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Exploring the Contours o
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by Edward Rubin
2005, the Center for Puerto Rican Studies, Hunter College, and
the Inter-University Program for Latino Research (IUPLR),
University of Notre Dame, hosted their first national conference –
“Assessment and Valuation of Puerto Rican, Chicano, Latino and HispanicCaribbean Art.” It was such a success that Centro and IUPLR, this time
joined by the Chicano Studies Research Center at the University of
California-Los Angeles, the Americas Society, El Museo del Barrio, and El
Taller Boricua, decided to do it again.
“Latino Art Now!” a three-day conference consisting of seven panels
and several collateral events, took place at the Americas Society in New
York City from Jan. 31- Feb. 2. Some 40 Latino art historians, independent
and museum directors, curators, artists and activists presented papers that
explored the contours of Latino Art both nationally and globally. Keynote
speaker Carolina Ponce de León, executive director of Galería de la Raza,
San Francisco, Calif., opened the conference with a talk on “Encounters
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and Disencounters: A Personal Journey Through the Many Latin and U.S.
Latino Art Worlds.”
In the evening, participants attended the opening of El Museo del
Barrio’s “Arte ≠ Vida: Actions by Artists of the Americas, 1960-2000.” The
landmark exhibition surveyed, for the first time ever, through photographs,
video, texts, ephemera, props and artworks, the vast array of performative
actions created over the last four decades by Caribbean, Latino and Latin
American artists. At the opening, Cuban performance artist Tania Bruguera
performed her Lecture Series: 1 – On Documentation (2004-2005), and
Raphael Montañez Ortiz, El Museo’s founding director, using toy pianos,
performed Yes, No, Maybe (2008), a variation of his historic piano
destruction, which he first presented at the 1966 “Destruction in Art
Symposium” in London.
Conference attendees also visited Taller Boricua, a community arts
organization, to see “Creando Fuerza: Cambio y Permanencia,” an
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E. Carmen Ramos, curator of exhibitions, the Arts Council of
Princeton, Princeton, N.J., in The Post-61 Generation: Notes on the
Dominican Artistic Diaspora in the United States, discussed the artistic
diaspora and what happens culturally when communities take root and
sprout in new places. The so-called Post-61 Dominican generation of
artists emerged out of a particular historical moment, namely, the years
and events following the assassination of the dictator Rafael Trujillo, who
led a violent and repressive regime on the island from 1930 until his death
in 1961. While there was some Dominican migration to the United States
prior to 1961, Ramos marks the fall of the Trujillo regime as the key originating point in Dominican migration, much like Operation Bootstrap or
the 1959 Cuban Revolution have informed 20th-century Puerto Rican and
Cuban migration, respectively.
Using images of artworks to illustrate her talk, Ramos examined the
concerns among Dominican diaspora artists working and living in the
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exhibition of prints by Consejo Gráfico, an independent network of Latino
print workshops, and the opening night, at New York University, of “Esto
a Veces Tiene Nombre: Latin@ Art Collectives in a Post Millennium,”
curated by Yasmin Ramírez, an arts fellow at the Center for Puerto Rican
Studies, Hunter College.
The seven panels, through which the presenters delivered their papers,
were “Latino Art from its Production to Consumption”; “The Dissemination,
Publication, and Archiving of Latino Art: Print and Media”; “The Origins and
New Horizons of Migration, Diaspora and Exile”; “Intersections: U.S.
Latina/o Art and Artists and Latin American and U.S. Contemporary Art”;
“Cultural Brokers, Curators and Collections”; “Latino Printmaking:
Preserving the Heritage and Advancing Its Future”; and “Future Directions.”
What follows are selective “takeouts” from papers that were presented.
Presentations ranged from Tracy Grimm’s sparse 757-word outline to
Alejandro Anreus’ monumental 4,699 words.
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United States. The subject of migration was treated by the artists, often with
a strong documentary impulse to record the specifics of the migrant experience, in both metaphorical and concrete terms. Iliana Emilia García’s
photographs titled Undiscovered Islands and Unknown Distances, from
2006 and 2007, construct an emotional narrative of departure from home
animated not by human figures, but by two simple, rustic chairs that act as
human surrogates. The chairs, once bound to each other like lovers at the
seaside, depart, see each other from a distance and then bid each other
adieu, leaving an ephemeral memory of one another’s presence.
