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WHEN THE NEW MUSEUM OF Contemporary Art in Monterrey, Mexico, opened its 
300-piece inaugural exhibition "Myth and Magic in America: The Eighties" this 
June, the curators made a very deliberate decision. After years in which Latin 
American artists had often been relegated to secondary roles in the international 
a,t world, organizers Miguel Cervantes and Charles Merewether adopted a more 
egalitarian approach for "Myth and Magic." They placed such painters as the 
Argentine Guillermo Kuitca, the Mexican Julio Galan, and the Brazilian Daniel 
Senise as equals next to major American artists like Susan Rothenberg, Eric 
Fischl, and Ross Bleckner. 

The results were impressive. In spite of the fact that the show opened during 
the slow summer season, in the first month the museum had more than 20,000 
visitors. Given the difficulties of organizing a show that spans such a vast area 
and so many cultures, director Fernando Trevino Lozano is encouraged: "Canada 
to Argentina is quite a distance," he says. Still, he is convinced that Latin 
America's up-and-coming artists can compete in quality with top U.S. painters: 
· 'We feel there is no question that they can stand together in the same space." 

Trevino Lozano explains that he believes that today the time is ripe for a 
reevaluation of the extraordinary wealth of artistic talent on the continent. "Latin 
America in the last ten years has undergone a very severe economic crisis, which 
caused Latin American art to be even more forgotten, or ignored," he says. 
"Now that it looks as if the region can weather the crisis, people are seeing that 
many important artistic values are here." 

Manifestations or that reevaluation are to be seen everywhere. For instance, 
around the world an extraordinary numberof exhibitions of Latin American ai1 are 
scheduled for next year, to coincide with the quincentennial celebration of 
America's "discovery'' byChristopherColumbus. Nextspring's Houston Fotofcst 
will focus in part on a wide range of Latin American photography, and the Bronx 
Museum of the Arts has recently announced that it is creating a new position for a 
curator of Latin American art, who will oversee the institution's continuous 
program of exhibitions on the region, including a scheduled 1994 show, "Latin 
American Conceptual Art." Bart de Baere, cocurator of the 1992 Documenta, the 
important intemational art exhibition in Kassel, Germany, stresses that the selection 
of four Brazilian artists for the show demonstrates that Latin 
American art can now take its rightful place in the global art 
world: "Brazil's presence at Documenta will be on the same 
level as France's or Spain's." 

By and large, Latin America's artists are delighted with all 
the attention-with the studio visits from European curators 
and American gallery owners, and also with the soaring prices 
for their work. They just hope that when the euphoria of the 
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continent's "rediscovery" wears off, they will not lide back 
into the "ghetto" where the continent's artists have been 
relegated for years. 

"I think that today, Europe and the United States are a bit 
saturated with artists," says Brazilian collector Gilberto 
Oiateaubriand, a member of the International Council of New 
York's Museum of Modem Art. "So !hey are looking over
seas to find new talent and originality. Latin America is going 
to be a source of many artists with important contributions, 
because of the pictorial impact, the themes, and the originali
ty of the mediums used." Documema's de Baere advances a 
slightly differenl explanation, pointing out: "There is no 
desire at the moment for a central point of reference. The 
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whole an world has become rcgionalized-in Eu
rope and in the United States. This offers Latin 
America more possibilities than ever before.'' 

What these explorations reveal is that within virtu
ally every country in the region there is no simple 
anistic orthodoxy: different anists are working in a 
variety of ways. Latin America's diversity of artistic 
approaches will be represented next fall at the Winni
peg Art Gallery, which is organizing the show "Latin 
America: Another Cartography," with works that 
range from the morbid kitsch of Colombian Maria 
Fernanda Cardoso's plastic-flower wreaths to Brazil
ian sculptor lole de Frei ta-' draped sheaths of metal 
and twisted tubes. Curator lvo Mesquita explains that 
"in this show we are trying to 'deterritorialize' the 
concepts that a North American audience has of Latin 
America." 

That could prove to be a more difficult task than 
anyone has imagined. Tunga, a Brazilian sculptor and 
creator of installations, provides an example. The 39-
year-old ru1ist is thoroughly educated in European 
philosophy and psychoanalytic theory; in particular, 

his work draws on the writings of 
lheFrench psychoanalyst Jacques 
Lacan. He bristles at being pi
geonholed as a regional artist. 
"Geographically I am a Latin 
American, and professionally I 
am an artist,'' he says. ''Because 
all art belongs 10 mankind, the 
anempt to organize thinking 
about art in geographic or geopo
litical terms is at best a crude 
approximation of what an really 
represents to the human spirit.'' 
Backing up his views is his Palin
drome Incest( I 991), apiece com
posed from two giant magnetized 
bins lha1 attract, respectively, 
copper leaf and iron filings. II 

ABOVE Peruvian artist Moico 
Yaker. LEFT His Cardinal$ on the 
Telephone, 1990, focuses on poll
lies and power In Peru. 

