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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 Supervising Professors: Charles Hatfield, Co-Chair 
                                        Charissa N. Terranova, Co-Chair 

 
 
 
 

This dissertation is about the presence of death in contemporary Mexican art, specifically the 

ways in which it transforms an ancient tradition while reflecting the sociopolitical changes 

brought about by the neoliberal policies that were put into place during the presidency of Carlos 

Salinas de Gortari (1988–1994). It studies the relationship between the narrative of death 

representations in Mexican art; the economic and sociopolitical turmoil of the 1990s; and the 

presence of death in the works of prominent contemporary Mexican artists—Teresa Margolles, 

María García-Ibañez, Gabriel de la Mora, Lenin Márquez Salazar, and Gonzalo García—in order 

to argue that their work not only transforms the national tradition of death to which it belongs, 

but also responds to the unprecedented changes imposed by neoliberalism. My dissertation also 

argues that the current crisis of place—an overarching anxiety over the physical territory of the 

country (which is threatened by neoliberalism)—has a strong presence in contemporary Mexican 

art, and is evident in its treatment of the national symbol of death. It aims to demonstrate how the 

ending of decades of land distribution that were crucial in the construction of a national identity 
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bound to the land, where the bones of its ancestors lay, was the catalyst for new kinds of death 

representations that appeal to the senses, the emotions, and universal ideas. Through the study of 

a selection of artworks of four contemporary Mexican artists, this project will demonstrate how 

the death imagery that started to appear in the art of the 1990s marks a radical break from the 

traditional symbolism of the nationalistic imagery started by José Guadalupe Posada and Diego 

Rivera, reflecting no less than a reinvention of the national identity in the face of globalization. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

MEXICAN DEATH: FROM NATIONALIST TO CONCEPTUAL 
 
 

Mexico reaches the end of the century feeling a sharp moral discontent in the deepest strata of its 

culture. What I mean is that Mexico finds itself, along with other Third World nations, facing an 

intricate and tragic problem of civilization, not simply a problem of development. Besides being 

a political problem, Mexican melancholy is also, and above all, a sign of a sharp cultural crisis. 

—Roger Bartra1 

 

1.1 The Forgotten Case of ROCI Mexico 

Black and white images of a bus, a black chicken, colonial architectural motifs, a farmer 

gathering peanuts in baskets, and a green pre-Columbian skull conform a rather traditional 

collage (see fig. 1.1). These images are juxtaposed against a white background that is interrupted 

by red, black, and yellow smudges of color, while a shiny aluminum frame flanks the whole 

composition. This piece is named Altar Peace/ROCI Mexico and was created by Robert 

Rauschenberg as part of his ROCI Mexico exhibit. Like every other work of art shown in the 

exhibition, Altar Peace/ROCI Mexico offered a sterilized image of Rauschenberg’s brief 

Mexican experience, for it employs an impeccably manufactured aluminum frame, while its 

prints have the precision that only an industrial process can provide. Since this piece represents 

the artist’s attempt to make use of the exotic symbols of a culture he did not fully understand, it 

is only natural that he would include the national symbol of death among his collection of 

                                                

1 Bartra, Blood, Ink, and Culture, 16. 
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stereotypical images of the country. But even though the mexicanness of those symbols is 

undeniable, they appear to have been stripped from their essential meaning. The artist included 

Mexico’s vivid colors, its symbols, its most popular brand of canned chili peppers, and yet the 

piece seems to be more about Rauschenberg than about Mexico.  

On 17 April 1985 the exhibit El soñado mundo de Rauschenberg (The Dreamed World of 

Rauschenberg) opened in the Rufino Tamayo museum in Mexico City. The exhibit was the first 

stop of the Rauschenberg Overseas Culture Interchange (ROCI), which was by far, the most 

ambitious of Robert Rauschenberg’s collaborations. Influenced by his travels with the Merce 

Cunningham Dancing Company and other international artistic collaborations, this project 

exposed Rauschenberg to the culture of nine countries from “sensitive” parts of the world.2 But 

despite its altruistic intentions and the massiveness of its scope, ROCI had a minor impact on the 

artist’s oeuvre.3 Calvin Tomkins even wrote that it “did little to enhance his reputation” and it 

gave him “some of the worst reviews he’d ever had.”4 Since everything ran smoothly and there 

were not any major setbacks, ROCI Mexico was considered a success.5 However, the show’s 

stop in Mexico does not seem to have left any significant mark in the art and culture of the 

country. Unlike the huge impact ROCI had in China—where it caused a before and after 

Rauschenberg’s visit in the history of contemporary Chinese art6—there is hardly any evidence 

                                                

2 Mattison, Robert Rauschenberg, 223–224; Mary Battiata, “Rauschenberg, The Art Explorer,” The Washington Post, 1 June 
1985, https://www.washingtonpost.com 
/archive/lifestyle/1985/06/01/rauschenberg-the-art-explorer/be024033-736d-4038-9c0c-62b4a8b51b00/ 

3 De la Maza, “Introducing the World to Himself,” 44. 
4 Tomkins, Off the Wall, 287. 
5 Mattison, Robert Rauschenberg, 230. 
6 Chan, His Chinese legacy, 65. 
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that Rauschenberg’s project ever visited Mexico.7 The answer to the question of why this noble 

project found such indifferent reception in Mexico can be found in its historical context. 

Rauschenberg arrived in Mexico when the regime that institutionalized the Revolution and 

codified the national art was starting to crumble. The case of ROCI Mexico shows that by the 

end of the twentieth century, Mexico was torn between a collapsing old nationalist system and an 

emergent movement that sought to open the country to the globalized world. Likewise, the 

hegemony of the nationalist artistic language that materialized in the aftermath of the Revolution 

and prevailed for most of the twentieth century started to crumble in the 1980s. This decade 

witnessed the emergence of an art that would eventually put an end to old nationalist formulas by 

way of new forms of artistic expression. The new art flourished in the outskirts of the official art 

and culture of the country, for it did not conform to the official nationalist agenda. Since 

Rauschenberg associated his project with the Mexican establishment it was never really in 

contact with “the people,” as the artist originally intended. 

This dissertation studies precisely the countercultural art that ROCI Mexico never 

reached. In particular, it explores the ways in which contemporary Mexican art—c.1988 to the 

present—reinterprets the national symbol of death while responding to a series of unprecedented 

changes in the political economy of the country that started to take place around the time of 

Rauschenberg’s visit. Although ROCI Mexico passed through Mexico mostly unnoticed, its 

relative failure nevertheless helps explain the deep state of crisis—not only economic, but also 

social and political—that prevailed in Mexico during the last decades of the twentieth century. 

                                                

7 Since the Rufino Tamayo museum has changed ownership a few times since the 1980s, the archival material of ROCI Mexico is 
practically nonexistent. Besides, it is likely that information on the exhibit was also lost during the Mexico City earthquake of 
1985, which took place a few months after ROCI visited the country.  
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While these resilient crises contributed to the Mexican public’s unreceptiveness to the ideas of 

world peace Rauschenberg proposed, they were also the catalyst for a new kind of art that put an 

end to decades of artistic stagnation.  

Going beyond the simplistic interpretation of the symbol of death that is apparent in 

Rauschenberg’s collages, this study is about the presence of death in contemporary Mexican art. 

It explores the ways in which contemporary Mexican art transforms the ancient tradition of death 

while reflecting the sociopolitical changes brought about by the neoliberal policies that were put 

into place during the presidency of Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988–1994). It studies the 

relationship between the economic and sociopolitical turmoil of the 1990s; the narrative of death 

representations in Mexican art; and the presence of death mainly in the works of five prominent 

contemporary Mexican artists—Teresa Margolles, María García-Ibañez, Gabriel de la Mora, 

Lenin Márquez Salazar, Magali Lara, and Gonzalo García—in order to argue that their work not 

only transforms the national tradition of death to which it belongs, but also responds to the 

changes imposed by the country’s adoption of the neoliberal model in the l980s. By 

demonstrating that the radical change of death representations in contemporary Mexican art 

reflects the neoliberal transformation that swept the whole country, this study reveals that the 

national symbol of death takes on a totally different function than it has in the past. 

1.2 Mexico in the 1980s 

When Rauschenberg arrived in Mexico, he stepped into a country whose dream of finally 

becoming a developed country had recently been shattered. Only three years earlier, in August 

1982, the country announced its bankruptcy to the world; it could no longer continue paying its 
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$83 billion dollar foreign debt.8 The Mexican economy, which had recently became petroleum 

based, collapsed following the drop of the international crude oil prices. After seeing their 

president cry while addressing the congress, the Mexican people were left with a profound sense 

of defeat, a massive foreign debt, and a devaluated peso. The United States, the World Bank and 

the International Monetary Fund put together an aggressive rescue package that produced among 

the population a general feeling of being in the hands of the Americans.9 A New York Times poll 

shows that in 1986—just a year after ROCI Mexico was exhibited—67 percent of the population 

believed American interests ran the Mexican economy.10 Another poll conducted in the same 

year by the newspaper Excelsior showed that 59 percent of Mexicans considered the United 

States to be an enemy country, while 60 percent of them classified it as an unpleasant neighbor.11 

1986 also shows a record high in the number of Mexicans who had a bad or very bad opinion of 

the United States.12 This high anti-American sentiment helps explain why Mexicans did not fully 

embrace ROCI, or the quintessentially American values it represented. Despite Rauschenberg’s 

intent to vindicate the hosting country’s “otherness,” the aesthetic language of the ROCI artistic 

production seemed essentially American; the highly industrialized shiny surfaces of the pieces 

alluded to the American ideal.13 Even the size of this “mega-production” was ultimately 

perceived as representative of American capitalism.14 In this regard, art critic Paul Richard 

                                                

8 Vazquez, The United States and Mexico, 195. 
9 Mazza, Don’t Disturb the Neighbors, 16. 
10 Morris, Gringolandia, 249. 
11 Ibid., 248. 
12 Ibid., 266. 
13 De la Maza, “Introducing the World to Himself,” 45. 
14 Ibid.  
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wrote: “The whole exhibit faintly smells of airports and hotel suites, of highly paid technicians, 

fax machines, and cash.”15  

Moreover, ROCI’s premise to be “from people to people”16 proved problematic due to 

the way in which the project was executed. Although in the 1980s an apparent stability reigned 

in Mexico, there was an overwhelming sense of disenchantment with the one-party political 

system that had been in power for around sixty years. As art critic Rubén Gallo points out, the 

political party that claimed to have institutionalized the Revolution had a tendency, as its name 

indicates—Partido Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary Party)—to create 

official institutions out of virtually anything: “Whenever it faced opposition from the outside, the 

party would respond by incorporating the rebellious group or individual into its massive 

bureaucracy.”17 This apparatus created an “official culture” through which the system absorbed 

and institutionalized art and literature into the regime, following its established cannons. Since 

the overwhelming majority of museums and artistic institutions were owned and operated by the 

state, they were generally perceived as extensions of the regime. Therefore, although the Museo 

Rufino Tamayo which hosted the ROCI Mexico exhibition was not a state museum at that time, 

it was nevertheless regarded as official, for it was funded and operated by Televisa, a company 

known for being loyal to the regime that in return protected its monopoly over Mexico’s private 

broadcasting. 

                                                

15 Richard, “Silk Sheets and Neon Bicycles.” 
16 Kotz, “Rauschenberg’s Tour de Force.” 
17 Gallo, New Tendencies in Mexican Art, 136; ibid. 135. 
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The generalized sense of defeat and the hostility towards the United States was also a 

symptom of social unrest, a sign of what Roger Bartra identifies as “a sharp cultural crisis” that 

prevailed in Mexico during the fin de siècle.18 Although there were many issues that for a long 

time had been weakening the official system—lack of democracy, authoritarianism, uneven 

modernity, inequality, corruption, etc.—the economic crisis of 1982, and more specifically, the 

rescue package Mexico received, was more directly responsible for the death of the revolutionary 

state. The country was forced to restructure its economy by adopting the neoliberal model as part 

of the renegotiation of its foreign debt, which meant the sudden disappearance of the 

institutionalized nationalism and its three bastions: agrarianism, labor populism, and 

protectionism.19 The conditions imposed by the financial institutions that rescued the Mexican 

economy included the opening of the Mexican economy to international trade and foreign 

investment, downsizing of the government, massive privatization of state-operated companies 

and communal land, and the end of the welfare state.  

The acceptance of these conditions signified the adoption of neoliberalism as the official 

ideology of the country. It is widely acknowledged that the term neoliberalism has become a 

“catch-all shorthand for the horrors associated with globalization and recurring financial 

crises.”20 However, in this dissertation neoliberalism—also called late capitalism—refers to what 

Daniel Stedman Jones defines as: “the free market ideology based on individual liberty and 

limited government that connected human freedom to the actions of the rational, self-interested 

                                                

18 Bartra, Blood, Ink, and Culture, 16. 
19 Vazquez Castillo, Land Privatization, 79; Bartra, Blood, Ink, and Culture, 112. 
20 Stedman, Masters of the Universe, 2. 
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actor in the competitive marketplace.”21 Although essential neoliberal ideas such as 

“monetarism, deregulation, and market-based reforms” originated well before the 1970s, they 

became the dominant ideology in the United Kingdom and the United States during that 

decade.22 From these countries, neoliberalism spread throughout virtually the whole world. In 

underdeveloped countries, as the case of Mexico illustrates, neoliberalism was imposed as a sort 

of formula to overcome chronic poverty, uneven modernization, and inequality.  