The theme of liquid borders emerges strongly in Scherezade
García’s Sabana de la Mar. García’s work encompasses everything from
delicate soft sculptures and drawings to video, performances and installations that evoke and explore the migrant’s epic and utopian search for an
ideal home. In a 2002 performance and related documentary video, the
artist engaged residents of Sabana de la Mar on the coast of the
Dominican Republic. It is from this seaside town that countless
Dominicans seek illegal passage to Puerto Rico, often risking their lives.
As part of the performance, García translated the stories of residents –
many of whom had lost loved ones in the dangerous crossing or who had
made the journey back and forth between islands – from words to images
in quick, spontaneous drawings on life-preserver jackets – symbolic of
the migrant’s will to survive.
Rather than focus on the particular story of Dominicans in the United
States, Nicolás Dumit Estévez enacts migration as a form of deliberate
action. Estévez undertook the daunting task of traveling to Calaf, a town of
approximately 3,500 inhabitants located just outside of Barcelona in
Spain, with the intention of meeting everyone who lived there, over a twomonth residency. Appropriately titled Pleased To Meet You (2007),
Estévez’s aim in seeking out intimate encounters with the townspeople –
all of which he photo documented – was to go from being a tourist to
being a local. By placing himself in the middle of each photo, the artist,
becoming a local, sought to blur, if not eradicate, the difference between
outsider and migrant.
Alex Morel’s photography addresses the subject of race from a subtle,
at times imperceptible, perspective. For 10-plus years, Morel has been
photographing friends, family, acquaintances and environments in at least
three countries – the United States, the Dominican Republic and Haiti.
That these locations are important to the artist is clear. He often titles each
work with the name or names of his subjects and their geographic location. Caught in vulnerable and intimate moments – gesturing while partially undressed, napping on a sofa, looking out a bedroom window – all the
photographs reveal a privileged vantage point made possible by the artist’s
own relationship to his subject. Outside of knowing the titles of each work,
it is hard to tell who is who – who is Haitian, who is Dominican, and who
is American. Here we lose the “us vs. them” dichotomy of the DominicanHaitian racial complex, for the artist’s relationships are not bound by
national racial mythologies, but dictated by the heart.
Again, using artwork images, Rocio Aranda-Alvarado, curator of the
Jersey City Museum, recounted her museum’s retrospective of Raphael
Montañez Ortiz and talked about “Tropicalisms, Subversions of
Paradise,” a 2006 exhibition in which the tropical landscape became the
vehicle for exploring how people from many different countries experienced this environment in similar ways. In “Tropicalisms,” Alvarado’s aim
was to show as many Latino artists as possible without making it a Latino
exhibition. To this end, she invited New York-based artists whose families
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came from India, Pakistan, the Philippines, Haiti, Trinidad, U.S. Indian
reservations, as well as a few Anglo-American artists, to be in the exhibition. Using icons associated with the tropical landscape – such as the palm
tree, ocean water, beaches, the irregular shapes of islands, swimwear,
exotic fruits, flags, sugar, colorful abstract forms and even military activity
– the exhibition presented critical reinterpretations of the lush landscape
historically associated with pleasure, abundance and entitlement.
Vandana Jain’s sculpture Sugar Nintendos (2002), a replica of a
Nintendo game box, is formed from granulated sugar, a product closely
associated with the economic (under)development of the Caribbean. It is
also associated, along with countless other electronic products, with developing Asian countries and their consumption in the United States and
Europe. The excess of these products, their massive global consumption
and the labor involved in this industry are all implicated in her work.
Artist Miguel Luciano presents us with two sculptures, plantains
bathed in platinum. Selected for a host of reasons, the platinum plantain
makes an excellent partner to Jain’s Sugar Nintendos. Reconsidered as
jewels and priceless objects, the plantain occupies the status of a luxury
commodity, desired by all those seeking the social status that platinum
promises. At the same time, he makes certain that the viewer is cognizant
of the history of the plantain as a product and its role in labor history of
the islands.