Haitian artist Edouard Duval-Carrie works by 
grouping canvases and sculptures together. His 
recent pieces blend 1he contemporary idea of imtal
lation with the style of Haitian naive painting, 
known for its crisp scenery, mythology, and histo
ry. An installation called Altwpiece to the Nine 
Slaves ( I 988--89). for example, which was recently 
displayed at the Museum of Contemporary An in 
Monterrey and has been sold to a Swiss banker for 
$50,000. pays homage 10 the slaves who were 
brought from Africa lo work on sugar plan1ations. 
The installation features 12 panels with scene· 
depicting the slaves oa their "voyage of no re
turn.·' ln front of 1hem stand five scul1,1urcs-four 
palm trees, with clusters of dark bluish-green 
masks representing slaves who died, and a grea1 
god surveying the scene around him. 

ABOVE Haitian artist Edouard Duval-Carri& blends 1:nstallatlons with the 

Duval-Carri~ now lives in Paris for most of the 
year, near the Aliger market, "perhaps the only 
place in Paris that migl11 represent Port-au
Prince," he says, laughing, referring lo lhc capital 
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materials that have been considered unworthy of fine art. 

suggests, for the anist, the slructure of the human mind. "I'm 
1rying to annul the terms of exterior and interior, of inconse
quential and consequential," Tunga explains. 

Nonetheless, like artists everywhere, his work often makes 
reference 10 1he state of the world immediately around him. 
On one occasion, he did a sculpture, Economic Toro ( 1983), 
commissioned by a Brazilian insurance company. whose 
corporate logo featured Sugar Loaf Mountain. He made two 
rings: one was of 550 pounds of lead with 1/,-ounce of gold 
dust melted inside it. For the other ring, he created a fine wire 
of lead and hired climbers to scale Sugar Loaf and wind the 
wire around the entire mountain. Then the arris1 scattered 1/,
ounce of gold into the air over Rio. 

"The project was a kind of metaphor for the economic 
system in Brazil. I wanted to say that with insurance, the most 
secure thing is something you can't take away from a place, 
but that you know is there," Tunga says. But with the 
scattered gold "on the other hand, there are things 1ha1 you 
know exist, but you just don't know where they are." 

1
1 would be as hard to say exactly where the Latin American art 
scene stands today as it would be to find Tunga 's scallcrcd 
gold. Redefining the value and expanded place of 1he 
continent's art in the larger art world is very much an ongoing 
project. When Latin American an surged in popularity in 1he 

early 1980s, it was often characterized as exotic art. Descrip
tions emphasized the region's ethnic roo1s and 1radi1ions; 1he 
exuberance of nature, myth, and magic; and 1he archaic. Those 
images fit in nicely with the view of Lalin America found in the 
works of such noveli ts as Colombian Gabriel Garcfa M~rquez 
and Brazilian Jorge Amado. ''Mostoftbe group exhibitions on 
Latin America still are focused on the fantasy land that 
Europeans and Americans would like to see,'' ays New York 
gallery owner Nohra Haime, a Colombian. 

Today, though, the artists seek a different kind of dialogue 
with tradition, one 1hat goes beyond mere illustration or 
decoration and 1hat reaches out to absorb the lessons of 
contemporary art from around the world. The 36-year-old 

Paulo Herkenlwff. former director of Rio de .Janeiro's Modern Arr 
Museum, i.1· a,s,'iistam dire<:tor of Brazil's Na1io11al Library. 
Geri Smith ts a Rio de Janeiro-based writer 011 Latin America/or,, 
mm1ber of 11ewspc1pers and magazines. 

or Haiti. "The whole ofmy work is a mishmash or 
religion," Duval-Carrie continues. "ll's not that my an is 
religious, but arl has always been a medium for communica
tion with the other world. Art to me, when it's good, when 
it's socially conscious, is very sacred. My an criticizes what 
is going on now. Art has to be engaged." 

And much contemporary Latin American an is deeply 
engaged. not just in estherics but in issues of politics and power. 