1.3 The Hegemony of a Nationalist Pictorial Tradition  

Besides ROCI Mexico’s connection with Televisa, Rauschenberg’s main contact in the 

country was Octavio Paz, unquestionably the most important intellectual of Mexico. Although in 

the 1960s Paz was considered a leftist intellectual, by the 1980s his views were on the 

conservative side and he was generally perceived as part of the establishment. Rauschenberg and 

Paz had met in the 1960s through John Cage, and had been friends ever since. Paz wrote the 

poem “Un viento llamado Bob Rauschenberg” (A Wind Called Bob Rauschenberg) that was 

published in both Vuelta (Paz’s magazine) and in the ROCI Mexico catalogue. Both Paz and 

Televisa were symbols the ruling official culture that came to power in the aftermath of the 

Revolution (1910–1921), when Mexico faced the challenge of building a unifying national 

identity that could bring together its heterogeneous population. The decades of the 1920s and 

1930s witnessed the emergence of different proposals to create a codified national art; the pro-

arte Mexicano, estridentista, and muralist movements, as well as the Escuelas de pintura al aire 

                                                

21 Ibid., 2. 
22 Ibid., 1. 



 

9 

libre (plein-air painting schools), were all different approaches that intended to forge the image 

of Mexico as a unified and modern nation.23 

Muralism was undoubtedly the most successful attempt to establish a standard for the 

national art, since its canon prevailed for most of the twentieth century. This movement 

adequated the national past to the needs of the modern nation. In Octavio Paz’s words, “Mexican 

mural painting is the result both of the change in social awareness that the Mexican Revolution 

represented and of the change in aesthetic awareness represented by the European artistic 

revolution of the twentieth century.”24 This quality made it an ideal tool for the nationalist 

governments of the post-Revolution period, which focused on building a narrative of the 

Revolution that could bring together the fragmented nation under the single event that was 

experienced by the whole country. The muralist movement benefited from the support of the 

state, and particularly of José Vasconcelos, who was one of the key figures of this nationalistic 

period.25 Vasconcelos served as minister of education (1921–1924) under the presidency of 

Alvaro Obregón (in office 1920–1924), and “believed in the idea that aesthetic education would 

actually bring together the differing views of the people, would unify the political intentions in 

Mexico… he saw art as a powerful political device.”26 He was an avid supporter of the emergent 

Mexican muralist movement. Vasconcelos saw muralism’s didactic potential for establishing a 

unifying national identity in the movement’s ability to project a sense of continuity between the 

                                                

23 Debroise, “Sueños de Modernidad,” 31. 
24 Paz, Esays, 116. 
25 Del Conde, Una visita guiada, 25. 
26 Pérez-Gómez, “Mexico, Modernity, and Architecture,” 24. 
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pre-Columbian, Baroque, and modern art of Mexico.27 As Mexican muralism was funded by the 

state, it reflects the official preference to associate “lo mexicano with the figurative description 

of peasants in communal activity or historical union.”28  

The language elaborated by muralism was so originally Mexican and reflected so well the 

spirit of the young nation, that it became an international sensation. It also became a source of 

pride and national identity, for it was a genuinely Mexican artistic expression, one that responded 

to its historical moment. Its success was such that it became institutionalized and its formulas 

were perpetuated until the late 1980s. Since the history of Mexican art is characterized by its 

importation and indiscriminate copying of foreign styles, particularly in the preceding epoch, in 

which “Porfirian culture rejected, ignored, and slandered the popular spirit, which it regarded as 

a mark of chaos or the influence of barbarity,” muralists had no other choice but to search for the 

essence of the nation in its popular or vernacular art forms.29 Therefore, they were seduced by 

the naïve earthiness of Retablos and they celebrated the plastic quality of the work of master 

artisans such as Mardonio Magaña (1865–1947), and the expressiveness of José Guadalupe 

Posada’s engravings (1852–1913).30 Far from the pretentiousness of the academy, Posada 

captured the reality of the Porfirian Mexican masses; therefore his work offered the young 

muralists “a visual resource unlike any in the world of official art.”31 From the relationship 

between muralism and the rhetoric of the Revolution, the staples of a nationalist iconography—

                                                

27 Ibid., 29. 
28 Cordero, “Cloaks of innocence,” 27.  
29 Monsiváis, “Laughing through one’s tears,” 578. 
30 Pérez-Gómez, 32; Del Conde, Una visita guiada, 77. 
31 Manrique, Arte y Artistas Mexicanos, 13; Ades, “Posada and the Popular,” 122. 
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which are strong even today—emerged; muralism placed a general emphasis on the physicality 

of the land that corresponded to the Mexican Revolution’s main goal of redistributing the land 

among the majority of landless peasants. Thus its calaveras (skeletons), coarse Indian peasants, 

portraits of revolutionary heroes, soldaderas, and arum lilies became recognizable symbols of a 

unified narrative imposed over a heterogeneous nation.  

As the presidencies of the post-Revolution proceeded, the aesthetic language of the 

muralists became institutionalized, as it was absorbed into the encompassing bureaucratic 

government apparatus that “provided a living for thousands of intellectuals” regardless of their 

philosophical inclinations, since it had “room for both Marxists and classical liberals” alike.32 As 

mainstream modernism, it became the establishment; it started losing its vitality because it 

stopped being “a critical attitude but an accepted, codified convention.”33 The didactic and public 

nature of murals and their international recognition proved to be so beneficial to the government 

agenda, that for decades, it became the only way of producing art in the country. Thus the next 

generations of muralists who succeeded that of “los tres grandes” (the three great ones)—Diego 

Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and José Clemente Orozco—incessantly repeated and recycled 

the same language elaborated in the initial phase of muralism.34 In other words, Mexican murals 

were loaded with an ambiguous message that celebrated the triumph of the people’s Revolution 

in the midst of an already corrupt political system that failed to fulfill its promises.  

                                                

32 Brewster, Responding to Crisis, 13.   
33 Paz, Alternating, 18 
34 Del Conde. Una visita guiada,41. There is a plethora of painters that followed the footsteps of the “three great ones” and 

constituted the second, third, and fourth generations of muralists. Among the most important are: Jorge González Camarena 
(1908–1980), José Chavez Morado (1909), Juan O’Gorman (1905–1982), Fermín Revueltas (1902–1935), Juan Soriano 
(1920–2006), Pedro Coronel (1922–1985), Guillermo Ceniceros (1949), and Gerardo Cantú (1934). 
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1.4 Resistance Attempts: From Generación de Ruptura to Neoconceptualismo  

The fact that Rauschenberg associated with people and institutions that in one way or 

another were part of the regime does not mean that Mexico did not have an avant-garde. 

Although the hegemony of a nationalist pictorial tradition is undeniable, there had been previous 

attempts to break away from such constrictive codification. Tired of decades of artistic 

stagnation that was epitomized in José Clemente Orozco’s decree: “no hay mas ruta que la 

nuestra” (ours is the only route), in the 1950s, a new generation of artists sought to put an end to 

the state’s perpetuation of a nationalist language that had already been exhausted.35 Although 

they were never a group with a unified theory or aesthetic principles, they are generally known 

as the generación de ruptura (breakaway generation), because they constituted different attempts 

to distance their work from the establishment and explore foreign avant-gardes.36 According to 

the Mexican art historian Teresa del Conde, the artists of the generación de ruptura “marked an 

imaginary dividing line that intended not to break away from an artistic past that was already part 

of a millenary tradition, but to break away from those who had seized its leading roles and the 

will of its loyal followers.”37 José Luis Cuevas (1934) was a major figure of this generation. He 

openly challenged the paternalistic ideology of the government as he advocated for a “universal 

and eternal Mexico that opens to the world without losing its essence.”38 This desire to start a 

                                                

35 Ibid., 81. This phrase appeared in a 1944 article by Siqueiros, where the artist defended muralismo.   
36 Ibid., 91, 97. This term first appeared in the 1988 exposition in the Carrillo Gil Museum in 1988. 
37 Ibid., 91. “Marcan una imaginaria línea divisoria que pretendió romper no con un pasado artístico que formaba ya parte de una 

tradición milenaria, pero sí con quienes se habían apoderado de los roles protagónicos y de las voluntades de sus acérrimos 
seguidores.” 

38 Cuevas, “La Cortina del nopal,” 25.  “México universal y eterno que se abre al mundo sin perder sus esencias.” This intention 
is reflected in the most significant text associated with the rupturistas: José Luis Cuevas’s 1956 article “La cortina del nopal” 
(The Cactus Curtain), in which he borrowed the image of the Cold War’s Iron Curtain to denounce the impossibility of artistic 
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conversation with the modern art that was being produced abroad was probably influenced by the 

wave of foreign artists and intellectuals that started to arrive in Mexico in the previous decades. 

Among those immigrants were figures such as Leon Trotsky (assassinated in Mexico City in 

1940), Leonora Carrington, Remedios Varo, Luis Buñuel, Mathias Goeritz, Tina Modotti, and 

Hannes Meyer. The presence of such varied array of modernist proponents ignited the latent 

desire to connect with the “grand” modernity, leading young artists like Cuevas to declare: “I 

want the art of my country to have wide highways that take us to the rest of the world, I do not 

want narrow rural roads that only connect villages.”39 The multiplicity of modernist approaches 

represented by those immigrants, who in a way belong to the generación de ruptura, also reflects 

the “multiple perspectivism” that mainstream modernism acquired after WWI, which was also 

experienced by the Mexican artists who came back after working abroad and incorporated 

foreign styles.40  

Despite the rupturistas’ cry for universality, for the next three decades Mexico remained 

rather paternalistic and closed to the exterior, while the state continued to fund art associated 

                                                                                                                                                       

innovation in Mexico. The article narrates the experience of a stereotypical young painter who starts his career trying to 
develop a personal style that incorporates foreign avant-gardes, but soon finds himself immersed in the state-sponsored artistic 
circuit that made him conform to their old aesthetic language and thus renounce his dreams in exchange for lucrative 
government commissions. 

39 Ibid., 91. “Quiero en el arte de mi país anchas carreteras que nos lleven al resto del mundo, no quiero pequeños caminos 
vecinales que conectan solo aldeas.” 

40 Harvey, The Condition, 30. The most important artist who belongs to the Generación de Ruptura is Rufino Tamayo. Tamayo 
never subscribed to the muralist school and regarded his own work as having a Mexican essence. Although Tamayo’s work 
sometimes deals with national themes similar to the muralists,’ he nevertheless resolved them through an abstraction that 
avoided the official language of the Escuela Mexicana. Besides sharing some of the national themes, Tamayo’s compositions 
often used the vivid colors and pre-Columbian motifs that were exploited by the muralists. However, unlike the muralists who 
sought to unveil the universal man that was hidden behind the Indígenas, the more abstract works of Tamayo offer a genuine 
universality, one that is not conditioned to the narrative of the Mexican Revolution. The expressiveness of Tamayo’s work 
parallels that of the muralists’ without necessarily engaging with the nationalist rhetoric they exploited. Instead, Tamayo 
captures the essence of men, of every man, as well as the anguish of his existence.  
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with muralism, or the so-called Escuela Mexicana (Mexican school).41 However, the defiant 

attitude of this generation contributed to the increasing communication between Mexican and 

international artistic circuits in the late 1960s and 1970s.42 Besides a limited openness, these 

decades witnessed a “conscious historicity” that challenged the prevailing authoritarianism of the 

state and ultimately led to the ’68 student movement.43 The violent repression of the government 

in the Tlatelolco massacre of 1968 and the censorship that marked those years led to the 

appearance of Los Grupos, which were diverse collective artistic groups that shared a common 

goal; they aimed to strengthen a civic consciousness that could keep the population aware of the 

state repression and censorship.44 The fifteen groups that operated in Mexico City in the decade 

of the 1970s advocated for the artists’ control over the production and distribution of the national 

art.45 Los Grupos also sought to reclaim public spaces and engage popular audiences, therefore 

constituting a Mexican avant-garde that was countercultural and operated outside the official 

artistic and cultural circles.46  

By the end of the 1970s, Los Grupos were dissolved, and most of its members were 

absorbed into different official cultural and artistic institutions. In the 1980s, the government 

responded to this social and economic crisis by reinforcing the old nationalist discourse through 

“sending forth all sorts of cultural and artistic proposals that confirm the good health of the 
                                                

41 Del Conde, Una visita guiada, 45. Del Conde discusses how the term Escuela Mexicana is widely accepted despite the 
differences between each of the muralists and the movement’s lack of a body of theories and guidelines. She also notes that 
Carlos Monsiváis uses this term in reference to both muralism and the Revolution novels.  

42 Manrique, Arte y Artistas Mexicanos, 63. 
43 Bellinghausen, Pensar el 68, 74; ibid., 17. 
44 Del Conde, Una visita guiada, 135. 
45 Camnitzer, Conceptualism in Latin American, 80. 
46 Ramírez. “Tactics for Thriving,”55. 
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national identity.”47 Naturally, the art that emerged in this decade followed suit; it recycled the 

nationalist imagery codified by the Escuela Mexicana in the first half of the twentieth century. 

