially shape its 
contours… until now it has lacked precisely the visibility that a conceptual 
framework would have otherwise provided… In practical terms, Neo 
Mexicanism corresponds to a crisis of values that lead to the need to 
reappraise one’ s own’ s heritage (C. D. Medina, Olivier, main authors and 
editors, 2007, p. 281) 32.  
 
The cultural and existential character of Neo Mexicanism is opposed to the 

conceptual framing of “ Postmodern”  American and European art. The distance is such 

that the two are “ incomparable”  and “ essentially”  distinct. Debroise is right in 

considering this to be a well spread notion among critics. Whatever is keeping Neo 

Mexicanism from establishing a clear conceptual framework is essential. What is key 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
32 The opposition regarding innocent contextual determination and actualized awareness is also 

expressed by Cuauhtémoc Medina: “ … one thing is to live in the circularity of inherited prejudices, and 
another is to produce relevant and polemic culture in the middle of the contradictions, illusions and 
catastrophes of global capitalism.  (Hernández, 2008, p. 9) 
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here is that the terms are presented as mutually exclusive, as essentially opposed. Galán’ s 

art could not be paired with any conceptual art because it does not foreground its 

conceptual framework. Like Post Modern European and American art, Galán’ s displays a 

subversion of tradition and foundation. But, Debroisse claims, he does not produce the 

conceptual framework that would testify to his own agency in framing the fuzzy limits of 

his works. By the same token Galán’ s art could be considered too local to be site specific. 

It is innocently immersed in its context. It is bound to it not by design but by alienation. 

In which fundamental way, though, can Post Modern European and American art be said 

not to correspond to a crisis of values ? 

  

F. A Neo Mexican work and the limits of inscription.  

As we mentioned above, Galán was one of the most representative Neo Mexican 

artists. His painting Me Quiero Morir which places national symbols in a personalized 

setting, offers a good case in point to discuss Neo Mexicanism and context.  This is an oil 

on canvas from 1985. 
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Figure 69. Julio Galán, Me Quiero Morir, Oil on Canvas, Mexico City, 1985  

In the painting the proximity of the shadow reveals a wall behind the single figure 

that interrupts the virtual depth creating closeness with the viewer. The title is in the first 

person and in the present tense and the character in the painting is indeed Galán himself. 

The juxtaposition and floating of objects around him suggest a dream or a memory. The 

painting is packed with Mexican folk references: a row of several sheets of “ papel 

picado”  paper spells the words “ Me quiero Morir”  (I want to die), an oversize Mexican 

flag comes out of his coat’ s pocket, the painting is double framed by a floral 

arrangement.  
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Galán is in an ecstatic abandon or lost in reminiscing. A general languor of non 

resisted submission, of soft masochistic delight permeates the scene. His surrendering 

hands are lightly and playfully chained to the national symbols.  

The scene visits several stereotypes. The combination of sepia and the glare of 

overexposure in the treatment of the skin suggests the nostalgic overtones of old 

photographs, the pose has an all-out sentimentality, the elaborate yet unconvincing 

mimetic treatment of the objects suggests the hand-painted signs of old Mexican towns 

and the traditional quarters of Mexico City. Can Galán afford this amount of Camp, 

Kitsch and Primitivism without showing the conceptual “ contours”  of his discourse? Isn’ t 

he too traumatized to be conceptual? Can he manage this degree of self divestiture? Can 

he dwell in the limit-subverting intricacies of masochism?  

Osvaldo Sánchez sees a more active agency in Galán. For him the move toward 

the national symbols by Galán and other Neo Mexicans constituted… “  a 

denationalization – (it took) something away from the dominion of the nation state over 

the representation of the body, and (it also constituted) a reappraisal of its iconic value, 

now seen as one’ s own body, self-legitimized, set in the field of public discourse” . Can 

Galán claim agency? (Sanchez, 2000, pp. 138-139)33 

Can Galán’ s interventions in existing, disputed public discourses like the national 

iconography be considered, as Sanchez suggests, a political subversion when the 

conceptual limits of his discourse are not clearly demarcated? Doesn’ t Galán forfeit 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
33 Sanchez, O. (2000). "El cuerpo de la nacion, el neomexicanism, la pulsion homosexual y la 

desnacionalizacion." (Sanchez, 2000) 



178 

 

 

 

political agency and authorial attribution by not establishing objectively his position vis a 

vis context and the origin of his work? Isn’ t Galán’ s art too enmeshed, as Debroise 

claims, in an identity crisis to secure its conceptual clarity and sense? Has he established 

a clear horizon, a truthful frame that would allow him to safely visit “ failed attempts at 

seriousness”  without being conflated with the failure?  

Galán’ s art does in fact run the risk of being determined, changed and un-

differentiated by the context and circumstance of its production (and its reception), and 

the pre existing local and international cultural constructions surrounding his art. But this 

is the case not because he has not crossed a threshold of conceptual clarity, or because 

locality and circumstance have defeated his critical capabilities, nor because a traumatic 

irresolution regarding heritage and identity has rendered him pre-discursive. But because 

this risk is constitutive of any work of art (and of any cultural production) and also 

because unlike the approaches I mentioned above, Galán’ s authorial approach to locality 

does not foreground actuality, accuracy, properness or truth. His work does not approach 

the public with the discursive authority of an already gained trueness. He does not back 

his metaphors and cultural constructions with facts. He does not offer the map back to 

any real, verifiable experience and occasion that could testify to his epistemological 

reliability.  