Kristina Jacob creates bikinis from synthetic hair and beads. In the
movie 10, Bo Derek, a statuesque, buxom blonde sporting an exotic hairstyle, is presented as one of the most desirable women in the world. A classic “tropicalism,” her hair is braided in a style identified with African culture that was in turn associated with the tropics and the tourist industry.
European and American tourists who travel to the Caribbean and other
tropical destinations often have their hair braided in these exotic styles,
though they would never wear this style in their home countries. Jacob
asks us to question the relation between these exotic hairstyles and the
notion of paradise vacations – the all-inclusive.
A presentation by Rubén C. Córdova, guest professor, Sarah
Lawrence College, on Luis Jiménez’s Man on Fire, in both the depth of
his research and number of images that he showed, was close to being a
mini-retrospective for this artist. A Chicano printmaker and sculptor,
Jiménez (1940-2006) grew up in a strong craft tradition with a grandfather who was a glassblower, another grandfather who was a carpenter and
a father who was a neon-sign maker. His monumental polychromed fiberglass sculptures were his most singular creations. The socially concerned
Jiménez, who made no distinctions between commercial or “low” art and
so-called “high” art, began linking Chicano aesthetics to a broader popular culture. He believed that all Mexicans and Chicanos had “inherent”
artistic talents and interests. Having worked for a business that made commercial signs whose specific aim was to capture the attention of the public,
the artist, disliking the very limited audience that the museum and gallery
represent, sought to expand his audience with his public sculptures.
In The American Dream (1967-69), the artist gives us the ultimate
symbiosis for a car-and-blond-worshipping U.S. male public. Here a
blonde woman is seen coupling with a Volkswagen. In his most personal
works, the artist’s passion, creativity and hunger for justice become beacons to freedom. In Jiménez’s Man on Fire (1969-70), the artist, drawing
inspiration both from Buddhist monks in South Vietnam who set themselves on fire and the Mexican story of Cuauhtémoc, set aflame by Spanish
conquerors, gives us a larger-than-life, orange-red fiberglass figure whose
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hair and raised left arm flow into a yellow, flame-like point. It is a human
torch that can be related to the ideals of liberty as embodied by the Statue
of Liberty. This complex work also invokes Prometheus, the Greek titan
who brought the gift of fire to an ungrateful human race and suffered eternal torment for this act of altruism.
Tracy Grimm, archivist, Institute for Latino Studies, University of Notre
Dame, tackled the preservation issue of Midwest Latino artists in her paper
Setting the Stage: Preserving Context by Building Archives. For Grimm,
archiving starts with two words, preserving context – the personal, community, cultural context. “Creation of art is personal, so to preserve context of the person/creator and also bits and pieces of culture and community that intersect with that person is what we are after. Historians build
their foundations on pieces of paper,” Grimm said. “Locating primary
sources – artist’s statements, catalogues, diaries, sketchbooks, letters,
manifestos, photos, posters, grant files – is our first challenge, followed by
preservation, and then the challenge of making materials accessible to
scholars, students, teachers and the public.”
Olga Ulloa Herrera, the IUPLR national coordinator at University of
Notre Dame, talked about Inserting the Midwest into the U.S. Latino Art
Map. While Herrera touched upon some of the same issues as her colleague Grimm, she approached her topic, starting with the Museum of
Modern Art’s 1945 conference on “Studies in Latin American Art” – when
there were few scholars and few students, with almost no courses offered
at the university level, few publications and a minimal amount of material
for training and study – from a historical viewpoint. Using examples from
the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition – the first-ever significant presence of Latin American artists in the Midwest – to present time, Herrera
reminded the audience just how important it is to remember how emergent fields of inquiry are constituted, how they evolve to find their proper
places in academia and as part, in this case, of bigger and established disciplines. It is also important to recognize the role universities (and museums) play in creating an infrastructure for the further development of
fields of inquiry by teaching and training students and scholars, by supporting publications, and by allowing the intellectual debates in meetings,
seminars and conferences (such as this one) that ultimately shape fields.