·Peruvian Moico Yakerfocuseson the highes1 echelons of life in 
his country. His pictures establish ironic links between the 
actions of important figures, such as priests and generals, and 
lheirown everyday miseries. ln a painting called Cardinals on 
the Telephone ( 1990), 
for example, worried, 
execs ·ive smoking is 
juxtaposed with the at
mosphereof national de
cision making. ''In 
many of my paintings, I 
take authority figures, 
such as military men and 
priests, and will show 
them in their impressive 
uniforms,'' the 42-year
old Yaker explains. 
"Bui then I try todemys
ti fy their power and 
show their pompous side 
by putting them in si1Ua-
1ions that are ridiculous, 
or by surrounding them 
wilh kitsch." 

Another work of his, 
The Conspiracy (I 990), shows a group of priests in magnifi
cent leather chairs. "You get the impression that they are 
discussing something very serious-there arc papers flying 
through the air," says Yaker. "Bui then on one side of the 
painting you see a strong blue light, and you realize they ~re 
not engaged in any kind of serious conspiracy at all. They are 
simply watching television." 

Yakcr's intense interest in church and state and how lO 
ponray 1hem typifies a central issue in Latin American ru1 
today. In fact, many of ihese ai1ists in this era of "postmodcr-
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nity" have been more influenced in their artistic styles by 
"postdictatorship." Freedoms-artistic or political--eannot 
be taken for granted and much of the most sophisticated art also 
asks urgent questions. The work of the Brazilian CildoMeireles 
is an outstanding example of conceptual art based on the local 
political situation. In the 1980s, when many artists were content 
to lei politics slide as a return to democracy seemed assured, 
Meireles discussed the tragic aspect of the New World's 
ccilonization-the genocide of native inhabitants, economic 
exploitation, and the obstinacy of Catholic missions. Demon
strating the effects of religious plundering on the economic 

history of Brazil in How 
to Build Cathedrals 
( 1987), be carpeted the 
floor with 600,000 sil
ver coins and suspended 
thousands of ca11le 
bones from the ceiling. 
Floor and ceiling, repre
senting earth and heav
en, were linked by a 
column made of 700 
Communion wafers. 

Thirty-year-old Bra
zilian sculptor Jae 
Leimer deals with her 
country's realities by 
working with rejected 
rel.ics from today's in
dustrial society. She ex-
amines our neglect of 
the rich meanings to be 
found in even common
place objects through an 

? orderly accumulation 
~ of, say, thousands of 
~ dirty banknotes in The 
~ One Hundreds (I 986), i their value erJSed by the 

,---------------'-"- effects of Brazil's ram-
pant hyperinflation. The notes are endowed with a sculptural 
presence when formed into a tightly compressed circle. 

n contrast to such sleek Brazilian innovation, 
Chilean political expression has recently found its 
strongest voice in the form of installations, espe
cially in the work of two Santiago artists, Gonzalo 
Diaz (see profile this issue, page 96) and 

Eugenio Dittborn. Dittbom, 48, who will be taking 
part in the next Documenta exhibition, makes his 
"air-mail paintings" by printing found images on 
sheets of delicate white synthetic cloth, which he 
then folds and sends by mail lo different parts of the 
world, where they are installed in exhibitions such-as 
"The Interrupted Life," which opened last month at 
1he New Museum in New York. These intriguing and 
mysterious images are usually accompanied by an 
almost innocent narrative lexl, like the following: 
"This is lhe photo of Margarita Dittborn, taken by 
me IO minutes after she was born on 26 October 1981 
al 4 p.m." 

Airmail Paiming No. 90, subtitled To Find the 

LEFT Brazilian Jae Leimer with her sculpture made from thou
sands of dirty banknotes, The One Hundreds, 1986. ABOVE Mexl
mn Silvia Ordonez's untitled 1991 painting. Ordonez ts one of a 
group artists who are fuming toward more personal themes. 

sacrificial mummy of a child; a person who "disappeared" 
during Chile's 17 years of military dictatorship; and of the 
newborn Margarita Dittborn. The artist describes his work as a 
sort of hybrid between a letter and a painting. "The political 
aspect is to be found in the folds of the air-mail paintings-it is 
like n poisonous powder hidden there,'' Dittborn says. ; 'The 
air-mailness is used as a material option and to disguise a 
painting as a letter to reach places that are far away from the 
staning point, to break through the isolation, the eparation, 
and international confinement. The traveling is the political 
element of my paintings. And the folds are the unfolding of this 
politics." 

With such politically complex art, it can often be difficult 
for the artist to remain above the fray. Reminders of Chile's 
economic problems and severe recent violence can unsettle 

Corpse, the Treasure, the Showroom ( 1991 ),juxta- In With A/I Respect, 1983, Nahum B. Zenll pictures himself with his arm 
poses three images: photos of a shriveled Andean around Frida Kahlo. He Is one of many painters Inspired by Kahlo's work. 
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those who wish to forget the past. Says 
Santiago critic Justo Mellada: "Demo
cratic Chile is a space subjected to con
sensus. No conflict i wanted. And all 
political perspective [in art] is viewed 
with suspicion. Dittborn and Dfaz 
should enter the international circuit be
cause here they are being asphyxiated." 