The placement of Neo Mexicanism within the inescapable determination of a 

contextual innocence incapable of grasping exteriority and conceptual lucidity counter 
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constructs its opposite: a non-innocence, a subject whose passage through context could 

be presented as inaugural, limited and completely accounted for.  

The narrative of an external reality that can be encountered in the present as a 

totality over against a consciousness, accessed, detoured and re-inscribed as the truthful 

fuel and origin of the work presents a perfect differentiating instrument since the degree 

to which this exteriority can be said to be objectively available is inversely proportional 

to the level of cultural and/or regional limitation.  

The group of artists that were deemed Neo Conceptuals: Pablo Vargas Lugo, 

Melanie Smith, Thomas Glassford, Abraham Cruzvillegas, Gabriel Orozco, Francis Alys, 

Daniela Rossel, Carlos A. Morales, formed a very heterogeneous group and their 

differentiation from the Neo Mexicans, as I mentioned above, was uneven. Early points 

of convergence between the two groups were an interest in Joseph Boyce’ s concept of 

“ Social Sculpture“ 34 and the attention to context. The adoption of the term Social 

Sculpture was part of Joseph Beuys’ s call to artists and people in general to affect the 

shaping of society and politics. This idea could certainly apply to the performances and 

installations of Tarsicio and to Galán’ s subversion of heteronormativity (both counted 

among the nominal Neo Mexicans), as well as the work of many artists that today are 

recognized as Mexico City Neo Conceptuales. Daniela Rossell, for example, tampers 

with the pious anthropological tradition of Latin American photography and deals with 

the very rich.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
34 Beuys first used the phrase in 1973 and it was documented in English in 1973, in Caroline Tisdall: 

Art into Society, Society into Art (ICA, London, 1974), p.48 
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Figure 70. Daniela Rossell, Ricas y Famosas, C print, Mexico City, 2002  

 

Her photographs seem at first to objectively expose the delusions of grandeur of 

the light skinned sitters. Young, mostly blond women proudly strike poses surrounded by 

Jacuzzis, gold leafed furniture and servants. Like Galán, though, Rosell operates from a 

non-fully differentiated position. Although the flavor of fraudulent political governance 

and inexplicable, overstated wealth is everywhere, the images are not unsympathetic. The 

social ire and sarcasm implicit in the ploy barely resist the fascination with the effectual 

self congratulatory candor of the sitters. The sexual charge and enjoyment of unchecked 

tokens of greatness permeates Rosell’ s address and blurs the limits of her immersion.  
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Among some Neo Conceptuals exacting the limits of immersion was going to 

become a central preoccupation.  

 

 

Figure 71. Gabriel Orozco, Mis manos son mi corazón. 
Gelatin print, Mexico City, 1991 

�

The self portrait “ Mis manos son mi corazón”� (“ My Hands Are �My Heart” ), a 

photographic diptych made by Gabriel Orozco in late 1991, finds him before the 

scrupulous removal of local cultural references. The piece conjures up a very “ Mexican”  

earthy spirituality and makes reference to a popular image by David Alfaro Siqueiros. It 

also offers what would become a constant in his work, the discursive foregrounding of 

the objective coordinates of its production.  
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Figure 72. Nuestra Imagen Actual (Our Current Image), 1947. 
Piroxiline on fiberglass 223 x 175 

�

G. Gabriel Orozco, object experience  

My choice of Gabriel Orozco as the second term of the pair from Mexico has to 

do with his coupling of a critique of closure, authorship and intentionality with a foray 

into “ reality”  that radicalizes the modus operandi of the Neo Conceptualists I just 

discussed. Like Graciela Carnevale, Guillermo Kuitca and Diego Rivera, Gabriel Orozco 

carries out a repositioning of authorship vis a vis context and experience. He organize his 

production around a truthful inscription of conditions of possibility. . Like Guillermo 

Kuitca, he ties truthful experiences to polysemy and stays away from finality.  
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Let me start with a brief chronology. Orozco studied at the National School of 

Fine Arts-UNAM, Mexico (1981-84) where his main interest was easel painting and 

completed h�������������	
������	�	������
���������������	��, Madrid (1986-87) where 

he diversified his practice. Upon his return to Mexico he started to participate in the 

activities of the alternative art spaces and ever changing collectives that, as I indicated in 

the previous section, characterized the post earthquake scene in Mexico City.  In 1988 

Orozco assisted the British Artist Anthony Gormley in an ambitious installation project 

that consisted of 10.000 small human figurines made in clay by traditional brick makers 

in Cholula, State of Puebla.  