In another image-laden treat, Amelia Malagamba-Ansótegui, curator and assistant professor, Arizona State University, revisited her traveling
multimedia exhibition “Faces seen, hearts unknown: The Human
Landscape of Mexican Migration,” which opened at Notre Dame’s Snite
Museum of Art in 2006. Culling works from the private collection of
Gilberto Cárdinas, director of the Inter-University Program for Latino
Research, University of Notre Dame, Malagamba-Ansótegui chose art from
different generations, different migratory experiences, different socioeconomic strata, and multiple places of origin, nationality, race, language,
gender and age, that would stimulate informed discussion about migration
– physical as well as emotional – from México and Central America. The
exhibition consisted of five sections: the Journey, Encountering Barriers,
Human Geographies, Negotiating Identities, Constructing the Imaginary,
Memory and Remembrance.
Gracing the cover of the exhibition’s catalogue, as well as the walls of
this exhibition, is Malaquais Montoya’s silkscreen image
Undocumented (1981). The presence of the barbed wire is a direct reference to the walls, the fences and wire mesh that divide México from the
United States. In this context, they serve as an obstacle and as a cross,
piercing the body of an undocumented person. It is an allusion to the

blood sacrifices practiced during the Mesoamerican period, translated into
a contemporary blood offering that takes place at the border crossing.
During the 1980s and 1990s, Montoya, professor of Chicana/o studies –
he currently teaches Latino art history and printmaking at the University of
California-Davis – collaborated with several organizations and groups to
produce commissioned artwork that addressed the theme of immigration.
In works such as Undocumented and his iconic painting The Immigrant’s
Dreams: The American Response 2003, Montoya focuses attention on the
proposals for comprehensive reform of the nation’s immigration laws and
on the civil rights of immigrants and refugees. Montoya, who was sitting on
the “Production and Consumption” panel at this conference, was cited by a
number of speakers as being both an inspiration and mentor.
The most popular paper, also the most controversial, was delivered by
Alejandro Anreus, associate professor of art history and Latin
American/Latino studies at William Paterson University (N.J.). He opened
his talk with a warning: “This is not going to be a traditional and dry art
historical paper. Instead, it is more of a mini-DADA intervention, inspired,
no doubt, by my heroes Guillermo Cabrera Infante, Julio Cortázar and
Rubén Blades. Questioning the very title of the conference, Anreus stated
that “There is no such thing as Latin American art. There is art made by
Latin Americans, which begins in the 19th century. Before that, we have
Pre-Columbian and Colonial art. The generic Latino artist does not exist
and never will. There are Chicano, Puerto Rican, Dominican, Cuban and
all those South Americans. Perhaps there are already hybrid Latino artists;
the product of unions between Chicanos and Boricuas, Dominicans and
Cubans. ... But that’s about it.”
In ending his highly provocative talk, Anreus, continuing his “take-noprisoners” and “suffer-no-fools-gladly” approach, admonished the attendees as to their responsibilities. “What is needed are rich and multilayered
exhibitions of these groups that explore in all their complexities identities
in relation to issues such as the border colonialism, exile from both rightwing and left-wing regimes – a dense variety of spiritualities,” he said,
“and those two issues that give some people the shivers – race and class –
must be front and center in this analysis.” Like a Broadway theater audience who had just sat through a thrilling performance, everybody clapped
in enthusiastic agreement.
Overall, the consensus of the conference was that Latinos are underrepresented by major cultural institutions in the U.S., the Latino heritage
must be preserved, and that the importance of the Latino cultural legacy to
American culture cannot be stressed enough.

Contacts for information on next conference: María Elena
Bessignano (Institute for Latino Studies), bessignano.1@nd.edu,
(574) 631-3481; Gilberto Cárdenas (director of IUPLR),
gcardena.7@nd.edu, (574) 631-4440; Tómas Ybarra-Frausto (independent art historian), tybarra@tulane.edu, (504) 865- 5164.

Edward Rubin is a New York City-based writer/photographer. His
writings appear regularly in ArtUS, Art & Antiques, Contemporary,
NYArts, and Sculpture magazines and in the Reading Room of
www.manhattanarts.com.
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