But unlike the murals of the 1920s, the art of this period, which is known today as 

neomexicanismo, used national symbols removed from their historical context; it projected what 

Rufino Tamayo called a “nacionalismo superficial” (superficial nationalism) that signaled the 

introduction of postmodernism into the country.48 Interestingly, neomexicanismo was embraced 

by the establishment, although it showed a critical stance towards the artistic language of the 

Escuela Mexicana. However, since this movement incorporated mainstream postmodern themes 

and concerns—otherness, body politics, appropriation, embrace of ornamentation, etc.—and 

some of its proponents such as Julio Galán acquired huge success in the international market, it 

can be seen as an early indication of a nation that was starting to open to the world.49 

Parallel to the postmodern trend started by Nahum B. Zenil, Julio Galán, and the rest of 

the neomexicanists, a sort of resurgence of conceptual art, referred to in this dissertation as 

                                                

47 Debroise, “Mexican Art on Display,” 32. 
48 Gallo, New Tendencies, 38. Gallo notes that the term Neo-Mexicanismo was coined by art historian Teresa del Conde; 

Manrique, 87. 
49 Described by Andreas Huyssens as “a change in sensibility” (Huyssen, 118), mainstream postmodernism was a cultural 

movement that critiqued, reacted against or departed from modernism (Harvey, 7). It was a “a deeper reorientation of thought 
about art, one that [started in the ‘60s and] continued into the 1970s and 1980s” (Williams, 224). Postmodernism sought to 
establish itself as a radical break from modernism, and intended not to be only another  -ism. As its name implies, it starts from 
the assumption that it is subsequent to modernism. However, instead of breaking away from its alleged predecessor, this 
movement is nowadays understood as an “extension and intensification” (Willaims, 225) of modernism, for it is based on the 
same criticality and self-awareness that characterizes its predecessor. In Mexico—and in Latin America as well— the 
postmodernism debate appeared until the late 1980s,(Moraña, 339) and was embraced by scholars who saw in its acceptance of 
fragmentation and discontinuity  (Harvey XXX) an opportunity for Mexico to finally take part in the international vanguard. 
Writers like Rosaldo, Mignolo, and Gruzinski asserted that Latin America was indeed the place where a sort of postmodernism 
emerged the very moment the Spaniards and the native Indians became aware of their modernity and their otherness 
respectively (Mignolo, The Darker Side, xi). Furthermore, due to their mixture of races, the Latin American people embody 
the idea of hybridity, which is an important concept in postmodern theory, since “for being the land of pastiche and bricolage, 
where many periods and aesthetics are cited, we have had the pride of being postmodern for centuries, and in a unique way.” 
(García Canclini, Hybrid Cultures, 6. From the foreword by Renato Rosaldo) 



 

16 

neoconceptualismo, started to emerge in the 1980s.50 But Rauschenberg would have never found 

it in the museums, neither would he had been able to meet its proponents through Octavio Paz. In 

this respect, the Mexican artist Felipe Ehrenberg—former member of Grupo Proceso Pentágono 

(one of Los Grupos)—declared about ROCI Mexico: “There was some understandable 

resentment that a... museum... would show and surround with such drums and trumpets a series 

of propositions already handled by artists in Mexico years back that hadn’t been able to reach 

public forums.51 

Ehrenberg’s remarks are key in understanding the tacit rejection of ROCI Mexico, for 

they capture the generalized discontent with the lack of government support for emerging artists 

who did not conform to the state’s impositions. It illustrates the state’s rejection of artistic 

expressions that did not follow the old formulas of the Escuela Meixcana. Hence the importance 

of ROCI Mexico’s historical non-transcendence; ROCI Mexico took place at the time when the 

country was on the verge of suffering a drastic transformation. That is, by siding with the 

establishment, Rauschenberg was unable to realize a significant exchange with the vibrant 

neoconceptual art that was about to shake the national artistic conventions.  

1.5 Contemporary Mexican Art: Neoconceptualismo 

On top of the land privatization policies, NAFTA, and the Chiapas guerrilla, in the 

decade of the 1990s a generalized state of social unrest reigned, preceding the fall of the one-

party political system which had dominated Mexican politics for over seventy years; it came to 

                                                

50 Other neomexicanista artists were Rocío Maldonado, Mónica Castillo, Enrique Guzmán, and Javier de la Garza.  
51 Mamiya, “We the People,” 58. 



 

17 

an end in 2000. Therefore, there is a consensus on the view that the quasi-permanent crisis that 

has characterized modern Mexico has been a catalyst for its artistic production. Works such as 

Rubén Gallo’s New Tendencies in Mexican Art, and Julie Rodrigues-Widholm’s Escultura Social 

identify tragic events such as the 1985 earthquake—which took place in September, only five 

months after Rauschenberg’s visit—and the economic crises that followed, as catalysts for the 

start of a new kind of national art. Most studies on contemporary Mexican art rightfully 

acknowledge the influence of key events such as the fall of the one-party political system that 

dominated Mexican politics for over seventy years, the forced opening to the international 

markets through NAFTA, and the indígena guerrilla movement in Chiapas. Additionally, the 

influence of the widespread narcotraficking violence of the last decades on the national artistic 

production has also been extensively discussed, against the backdrop of an overarching 

globalization.  

This dissertation contends that neoconceptual art paralleled the drastic structural 

transformations the country started to undergo in the late 1980s. Since neoconceptual art did not 

follow the nationalist language of the Escuela Mexicana, it was not welcomed by the official 

institutions. Therefore, the early proponents of neoconceptualismo—among them: Gabriel 

Orozco, Vicente Razo, Gabriel Kuri, Teresa Margolles, Carlos Amorales, Miguel Calderón—

resourcefully created alternative spaces where they could create and display their art. Although 

these “no-lugares” (no-spaces), as Cuauhtémoc Medina calls them, disappeared or became 

commercial art galleries by the end of the 1990s, they nevertheless reflect the official attitude 

towards this new artistic expression. While during the decades of the 1980s and 1990s the 

government almost exclusively supported artists who continued the dialogue with the codified 
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nationalist art, by the new millennium it embraced neoconceptualismo. This study also argues 

that as neoconceptual artists succeeded in the international markets and gained recognition in 

Europe and the United States, it became a sort of “official” national art that came to replace the 

Escuela Mexicana.  

The increasing international interest in contemporary Mexican art of the last three 

decades has led to diverse interpretations that focus on its particular kind of conceptualism, its 

political nature, and its historical context. Given the prevalence of conceptualism in the art of the 

country, scholars such as Mari Carmen Ramírez have focused their work on identifying the ways 

in which Mexican conceptual art differs from its American and European counterparts, and how 

it does not necessarily fit into mainstream conceptualism’s trajectory toward the complete 

dematerialization of the object of art. Discussions of contemporary Mexican art also tend to 

make connections between the Latin American tradition of politicizing works of art and the 

history of corrupt and authoritarian regimes. Another important trend in the study of 

contemporary Mexican art follows the postcolonial view of its culture as a mode of resistance 

against the oppressing forces of imperial powers, which have been replaced by neoliberalism and 

globalization.52 That is, contemporary Mexican art has been regarded as a mode of resistance 

against the globalizing forces of capitalism.53 At times indistinguishable from postmodernism, 

this discourse celebrates the aesthetics of chaos and hybridity both as a symbol of the syncretic 

                                                

52 The idea that the art and culture of subordinated nations represents a kind of resistance to the dominant power also applies to 
the whole region of Latin America (subaltern studies) and to former colonies in Asia and Africa (postcolonial studies).  

Nelly Richard also treats death in Chilean art as a mode of resistance—not to imperialist foreign powers but to the dictatorship of 
Pinochet.  

53 The idea that Mexico has a particular kind of conceptualism which distinguishes itself from its Western or mainstream 
counterparts also refers to the whole region of Latin America. 
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nature of the nation, and as a mechanism to resist centuries of imperial domination. Just as the 

aesthetic of the baroque and its horror vacui throve amidst the heterogeneity of colonial Mexico, 

contemporary Mexican art effortlessly fits into the eclecticism of the global artistic scene.54 

Thus, the similarities between the colonial period and the current state of the international art 

world lead to the understanding of contemporary Mexican art as neobaroque.55 Its engagement 

with global concerns, and ultimately, its reach into increasing international audiences, seem to 

support this view.56 However, I will argue that more than embodying a mode of resistance, 

contemporary Mexican art seeks to take part of the “universal civilization”;57 that is, it represents 

an opportunity to achieve the national life-long dream to become a fully fledged participant in 

the international artistic arena. In other words, the project will demonstrate that rather than being 

an art of resistance, contemporary Mexican art is an art of belonging.  

The recurrence of death imagery within contemporary Mexican art further illustrates this 

argument, for it sanitizes an ancient national symbol in order to feed it to international audiences. 

And what the universal façade of its global language ultimately tries to conceal is the unresolved 

self-image of a nation “hyperconscious of its backward condition.”58 Whereas contemporary 

Mexican art’s use of conceptualism and minimalism turns its back on its own tradition, in a way 

                                                

54 In this context the baroque is to be understood more as a way of life than as a period or style. 
55 In Images at War, and The Mestizo Mind, Serge Gruzinski elaborates on the similarities between the baroque and the 

contemporary, focusing on the concepts of hybridity and mestizaje.  

Mexican and Latin American art and their relationship to the concept of the neo-baroque is discussed in Lois Parkinson Zamora’s  
Baroque New Worlds and The Inordinate Eye. This topic is also the subject of catalogs of art exhibitions that focus on this 
topic, such as Ultra Baroque: Aspects of Contemporary Latin American Art, and Barrocos y Neobarrocos: El Infierno de lo 
Bello. 

56 Examples of these global concerns are the power of transnational corporations or the preservation of the environment. 
57 Ricoeur, History and Truth, 277. 
58 Lomnitz, Deep Mexico, xviii. 
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negating the existence of a national view of death, the shock it generates among international 

audiences conversely attests to its identitarian nature. Thus, the art of this period reflects no less 

than the reinvention of the national identity in the face of globalization. 

1.6 The Uninterrupted Presence of Death 

In Mexico, death is everywhere: in the bloody Christs of its churches, in the pre-

Columbian gods of its ruins, in the candy skulls of the day of the dead, and in the gory 

photographs of the yellow press.59 Death has been a constant symbol in Mexican life whose form 

and meaning are subject to changing national concerns. In the art of the 1990s, death takes on a 

radically new function to respond to a series of economic, cultural, and political changes 

generated by the implementation of neoliberal policies. This dissertation intends to explore the 

ways in which artistic production from 1990 to the present deals with the quintessentially 

Mexican symbol of death. By looking at death in contemporary Mexican art, it aims to rethink 

the way death has often been understood in Mexican culture. Death has constituted an important 

concern for Mexican writers as early as the eighteenth century. One early example is Fray 

Joaquin Bolaños’ The Portentous Life of Death, which marks the literary appearance of the 

playful character of death, which lives in Mexican popular culture.60 The anthropomorphic death 

that “fights, gets drunk, cries, and dances” was later immortalized in the engravings of José 

Guadalupe Posada, which in turn were discovered by the artists Jean Charlot and Diego Rivera 
                                                

59 The uncensored violent death exposed in the tabloids of Mexico is studied in Harvey Bennett Stafford’s book Muerte!: Death 
in Mexican Popular Culture, while the work of the tabloid photographer Enrique Metínides—who is often compared to the 
American photographer Weegee—has been gaining recognition. Metínides work has been exhibited in The Photographer’s 
Gallery, London in 2003 – http://thephotographersgallery.org.uk/3180/Enrique-Metinides/747	–,	and	in	the	Aperture	
gallerie,	Ney	York,	in	2013.	http://www.aperture.org/exhibition/101-tragedies-of-enrique-metinides-2/	

60 The Portentous Life of Death follows the medieval tradition of the dance of death genre, but in a more lighthearted way. 
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and popularized by the intelligentsia of the post-Revolution.61 Death was also at the core of the 

works of the most celebrated writers of the twentieth century, and even today, constitutes an 

essential part of the country’s literature.62  

In response to the overwhelming presence of death in Mexican culture there have been 

attempts to conceptualize the relationship between the Mexican nation and the idea of death, 

Paz’s Labyrinth of Solitude being perhaps the most influential of the last hundred years. As a 

mode of diagnosis, Paz identifies the Mexican obsession with death as one of the national traits 

that define its character. Claudio Lomnitz’s more recent study, Death and the Idea of Mexico, 

traces the trajectory of this subject within the political and cultural arenas. Although both texts, 

in a way, involve the iconography of death, none of them go deep into the role of death within 

the visual arts. Discussions of the idea of death in Mexican art seem to focus on the celebrated 

work of the engraver José Guadalupe Posada and that of the great muralists of the post-

Revolution, regardless of its recurrence in the work of contemporary Mexican visual artists. 