His enthusiasm for installation Art grew and in 1989 he co-curated with 

Guillermo Santamarina the group exhibit "A Propósito, 14 obras en torno a Joseph 

Beuys" (On purpose, 14 works around Joseph Beuys). The exhibit was held in an ex 

convent from the 16th century in the outskirts of Mexico City and included 14 

installations. The entry by Orozco was an installation in an abandoned chapel. It 

consisted of a stuffed elephant head attached to the wall in the manner of a hunt trophy 

and dry logs on the floor. In 1991 he spent two months in Brazil, where he started taking 

photographs and produced a work I discuss bellow, Turista Malluco (“ Nutty Tourist”  in 

Portuguese). Upon his return to Mexico City he was invited to exhibit in Belgium, where 

he met Benjamin Buchloh. Buchloh, a well established critic and one of the co editors of 

the journal October, saw in Orozco a brilliant, ground-breaking artist engaging the most 

urgent issues affecting contemporary sculpture and art in general.   
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The conditions of a universally destroyed relationship to the material 

world of object experience… are probably the most strident motivations to 

become a sculptor in the present, and it seems that Orozco is the first to 

have made them the principle of his production. (Buchloh, p 39) 

 

Buchloh considered Orozco’ s Mexicanicity a very important asset in the 

enterprise of re valuing object experience because he follows the idea that poor societies 

have a less mediated interaction with objects and that lack of industrial development, 

illiteracy and poverty makes their daily experience more permeated by myth than the 

daily life of industrialized countries and he does not address contemporary art production 

in Mexico. 

He (Orozco) is an artist who emerged from a nations state where despite a 
continuously expanding industrialization, everyday culture seems to suffer 
and benefit from a permeation of residual forms of mythical experience 
(manifestations of a culture permeated by myth might include illiteracy or 
poverty, or relative proximity to preindustrial forms of production) 
(Buchloh’ s parenthesis). All of these conditions in tandem… could offer 
the artist access to different types of subjectivity and object relations. 
(p.37)    
 
Mutual respect and a common concern for the “ material world of object 

experience”  translated into a life-long collaboration. In 1992 Orozco moved to New York 

City where he gained international recognition. 

A study of some emblematic works by Orozco and the way they relate to several 

art traditions dealing with “ reality”  or the extra-artistic will help trace his approach to 
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authorship, experience and regionality and further establish his contrast with Rivera and 

Carnevale and his affinity with Kuitca. 

 

1. La DS  

La DS is a 1993 work made in Paris. Orozco removed a 63.5 cm (25 inches) 

longitudinal slice from the center of a silver Citroën DS and re-attached the two 

remaining pieces forming a significantly thinner car. The car could not be driven but the 

gallery visitors were allowed to sit in the modified vehicle and the doors and trunk could 

be opened. The car, save for the cutout has the pristine appearance of a new car in a 

dealership. It displays no tokens of previous use. Exhibited almost always on the floor 

and with ample space around it, La DS invites the viewer to circle around it, which offers 

the play of moving reflections on the mirroring slick silver surface of the car and, 

eventually, the most dramatic view of the intervention, dead frontal. It is almost 

impossible as one looks at the car from this viewpoint that dramatizes the drastic 

shrinking the car has experienced, not to flinch. There has been a transition to the act.  

The formal and localizable aspects of the intervention, the fact that car and cut 

remain adjudicated give the piece a peculiar immediacy. The gesture has a striking 

circumspection; it is a single act, an edit, a present. The piece seems to reflect one of 

Orozco’ s most cherished convictions:   

Yo busco… ese vaciamiento del ego, del prejuicio para que el momento de 
contacto con lo real sea más iluminador, más intenso, que se vea 
enriquecido por una relación dialéctica entre el individuo y lo que lo 
rodea…  
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 (I seek… the emptying out of the ego and prejudice so that the moment of 
contact with the real can be more illuminating, more intense as it is 
enriched by the dialectic relation between the individual and his 
surroundings… ”  (Boullosa, 2007, p. 19) 
 

In fact the rhetorical concentration on a resolute, localized intervention adds an 

irruptive spasm, a “ moment of inception”  element that colors the piece’ s address and its 

dialog with a number of artistic traditions.  

As a piece that involves an industrial product La DS mobilizes issues of value and 

authorship that, starting with Duchamp’ s urinal, have accompanied the practice of the 

readymade and commodity art. It also touches the vast territory of car related art so I will 

interrogate it in reference to selected works of this sort. The integral, straight and total cut 

relates la DS to other works that slash pre existing objects exactly, like certain works by 

Matta Clark of the mid seventies which I will consider as well.    
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Figure 73. Gabriel Orozco, La DS. 1993. Modified Citroën DS  
 
 

2. The signature and the cut 

For his 1917 Fountain, Marcel Duchamp purchased a Bedfordshire model urinal 

from a New York City sanitary company named J. L. Mott Iron Works. He disposed of 

the fittings and connections, flipped the white enameled object 90 degrees so that the part 

that receives the urine would face the public, and signed it “ R. Mutt 1917”  which is a 

reference to the manufacturer, a fictional author and a play on words.   
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Figure 74. Fountain 1917; 1964 artist-authorized replica made by the artist's dealer, 
Arturo Schwarz, based on a photograph by Alfred Stieglitz. 

Porcelain, 360 x 480 x 610 mm. Tate Modern, London. 
    

