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Garla Stellweg
Art in Latin America
lntroduction

The argument about Lat in American art  as part  of  an iden-
t i f  iable cul tural  hegemony has been going on for about ten
years now. The debate takes place pr imari ly among the Lat in
Americans themselves, wi th scant,  sporadic input f  rom some
North Americans, along with a background of  theoret ical
pr inciples which are essent ia l ly  European.

There is a c lear div is ion between the emoir ical  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 intel lect .  The intel lectual  processes in Lat in
American art  and in works of  cr i t ic ism coincide l i t t le on the
whof e.  Thus, the Journal 's idea of  doing an issue on Lat in
American art  poses two immediate quest ions.  Assuming that
such a th ing does exist ,  what is th is "Lat in American art , "  as
dist inguished from the art  of  Colombia,  Brazi l ,  Argent ina,
etc? This leads to the fo l lowing quest ion,  which could be
based on the possibi l i ty  of  a dist inct ion between "Lat in
American" and "North American."

There have been per iods of  t ime when South and North
equal ly looked at  themselves as creators of  the New World,  at
the same t ime separat ing themselves from the great Euro-
pean tradi t ion in art .  The let ters which Jos6 Clemente
Orozco wrote f rom New York in the th i r t ies reveal  th is when
they claim that the Metropol i tan Museum, by subt ly mixing a
few North American works in wi th the col lect ion of  modern
French art ,  demonstrated the need for an American art ,  one
that would deny the div is ion between North and South.  Sim-
i lar ly,  last  year the Whitney Museum of American Art  d is-
played this search for an American art  in i ts exhibi t ion drawn
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El  ar te lat inoamericano como parte de una ident i f icable
hegemonia cul tural ,  se discute ya desde hace unos 10 afros.
El debate es primero entre los propios latinoamericanos, con
la esporddica y escasa contr ibucion de algunos norteameri-
canos ademds de un l rasfondo de fundamentos teor icos
pr incipalmente europeos.

Hay una clara div is ion entre lo empir ico y lo teor ico,  entre
las texturas sensibles,  substratos preeuropeos que emergen
en expresiones que rehusan la codi f icacion estr ictamente
occidental ,  entre el  producto de arte y el  producto del  inte-
lecto. Los procesos intelectuales en el arte de America Lat-
ina t ienen, en su mayor ia,  poca incidencia en los t rabajos de
la cr i t ica.  Entonces la idea del  Journal  de hacer un numero
sobre el  ar te de Am6rica Lat ina of  rece dos preguntas inmedi-
atas.  Suponiendo que existe,6qu6 es ese arte " lat inoameri-
cano" a di ferencia de un arte colombiano,brasi ler io,
argent ino,  etc.? Esto desemboca en la s iguiente pregunta
que se basar ia en la posibi l idad de una dist incion entre lo
lat inoamericano y lo norteamericano.

Hubo 6pocas 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 separdndose de la gran tradic ion
europea en el arte. Las cartas que escribio Jose Clemente
Orozco desde Nueva York en los aflos 30 lo revelan cuando
6l  reclama que el  cr i ter io del  Museo Metropol i tano al  mezclar
st t i lmente unas cuantas obras norteamericanas a t rav6s de
la coleccion de arte f ranc6s moderno, demuestra la nece-
sidad de un arte americano, negando la div is ion de norte y
sur.  Asimismo el  afro pasado el  Museo Whitney mostro esta
busqueda por un arte americano en la exhibic i6n de la epoca



f rom Wil l iam Carlos Wi l l iams'  per iod.  The foregoing would
mean examining from what moment in t ime, and on what
basis,  "American" has come to be commonly understood as
meaning only that  which takes place north of  the Rio G rande.
This represents only a port ion of  work,  yet  many people
consider "American art"  to refer only to North America.  In my
opinion, i t  permits a confusion and a detour away from the
quest ion of  a nat ional  l iberat ion on al l  levels,  towards a
Byzant ine debate on the ident i ty of  a block as enormous and
var ied as Lat in America in relat ion to the cul tural  oower
centers of  the wor ld.  l t  becomes an approach tothe regional ,
the provincial  and the center.  Up unt i l  now, that  approach
has ended in the certainty that  i t  does exist .  The next ques-
t ion is,  how does i t  exist  and what are the rules of  the game. I
do not bel ieve that any Lat in American has to explain exact ly
what contr ibut ions his fe l low countrymen have made. l t  can
be seen in poetry,  music,  ar t  and in al l  other forms of  western
cul ture.

