
El Museo del Barrio

Examines Performance Art
by Kerri Allen

El
Museo del Barrio, New York City’s leading Latino and Latino
American cultural institution, recently presented “Arte ≠ Vida:
Actions by Artists of the Americas, 1960-2000,” a survey of Latin

American performance art which bucks the idea that art reflects real life.
The exhibition’s curator, Dr. Deborah Cullen, explained: “While art

affirms and celebrates life with a regenerative force, and sharpens and pro-
vokes our critical senses, artistic actions which address inequalities and
conflict are not equivalent to real life endured under actual repression.”

During the era in which many of these performance pieces were made,
Latin American countries were suffering under brutal dictatorships and a
moratorium on self-expression. Arte no es vida’s works were created by
artists suffering in civil wars, kidnappings, invasions, economic struggles
and other human and civil rights concerns.

The work of more than 75 artists was featured, including pieces by the
museum’s founding director Rafael Montañez Ortiz, Lygia Pape (Brazil),
Graciela Carnevale (Argentina), Marta Minujín (Argentina) and Daniel
Joseph Martínez (Los Angeles). The performances were not re-enacted,
but rather recalled through photographs, video, writings and reviews.

“Actions are interactive events, taking place in the street or another
public space, in the museum, gallery or privately, and they generally
employ the body of the artist and his/her surrogate in a direct relationship
to a live – witting or unwitting – audience. They differ from full-scale, nar-
rative theatrical stage presentations (which separate the artists from view-
ers), dance, literary readings, traditional folk art activities or direct politi-
cal actions with no explicit artistic intention, although in many cases they
draw from common roots and strategies,” said Cullen.

Forms of Expression

One of Arte no es vida’s sections focused on Destructivism, an artistic
movement from the 1960s that sought to transform art from commodity to
provocation. In 1962, Raphael Ortiz wrote Destructivism: A Manifesto, in
which he said, “There are today throughout the world a handful of artists
working in a way which is truly unique in art history. Theirs is an art which
separates the makers from the unmakers, the assemblers from the disas-
semblers, the constructors from the destructors. These artists are destroy-
ers, materialists and sensualists dealing with process directly. These artists
are destructivists and do not pretend to play at God’s happy game of cre-
ation; on the contrary, theirs is a response to the pervading will to kill. It is
not the trauma of birth which concerns the destructivist. He understands
that there is no need for magic in living. It is one’s sense of death which
needs the life-giving nourishment of transcendental ritual.”

The exhibition continued with pieces from movements such as
Neoconcretismo, happenings, dreamscapes and even artists’ interventions
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“Our goal is to present

Latinos in American arts and

culture at the highest level.”

Julián Zugazagoitia, director,

El Museo del Barrio



on television.
At the 1993 Whitney Biennial, Daniel Joseph Martínez presented

“Museum Tags: Second Movement (Overture) or Overture con Claque –
Overture with Hired Members.” For the piece, he changed the metal tags
that patrons wear upon entering the museum from the usual “WMAA” to
six different tags reading “I can’t,” “Imagine,” “Ever wanting,” “To be,”
“White” and “I can’t imagine ever wanting to be White.” Visitors would
wander the museum’s halls, with only one-sixth of them fully knowing the
notion they were helping express.

Other projects captured by the exhibition included various works by
the Buenos Aires-based pop artist Marta Minujín. Her 1983 piece, “El
Partenón de libros/Homenaje a la democracia” (“The Parthenon of
Books/Homage to Democracy”) was a gigantic work constructed on the
corner of Buenos Aires’ 9 de Julio and Santa Fe, a main intersection of the
city. It was a reconstruction of the Greek Parthenon, the ultimate symbol of
democracy, made of 30,000 banned books. At the end of the exhibition, a
third of the books were donated to libraries and the rest were given to the

people. The impetus was the end of the military dictatorship in Argentina
(1976-1983) and the beginning of a long-awaited democracy, under the
new presidency of Raúl Alfonsín.

Minujín continues to work in Buenos Aires, with works continuing to
tour the world, including her “Galería Blanda” exhibition earlier this year
in New York.

Painting a Bigger Picture

“I have always loved working with living artists. There is nothing as
rewarding as working in the presence of the artist in performance art,”
said Cullen.

Cullen studied art history at the City University of New York Graduate
Center and has long been drawn to artistic fields in which less scholarship
has been done, specifically African-American and Latin American art.

“You can make a tremendous contribution in fields where there is
work to be done,” she said.

That work continues exponentially in 2009, when El Museo del Barrio
will unveil its new renovation. The $25 million renaissance comes by way
of a long list of donors and foundations, most notably the city of New York
City under the stewardship of Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg.