If in the Urinal of Duchamp the signature mediated the operation that turned the 

object into a work of art, in La DS it is the cut that was called on to play a similar role. 

Duchamp stages the lack of material change, which by contrast dramatizes that which the 

Fountain performs away from the eye and the verifiable present. In Orozco’ s case the 

authorial detour through the extra artistic produces a blunt material mark in the presence 
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of the object that foregrounds the inception and concreteness of the intervention over its 

conventional, invisible import, or at least pegs the one to the other. Like in a speech act, 

the signature is given by the inscription of a “ present” .   

Cars have regularly visited art from Picabia’ s erotic fascination with sparkplugs to 

Tony Smith’ s fascination with the innovative New Jersey Turnpike to Ruben Ortiz 

Torres’ s work with customized cars. Cars show end evoke fix interiors and unnamed 

horizons. They also present a place of encounter for industrial production and personal 

history, serial production and the life of individuals and groups. This encounter and the 

limits it dramatized have been, almost since the inception of the automobile, dramatized 

and tampered with by the practice of customizing, which, like readymade art, dramatizes 

the limits of authorship.   

Like the cut of Orozco, car customizing intervenes physically on industrially 

produced cars. But unlike the cut of La DS, customizing is a reconfiguration of cars in 

which a myriad of sources melt, fuse and un-differentiate, blurring sources and agencies. 

Personal and sub-cultural references appropriate and subvert the origin of the car 

producing unified microcosms. The work La Zamba del Chevy by Ruben Ortiz Torres 

amplifies and adds personal and historical registers to these fertile concoctions. 

In La Zamba del Chevy (2000), Ortiz Torres, taking a clue from a famous 

photograph of Che Guevara riding a 1960 Chevy Impala in Havana after the revolution, 

produced a pimped up, jumping version of the car by adding customized hydraulic 

suspension to an identical model. The car is shown “ performing”  to a song, a Zamba 
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written by Ortiz’ s father in honor of Che back in the sixties, which has also been pimped 

up with techno accents and a floor-shaking base. The customized vehicle is shown 

together with a 3D video displaying all the range of movement of the car.���

�

 

Figure 75. Ruben Ortiz Torres,"La Zamba Del Chevy" 2000. 
Installation / performance and I3D DVD 5 min. 56 sec 

 

Ortiz’ s car is saturated with references: the leftist history of Latin America, the 

least solemn registers of militancy, the fusion of that history with Ortiz’ s personal life 

and the cultural experiences of the border where customizing is widespread. Unlike the 

DS, which centers on the cut, the piece does not exact and locate the authorial 

intervention in a momentous, unified fact that dramatizes the limits of the immersion. It 
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rather conjures an always receding horizon within which the fetishized car, the driver, the 

mechanic or artist appear as mutually inscribed by personal and cultural traces.  

La DS evokes and contrasts with two harrowing 1974-5 works by Gordon Matta 

Clark which also involve an exact cut of constructed extra artistic elements. Splitting 

Four Corners consisted in literally slicing a suburban house in Englewood, NJ, that had 

been vacated against the will of the people living there to make room for the development 

of a municipal complex, and Conical Intersect for which Matta Clark removed a conical 

slice of one of the apartment buildings that were demolished to make room for the Centre 

Pompidou in Paris.  
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Figure 76. Matta-Clark, 1975 Gordon Intervened 17th-century buildings 
designated for demolition, Paris 

 

The works visit the drama of the specific sites where they were made and today 

the surviving documentary photographs underscore the obliteration of domesticity, 

interiority, stability and the power and rigor of the state over the lives of individuals. The 

context stays in the work and its photographic record not only as a provider of truth 

value, but as a narrative of social concern. Matta-Clark’ s cut visits the scene, mingles 

with the buildings and narrative echoes of the site, maintaining a mutual contamination 
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with the authorial intervention. La DS instead, meets authorial agency for a brief, unique 

moment that is over before the object and the artist can inscribe their stories.  

The comparisons with Duchamp, Ortiz and Matta Clark makes clear Orozco’ s 

interest in a semi autonomous, de-narrativized instance of the present, or of a present 

whose specificity and localization, whose apparition in the scene is given a particular 

relevance. This irruptive, documented “ present”  is reinforced by the allowed “ riding”  of 

the car. As one opens and closes the doors and trunk, hops on the driver seat and rotates 

the steering wheel the feeling is one of playing with props backstage. The car makes 

available a set of options, a set of limited and reversible possibilities that, like polysemy, 

counter-conjure one irreversible intervention that presides over the installation and 

proclaims the privilege of the “ present” . All but the cut and its instant of incidence has 

been relegated by the emphasized irruptive present.  There is an instance of truth that has 

been accessed and exited in reference to which the piece is organized and the horizon of 

its meaning is enclosed.    