What is known as America today is the part  ly ing to the
north,  and this fact  has forced the rest  of  the cont inent to
quest ion i ts ident i ty,  to name i tsel f  on the basis of  another,
di f ferent way of  being, t .e. ,  Lat in American. This has hap-
pened in the f  ie ld of  ar t  cr i t ic ism, theory,  and cul tural  admin-
istrat ion in general .  However,  ar t  is  created independent ly of
these nicet ies,  and i t  is  pract iced among people who l ive in
slums, hovels,  lost  c i t ies,  the jungles and the mountains,  as
wel l  as in New York lof ts.  Yet,  the discussion of  "Lat in Ameri-
can art"  is  d i rected exclusively towards high art .  Lucki ly,
th is exclusion does not occur in art  i tsel f .  In th is issue of  the
Journal ,  the art ists included deal  wi th other preoccupat ions

de Wil l iam Carlos Wi l l iams. Lo anter ior  s igni f  icar ia examinar
en qu6 momento y la raiz de qu6, lo americano se comprende
com0nmente como aquel lo que acontece del  Rio Grande
oara arr iba.

Menudo trabajo que ya lo est6n haciendo muchos y que en
mi opinion permite la prolongaci6n de una confusi6n y des-
viaci6n del  p lanteo de una l iberacion nacional  a todos los
niveles hacia un debate bizant ino sobre la ident idad de un
bloque tan enorme y var iado como el  de America Lat ina
f  rente a los centros de poder cul tural  en el  mundo. Se torma
en una aproximacion a lo regional ,  lo provinciano y el  centro
que hasta ahora ha acabado en la constatacion que existe,
para luego decir ,  como existe y cu6les son las reglas del
juego. El  conocimiento humano parece correr otros caminos
y no creo que ning[n lat inoamericano tenga que venir  acla-
rando en qu6 medida sus compatr iotas han contr ibuido. Se
ve ref le jado en la poesfa,  la m0sica,  e l  ar te y las demds
formas de la cul tura occidental .

Am6rica se conoce hoy como aquel lo que estd al  norte y
este hecho obl igo al  resto del  cont inente cuest ionar su iden-
t idad y el  tener que nombrarse en base a una otray di ferente
manera de ser,  i .e.  la lat inoamericana. Esto se ha visto en el
campo de la cr l t ica,  teor ia y la administracion cul tural  en
general ;  s in embargo, el  ar te se hace independientemente de
estas elaboraciones y es una pr6ct ica entre personas que
viven en lasvi l las miser ia,  favelas,  c iudades perdidas, laselva
y montafras como tambien en un lof t  de Nueva York.  Sin
embargo, la discusi6n del  "arte lat inoamericano" se dir ige
exclusivamente al  ar te cul to.  Por suerte,  esta exclusion no
estd en el arte. En este nImero los artistas oarten de ortas
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and use forms which are not associated with t radi t ional  ar t ,
incorporat ing dai ly l i fe as they do. I  decided to present a
select ion of  ar t  cr i t ic-histor ians,  as wel l  as art ists,  wi th some
quest ions of  a t rampol ine nature.  The quest ions were
designed to discover the nature of  the term "Lat in American
art"  (an ant iquated geopol i t ical  pr ison),  and how this cate-
gory is l imi t ing to art .

I  made the select ion of  ar t is ts in order to shatter the image
which many people in the U.S.A. have of  "Lat in American
art ."  This image resul ts l rom the tour ist  syndrome, along
with the glor i f icat ion ot  the exot ic Indian, plus the mistaken
interpretation of socially aware art and the forms of Mexican
mural ism of decades ago as an extension of  the propaganda
of the communist  party.

I t  is  t ime that th is fact  was known: the concern wi th insert-
ing creative activity (self-motivated as a l iberating act within
the social  process of  each nat ional  context)  is  in Mexico
above al l  a humanist  f ixat ion,  wi th a long tradi t ion behind i t .
The forms which this current chooses today r ise out of  the
dogma of mural ism. This commit ted art form pr incipal ly con-
ducts i ts explorat ions in contemporary manifestat ions of
publ ic art  as the means of  communicat ion.

In Brazi l ,  the prevalent sensibi l i ty  or ig inates in intel lectual
processes of  mythology which at  the same t ime develop
violent,  contrast ing,  anarchical  s i tuat ions.  And so on in each
countrY.

I  could assert  that  in Lat in America there is more paint ing
than any other form of high art, owing to an art education
which is extremely locked into the not ion that art  equals
paint ing.  There are al l  k inds of  paint ing:  informal,  f  igurat ive,
expressionist ,  natural ist ,  nai f ,  abstract ,  geometr ic.  Paint ing
enjoys the privilege of acceptance (and so, to a certain
extent,  does sculpture).  Oddly enough, both painters and
gal lery owners complain about the lack of  interest  in their
work,  which presupposes that i t  would be possible to break,
r isk,  exper iment and examine art  f  rom al l  aspects of  form and
content,  to reevaluate what has to be said and how to say i t .