Despite the iconic status of the idea of death within the Mexican culture, only a few 

monographic texts on artists who deal with death, and isolated contemporary works of art 

dealing with this theme, have been studied.63 Furthermore, these studies tend to focus on their 

stylistic qualities and their immediate sociopolitical context, thereby dismissing their dialogue 

                                                

61 Rivera, “A Magisterial Utilization,” 370. “pelea, se emborracha, llora y baila.” 
62 Among the twentieth-century writers whose oeuvre is concerned with death are: José Gorostiza, Xavier Villaurrutia, Octavio 

Paz, and Juan Rulfo.  

An example of recent literature that deals with the theme of death is Homero Aridjis’ La Santa Muerte (2004), whose narrative 
revolves around the cult of the folk saint of death. Unrecognized by the Catholic Church, the Santa Muerte is one of the 
manifestations of the Mexican obsession with death, along with the Day of the Dead paraphernalia, agonizing Christs, bleeding 
hearts, and the gruesome photographs of dead bodies in a number of Mexican tabloids—which are easily accessible. 

63 There are a few isolated art pieces that have been studied, such as Teresa Margolles’ installations. 
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with the ancestral tradition that made them possible. By doing so, these interpretations 

undermine the significance of these works of art by implying a flat continuity with the Mexican 

past. Conversely, this project intends to study the nature of death imagery of contemporary 

Mexican art within the long narrative of death representations to which it belongs. Its aim is to 

elucidate the ways in which contemporary art’s reinterpretation of this national symbol responds 

to unprecedented economic and sociopolitical transformations; and to examine how death’s shift 

in form and meaning in contemporary art is symptomatic of the violent changes imposed by 

neoliberal reforms and therefore breaks away from the State-sponsored nationalistic tradition 

which preceded it.  

1.7 Towards a (Neo)Conceptual Death 

When studying death in Mexican art, scholars have tended to focus on the post-

Revolution period, dismissing its strong presence in the contemporary art of the country.64 This 

dissertation seeks to establish a much-needed connection between the contemporary art of 

Mexico and neoliberalism, the political and economic ideology the country adopted in the 1980s. 

The existing studies on contemporary Mexican art have overlooked a potentially crucial 

connection between the resurgence of conceptual art and the constitutional changes brought 

about by the country’s adoption of the neoliberal model. This project studies contemporary 

Mexican art within its historical and political context.65 Through the study of a selection of 

                                                

64 The Mexican Revolution started in 1910, and it is generally considered to have ended around 1920. 
65 There are many studies on the history and impact of neoliberalism in Mexico. Among the ones that will inform my discussion 

are: Staging Politics in Mexico: the Road to Neoliberalism, by Stuart A. Day; The Reinvention of Mexico: National Ideology in 
a Neoliberal Era, by Gavin O’Toole; Folkloric Poverty: Neoliberal Multiculturalism in Mexico, by Rebecca Overmyer-
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works of art of four contemporary Mexican artists, it demonstrates how the death imagery that 

started to appear in the art of the 1990s marks a radical break from the traditional symbolism of 

the playful skeletons of the nationalistic imaginary started by Posada and Rivera.66     

The adoption of neoliberalism meant a series of reforms that drastically changed the life 

of the country. Chapter 1 focuses on the changes in the land tenure of the country, namely, the 

privatization of the ejido—a particularly Mexican form of communal land that originated after 

the Revolution. President Salinas’ land reform responded to the demands the signing of NAFTA 

imposed over the country.   

 The ejido represented “captive land” in the eyes of national and international land 

speculators. Within the NAFTA framework, the 1992 Ejido Reforms provided the legal basis 

upon which to commoditize ejido land by permitting its conversion to a legal, private possession. 

Thus, the ejido has become a recipient space for national and global capital.67  

The death of the ejido shattered the already weakened national identity and contributed to 

a generalized state of anxiety and uncertainty that was mirrored in the plastic arts by the 

abstraction and ultimately the conceptualization of the national symbol of death.68 This chapter 

contends that the end of decades of land distribution—which was crucial in the construction of a 

                                                                                                                                                       

Velázquez; along with standard studies on neoliberalism, such as A Brief History of Neoliberalism, by David Harvey; and 
Neoliberal Hegmony: a Global Critique, by Dieter Plehwe, among others. 

66 By imaginary I refer to what sociologist John Thompson, has defined as "the creative and symbolic dimension of the social 
world, the dimension through which human beings create their ways of living together and their ways of representing their 
collective life." (Thompson, Studies in the Theory of Ideology, 6.) 

67 Vazquez Castillo, Land Privatization in Mexico, 5–6. 
68 Ejido was an agrarian system of communal land used for agriculture that started after the Revolution. With the intent to provide 

native Mexicans with their own land, the Government divided it into ejidos. Members of each ejido community worked their 
own parcel, but were not able to sell it. The neoliberal policies of president Carlos Salinas de Gortari put an end to the land 
distribution and to the ejido system, allowing ejido members to sell their land.  
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national identity that was bound to the land, where the bones of its ancestors lay—was the 

catalyst for new kinds of death representations. Along with the privatization of the ejido, the 

adoption of neoliberalism also meant the opening of the borders to international trade, and the 

explosion of narco territories. These changes contributed to a radical change in the historical 

relationship between the Mexican people and their land, or what I call “crisis of place.” That is, 

the first chapter argues that the “placelessness” that characterizes neoconceptual art, mirrors the 

sense of instability and the uncertainty over the national territory that has prevailed in Mexico 

since the last decades of the twentieth century.  

Another outcome of the integration of the Mexican economy into the global economy is 

the rise of narcotrafficking and organized crime. Known as part of the dark side of globalization, 

the illegal traffic of drugs has benefitted from the opening of the Mexican economy. Chapter 2 

studies the incursion of a narco aesthetic into the long narrative of death representations in 

Mexican art. While the blatant references to a narco aesthetic within contemporary art have led 

to single-sided interpretations that are only concerned with an immediate menace of death, this 

chapter aims to bring forth their part within the narrative of death representations in Mexican art. 

Informed by Edward Said’s concept of orientalism, this chapter argues that the growing success 

of narcodeath art both within Mexico and abroad attests to both the vitality the idea of death 

within “the myth of the national character,” and the pressing need to reinvent the national 

identity in the face of globalization.69  

The entrance of Mexico into the globalized world order has also resulted in the increasing 

international exchange of Mexican artists. The rise of transnational collaborations, exhibitions, 
                                                

69 Bartra, Blood, Ink, and Culture, 6. 
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and biennials has turned contemporary Mexican artists into nomads. Given the itinerant quality 

that characterizes their lifestyles and their creations, the recurrence of both the ideas of home and 

death becomes problematic. Chapter 3 interrogates the symbiotic relationship of these two 

concepts against the crisis of place that pervades the country. Through the analysis of a selection 

of works of art, this chapter explores the sociopolitical circumstances by which the seemingly 

opposing ideas of home and death become often indistinguishable. In order to argue that the 

Mexican experience of late capitalism resulted in an attack on the stability of the idea of home, I 

reference the shift in biopolitics theorized by Michel Foucault, in which institutional power is 

exerted in the domestic space. Here I seek to demonstrate that the Mexican people’s altered sense 

of place, along with biopower’s reach into a home, are crucial to understand contemporary 

Mexican art’s combining of the ideas of death and the domestic. 

Lastly, chapter 4 focuses on a strand within contemporary Mexican death art that 

celebrates a dead body that is conspicuously absent. By focusing on contemporary works of art 

that celebrate death by means of an absent body, this chapter argues that the disappearance of the 

dead body in contemporary Mexican works of art that deal with death signals the ultimate 

abstraction within the narrative of death representations within Mexican art. Here, I propose the 

term of “affective minimalism” to explain the art of the absent dead body’s use of the aesthetic 

languages of conceptualism and minimalism against the country’s overwhelming baroque 

sensibility. The idea behind affective minimalism is that death acts as the affective component 

that seeks to compensate for minimalism’s lack of ornamentation. That is, by complementing the 

otherwise sterile aesthetic languages of conceptualism and minimalism with the idea of death, 

the art of the absent dead body appeals to the senses, the emotions, and a national past. 
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Following the works of critics of affect theory such as Ruth Leys and Walter Benn Michaels, this 

chapter argues that the affective component within affective minimalist art prevents the spectator 

from engaging with the work of art in a deep, meaningful way. The rather superficial emphasis 

on the body and affect implies a difference in subject position that is also celebrated by 

neoliberal thought.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

LANDLESS PEASANTS, LANDLESS ART 
 
 

What most distinguishes man from the other animals is that, in one form or another, he 

saves his dead without giving them over to the neglect of the ever-procreant mother earth; he is 

an animal that saves his dead. 

—Miguel de Unamuno70 

 

2.1 Death, the Land, and the Market  

With two perfect circles for eye sockets and a triangle for a nose, a white stylized skull 

stands against a black background (see fig. 2.2). This image is the logo of Zona MACO, the 

largest commercial art fair in Mexico and perhaps in Latin America. The zigzag ornament on its 

forehead and the alternating pattern that forms its teeth are reminiscent of pre-Columbian art, 

which contrasts with its overall industrial poster-like aesthetic. The incorporation of pink hues 

with the traditional black and white skeletal color scheme makes it seem lighthearted, despite its 

otherwise somber subject matter.  

In 2015—its twelfth year—Zona MACO featured 120 galleries from twenty-two 

countries in a space that exceeded 12,000 m2 (see fig. 2.3). The great success of this fair attests to 

the growing international interest in contemporary Mexican art of the last two decades, which is 

due in great part to the growing number of collectors based in Mexico (and also in Latin 

                                                

70 Unamuno, Del sentimiento trágico, 37. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are done by the author. “…lo que más al 
hombre destaca de los demás animales es lo de que guarde, de una manera o de otra, sus muertos sin entregarlos al descuido de 
su madre la tierra todoparidora; es un animal guardamuertos.” 
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America), and also to the undeniable quality and maturity that Mexican art has achieved in recent 

years.71 Zona MACO’s growth evinces the triumph of the global market of art: a massive white 

space where the language of conceptualism reigns supreme, a seemingly neutral space where old 

traditions can be overcome in lieu of becoming global.72 The desire to partake in the international 

art scene, which has been the cry of the Mexican avant-gardes since the 1950s, has finally 

become a reality thanks to the liberalization of the market. Thus in spaces such as Zona MACO, 

contemporary Mexican art blends in perfectly among foreign examples of conceptual art since it 

is hardly identifiable as Mexican. For that reason, the fair’s logo is paradoxical; if the whole 

purpose of the fair is to promote a contemporary Mexican art that is conspicuously devoid of 

nationalist narratives, why does it use the national symbol of death as it logo? While the skull per 

se does not bring to mind contemporary art, nor does it transmit the idea of contemporaneity or 

art in general, it is decidedly Mexican. It is a symbol that has been a constant part of Mexican 

life, whose form and meaning are subject to changing national concerns. In the context of 

contemporary art, as the Zona MACO logo illustrates, more than referencing a national tradition, 

death becomes a symbol of Mexico’s presence in the international art circuit. 

Mexico’s burgeoning contemporary art scene, with its international fairs, its growing 

number of collectors and galleries, and its high quality artists, would not be possible without the 

unprecedented political and economic structural changes that the country underwent starting in 
                                                

71 In her book, The Shift: Art and the Rise to Power of Contemporary Collectors (2015), Marta Gnyp provides a study of the 
growing number of collectors of contemporary art worldwide. She states that although the number of serious collectors in the 
United States did not substantially grow between 2001 and 2013, the number of collectors based in Latin America increased in 
that period. According to Gnyp, Latin American collectors represented, in 2013, 4 percent of all collectors worldwide.  

72 My description of the Zona MACO gallery space alludes to Brian O’Doherty’s 1986 seminal collection of essays entitled 
Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space. In this book, O’Doherty establishes the importance of the gallery 
space throughout history. He also defines the white cube as the paragon for modern and contemporary art for its ability to free 
the work of art from its contextual constraints.     
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the late 1980s. It is the purpose of this dissertation to study the relationships between the 

neoliberal reforms that were implemented during those years and the simultaneous art 

representations of death that started to appear in the 1990s.73 This chapter studies the correlation 

between the unprecedented land reform carried out by president Salinas de Gortari (in effect 

since February 27, 1992) and the resurgence of a conceptual art that is clearly concerned with the 

physicality of the national territory. Two modes of art materialize here: “landless art,” which 

denies its place of origin, or art that is in situ, which attempts to anchor itself to a specific region. 

In order to explain the simultaneous appearance of a number of landless peasants and landless 

death art, I explore the relationship between the agrarian reforms of 1992 and a selection of 

works of art that partake in the evolution of death representations. In other words, this chapter 

investigates how Mexico, a country where the national consciousness is so connected to the land, 

turned out to have its most ingrained symbol, death, unearthed and deprived of any apparent 

connections to its earthbound tradition. Moreover, I argue that although the artists of this 

generation deliberately try to distance themselves from a historic narrative dictated by their own 

mexicanness, their work nevertheless shows a concern with the land. This concern is exemplified 

not only by their reworking of the national symbol of death, but also by the proliferation of site-

specific art, which evinces the need to rework their identities in the face of globalization. 