 

3. Yieding Stone, factual mexicanicity 

In line with the foregrounding of the moment when the authorial intervention 

happened, which is consistent in Orozco, there is a work from 1992 that uses specimen 

collection to create portraits of the artist and the City. First it was made in Mexico City 

and then in New York. The idea for the piece came from a popular form of sub-

employment practiced in the area of the Zocalo in Mexico City, mostly by children. The 
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practice had been used by another contemporary artist working in Mexico City, the 

Belgian born Francis Allys, whose work frequently involves locality and equivocal 

attribution35. It consisted in pulling a low, magnetized metal toy truck with wheels along 

the streets of the “ Centro”  to accumulate as many metal scraps as possible, that can 

eventually be exchanged for meager cash in re processing municipal centers. In Yielding 

Stone the toy truck is replaced by a rolling ball and the attraction of magnetized metal by 

the stickiness and yielding qualities of plasticine. The large ball was rolled down city 

streets so that it could collect the debris and dust that was loose and light enough to stick 

to it and the impressions of that which in its path protruded, receded and offered a 

texture. The process stopped when the ball weighed as much as Orozco himself, (around 

160 pounds at the time). The work epitomizes an “ empirical”  approach to context and 

self inscription. The indexical slant of this self portrait is provocative in its topical 

silence. This ball rolled blocks away from the charged Zocalo, using a procedure derived 

from the sub employed children of Mexico City. Regarding identity and objectivity, 

Orozco declared  

But what makes a piece— or a body of work, or a particular artist—
become part of the identity of a nation or a group of people? That, in the 
end, is what makes an artist great— becoming part of that identity— and 
not so much the premeditated subject matter. In art, the original intention 
of the artist isn’ t what counts: what counts is when, in the end, a society, 

���������������������������������������� �������������������
35 The piece by Francis Allys is called The Collector. It was made in 1991-92. Allys has several pieces 

in which he ambiguates authorship. Other than “ Dog”  which simply gives a canine shape to a scrap metal 
gathering devise like the ones I describe above, he has several paintings that are copies of drawings of his 
by traditional sign painters from Mexico City and a performance piece made in Colombia for which a 
group of about 200 locals move a mountain a foot by advancing shoulder to shoulder in line each 
displacing a handful of dirt with a shovel. Information from Ruben Gallos’ s 2004 book New Tendencies un 
Mexican Art (Gallo, 2004, p. 83) 
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or a group of people at a historic moment, choose to identify with a piece 
or an individual artist (Boullosa, 2007, p. 20) 
 

The yielding of the piece offers verifiable results, a concrete record that maps and 

reproduces the actual origin of the piece. A muted subjectivity seems to detour its 

intention through the demonstrable. It gives account of the exact situation in which it 

encountered reality.  
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Figure 77. Gabriel Orozco, Yielding Stone. 1993.  
Plasticine, approx. 14 x 17 x 17" (35.6 x 43.2 x 43.2 cm). One of three versions. 

 

The piece steps in the realm of, but stays away from the pronouncements and 

enunciations normally associated with self portraiture and national identity. Exteriority is 

indexed. What happens outside is not tampered with, it is made to rhetorically provide 

objectivity. The immersion in context is timed and circumscribed by the objectified, 

exacted process of accumulating 160 pounds of plasticine and debris. No Mexican 

narrative, no intentional designation is pursued beyond the one that might become 

available factually through actual contact with the site or through the eventual 

development of consensus (a group of people at a historic moment, choose to identify… ). 

This factualized, extra discursive identity, takes ancestral undertones in Buchloh’ s 

literature about this piece and Orozco’ s work in general. On page 43 (Buchloh, Temkin, 
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& Fer, 2009, p. 43) he writes: “  the black plasticine ball and its hermetic weight that, 

inevitably (my italics) takes the shape of the terrible stone skulls that we know, generally, 

from black and white photographs, and the distributive sculpture he built with ice-cream 

spoons (see photo below), which certainly (my italics) evokes the hieratical 

ornamentation of the complex sculpture found in some temples… ”  

 

 

Figure 78. Mi Mano es la Memoria del Espacio  
(My Hand��� the Memory of Space) 1991.  

Wooden Ice-cream spoons. 5m x 5m. 
 

4. Homerun 

This piece was made specifically for the exhibit that, in 1993, Orozco had at the 

museum of modern art. It consisted in installing two oranges inside a third floor 

apartment facing the inner courtyard of the Museum in a position decided and arranged in 

conversation with the apartment’ s residents. The oranges could be seen from the yard and 

from one of the stairs of the museum. The distance and height from the museum to the 

oranges playfully mimicked the actual distance that a baseball would have had to travel to 
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score a homerun if the player was at the door of the yard and the exterior walls were the 

fences of a ballpark. For Buchloh the piece presents a complex array of object 

experiences in “ three types of radically different spaces” . First the spectators see 

themselves in an indoor, institutional space, second they see the sculptural display in the 

interior patio of MoMA and, lastly, the spectator realizes she/he has to peek “ somewhat 

illicitly”  into the space of a private apartment. It is then, says Buchloh, that the piece’ s 

wealth of object types becomes evident. It is then, once the audience knows that all three 

are available, that these three object types that by themselves would “ appear as 

insufficient” (p. 87): institutional spectacle, private fetish and discursive convention, are 

set in mutually substituting circulation. This compensates for and makes evident the fact 

that none of them individually generates “ a sense of compatibility and finite 

correspondence between public, object and institution” (p. 87). Set in mutually 

substituting circulation these three modes enact “ the actually existing fragmentation of 

the experience of public space and the concomitant annihilation of simultaneous 

collective conditions of reception”  (p. 87). Which is to say that each one makes up for the 

limitations of the next one and that together, they critique reduction and forceful 

universalizing. 