For that reason, I present artists who have been responsi-
ble for  explor ing new possibi l i t ies and who, despi te the
dense, host i le atmosphere and lack of  cul tural  context ,  work
in new areas, take on novel  mental  and cul tural  processes
amidst an absence of  everything that might nour ish art .
These condi t ions enter into the work ol  ar l  in a sudden,
aggressive and obvious manner.

Other art ists have lef t .Lat in America,  and distance,
remoteness and double perspect ive occasional ly come into
their  works.  Those who remain in their  own countr ies have
l i t t le or no support  system; they carry on thanks to their
poet ic convict ions.

The Spanish speaking community,  of  Mexican-North-
American and Chicano or ig in,  shares to a large extent wi th
the people of  South America the condi t ion 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.

Car la Stel lweg
November 1979

preocupaciones y emplean formas que no se asocian con el
arte t radic ional ,  incorporando la v ide cot id iana. Decidipres-
entar una seleccion de historiadores-crit icos de arte, asi
como art istas,  con unas preguntas t ipo t rampol in que permi-
t iera captar la carcel  geopol i t ica ant icuada del  termino y
como esta categoria es l imitante en el arte.

La selecci6n de art istas la hice para i r rumpir  la imagen que
mucha gente en la U.S.A. t iene del  ar te " lat inoamericano"
como resul tado del  s indrome tur ist ico mds la glor i f icaci6n
del  indio exot ico,  agregando la equivocada interpretaci6n
del  ar te de intenci6n social  con las formas del  mural ismo
mexicano de hace decadas y/o el realismo social como
extension de la propaganda del  part ido comunista.

Es hora de aclarar que la preocupacion de insertar la
actividad creativa, automotivada como un acto l iberador
dentro del proceso social de cada contexto nacional es
sobre todo en Mexico, una fi jaci6n humanista con una larga
tradici6n detr6s. Las formas que esta corriente artistica
escoge hoy, salen del dogma del muralismo. Estearte com-
prometido situa sus b0squedas mds bien dentro de manifes-
taciones contempor6neas del arte p0blico como los medios
de comunicacion.

En Brasi l  prevalece un t ipo de sensibi l idad que proviene de
procesos intelectuales de la mitologia que a la vez saca a la
luz s i tuaciones violentas,  contrastadas y an6rquicas.  Y asi
cada pais.

Podr ia af  i rmar que en Am€r ica Lat ina hay m6s pintura que
cualquier otra forma de arte cul to y esto es debido a una
educacion art ist ica extremadamente encerrada en la nocion
que el  ar te es igual  a un cuadro.  Pintura informal,  f  igurat iva,
expresionista,  natural ista,  nai f ,  abstracta,  geometr izante,
etc;  de todo hay. La pintura es la que goza el  pr iv i legio de la
aceptaci6n (y s igue la escul tura t radic ional) .  Cur iosamente
tanto los pintores como sus galer istas sequejan de lafal ta de
inter6s en su quehacer,  lo que supondr la que se podr(a
romper,  arr iesgarse, exper imentar nuevos caminos, exa-
minar el  ar te desde todos los aspectos de contenido y forma,
de re-evaluar lo que se t iene que decir  y como decir lo.

Por eso presento art istas que han sido responsables en
emprender nuevas posibi l idades que a pesar del  ambiente
denso, host i l ,  fa l ta de contexto cul tural  se enfrentan a
nuevas 6reas, se enfrentan a procesos mentales y cul turales
en medio de una ausencia de todo lo que nutr i r ia al  ar te.
Estas condic iones entran de repente a la obra de una manera
agresiva y obvia.

Otros art istas sal ieron de Am6rica Lat ina y la distancia
lejania y perspectiva doble entra ocasionalmente sus traba-
jos. Aquellos que permanecen en sus pafses tienen poco o
ningun sistema de apoyo y cont in0an gracias a sus convicci-
ones oo6ticas.

La comunidad de habla hispana, de or igen mexicano-
norteamericano y chicano comparte en mucho su condic ion
de minor ia con los del  Cono Sur y es a el la que seguramente
este n0mero del Journal y sus colaboradores se dirigen y sin
la presuncion de ofrecer soluciones estas pdginas pueden a
lo mejor s igni f icar que nos ubiquemos m0tuamente como
tambi6n conjuntamente.

Car la Stel lweg
Noviembre 1979