Chlleon Eugenio 
Dlttbam with his 
Alrma/1 Painting 
No. 78, 1990, and 
the two envelopes 
In which it was 
folded up and 
then sent off to 
Manc.hester, En
gland, and to 
Pittsburgh, 

However, not all of the region's work takes such a direct 
approach to political issues. In Mexico's artistic tradition, 
rich in historical styles and symbolism, many of today's 
artists are leaving behind the overt social engagement of 
the great muralists Rivera, Orozco, and Siqueiros to 

concentrate on more personal issues, exemplified in the work of 
the legendary Frida Kahlo. Today, self-portraiture is very much 
alive in Mexican an: painters Rocio Maldonado and Silvia 
Ord6nez both take cues from Kah Io's works in the genre, and 
one of its leading exponents is Nahum B. Zenil. His paintings 
sometimes allude explicitly to the example set by Kah lo, as, for 
example, in his With All Respect ( 1983), which shows Zeni I 
sitting on a bus with his arm around Kah lo. "My work is a ! 
search for self-identity, and that is why I use the technique of 
elf-portrait," Zen ii explains. "I explore my way of being, my enceistoapoem byEdgarAllenPoe-aTV monitor is buried in 

sentiments, to purge my complexes and traumas. And the a box full of earth and topped by a tombstone and flowers. The 
intention, through my self-searching, is to extend that knowl- box's glass allows a view of the monitor. The strange scene 
edge of self to everyone else." flickering on the television screen is rather like one in a grave, 

The 44-year-old Zenil lives in a small house not far outside showing a woman fighting against the enclosed space that she 
Mexico City, in a place called Tenango del Aire. There is no has been placed in. "My work explores this search for escape, 
telephone there-the line has not yet reached the village-and with tho e extreme feelings of anxiety and agony, with the 
from his window, Zeni I can look oul onto snow-covered exaltation of the terminal moment," says Hern~ndez-Diez. "I 
volcanoes in the distance: "It's a beautiful, tt--c:==--,----, mix advanced technology !videos and pacemak-
calm place where I can concentrate," he says. ers/ with natural materials Learth, water, and 

Since his work tackles the theme of all kind of animal blood]. My challenge is 10 try and regain 
repression, his work sometimes calls for an acli ve the sense of suffering." 
response from the viewer. ln a piece called Duet But even that extreme note does not drown out 
(1989), which is in the permanent collection of all the others. Latin American art. in its huge 
New York's Metropolilan Museum of Art, Zeni I diversity and its sense that it is finally reaching a 
attached papertoa life-size door. A heart is shown global community in which ii is an equal, tou:bes 
dripping blood, and in the t.. every emotional register 
pool of liquid that has col- r and explores every topic-
lected asiren beckons tothe from the personal 10 the 
viewer. The viewer must political, from the earnest 
decide whether to succumb to the erotic to the macabre 
to the siren's invitation and and surreal. Colombian 
open the door ornot. "Pea- Maria Fernanda Cardoso 
pie look at my work and works in a spirit of calcu-
believe that I'm just de- lating whimsy with objects 
scribing my own personal that have previously never 
experiences, and that's it. They try to hide their been considered as worthy of being used in fine 
own problems,'' Zeni I says. • 'What they perhaps art, like dried-out lizards, snakes, and frogs, and 
won't admit is that I am expressing what any plastic flowers. Such sculptures as Funeral 
human being might feel." Wrea,h (1991), made from plastic flowers, med-

Elsewhere in the hemisphere, newer, less itate on nature and industry by creating an ironic 
traditional forms of art than self-portraiture are affinnation of life and order in the face of death. 
flourishing, but these too do not abandon the "I am dealing with the representation of life and 
complexities and atmosphere of local life. Even death," Cardoso says. "People would agree on 
the video art has a special Latin American slanl. using stuffed animals in a museum of nalural 
The Venezuelans Jost! Antonio Hernandez-Diez history, but not in art. Colombia has lived in 
and Sammy Cucher, for example, specialize in absolute violence for the last ten years," she 
creating video installations. In Hernandez-Diez' continues, referring to a situation that, in one 
dramatic piece Annabel Lee (1988}-the refer- way or another, has affected the art of the con

Jose Antonio Hern6ndez~Diez' Sacred Hearl, 1991, 
in which he tries to "regain the sense of suffering." 

tinent as a whole. "I want to reflect on how we 
lived with death and faced life." ■ 
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