Buchloh compares the virtues of this multi modal approach to earlier 

“ distributional sculpture”  (Buchloh, et al., 2009, p. 88) that concentrated on materiality 

and purity and neglected contextual considerations; and to institutional critique, which (as 

site-specific critics made them notice) limited itself to the environment it criticized. The 
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different objectual experiences explained by Buchloh follow the progressive corrective 

dynamic I described above in “ attributing context/text” . In this case, though, instead of 

the pilling up of epistemological frames in successive movements and artistic tendencies 

detecting and adding the missing awareness of the previous framing, they are all included 

in the same piece, inventoried and made to coincide with actual placements of relative 

interiority in the building and its adjacencies. Together they exact the correspondence of 

framing and experience. The only way, though, these models of object experience could 

be deployed as experiential and compared side by side, is if their epistemological limits 

are not threaten by what might happen within them, if they are kept from absolute rift, 

from nonsensical or transformative developments, if their experiential range is kept 

within the limits of polysemy. 
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Figure 79. Gabriel Orozco, 1993, Intervention on a building adjacent  
to the Museum of Modern Art, New York 

 

5. Turista Maluco  

The title means “ Nutty Tourist”  in Portuguese and it is a phrase that Orozco took 

from the comments he received in Brazil from three drunk homeless folks who followed 

him around as he, camera in hand, studied the empty tables of a street market after hours 

that had caught his attention. Eventually, Orozco placed an orange on each of the tables 

and took a photograph.  A midsize photograph preserves the experience and is the way in 

which Turista Maluco is presented to its audience.   
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Figure 80. Gabriel Orozco, 1991 Silver Print Photograph of an intervention  
in a Market in Bahia de San Salvador, Brazil 

 

Orozco deploys an instant seriality that plots and preserves the fragility of the 

moment. The visual pacing of the photograph enacts the fugue of oranges that rapidly 

disappear into deep space and dramatize the ephemeral. The siting of this ostensibly 

phenomenological exercise in an open-air market in Brazil, as it looks after closing is 

curious. Why go all the way there? The effect of absence conferred by the empty stalls 

does resonate with the theme of ephimerality. But the role of absentee could have been 

played by anybody anywhere. The general presence/absence is dramatic in the case of the 

men who semi anonymously contribute the title. Orozco could have omitted the 

geographic data. He could have kept the drunk locals from the piece. Like the center of 

Mexico City, Brazil and the three drunken fellows have contributed the truth-value, the 

register of a limited and verifiable occurrence. Orozco has encapsulated the experience, 



202 

 

 

 

has marked the limits of the brief foray. The stay has been long enough to establish the 

self-sameness of a documented present that the rhetorical evanescence of the installation 

dramatizes. But it has been too short for the context and the people in it to become more 

than an empirical, truthful complement to the work. 
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6. Conclusion 

 

The dissertation has shown that although context was central for all practices, the 

placement and discursive prominence given to the divide context/text were radically 

different.   

In the case of Tucumán Arde it was shown that their foray into exteriority 

intermingled with changing but constituted discourses with trans-contextual wings aimed 

at a desired future like the foquistas, the travelers and the revolutionary union with a 

never before seen cultural and journalistic department. The projection was towards a 

future that was ample, but gambled and not produced in the present as evidence or a 

proof.  It was not undeclared in favor of future objectified instances of reception. It had a 

constitutive embrace of its own negative possibility. The discussion of the critical 

reception showed how the opinions for and against tended to suppress Tucumán Arde’ s 

trans-contextual self-inscription in order to either declare its local and circumstantial 

naivite, or turned it into a place holder for new possible emancipatory meanings. Both 

opinions suppose or construct critical questions regarding thresholds that Orozco and 

Kuitca answer: what is the critical level of locality beyond which there is no more trans-

contextuality? What is the critical level of intention beyond which there is no more 

polysemy?  

I presented Rivera’ s cubism and his use of localisms not as limitations but as a 

different approach that does not exact conditions of possibility. I showed how Rivera’ s 

non inscription of conditions of possibility in his work, had made him an easy candidate 
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for the losing sides of the dubiously constructed oppositions transcendental/non 

transcendental, mimetic/symbolic, primitive/developed.  

 The text revisited Rivera’ s murals and his embrace of institutional places, 

ideological markers and localisms. His murals have no recourse to an un-controversially 

established truth. They operate from a position of power they don’ t relinquish but rather 

try to transform and use, which for many authors crosses a threshold that rules out any 

subsequent trans-contextual gesture, just like his cubist period localisms. Rivera’ s 

Historia de Mexico mural was shown to be not a neutral, projective, inclusive work. It is 

a work that does not provide its own logic. The “ present”  does not explain the future. It 

rather clears the way for the future to appear as desired and gambled. Rivera projects a 

future that constituted power cannot contain but, he hopes, can help to make visible.   