El Museo’s director, Julián Zugazagoitia, reflected upon the new structure.
“It will be a new museum with great dignity and presence, filled with

light and warmth. Our goal is to present Latinos in American arts and cul-
ture at the highest level.” In addition to a transparent glass facade and a
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María Fernanda Cardoso. (1963 Colombia; lives-works Sydney,Australia)
Cardoso Flea Circus, 1997. Still, from video, 7:18. Co-produced by María
Fernanda Cardoso, Ross Rudesh Harley and the FabricWorkshop and

Museum Collection of the FabricWorkshop and Museum

Papo Colo. (1947 Santurce, Puerto Rico; lives-works NewYork)
Superman 51, 1977.West Side Highway, NewYork.
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renovated courtyard, the new museum, designed by Gruzen Samton
Architects, will feature an expanded gift shop and an on-site café.

“The café is an important piece of the redevelopment and expansion,”
said Zugazagoitia, a México City native. “For us, culture involves food.” The
café will serve special dishes by pan-Caribbean and pan-Latino chefs, as well
as a selection of coffees and wines from the world over. “You can cut the
space and limit it to be a café on one side, and have events on the other –
artistic conversations, video screenings, circles of literature, poetry readings.”

El Museo del Barrio was founded in 1969 by artist and educator
Raphael Montañez Ortiz in response to the interest of Puerto Rican par-
ents, educators, artists and activists in East Harlem who were concerned
that their cultural experience was not being represented by New York’s
major museums.

Born in Brooklyn, Montañez received both a B.F.A. and M.F.A. at Pratt
Institute in 1964. He went on to attain a Ph.D. in Fine Arts and Fine Arts in
Higher Education at the Teachers College of Columbia University.

Today, his works are in many prestigious collections, including the
Museum of Modern Art, the Whitney Museum of American Art, the
Pompidou Centre in Paris and the Ludwig Museum in Cologne, Germany.

He launched El Museo against the background of the national civil
rights movement and further represented a call to major art institutions in
New York and other cultural capitals to shift their attention from Europe
and diversify their collections and member offerings.

It took El Museo del Barrio nearly a decade to find a permanent home,

which it did in the neoclassical Heckscher Building in East Harlem. In
1978, El Museo joined the city’s Museum Mile Association, a consortium of
leading museums along Fifth Avenue, including the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, Guggenheim, Museum of the City of New York, Jewish Museum,
Cooper-Hewitt National Museum of Design, National Academy Museum and
School of Fine Arts, and Goethe House German Cultural Center.

Before El Museo moved in, the large Fifth Avenue edifice was a city
orphanage. Many of the artists who find themselves on exhibit there have
rarely felt at home anywhere else.

Performance as Discipline

Latin American performance art thrives today abroad and within the
United States. In 2002, the Hopkins Center at Dartmouth College commis-
sioned Guillermo Gómez-Peña of the art collective, La Pocha Nostra, to
create a site-specific performance piece. Orozco MEXotica debuted in
front of the famous Mexican fresco, The Epic of American Civilization,
located in the college’s library.

Pradine Saint-Fort, who was a freshman performer in MEXotica, wrote
of her experience in the piece: “Being American implies a knowledge of
one’s cultural history while still reaching out to learn about a person’s his-
tory. Being Americanized addresses not the abandonment of identity, but
the willingness or ability to suffocate culture-specific acts, gestures or lean-
ings. What happens when a person is relieved from suffocation? He or she
attempts to take in as much air as possible.”

In preparation for El Museo’s performance art retrospective, Deborah
Cullen worked alongside New York University’s Hemispheric Institute of
Performance and Politics. The Manhattan-based center is a consortium for
thinkers such as Saint-Fort and the Hopkins Center that are dedicated to
exploring the relationship between expressive behavior and social and
political life in the Americas. The institute defines expressive behavior, or
“performance,” as the many practices and events, dance, theater, ritual
and religious practice, political rallies, funerals, all that involve theatrical,
rehearsed or conventional/event-appropriate behavior.

The University of North Carolina (UNC)-Chapel Hill also is home to a
performance studies program. Its curriculum explores “how performance
operates as a way of knowing, of being, and of acting in our world ... [offer-
ing] a broad range of courses concerned with performances that occur in
classroom spaces, theatre spaces, everyday spaces and social spaces.”

The department fuses textual study, oral history and ethnography, and the
theory of and practice in writing, designing and directing performative events.
Part of UNC’s classroom work includes social activism through performance
work in the community. Further south at the University of Texas-Austin, gradu-
ate students in the Performance Studies Unit examine theater history, criticism
and theory, with an emphasis on performance as public practice. The gradu-
ate curriculum includes highly tailored courses such as Performance
Ethnography, Performance and Activism, Writing and Performance Art,
Performance Analysis, Historical Case Studies, Space and Place Theory,
Performance and Public Intellectuals, and Performative Criticism.

To be sure, performance as shown in Arte no es vida, as well as that
studied at the university level, is not an exercise in self-aggrandizement.
Performance artists, perhaps more than any other plastic artist, expose
themselves and their ideologies to a live audience with a visceral attack on
the senses. It is a challenge that only the intelligent, curious and brave can
make influential and enduring.
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