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Carla Stellweg

Art in Latin America
Introduction

The argument about Latin American art as part of an iden-
tifiable cultural hegemony has been going on for about ten
years now. The debate takes place primarily among the Latin
Americans themselves, with scant, sporadic input from some
North Americans, along with a background of theoretical
principles which are essentially European.

There is a clear division between the empirical and the
theoretical, between perceptible textures, pre-European
substrata that emerge in expressions which defy a strictly
western codification, between the product of art and the
product of the intellect. The intellectual processes in Latin
American art and in works of criticism coincide little on the
whole. Thus, the Journal’s idea of doing an issue on Latin
American art poses two immediate questions. Assuming that
such a thing does exist, what is this “Latin American art,” as
distinguished from the art of Colombia, Brazil, Argentina,
etc? This leads to the following question, which could be
based on the possibility of a distinction between “Latin
American” and “North American.”

There have been periods of time when South and North
equally looked atthemselves as creators of the New World, at
the same time separating themselves from the great Euro-
pean tradition in art. The letters which José Ciemente
Orozco wrote from New York in the thirties reveal this when
they claim that the Metropolitan Museum, by subtly mixing a
few North American works in with the collection of modern
French art, demonstrated the need for an American art, one
that wouid deny the division between North and South. Sim-
ilarly, last year the Whitney Museum of American Art dis-
played this search for an American artin its exhibition drawn

Leandro Katz, stills from the film Splits, color, 16mm, sound, 30 min., 1978

El arte latinoamericano como parte de una identificable
hegemonia cultural, se discute ya desde hace unos 10 anos.
El debate es primero entre los propios latinoamericanos, con
la esporadica y escasa contribucion de algunos norteameri-
canos ademas de un trasfondo de fundamentos tedricos
principalmente europeos.

Hay una clara division entre lo empirico y lo teorico, entre
las texturas sensibles, substratos preeuropeos que emergen
en expresiones que rehusan la codificacidén estrictamente
occidental, entre el producto de arte y el producto del inte-
lecto. Los procesos intelectuales en el arte de América Lat-
ina tienen, en su mayoria, poca incidencia en los trabajos de
la critica. Entonces la idea del Journal de hacer un numero
sobre el arte de América Latina ofrece dos preguntas inmedi-
atas. Suponiendo que existe,;qué es ese arte “latinoameri-
cano” a diferencia de un arte colombiano,brasilefio,
argentino, etc.? Esto desemboca en la siguiente pregunta
que se basaria en la posibilidad de una distincidn entre lo
latinoamericano y lo norteamericano.

Hubo épocas en que tanto los del Sur como los del Norte
se miraban a si mismos dentro de su categoria de creadores
del nuevo mundo, a la vez separandose de la gran tradicién
europea en el arte. Las cartas que escribié José Clemente
Orozco desde Nueva York en los afios 30 lo revelan cuando
él reclama que el criterio del Museo Metropolitano al mezclar
sutilmente unas cuantas obras norteamericanas a través de
la coleccién de arte francés moderno, demuestra la nece-
sidad de un arte americano, negando la division de norte y
sur. Asimismo el aino pasado el Museo Whitney mostré esta
busqueda por un arte americano enlaexhibicion dela época
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from William Carlos Williams’ period. The foregoing would
mean examining from what moment in time, and on what
basis, “American” has come to be commonly understood as
meaning only that which takes place north of the Rio Grande.
This represents only a portion of work, yet many people
consider “American art” to referonly to North America. in my
opinion, it permits a confusion and a detour away from the
question of a national liberation on all levels, towards a
Byzantine debate on the identity of a block as enormous and
varied as Latin America in relation to the cultural power

centers of the world. It becomes an approachtotheregional, .

the provincial and the center. Up until now, that approach
has ended in the certainty that it does exist. The next ques-
tion is, how does it exist and what are the rules of thegame. |
do not believe that any Latin American has to explain exactly
what contributions his fellow countrymen have made. It can
be seen in poetry, music, art and in all other forms of western
culture.