                                                

73 There are many studies on the history and impact of neoliberalism in Mexico; among the ones that will inform my discussion 
are: Staging Politics in Mexico: the Road to Neoliberalism, by Stuart A. Day; The Reinvention of Mexico: National Ideology in 
a Neoliberal Era, by Gavin O’Toole; Folkloric Poverty: Neoliberal Multiculturalism in Mexico, by Rebecca Overmyer-
Velázquez; Neoliberalism Revisited: Economic Restructuring And Mexico's Political Future, by Gerardo Otero;  Mexico, 
From Mestizo to Multicultural: National Identity and Recent Representations of the Conquest, by Carrie C. Chorba; 
Consumers and Citizens: Globalization and Multicultural Conflicts, by Néstor García Canclini; Who Defines Indigenous?: 
Identities, Development, Intellectuals, and the State in Northern Mexico, by Carmen Martínez Novo; along with standard 
studies on neoliberalism, such as A Brief History of Neoliberalism, by David Harvey; and Neoliberal Hegmony: a Global 
Critique, by Dieter Plehwe, among others. 
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While both Salinas’ land reforms and contemporary Mexican art have been widely 

studied, the connection between the two has not been acknowledged. Even art historian Issa 

María Benítez Dueñas, who has studied the relationship between the idea of the territory and 

contemporary Mexican art, has overseen the huge impact that the land reforms had on the 

national consciousness.74 In order to elucidate the relationship between the mammoth changes in 

the political economy of the time and the radical break within the national tradition of death 

representations, this chapter discusses the impact of the unprecedented land reform carried out by 

president Salinas within an historical perspective. On the other hand, particular conditions of 

neoconceptualismo, which was and still is the prevalent art form in Mexico and across the 

contemporary world, will be addressed. Through analysis of ideological points of convergence 

between the neoliberal discourse that prevailed in Mexico and the artistic practice of 

contemporary Mexican art, it will be argued that these were not in opposition of each other, 

despite the latter’s overt challenging of the bureaucratic institutions that regulated Mexican 

cultural and artistic affairs. 

2.2 The Land: From Restitution to Commodification (1917–1992) 

In his 1991 article “La tierra, la sangre y el poder” (The Land, the Blood, and the Power), 

historian Adolfo Gilly wrote that throughout the history of Mexico, every social revolt and every 

fight has emerged around the control and ownership of the land. Although true, Gilly’s remark 

omits that it was during the Revolution (1910–c.1920) that land ownership became a pressing 

issue, for it was the peasantry’s demand for land that in great part fueled the revolt. 

                                                

74 See Benítez Dueñas’ article “Del arte contemporáneo y sus territorios.” 
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Consequently, Emiliano Zapata’s demand for “land and freedom” is one of the most enduring 

claims of the Revolution, whose imagery in turn was immortalized by the muralist movement 

that followed it.75 From the inclusion of Zapata to the appropriation of Posada’s Calaveras, the 

art of this period is charged with a nationalism that found “material expression in the land 

itself.”76 Hence a certain “continuity” in the relationship between Mexican culture and the land, 

the soil, or the national territory can be traced from the mythical origins of the pre-Columbian 

past to the post-Revolution discourse. The governments that followed the Revolution relied on 

the concept of the land as an important aspect of the nation-building strategy, since inequality, 

namely the concentration of large extensions of land in the hands of a few people—who were not 

necessarily Mexican nationals—was one of the issues the Revolution tried to abolish.  

Since its introduction in the Constitution of 1917, Article 27 aimed to both restitute the 

land that had been taken away from the peasants during the dictatorship of Porfirio Díaz (in 

office 1876–1911) and distribute it to the landless peasants.77 This idea of providing Mexicans 

                                                

75 “Tierra y libertad” (land and freedom) was the slogan of Emiliano Zapata (1879–1919), one of the leading figures of the 
Mexican Revolution. He was the leader of the impoverished peasants of the south of the country. His demands for “land and 
freedom” had a strong influence in the land reform of the post-Revolution. For a deep discussion on the life and influence of 
Zapata, see: Zapata and the Mexican Revolution, by John Womack (1970); Emiliano Zapata: Revolution and Betrayal in 
Mexico, by Samuel Brunk (1995); Vida y Lucha de Emiliano Zapata, by Pablo Moctezuma Barragán (2000); Zapata, by John 
Steinbeck and Robert E. Morshberger (1993); Las cartas de Emiliano Zapata: El reformador agrarista, by Fernando Osorno 
(2015); and Zapata: the Ideology of a Peasant Revolutionary, by Robert Paul Millon (1969). 

The term Mexican muralism refers to the emergence of nationalist mural painting in the aftermath of the Revolution. Although it 
is widely considered to have lasted until the 1970s, Mexican muralism established a tradition that to a certain extent is still 
alive today. The movement was led by “los tres grandes” (the three great ones): Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and 
David Alfaro Siqueiros. For a deep discussion on Mexican muralism, see: The Mexican Muralists, by Alma Reed (1960); The 
Mexican Mural Renaissance, 1920–1925, by Jean Charlot (1963); Mexican Muralism: A Critical History, by Alejandro Anreus 
and Robin Adèle Greeley (2012); Mexican Muralists: Orozco, Rivera, Siqueiros, by Desmond Rochfort (1988); and Mexican 
Murals in Times of Crisis, by Bruce Campbell (2003). 

76 Lomnitz, Deep Mexico, xiii. 
77 Vázquez Castillo, Land Privatization, 2. 

Porfirio Díaz was in office in 1876, from 1877 to 1880, and from 1884 to 1911. 
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with a piece of the land that rightfully belongs to them, provided by the agrarian reform, was 

central to the notion of Mexico as a unified country not only because the land provides 

livelihood, but also because it brings spiritual sustenance “for the special feeling that underlies 

agricultural people, consisting of the unity and an almost maternal love to the land.”78 Land 

ownership also bestowed peasants with dignity and access to liberty and justice; in the words of 

Ricardo Flores Magón, one of the ideologues of the Revolution, “When you [peasants] will be in 

possession of the land, you will have freedom, you will have justice.”79 Unlike the personal 

possession of any other material object, land ownership implies a profound social bond “through 

which the relation to power, society, economy, politics and culture are defined.”80 Hence the 

importance of the ejido: “a peculiar form of land tenure that is exclusive to Mexico; there is no 

other form of land tenure like this one in any other country. The ejido system is the result of the 

peasant movements and of the particular way found by the state to control and integrate them in 

a massive way.”81 It is uniquely Mexican in that it combines the three different kinds of property 

tenure recognized by the Mexican Constitution: private, public and social.82 According to Isaías 

Rivera Rodríguez, social land tenure was conceived after the Revolution as a way of adding 

                                                

78 Rivera, El Nuevo Derecho, 58. “…por el especial sentimiento que subyace a los pueblos agricultores, consistente en la unidad 
y en un amor casi maternal a la tierra.” 

79 Flores Magón, “La Revolución.” “Cuando vosotros [campesinos] estéis en posesión de la tierra, tendréis libertad, tendréis 
justicia…” 

80 Gilly, “La tierra, la sangre.” “…a través de la cual se define una relación con el poder, con la sociedad, con su economía, su 
política y su culutra.” 

81 Morett, Reforma Agraria, 121. “…una forma peculiar de tenencia de la tierra exclusiva de México; no existe en el mundo otro 
tipo de posesión de la tierra igual a ésta. El sistema ejidal es el resultado de los movimientos campesinos y la particular manera 
que encontró el Estado para controlarlos e integrarlos masivamente.” 

82 Vázquez Castillo, Land Privatization, 31. 
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social guarantees and social justice to the previously granted private and public guarantees.83 By 

merging these three forms of land tenure, the ejido acknowledged the two mother cultures of the 

country. It recovered the true essence of Mexican agrarian law, which since its inception during 

colonial times combined both the laws of property tenure of Spain (then concerned with the 

Reconquista of their own land) and the communal land tenure used by pre-Columbian cultures.84  

Furthermore, the ejido was “mythicized as a ‘revolutionary’ entity” and therefore, 

became a strong component of the national imaginary. It embodied “the Revolution, rural 

Mexico, peasants, and Indigenous communities” that “were key elements in the construction of 

the Mexican national identity.”85 The distribution of land promoted by the agrarian reform, and 

more specifically the ejido, served two main purposes. It prevented the accumulation of large 

extensions of land in the hands of a few owners and therefore was the true achievement of the 

Revolution. In fact, for decades, the ejido represented the only way poor peasants were able to 

own land.86 Up until the late 1960s ejidos were economically productive; they produced more 

than 50 percent of the agricultural production of the country.87 Despite the corruption and 

injustices that the ejidatarios (members of an ejido) were victims of, the ejido had a crucial role 

in the composition of the social fabric of Mexico. In his 1991 article “Ni con Krauze ni con 

Cárdenas” (Neither with Krauze nor with Cárdenas), Gustavo Hirales argues that for an entire 

historical period the ejido created: “deep rootedness to the land, social mobility, massive 

                                                

83 Rivera, El Nuevo Derecho, 69. 
84 Ibid., 16. 
85 Vázquez Castillo, Land Privatization, 2; ibid., 4. 
86 Morett, Reforma Agraria, 121. 
87 Hirales, “Ni con Krauze,” 8. 
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education, public peace, solidarity, and social identity bonds that gave this country its 

characteristic profile.”88 More importantly, Hirales rightfully points out that there is an even 

more transcendent function of the ejido; it embodied “the commitment for an economic 

development different from the capitalist model.”89 In other words, since the ejido was 

inalienable, non-transferrable land that could not be traded, it was a form of property that did not 

obey the laws of the market; therefore, it was essentially incompatible with capitalism. However, 

it paradoxically survived—and for a long time thrived—within the capitalist Mexican economy, 

until Mexico’s adoption of the neoliberal model in the late 1980s. The country’s liberalization of 

its economy meant that the ejido—as any other entity that exists at the margins of economic 

trade—was doomed, for the methodology of neoliberalism “is intolerant of different 

perspectives.”90 Moreover, the privatization of the ejido reveals a dialectic that takes place 

between globalization and landlessness, between Mexico’s surrendering to the laws of the free 

market and the reversal of the principles implied by the Revolution. 

Yet, the ejido also became a vehicle for state control over the rural base of the Partido 

Revolucionario Institucional (Institutional Revolutionary Party), or PRI, which remained in 

power for over seven decades (1929–2000).91 While the ejido was a living symbol of the 

Revolution and a reminder of the fight for land and liberty, it was also appropriated by the one-

                                                

88 Hirales, “Ni con Krauze,” 8. “…arraigo a la tierra, movilidad social, educación masiva, paz pública, solidaridad y vínculos de 
identidad sociales que le dieron a este país su perfil carcterístico.” 

89 Hirales, “Ni con Krauze,” 8. “…la apuesta por un desarrollo económico y social distinto al captialista.” 
90 Dussell, “The Mexican economy,” 123. 
91 Morett, Reforma Agraria, 87. 

When the PRI was founded in 1929, it was named PNR (Partido Nacional Revolucionario). Nine years later, in 1938, its name 
was changed to: PRM (Partido de la Revolución Mexiana). It became PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional) in 1946.     
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party political system that institutionalized the Revolution, which in turn made it a political 

instrument to guarantee rural votes. Therefore, land distribution became an inherent part of the 

political agenda of every president after the “triumph” of the Revolution. Distributing land—

mainly through the creation of ejidos—was an essential task of every president, starting with 

Venustiano Carranza (1917–1920); it was a tradition that assured the inscription of each 

president into an imaginary lineage of Revolutionary caudillos and national heroes. 92 It became a 

kind of ritual through which each president symbolically acquired a sense of legitimacy by 

attaching his term to the history of “democratic” presidencies that claimed to continue the ideals 

of the Revolution.  

To say that the ejido was a significant component of Mexican life is an understatement. It 

was generally perceived as the true legacy of the Revolution, which, according to Monsiváis, 

was unlike other revolutions in that it continued to live among the Mexican people.93 Although 

the social and political meaning of the ejido remained fairly strong until the 1990s, its ability to 

benefit landless peasants began declining since the late 1950s. Due to rural uprisings, after 1959, 

the government had no choice but to distribute expanses of land that were even larger than the 

ones distributed in previous decades. However, those lands were not arable and were used only 

to momentarily mitigate the discontent of the peasantry, giving rise to the phase in the history of 

the agrarian reform described by Jesús Carlos Morett Sánchez as “demagogic distribution.”94 

Since the national territory is a finite resource, it was to be expected that the distribution of 
                                                

92 Like Zapata, Venustiano Carranza (1859–1920) was one of the protagonists of the Revolution. He headed the Constitutionalist 
Army of northern Mexico (1914–1917). Prior to becoming the president of Mexico, he was the Governor of the northern state 
of Coahuila, from 1911 to 1913. 