The text then discussed a most dramatic dispute concerning text/context in 

Mexico: Neo Mexicanism/Neo Conceptualism, in which I argued that Neo 

Conceptualism had counter-constructed a fully contextually determined Neo Mexicanism 

precisely to draw the critical level of locality they see themselves as transcending. The 

transcending is enacted in a forceful narrative. In it, an external reality that can be 

encountered in the present as a totality over against a consciousness is accessed, 

documented and re-inscribed as the truthful fuel and origin of the work. This objectified 

accounting for origins presents a perfect differentiating instrument. The degree to which 

this exteriority can be said to be objectively available is inversely proportional to the 

level of cultural and/or regional limitation.  
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The text then considers Gabriel Orozco, who shares much with Kuitca. The study 

shows, particularly in “ Yieding Stone”  and “ Turista Maluco”  a very strict delimitation of 

local trans-contextuality. Orozco and Kuitca were seen in their pursuit of highly 

circumscribed instances of experience that their work preserves as established but non 

predicable truths. Kuitca’ s progressive break with the narrative elements of the context of 

production corresponded to a discursive foregrounding of the context of reception; In 

Orozco the objective context of production, the situation, the place and the time are 

completely accounted for, established as legitimating truths and made to fuel the 

actualized “ presents”  of polysemy. 

  Kuitca and Orozco instantiate a notion of denied regionality. Everything within 

the given context, particularly everything that has its own trans-contextual vocation, is 

limited, controlled and actualized on behalf of the production of a polysemy that forgets, 

occludes or declares itself in control of its own pre established coding. This encapsulating 

of experience turns the region, any region into a place holder for grounded meaning and 

subordinates metaphors to objective origins.  
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Appendix 

Historiography and Context in Ana Longoni 

 

Ana Longoni holds a Ph.D. in Art History and is a writer, researcher, and 

professor at the University of Buenos Aires where she teaches Media Theory and Culture 

and Art and Politics in Twentieth-Century Argentina.  

Her encompassing, encyclopedic work on Tucumán Arde and the Argentine Art 

of the 60s and 70s have made her into a central figures of the group of Latin American 

scholars that in the lasts decades embraced the cause of critically rescuing, re archiving 

and bringing to discussion fora, aspects and artists of the Latin American avant-garde 

formerly relegated to obscurity by the canonic center-periphery narrative.  

Since Ana Longoni’ s work on Tucumán Arde includes a thorough reconstruction 

of Tucumán Arde’ s context, I have studied her writing to ask, yet again, the questions 

that have structured my enquiry. Where does Ana Longoni draw the line text/context and 

how does this affect her articulation of Tucumán Arde in terms of regionality, objectivity 

and the narrative of the avant-garde? The answer is nowhere. In her trailblazing writing 

nobody is denied trans-contextual inscriptive rights. Nobody is granted essentialized 

benefits.  

The text has occasionally made reference to historiographic interventions by local 

and international art historians and theorists who, paralleling the approach of some of the 

art practices I discussed, based their genealogies and narratives on the precise delimiting 

and differentiation of context and text. These narratives separated those who could 
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discursively, self consciously “ site”  themselves and present as trans-contextual truth-

value their circumscribed experiences in “ context” , from those who were determined and 

confined by the limits and ancestral semiotic pull of “ their”  contexts. I mentioned in 

chapter one, for example, that there were authors for whom the development of the 

“ peripheral”  avant-gardes had been constituted by the paternal, trans-contextual 

interpellation of the avant-gardes of Europe and the United States. I also Mentioned the 

well-spread notion that Diego Rivera’ s inclusion of mimesis and local color in his cubist 

works was the product of a regional limitation within which true universals could not be 

seen. In the last chapter I referred to Benjamin Buchloh’ s notion that Gabriel Orozco 

could confront each new context with freshness because of his “ distant” , object and 

myth-prone Mexican roots. I also mentioned the incompatibility construed to differentiate 

Neo Mexicanism from Neo Conceptualism along the same lines. Whether discussing the 

contextual determinations of an art practice or its genealogical place in a historical 

narrative, the exacting of context/text provides a strong political tool: the hindering 

confinement to a naturalized regional cultural context has its counterpart in the 

naturalized, advantageous genealogical place in a historical narrative.  

To discuss how these issues are implicitly and explicitly treated in her literature, I 

will review several quotes: 

A. “ … (to consider Tucumán Arde without)… its local context, outside its precise 

inscription within the complex cultural map of the time can generate an isolated 

reading of it, can turn it into an eccentricity deprived of its historical flesh. Such a 
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fetischized version of it might do away with its critical potential” .(Longoni, 2008) 

(p 454)   

B. “ The American Hal Foster sees the return of the avant-garde in the 50s and 60s as 

emanating from a critical consciousness similar to that of the avant-garde of the 

first quarter of the 20th century in its artistic conventions and historical 

conditions. Foster, challenging Peter Bürger’ s critical view of contemporary art, 

demonstrates (my italics) that the neo-avant-garde has not lost its critical sense, 

which is focused not on completing but on understanding the project of the 

original avant-garde” . “ Would this be the path to reactivate Tucumán Arde’ s 

Utopical substratum and the tremendous inaugural impetus it had? (Longoni, 

2008)(p 54).  