What is known as America today is the part lying to the
north, and this fact has forced the rest of the continent to
question its identity, to name itself on the basis of another,
different way of being, i.e., Latin American. This has hap-
pened in the field of art criticism, theory, and cultural admin-
istration in general. However, art is created independently of
these niceties, and it is practiced among people who live in
slums, hovels, lost cities, the jungles and the mountains, as
well as in New York lofts. Yet, the discussion of “Latin Ameri-
can art” is directed exclusively towards high art. Luckily,
this exclusion does not occur in art itself. In this issue of the
Journal, the artists included deal with other preoccupations

de William Carlos Williams. Lo anterior significaria examinar
en qué momentoy laraizde qué, lo americano se comprende
comunmente como aquello que acontece del Rio Grande
para arriba.

Menudo trabajo que yalo estan haciendo muchosy que en
mi opinién permite la prolongacion de una confusion y des-
viacion del planteo de una liberacion nacional a todos los
niveles hacia un debate bizantino sobre la identidad de un
bloque tan enorme y variado como el de América Latina
frente a los centros de poder cultural en el mundo. Se torma
en una aproximacion a lo regional, 1o provincianoy el centro
que hasta ahora ha acabado en la constatacion que existe,
para luego decir, como existe y cuales son las reglas del
juego. El conocimiento humano parece correr otros caminos
y NO creo que ningun latinoamericano tenga que venir acla-
rando en qué medida sus compatriotas han contribuido. Se
ve reflejado en la poesia, la musica, el arte y las demas
formas de la cultura occidental.

América se conoce hoy como aquello que esta al norte y
este hecho obligd al resto del continente cuestionar su iden-
tidad y el tener que nombrarse en base a una otray diferente
manera de ser, i.e. la latinoamericana. Esto se ha vistoen el
campo de la critica, teoria y la administracion cultural en
general; sin embargo, el arte se hace independientemente de
estas elaboraciones y es una practica entre personas que
viven en las villas miseria, favelas, ciudades perdidas, laselva
y montafias como tambien en un loft de Nueva York. Sin
embargo, la discusion del “arte latinoamericano” se dirige
exclusivamente al arte culto. Por suerte, esta exclusién no
esta en el arte. En este numero los artistas parten de ortas
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and use forms which are not associated with traditional art,
incorporating daily life as they do. | decided to present a
selection of art critic-historians, as well as artists, with some
questions of a trampoline nature. The questions were
designed to discover the nature of the term “Latin American
art” (an antiquated geopolitical prison), and how this cate-
gory is limiting to art.

I made the selection of artists in order to shatter the image
which many people in the U.S.A. have of “Latin American
art.” This image results from the tourist syndrome, along
with the glorification of the exotic Indian, plus the mistaken
interpretation of socially aware art and the forms of Mexican
muralism of decades ago as an extension of the propaganda
of the communist party.

it is time that this fact was known: the concern with insert-
ing creative activity (seif-motivated as a liberating act within
the social process of each national context) is in Mexico
above ali a humanist fixation, with a long tradition behind it.
The forms which this current chooses today rise out of the
dogma of muralism. This committed artform principally con-
ducts its explorations in contemporary manifestations of
public art as the means of communication.

In Brazil, the prevalent sensibility originates in intellectual
processes of mythology which at the same time develop
violent, contrasting, anarchical situations. And so onineach
country.

| could assert that in Latin America there is more painting
than any other form of high art, owing to an art education
which is extremely locked into the notion that art equals
painting. There are all kinds of painting: informal, figurative,
expressionist, naturalist, naif, abstract, geometric. Painting
enjoys the privilege of acceptance (and so, to a certain
extent, does sculpture). Oddly enough, both painters and
gallery owners complain about the lack of interest in their
work, which presupposes that it would be possible to break,
risk, experiment and examine art from all aspects of form and
content, to reevaluate what has to be said and how to say it.