93 Monsiváis, “Es usted neoliberal?” 
94 Morett, Reforma Agraria, 102. “reparto demagógico.” 
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agricultural land had to end eventually. Instead of putting an end to the land distribution and the 

creation of new ejidos, beginning in the 1960s, the governments continued these practices as a 

political move to reinforce the national identity rather than to provide the landless with an actual 

mode of subsistence.95  

The Mexican government continued to distribute land and create new ejidos until 1992, 

when Article 27 of the Constitution was amended under the Salinas presidency. While these 

revisions of the agrarian law responded to the aforementioned inefficiency of the land 

distribution system, they also followed the conditions that the World Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF) imposed on Mexico in order to rescue it from its economic crash of 

1982.96 The Mexican economy, which had recently become petroleum-based, collapsed in 1982 

following the fall of the international crude oil prices. Mexico had no choice but to adopt the 

neoliberal model, as dictated by foreign financial institutions that rescued the country from 

bankruptcy.97 In fact, Mexico was the first underdeveloped economy in which the set of 

“neoliberal policies and structural adjustments” were implemented.98 Such policies and 

adjustments are also known as the “Washington Consensus,” and by the 1990s “became the 

global framework for ‘proper’ economic development” that countries across the global South 

were required to adopt.99 The prescribed measures were based on the principles of “export-

                                                

95 Ibid., 102. 
96 Steger, Neoliberalism, 9. 
97 Vázquez, United States and Mexico, 195. 
98 Weaver, Neoliberalism and Commodity Production, vii. 
99 Steger, Neoliberalism, 19. 

The term “Washington Consensus” was coined by the American economist John Williamson in the 1980s. Steger notes that the 
term is widely regarded as synonymous with neoliberalism (19). 
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oriented industrialization, opening of the economy to foreign investment and trade, elimination 

of public subsidies, wage controls, legislative changes to accommodate private investment and, 

of course, privatizations.”100  

Although the implementation of the “Washington Consensus” in underdeveloped 

countries like Mexico mostly took place in the 1990s, its economic principles can be traced back 

to the Mont Pèlerin Society. This organization was founded in 1947 by the Austrian economist 

Friedrich August von Hayek with the intent to “revive classical liberalism.”101 All the members 

of this think tank believed “in the free market’s spontaneous ability to function as a self-

regulating and knowledge generating engine of human freedom and ingenuity.”102 Therefore, 

they opposed the prevailing Keynesian capitalism, which advocated for “an interventionist state 

and regulated markets.”103 Hence the general consensus on viewing the Society of Mont Pèlerin 

as the intellectual precursor of what we now understand as neoliberalism, which, in Thomas 

Weaver’s words, is “an economic philosophy that holds that free markets provide the most 

efficient solution to economic and social problems and that governments should not interfere 

with them.”104 It is “an economic model or ‘paradigm’ that rose to prominence in the 1980s” and 

was “built upon the classical liberal ideal of the self-regulating market.”105 Moreover, Hayek’s 

colleagues were in great part responsible for spreading neoliberal thought to such an extent that it 

                                                

100 Vázquez Castillo, Land Privatization, 79. 
101 Steger, Neoliberalism, 15. 
102 Ibid., 15. 
103 Steger, Neoliberalism, 8. 
104 Weaver, Neoliberalism and Commodity Production, vii. 
105 Steger, Neoliberalism, 11. 
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went from being the view of a few, in the 1950s, to the world-wide “ruling economic orthodoxy 

in the 1990s.”106  

In the case of Mexico, the adoption of neoliberalism that was planned in the 1980s 

became a full-fledged reality under the Salinas presidency. This meant that the political discourse 

of the country, which had traditionally relied on the concept of the land, suffered a drastic 

transformation during the 1990s. A fundamental part of the “Washington Consensus” was the 

amendment of Article 27 of the Constitution, which holds the tenure structure for the entirety of 

the national territory, including the legislation of the ejido.107 Although Article 27 had been 

amended a number of times throughout its history, Salinas’ reforms radically transformed it, to 

such an extreme that it essentially reversed its original intent established in 1917. 108 The 1992 

reforms once and for all declared that the state was no longer obligated to continue the agrarian 

reform; therefore, land distribution and the creation of ejidos was over. The revised law also 

declared the government no longer capable of expropriating land, and established the ability of 

ejidatarios to buy, lease, transfer, mortgage, use their ejido land as collateral for loans, and even 

form partnerships or joint ventures with commercial groups.109 These reforms were clearly part 

of the aforementioned neoliberal political and economic reforms imposed by international 

financial institutions that aided the country in the 1980s. The ejido and communal land—which 

by 1992 represented approximately fifty percent of Mexico’s agricultural, livestock, and forestry 

land—were considered idle under the logic of the market, due to their inalienable and 

                                                

106 Ibid., 15, 17. 
107 Rivera, El Nuevo Derecho, 68. 
108 For an analysis of the amendments of Article 27 throughout its history, see chapter 3, section 3.1 (pp. 72–74) of Isaías Rivera 

Rodríguez’, El Nuevo Derecho Agrario Mexicano, where he offers a thorough analysis of its historical evolution. 
109 Vázquez Castillo, Land Privatization, 3. 
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nontransferable nature, and consequently were impediments to capitalist development.110 By 

reversing the social character of the ejido, Salinas’ reforms “provided the legal basis upon which 

to commoditize ejido land by permitting its conversion to a legal, private possession” in order to 

turn it into “a recipient space for national and global capital.”111  

The amendments of Article 27 (made in1992) were focused on the revision of the land 

ownership structure, since the Salinas regime considered the main problem faced by Mexican 

agriculture to be the forms of land tenure and the juridical insecurity of its owners.112 After all, in 

terms of property ownership, the ejidatario was always conceived as a “second grade owner” 

since the land was given to him with many restrictions and limitations, and only in usufruct.113 

The privatization of the ejido intended to correct that; driven by the neoliberal ideal of individual 

liberty, the reforms placed it into the jurisdiction of individual property ownership.114 By 

privatizing the ejido, the Salinas regime reversed the original intent of Article 27 and Zapata’s 

agrarian laws, which in great part served as its basis.115 Those changes were so radically opposed 

to the original intent of Article 27 and the spirit of the Revolution it represented, that they had to 

be accompanied by a rhetoric that promoted the neoliberal reforms as the only way to finally 

achieve the long-desired integration into the First World.116 To begin with, Salinas’s discourse 

                                                

110 Moyo, Reclaiming, 398. 
111 Vázquez Castillo, Land Privatization, 5–6. 
112 Morett, Reforma Agraria, 159. 
113 Ibid., 125. 
114 O’Toole, Reinvention of Mexico, 80,82. 
115 Womack, Zapata, 409. This book reproduces Zapata’s agrarian law in appendix C, pp. 405–411. 
116 Dussell, “The Mexican Economy,” 127. Dussell Peters explains how neoliberalism, as a global trend was “marketed” as the 

cure-all for society’s problems. 
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moved away from the label neoliberalism, since according to Monsiváis, “the term’s bad press 

makes it unviable, impassable, it is like a propagandistic or publicity heavy slab; neoliberalism 

sounds like a conspiracy reunion held in the catacombs of Wall Street.”117 Instead, it was 

replaced by the term “social liberalism,”118 which “does not have the attachment of complaints or 

debts; it is a word that lacks aversions and content.”119 An example of the massive campaign to 

promote the government’s reforms was Televisa’s—the monopolist television network that had 

been a strong ally of the PRI—airing on prime time of El vuelo del águila (The Flying Eagle), a 

historical soap opera scripted by Enrique Krauze about the life of Porfirio Díaz, as a way of 

counterbalancing the resurgence of the old fear of leaving the wealth of the country—more 

specifically the land—in the hands of foreign investors, as happened during the dictatorship of 

Díaz. 

Naturally, the unprecedented reforms of Article 27 were widely discussed across the 

country, not only polarizing public opinion, but also creating a prevailing sense of anxiety over 

the sovereignty of the country and the destiny of the national territory. Supporters of Salinas’ 

regime—both in Mexico and abroad—praised the agrarian reforms. The Japanese financial 

company Nomura called them “fearless” and described them as “the most important initiative 

Salinas has taken to this moment.”120 National supporters of the regime such as the 

Confederación de Trabajadores Mexicanos (Confederation of Mexican Workers), or CTM, were 

                                                

117 Monsiváis, “Es usted neoliberal?” “…la mala prensa del término lo vuelve inviable, intransitable, es una losa propangandística 
o publicitaria, neoliberalismo se oye como reunion, conspirativa en las catabumbas de Wall Street.” 

118 “liberalismo social” 
119 Monsiváis, “Es usted neoliberal?” “…no carga querellas ni adeudos, es vocablo vacío de inquinias, y de contenidos.” 
120 El Nacional, “Califican de Audaz.” “…la más importante iniciativa que Salinas haya tomado hasta la fecha.” 
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quick to declare that they “always asked for the revision of Article 27,” but had never expressed 

it before since its leaders feared public opinion would judge the organization as antipatriotic.121 

However, not everyone was as optimistic towards the reforms. There was fear and mistrust 

among the agricultural sector; the leader of the Central Campesina Independiente (Independent 

Peasant Center), made the bold declaration that there would be a new revolution if the ejido were 

privatized, and for this reason the organization opposed the reforms.122 Some scholars were more 

concerned about the preservation of the patrimonial character of the ejido; José Luis Calva 

warned in la Jornada that “throwing peasant land into the real estate free trade, where the power 

of money reigns, will have an enormous social cost.”123 On that same note, Demetrio Sodi de la 

Tijera argued that the agrarian reforms allowed the creation of a new kind of “corporate 

latifundism,” while Heberto Castillo bluntly wrote in Proceso that “no one will come and give 

money freely to Mexico,” meaning that “indiscriminately” privatizing would result in losing 

control over the natural resources of the country—including the land—therefore harming the 

national sovereignty.124  

Although these examples are only a small sample of the nationwide debate that 

surrounded Salinas’s land reforms, they nevertheless illustrate the climate of uncertainty and fear 

that prevailed at the time. Such discussions were, as Peter O’Toole rightfully acknowledges, 

                                                

121 El Nacional, “Dice la CTM que siempre pidió la revisión del 27.” “…siempre pidió la revisión del 27.” 

The CTM, or Confederación de Trabajadores de México (Confederation of Mexican Workers) was the most important workers 
union of Mexico, and served as a pillar for the PRI, for most of the time it ruled the country.   

122 Garzón, “Nueva Revolución.” 
123 “…arrojar las parcelas campesinas a libre comercio de tierras, donde impera el poder del dinero, tendrá enormes costos 

sociales.” 
124 “Latifundio empresarial”; Sodi, “Nacionalismo y Modernización”; and Castillo, “Soberanía nacional…” “nadie vendrá a 

regalar dinero a México.” 
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essentially about “the tension between the liberal conception of individual property rights and 

notions of collective patrimony.”125 However, this anxiety pales in comparison with the Zapatista 

uprising of 1994, for it constituted what Sam Moyo and Paris Yeros called a real “anti-capitalist 

opposition in the twenty-first century.”126 The rise in arms of the Ejército Zapatista de Liberación 

Nacional (Zapatista Army for National Liberation), or EZLN, took place in the southern state of 

Chiapas simultaneously with the enforcement of NAFTA, on January 1, 1994. More than any 

other opposition voiced against Salinas’ policies, the EZLN “expressed their resistance to the 

marginalization”127 they were victims of. Their compelling claims not only shook the regime, but 

also turned Chiapas “into an inescapable image of global society at the end of the twentieth 

century.”128 Ultimately, the EZLN uprising “helped set the ground for the initial phase of anti-

capitalism’s neoliberal globalization movements” that emerged around the world.129 While the 

Zapatista uprising certainly connected the marginalized Mexicans who were left out by the 

Salinas reforms to like-minded international movements, so did the art that emerged alongside 

the official culture of the 1990s.  

                                                

125 O’Toole, Reinvention of Mexico, 75. 
126 Yeros, Reclaiming the Land, 5. 
127 Medina, “The Struggle Against Determinism,” 15. 
128 Volpi, La guerra y las palabras, 22. “…en una imagen ineludible de la sociedad global de fines del siglo XX…” 

There is a plethora of studies on the Zapatista uprising. The writings (sucha s declarations, press releases, letters, etc.) of the 
group have been compiled and published in diverse texts, such as: EZLN: Documentos y Comunicados, Tomos 1- 4, by EZLN 
et al.; La fuerza del silencio 21-12-12: El EZLN anuncia pasos siguientes, by EZLN (2016); and Our Word is Our Weapon: 
Selected Writings by Subcomandante Marcos and Juana Ponce De Leon (2002). For a contextual analysis and a history of the 
movement, see: La guerra y las palabras: Una historia intellectual de 1994, by Jorge Volpi (2004); The Fire and the Word: A 
History of the Zapatista Movement, by Gloria Muñoz Ramírez, et al. (2008); To See with Two Eyes: Peasant Activism & 
Indian Autonomy in Chiapas, by Mattiace, Shannan L. (2003); and The Zapatista "social Netwar" in Mexico, by David F. 
Ronfeldt (1998). 