C. “ (What would be the best way) to reactivate the tremendous inaugural impetus 

(Tucumán Arde) had?”  

Quote A, which asks for Tucumán Arde to be seen in context is illustrative of the 

position that context has in Longoni’ s rendition of the practice. She is not presenting the 

natural conditions that explain Tucumán Arde and replace or naturalize its inscriptive 

determination. She asks that “ its precise inscription within the complex cultural map”  be 

taken into consideration. She is rather presenting this context as the mise-en-scène within 

which Tucumán Arde’ s inscriptive determination, its predilections, gamble and 

projections can be best instantiated and revisited. She is after the presentation of the 

critical agency of Tucumán Arde and its subvertive potential, about which she has no 
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doubts, as quote C makes evident. Her description of the context reveals an interest in the 

context, not a search for ultimate truths.   

Quote B, which shows Hal Foster not proposing but demonstrating the critical 

sense and currency of the neo-avant-gardes, establishes a strong endorsement and 

association. Does it reflect the spirit of her own recasting of Tucumán Arde? A brief 

digression is in order.  

The demonstration Longoni refers to was the central argument of Foster’ s article 

“ What's neo about the neo-avant-garde?”  published in 1994 in October and two years 

later as part of his 1996 book, The Return of the Real.  

   Foster’ s article was inspired by and makes concrete reference to Louis 

Althusser’ s recasting of Marx and Jacques Lacan’ s recasting of Freud.  

   It starts by accepting the argument brought forth by Lacan regarding Freud and 

de Sassure: 

   “ Lacan articulates a latent connection between Freud and Ferdinand de 

Saussure, the contemporaneous founder of structural linguistics, a connection implicit in 

Freud (e.g., in his analysis of the dream as a process of condensation and displacement, a 

rebus of metaphor and metonymy) but impossible for him to think as such given the 

epistemological limits of his own historical position”  (My Italics). 

   Foster explains the neo avant-garde and its validity in analogous terms. In the 

“ recovery”  of, or return to Freud by Lacan, Freud’ s own trans-contextual determinations, 

his emphasis on inscriptive metaphors, his distance and transferential rapport with 
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biology are thwarted by two urgent developments: the advent of a new universal, the 

idealized signifier in flux, which Freud supposedly would have embraced had he not been 

constrained by epistemological limits; and the protection of psychoanalysis from a mortal 

danger, ego psychology.   

 In the case of Foster the trans-contextual, inscriptive determinations of the first 

avant-garde are thwarted by a deep, naturalized connection: an intra-psychic contiguity 

between the neo-avant-garde and the first avant-garde modeled after Freud’ s 

Nachträglichkeit that resets the narrative in re-signifying flux, makes available new 

genealogic privileges and interdictions and takes precedence over the constitutive 

possibility of failure, the inscriptive gamble of the first avant-garde. It also protects the 

avant-garde narrative from a mortal danger, Peter Bürger, who declares its post-war death 

by institutionalization in his 1974 book “ The Theory of the Avant-Garde” . (Burger, 

1984).    

 The issue is not to question the prerogative that everybody should have to re-

interpret or take selective aspects from a theory, an author or a historical narrative. What 

is at stake is the custodial appropriation of an author or a tradition, instantiated in the 

assumed “ latency” , the “ implicit”  and the intra-psychical contiguity that accompany these 

arguments. What is critical is the allotting of the property rights of the genealogy, the 

brand, the “ Firsts” . This essentialized links can be used as damning or redemptive agents: 

Glusberg, instead of referring to the paternal interpellation of the “ center”  could have said 

that artists in the periphery liked or were interested in what was being done in the US and 
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Europe. Hal Foster could have argued the virtues of the American neo avant-garde 

without recourse to the essentializing Nachträglichkeit.  

 The model of an essentialized genealogical communality with a primal scene 

does not apply to Longoni’ s historiography, nor does it apply to her approach to context. 

The avant-garde in Longoni is not subjected to custodial claims and exclusions. The 

brand is fully available. Nothing in her writing says “ and that is why Tucumán Arde has 

the right to align itself with the Historical avant-garde” . Nowhere in the text is there a 

description of an essentialized link between Tucumán Arde or Graciela Carnevale and the 

Historical avant-garde. By the same token, there isn’ t an exacting opposition between 

context and text in her writing. Nobody is denied trans-contextual inscriptive rights, 

nobody is granted essentialized benefits.  

 Why, then, is she interested in theoretic work like Foster’ s? It is useful to come 

back to her B quote.  “ Hal Foster sees the return of the avant-garde in the 50s and 60s as 

emanating from a critical consciousness similar to that of the avant-garde of the first 

quarter of the 20th century” (my italics). Nowhere in her writing is there a reference to 

Foster’ s use of Nachträglichkeit or any essentializing link beyond similarity and interest.  

 This glitch does not diminish the accomplishments of her historiographic work, 

which offers a stark contrast to the practice of validating genealogies and narratives by 

delimiting and differentiating context and text. 

  

�
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