For that reason, | present artists who have been responsi-
ble for exploring new possibilities and who, despite the
dense, hostile atmosphere and lack of cultural context, work
in new areas, take on novel mental and cultural processes
amidst an absence of everything that might nourish art.
These conditions enter into the work of art in a sudden,
aggressive and obvious manner.

Other artists have left- Latin America, and distance,
remoteness and double perspective occasionally come into
their works. Those who remain in their own countries have
little or no support system; they carry on thanks to their
poetic convictions.

The Spanish speaking community, of Mexican-North-
American and Chicano origin, shares to a large extent with
the people of South America the condition of being a minor-
ity group. This issue of the Journal and its contributuors are
surely addressing themselves to that community. Without
presuming to offer solutions, these pages may well mean
that we are, together, orienting ourselves.

Carla Stellweg
November 1979

preocupaciones y emplean formas que no se asocian con el
arte tradicional, incorporando la vide cotidiana. Decidi pres-
entar una seleccion de historiadores-criticos de arte, asi
como artistas, con unas preguntas tipo trampolin que permi-
tiera captar la carcel geopolitica anticuada del término y .
como esta categoria es limitante en el arte.

Laseleccion de artistas la hice parairrumpir laimagen que
mucha gente en la U.S.A. tiene del arte “iatinoamericano”
como resultado del sindrome turistico mas la glorificacién
del indio exdtico, agregando (a equivocada interpretacion
del arte de intencidn social con las formas del muralismo
mexicano de hace décadas y/o el realismo social como
extension de la propaganda del partido comunista.

Es hora de aclarar que la preocupacion de insertar la
actividad creativa, automotivada como un acto liberador
dentro del proceso social de cada contexto nacional es
sobre todo en México, una fijacion humanista con unalarga
tradicién detras. Las formas que esta corriente artistica
escoge hoy, salen del dogma del muralismo. Este arte com-
prometido situa sus busquedas mas bien dentro de manifes-
taciones contemporaneas del arte publico como los medios
de comunicacion.

En Brasil prevalece un tipo de sensibilidad que proviene de
procesos intelectuales de la mitologia que alavez sacaala
luz situaciones violentas, contrastadas y anarquicas. Y asi
cada pais.

Podria afirmar que en América Latina hay mds pinturaque
cualquier otra forma de arte culto y esto es debido a una
educacioén artistica extremadamente encerrada en la nocion
que el arte es igual aun cuadro. Pintura informal, figurativa,
expresionista, naturalista, naif, abstracta, geometrizante,
etc; de todo hay. La pintura es la que goza el privilegio de la
aceptacion (y sigue la escultura tradicional). Curiosamente
tanto los pintores como sus galeristas se quejan de lafaltade
interés en su quehacer, lo que supondria que se podria
romper, arriesgarse, experimentar nuevos caminos, exa-
minar el arte desde todos los aspectos de contenidoy forma,
de re-evaluar lo que se tiene que decir y como decirlo.

Por eso presento artistas que han sido responsables en
emprender nuevas posibilidades que a pesar del ambiente
denso, hostil, falta de contexto cuitural se enfrentan a
nuevas areas, se enfrentan a procesos mentales y culturales
en medio de una ausencia de todo lo que nutriria al arte.
Estas condiciones entran de repente alaobrade unamanera
agresiva y obvia.

Otros artistas salieron de América Latina y la distancia
lejania y perspectiva doble entra ocasionalmente sus traba-
jos. Aquellos que permanecen en sus paises tienen poco o
ningun sistema de apoyo y contintian gracias a sus convicci-
ones poéticas.

La comunidad de habla hispana, de origen mexicano-
norteamericanoy chicano comparte en mucho su condicién
de minoria con los del Cono Sury es a ella que seguramente
este nomero del Journal y sus colaboradores se dirigeny sin
la presuncion de ofrecer soluciones estas paginas pueden a
lo mejor significar que nos ubiquemos matuamente como
también conjuntamente.

Carla Stellweg
Noviembre 1979