129 Guattari, Micropolítica. 
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2.3 Neoconceptualism in Mexico 

The art of the 1990s was not alien to the generalized sense of unrest that originated from 

the debates over the agrarian reforms; the fears and uncertainties over the destiny of the nation 

were the catalyst for the emergence of neoconceptualism in the late 1980s. As its name indicates, 

this art did not represent the first appearance of conceptualism in Mexico. Conceptual art 

emerged in Mexico in the late 1960s as a reaction to the authoritarian government and the violent 

repression of the Tlatelolco massacre of 1968. The censorship that marked those years led to the 

appearance of Los Grupos, which were diverse collective artistic groups that shared a common 

goal; they ultimately aimed to strengthen a civic consciousness that could keep the population 

aware of the state repression and censorship.130 The fifteen groups that operated between 1974 

and 1982 in Mexico City—among them Tepito Arte Acá, Proceso Pentágono, Mira; Suma, 

Germinal, Taller de Arte e Idelogía (TAI), El Colectivo Tetraedro, Março, Peyote y la 

Compañía, No Grupo, Taller de Investigación Plástica (TIP), and Fotógrafos Independientes—

advocated for the artists’ control over the national artistic production and its distribution.131 

These groups constituted a countercultural movement that involved a number of academics and 

emerging artists such as Sebastian, Felipe Ehrenberg, Carlos Aguirre, Carla Rippey, Maris 

Bustamante, and Magali Lara. Rather than focusing on economic or class issues, their artistic 

proposals challenged the authoritarian state that perpetuated its control under a pseudo-

                                                

130 Del Conde, Una visita guiada, 135.  
131 Camnitzer, Conceptualism in Latin America, 80; Vázquez Mantecón, “Los Grupos,” 196. 
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democracy. However, as Los Grupos dissolved by the end of the 1970s, most of the artists 

associated with them were eventually absorbed into different official institutions.132  

In her essay, “Tactics for Thriving on Adversity: Conceptualism in Latin America, 1960–

1980,” Mari Carmen Ramírez notes that although the work of Los Grupos constituted Mexican 

conceptual art, “their understanding of conceptualism was rather limited, and their impact was 

circumscribed to the critique of institutions as it applied to the specific context of Mexico, rather 

than to the production of radical forms of idea-based art.”133 Indeed, Los Grupos’s most urgent 

concerns, such as their “anti-institutional agenda,” the replacement of individualism with 

collective and interdisciplinary artistic practices, as well as “the democratization of the artistic 

production and distribution,” pertained exclusively to their immediate sociopolitical context.134 

Conversely, mainstream conceptual art emerged mainly in New York in the late 1950s with the 

intent to question the prominence of modernism—abstract expressionism, in particular—the 

validity of the art object, and the limits of art itself. 135 More importantly, as art critic Lucy 

Lippard notes, mainstream (or American) conceptual art was mostly apolitical, although its 

emergence coincided with “the era of the Civil rights movement, Vietnam, the Women’s 

                                                

132 Vázquez Mantecón, “Los Grupos,” 198. 
133 Ramírez, “Tactics for Thriving,” 59. 
134Ramírez, “Tactics for Thriving,” 59. 
135 Harrison, “Conceptual Art,” 320; Rorimer, New art 60s and 70s, 11; Camnitzer, et al., “Global Conceptualism: Points of 

Origin,” VII.   

In order to distinguish the first appearance of conceptual art from its later versions, Luis Camnitzer, Jane Farver, and Rachel 
Weiss designated the term conceptual art only for the art of the 1960s and 1970s, leaving the term conceptualism to the 
“broader attitudinal expression that summarized a wide array of works and practices” that continue to take place today. 
However, given the prevalence of conceptual art and its ability to accommodate a wide array of artistic practices, in this 
dissertation, I use the terms conceptual art and conceptualism interchangeably. Camnitzer et al., “Global Conceptualism: 
Points of Origin, 1950s-1980s,” VIII. 
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Liberation Movement, and the counter-culture.”136 For Lippard, conceptual art “means work in 

which the idea is paramount and the material form is secondary, lightweight, ephemeral, cheap, 

unpretentious and/or ‘dematerialized.’”137 More than being a particular style, conceptual art is 

unable to “be defined in terms of any medium or style, but rather by the way it questions what art 

is.” It emerged simultaneously in the diverse artistic practices of artists such as Carl Andre, Sol 

LeWitt, Lawrence Weiner, John Baldessari, Douglas Huebler, Michael Asher, and Joseph 

Kosuth, among others.138 Despite the difference in media and style of this first generation of 

conceptual artists, they all regarded cognition as the underlying force of their creations.139 That 

is, at the core of their practice was the view that “ideas alone can be works of art,” rather than a 

sharp sociopolitical agenda, as in the work of the Mexican conceptual artists.140  

Conceptual art’s emphasis on the idea, instead of on the object of art, was the basis of 

Lucy Lippard and John Chandler’s 1968 seminal essay: “The Dematerialization of Art.” In this 

text, the authors argue that the primacy of the thought process behind the art object in Western 

art points towards its total dematerialization. The continuation of art’s emphasis on cognition, 

Lippard and Chandler argue, “may result in the object’s becoming wholly obsolete.”141 While 

                                                

136 Lippard, “Escape Attempts,” xiii; ibid., vii. 
137 Ibid., vii. 
138 Godfrey, Conceptual Art, 4. 
139 Brandt, Interplay: Neoconceptual Art, 132. 
140 LeWitt, “Sentences on Conceptual Art,” 75.  

LeWitt’s publication of “Sentences on Conceptual Art” in 1967, along with Joseph Kosuth’s publication of “art after Philosophy” 
in 1969 greatly contributed to the coalescence of conceptual art into a more defined movement.    

141 Lippard, “The Dematerialization of Art,” 46. 

The origins of the phenomenon of the dematerialization of art discussed by Lippard and Chandler is generally traced back to the 
French artist Marcel Duschamp’s (1987–1968) novel use of readymades as works or art.  
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this tendency in Western art towards the disappearance of the work of art was crucial to 

mainstream conceptual art, its Mexican—and Latin American—counterparts never fully engaged 

in the questioning of the materiality of the work of art. Instead, Mexican conceptual art of the 

1970s experimented with alternative ways of making art that were cheaper, such as the 

intervention and displacement of everyday objects. This approach proved particularly useful for 

Mexican artists who were under the scrutiny of the repressive Mexican state, for it produced an 

ambiguous message that would avoid censorship easily.142 On this note, Ramírez explains how in 

the particular case of Latin American countries, “the need to circumvent or evade censorship in 

countries ruled by military dictators, as well as secure viable circuits to show their works, 

motivated artists early on to engage in ideological forms of object-based conceptualism. This 

mode of conceptual art, which relies on the use of decontextualized objects to carry new 

meanings, was born there as a form of criticism against both the local political system and the 

institutionalized circuits of the hegemonic artistic mainstream.143 

Thus Los Grupos imported the international language of conceptual art—also 

happenings, performances and installations144—but unlike mainstream conceptual art, their 

Mexican version responded to the local political situation, and not so much to wider postmodern 

concerns.145 Besides, Mexican conceptual art never fully “accepted the challenge of 

                                                

142 Camnitzer, Conceptualism in Latin America, 80. 
143 Ramírez, Rematerialization, 180–181. 
144 Manrique, Arte y Artistas Mexicanos, 63. 
145 Los Grupos adopted conceptualism only formally, since they did not share mainstream conceptualism’s affinity with 

postmodern concerns such as the inadequacy of metanarratives, irony, authenticity and originality. It was not until the 1980s, 
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dematerialized art,”146 which can be seen in the prevalence of the art object in contemporary 

Mexican art.147  

Although conceptual art as a movement is generally regarded as pertaining to the decades 

of the 1960s and 1970s, its influence has continued to today.148 In fact, as art historian Tony 

Godfrey argues, “some form of conceptual art has existed throughout the twentieth century,” and 

continues to exist today.149 Conceptual art is “among the most accommodating of art movements, 

open to disciplines as diverse as linguistics, systems theory, philosophy, sociology, ethics, logic, 

theater, history, political science, music, Eastern religions, and poetry”; it has continued to be a 

prevailing artistic language across the world. However, the term neoconceptualism (and in some 

cases post-conceptualism or late conceptualism) emerged in the 1980s to describe the work of a 

group of emergent artists from New York’s East Village—among them Sherrie Levine, Peter 

Halley, Haim Steinbach, Philip Taaffe, Jeff Koons, and Ashley Bickerton.150 These 

neoconceptualists maintained conceptual art’s original focus on the idea behind a work of art, a 

fact that is reflected in their exploration of “the language, conditions, and framework of art in a 

semiological manner.”151 Scholars generally agree that neoconceptualism differs from the 

original conceptual art movement mainly in its embrace of popular culture and mass media, in its 

celebration of “a showmanship that seems a flagrant bid for that fifteen minutes of fame which 

                                                

146 Ramírez, Rematerialization, 180. 
147 Rodrigues, Escultura Social, 10. In the 2003 Venice Biennial, Gabriel Orozco, who served as curator, focused the exhibition 
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148 Van Winkel, During the Exhibition, 13. 
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an earlier generation of conceptual artists had so ostensibly decried.”152 That is, whereas the 

conceptual art of the 1960s was concerned with intellectual issues such as the validity of the art 

object, neoconceptualism engages instead with a much more banal materiality. In Godfrey’s 

words, “the ‘new’ conceptualism is the mirror image of the old—nothing but commodity, 

nothing but style.”153 At the same time, neoconceptualism also engaged with postmodern 

concerns, since its emphasis on materiality and style allowed it to elaborate a social critique.154  

In Mexico, conceptualism followed its own particular path. As the decade of the 1980s 

advanced, Los Grupos disappeared almost abruptly, giving way to neomexicanismo, which was 

based on postmodern ideas while recycling the nationalist imagery codified by the Escuela 

Mexicana in the first half of the twentieth century.155 This postmodern trend, headed by artists 

such as Nahum B. Zenil and Julio Galán among others, started in the 1980s and continued into 

the decade of the 1990s. During those decades of crises, when the political system was losing its 

power, and the country was undergoing some of the most transcendental political and economic 

structural changes, Mexico needed more than ever to reaffirm its national identity and to project 

its solidity abroad. Thus the combination of neomexicanismo’s reworking of national clichéd 

symbols by “rummaging through Mexican cultural history” and its commercial success in 

international markets proved to be the perfect match for the Salinas regime. 156 
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Loosely grouped under the term Mexican neoconceptualismo, the artists of the 1990s—

among them Abraham Cruzvillegas, Gabriel Orozco, Gabriel Kuri, Teresa Margolles, Carlos 

Amorales, Damián Ortega, and Dr. Lakra—reacted against neomexicanismo’s quoting and 

recycling of old stereotypes and instead resorted to the transnational language of conceptualism 

that had already been adopted by Mexican artists in the 1970s. Like Los Grupos, 

neoconceptualismo inverts the dematerialization ideal of its mainstream counterpart, and 

“instead relies on the use of decontextualized objects to carry new meanings.” 157 Formally, there 

are two strands within neoconceptual works of art. There are works of art that use a decidedly 

minimalistic aesthetic devoid of any national narratives. Conversely, there are those works of art 

that utilize and incorporate baroque vernacular imagery straight from the markets and streets. 

Borrowing from Antonio Prieto Stambaugh, I will refer to the second strand as rascuachismo 

kitsch.158  

Due in great part to their historical circumstances, Mexican conceptualism of the 1970s 

and its 1990s reappearance differ in crucial aspects, the most important being their relationship 

with the dominant ideology of their time. It is widely acknowledged that Los Grupos were in 

clear opposition to the oppressive and authoritarian PRI regimes, as they embodied the rebellious 

attitude of the international student movement. Scholars such as Ruben Gallo and Cuahutémoc 

Medina have characterized the art of the 1990s as being in frank opposition to the official 

                                                

157 Ramírez, “Rematerialization,” 180–181. 
158 Prieto Stambaugh, “Performance Transfronterizo como…,” 35. 
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institutions.159 In New Tendencies in Mexican Art, Gallo identifies institucionalismo, or the 

mocking of official institutions, as one of the trends of the art of that decade.160 Meanwhile, 

Medina also agrees with the idea that the art of the 1990s is an art of defiance, an art that 

disregards official institutions by ignoring their authority.161 However, this chapter argues that 

the view of these two scholars, who seem to dominate the scholarly conversation, is only 

partially true. Although it is undeniable that what we now call neoconceptualismo has a tendency 

to mock the system and operated in underground circuits in its beginning—giving it its 

countercultural flare—its ideological basis is nevertheless highly compatible with the principles 

of neoliberalism that the government so fervently promulgated. While on the surface both the 

Salinas regime and the neoconceptual artists of the 1990s seemed to be at odds, they shared 

essential concepts: their focus on individualism; their intention to take part in the “First World”; 

and, ultimately, their denial of national traditions. 

Take, for example, Vicente Razo’s Museo Salinas (1996), which by appearing to be a 

clear example of institucionalismo, corroborates Gallo’s and Medina’s idea that 

neoconceptualism was against the establishment. Museo Salinas was comprised of the artist’s 

personal collection of memorabilia that mocked president Salinas—including piñatas, masks, 

stickers, and toys—that abounded in the streets across Mexico after the Salinas presidency (see 

fig. 2.4). Besides obviously partaking in the discontentment toward Salinas, then the most hated 

man in Mexico, this piece also critiqued the official institutions and national museums for not 
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supporting young artists. It is only when we consider that a remarkably similar work had already 

been done almost thirty years earlier that its kinship with the dominant neoliberal ideology 

becomes apparent.162 In 1968 the Belgian artist Marcel Broodthaers created his Museum of 

Modern Art, Department of Eagles, which, like Razo’s work, represented a critique of the 

museum as an institution. Razo’s anachronistic “borrowing” and “recycling” from mainstream 

conceptualism exemplifies how the art that was emerging outside the establishment always 

sought foreign influences, the same way the Salinas regime sought to open the national frontiers 

and emulated the economic model of the West. In other words, while the content of the Museo 

Salinas represented a blunt critique of the regime, its form and methodology sought a connection 

with the mainstream art circuits, making it compatible with the same establishment it was 

critiquing. Whereas mainstream conceptualism was one of the expressions of the postmodern 

sensibility that was forged in the aftermath of WWII as a reaction against capitalist progress and 

other grand narratives of Western supremacy, in the context of contemporary Mexico, conceptual 

art functions as an instrument through which national art joins the international market. More 

than representing a real challenge to neoliberalism, neoconceptualismo becomes its artistic 

expression.  

                                                

162 Institutional critique is an artistic concern that questions the role of art institutions—such as museums and galleries—as well 
as the social role of art. It became an artistic genre in the late 1960s. Institutional Critique: An Anthology of Artists' Writings, 
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development of this concept in the United States and Europe. The articles complied in Art and Contemporary Critical Practice: 
Reinventing Institutional Critique, edited by Gerald Raunig and Gene Ray (2009), are also useful in understanding this genre.  
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2.4 The All-Embracing Neoliberal Thought 

Although liberal ideals had a long tradition in Mexican thought, the imposition of 

neoliberalism in the late 1980s and 1990s can be described as a gigantic wave that flooded the 

whole country.163 One of the traits that distinguishes neoliberalism from other currents of thought 

is the way in which it spreads its ideas through different aspects of life, through “well-developed 

and deeply entrenched networks of neoliberal knowledge production and diffusion, intellectuals 

and think tanks” that are able to promote its principles beyond political economy and into “civil 

society.”164 Its principles reached so deeply into Mexican society that the views of the young 

artists that are the subject of this dissertation were not completely different from the neoliberal 

ideas of the Salinas regime, although they belonged to a sort of counterculture during the early 

1990s. Hence the championing of individualism of both neoliberal thought and the 

neoconceptual art of the 1990s, which distinguishes it—among other traits—from its previous 

version.165 Not only were the happenings and installations of Los Grupos performed collectively, 

as their name indicates—often requiring the viewers’ participation—but their work also had at its 

core a concern with pressing social and political issues. The conceptual artists of the 1970s 

worked as a group of activists and operated under the radar of the repressive government. Rather 

than capturing a collective view, since the beginning, the work of the neoconceptual artists 

reflected each artist’s personal concerns, despite the ambience of exchange and dialog that 

                                                

163 Dussell, “The Mexican economy,” 121. 
164 Plehwe, Neoliberal Hegemony, 28–29. 
165 For a deeper discussion on individualism as a key component of late capitalism see: Hello, I’m Special: How Individuality 

Became the New Conformity, by Hal Niedzviecki (2004); Nation of Rebels: Why Counterculture Became Consumer Culture, 
by Joseph Heath and Andrew Potter (2004); and “The Uniqueness of late capitalism: Biopower and biopolitics,” in The 
Economy as Cultural System, edited by Todd Dufresne and Clara Sacchetti (2013). 



 

53 

prevailed in their underground circles. In his essay, “Tratado de libre comer,” the neoconceptual 

artist Abraham Cruzvillegas wrote about his experience in the informal workshop of Gabriel 

Orozco: “starting in 1987 and until 1991 we gathered to discuss individual projects, works, read 

books and share information.”166 His remarks acknowledge that their interaction never intended 

to produce any kind of collective art, but rather to enhance their own individuality: “We were not 

looking for a consensus nor for uniformity, but for the provocation of each one’s own 

personality.”167 Cruzvillegas also notes how even when these artists started to form independent 

spaces in which to display their art, such as Temístocles 44, their intent remained completely 

personal: “we wanted to broaden our discursive possibilities through sharing individual 

processes, occasionally opening them to the public.”168  

In his article “The Mexican economy since NAFTA,” Enrique Dussell Peters explains 

how in Latin America, neoliberalism has a history of being accompanied by authoritarian 

regimes, even dictatorships like the one led by Augusto Pinochet.169 The Salinas regime certainly 

belongs to that tradition; it was characterized not only for its neoliberal philosophy, but also for 

perpetuating the authoritarian image of the president, which had a long history in Mexico. In a 

1989 interview with the Left Business Observer, newspaper cartoonist Rafael Barajas and 

political commentator David Brooks, the latter indicated that “there were sixty political 
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assassinations in the first four months of the Salinas administration,” while the former indicated 

that the director of the Unomasuno newspaper received one million dollars for leaving the 

country “so that someone friendly to the government could take over.”170 As the Salinas regime 

implemented the neoliberal reforms, it also formulated a clear idea of the kind of Mexican art it 

needed to promote in order to portray a good national image to the international community. The 

neoconceptualists did not fit into Salinas’s vision, and that was the main source of their 

unconformity. Although a few artists openly critiqued the government and official institutions, 

the neoconceptualists were not really concerned with social injustices or with the overall welfare 

of the community.171 Instead, the main discontent of these artists was the lack of institutional 

support for their diverse artistic proposals since they did not conform to the needs of the 

neoliberal state. In fact, it was the lack of academic and institutional support for their art that 

eventually led to their association.172 The majority of the neoconceptualists distanced themselves 

from the Salinas regime, and thus did not comment on the prevailing discourses of “cultural 

universalism, applied rationalism, and the normativity of capitalism.”173 Although scholars such 

as Cuauhtémoc Medina interpret such distancing as disapproving of the political establishment, 

its apolitical nature and its lack of commitment to social causes is symptomatic of the hegemony 

of neoliberal thought, and of the support of individualism it celebrates. The fact that these artists 

only interacted during the decade of the 1990s—especially during the earlier years—further 
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proves this point; as soon as their work started to receive international attention and they were 

able to establish their name in the international market, each one went their separate ways. In a 

conversation with Hans-Michael Herzog that was published in 2007, Carlos Amorales comments 

on how the exchange among the artists of the first generation of neoconceptualists—to which he 

belongs—only took place during the 1990s: “I’ve noted that a lot of what has been going on in 

the last two or three years is that each of them is making his own career, independently of the 

others and with very little communication.”174 While it is true that artistic groups and 

collaborations do not last forever, the brevity of the interaction of the artists of this generation 

suggests that their alliances were mainly circumstantial. This leads us to question whether their 

apparent distancing from politics was really “disapproving," like Medina suggests, or if the 

artists did not openly attack the regime because deep down they both pursued the same value, the 

value of the market.175 When this art was starting to gestate in the early 1990s, it was alien to the 

market and adopted a “democratic and social organization of display spaces and moved away 

from power hierarchies and from corporations.”176  However, it was eventually absorbed by the 

market and became one of the beneficiaries of the Mexican economy’s opening to free trade. Not 

only are the younger generations of artists “thinking directly in terms of the market and of 

strategy,” as Amorales suggests, but the power of the market is such that large art fairs like Zona 
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MACO engulf even artists such as Minerva Cuevas, who has built her career protesting against 

capitalism and transnational corporations.177  

Apparently unconcerned with politics, Mexican neoconceptualists wanted to be able to 

create an art free from any responsibility to communicate the “national culture”; they were 

advocating for individual freedom, the same freedom that is at the core of neoliberalism.178 

Considering that “neoliberalism assumes that individuals and their respective private properties, 

which are assigned by competition, generate their respective societies” and supposes that 

“economic freedom, is the main mean and end for any society” helps explain why individualism 

was championed by both the government and the “rebellious” new art that flourished in the 

outskirts of the Mexican society.179 Rather than being “marginalized” for “their discrepancy with 

the general local culture,” these artists’ cries for individual freedom were often echoed in the 

Salinista discourse.180 Salinas justified the privatization of the ejido by arguing that under the 

new law, the peasant would become “an autonomous productive subject acting freely within the 

market as an equal citizen,” 181 and consequently would shift from being marginalized into taking 

part in the development of the country. Or, as he put it in his “Diez puntos para la libertad y 

justicia al campo mexicano” (Ten arguments for bringing freedom and justice to the Mexican 

countryside): “The reforms allow the peasantry to be subject and not object of change.”182 In 
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other words, it was the same neoliberal logic, which on the one hand pushed the artists away 

from political discussions towards a more individual career-oriented path, while on the other 

hand it aimed to turn the peasantry into participants of the free market. However, regardless of 

their conspicuous intention to keep their work far from any national discussion, their art mirrors 

the dichotomy between the traditional security over the land of the nation, the physical territory 

that was represented by the ejido, and the celebration of an extreme form of individualism that is 

embodied in the free market. 

2.5 Landless Art or the Renegotiation of the Territory in Contemporary Mexican Art 

By challenging the notion of these artists’ distance from the neoliberal reforms of the 

political economy of the country as being “disapproving,” this argument does not try to establish 

that these artists worked in isolation from the unprecedented changes that were taking place. 

Conversely, it argues that the essence of their work was part of those changes, in an organic, 

involuntary way. Although these artists did not openly condemn Salinas’s regime and they 

remained mostly indifferent towards its policies, their art nevertheless reflects the anxiety the 

reforms generated within the population. The series of reforms that started to take place in the 

late 1980s—namely the Salinista agrarian reforms that put an end to the Revolution rhetoric, the 

opening of the borders through NAFTA, mass privatizations, and the establishment of narco 

territories—drastically challenged the permanence of the national territory, giving way to an 

overarching crisis of place. As Edward Casey explains, “We are tied to place undetachably and 

without reprieve”183 and “even the bare image, of no-place-at-all occasions the deepest 
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anxiety.”184 This anxiety manifested itself in the art of the 1990s mainly through a negation of 

the stability of place, or one’s territory. It is not accidental that the neoconceptual art that 

emerged in the 1990s found fertile ground in what Medina calls “no-lugar” (no-place), or 

“intemperie” (out in the open, exposed to the elements), which was a temporary space 

unprotected by institutional power.185 The frailty of the place or the territory of neoconceptual art 

parallels that of the nation, which, at that point, was being put up for sale in the global market. 

Consider for example, Vicente Razo’s critique of the museum as a national institution; his 

Museo Salinas also took place in a no-place, since it did not belong to an official museum. The 

fact that this piece was installed in the artist’s own bathroom reflects the problematic relationship 

between the artists of this generation and the concept of the land or the place.  

Although the art of this period does not offer an obvious reference to the selling of the 

land or to the death of the rhetoric of the Revolution, its relationship to the idea of place, of 

territory, nevertheless captures the sense of anxiety and instability that reigned during those 

years. In the context of a neoliberal state that was putting an end to decades of land distribution 

and to the sanctity of the ejido, it is very significant that for the first time in Mexican history an 

art emerged that was decidedly not tied to the land. Before the appearance of neoconceptualismo, 

Mexican artistic expressions tended to have a certain earthiness that in some way or another 

suggested their connection to the Mexican soil. In his book Modernity and the Architecture of 
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Mexico, Edward R. Burian notes: “There is a certain dimension of Mexican artistic production 

that comes from the gut the power to make, which is totally connected to he earth, to the food, to 

the culture, and which cannot be reduced to ideological or theoretical considerations… I suppose 

in the end it’s precisely the making and its sensuous qualities that have priority over conceptual 

issues.”186  

The earthiness identified by Burian is apparent in most of the artistic expressions of the 

country. Mexican architecture of the pre-Colombian and Colonial periods, for example, 

responded to its immediate environment by using the stone that came from the Mexican ground. 

Since the motifs that adorn pre-Columbian structures also come from the specific flora and fauna 

of Mexico, they further connect those ancient creations to the physicality of the land. The same 

earthiness that characterizes pre-Columbian aesthetics found its way into the Mexican baroque 

through the labor of the natives who built the colonial architecture of Mexico. In art historian 

Justino Fernández’s words, “a Christianized indigenous spirit succeeded in making itself 

evident” in the Mexican baroque, therefore making it “so brilliant a chapter in the history of 

baroque art.”187 That is, what made Mexican baroque original and different from any other 

baroque expression was its connection to the material and people that were specific to this land.  

Painting, on the other hand, is a medium inherently connected to a fixed place, since it 

implies a specific and unrepeatable viewpoint dictated by a determined spatiotemporal reality. 

As Benítez Dueñas suggests, painting has a territorial connotation “because its practice demands 
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a fixed spatial surrounding, a temporality that is determined by its materials—i.e. the time it 

takes for oil paint to dry—and for the individual manual skill it requires.”188 Naturally, landscape 

is a genre that establishes an even more conspicuous connection between the work of art and the 

physicality of the territory. In his book Artilugio de la nación moderna: México en las 

exposiciones universales 1880–1930, Mauricio Tenorio Trillo discusses how the paintings of 

Mexico’s most celebrated landscape artist, José María Velasco, were displayed in the Paris 

Exhibition of 1889 as a way of promoting the image of the country as an idyllic land filled with 

beauty and natural resources waiting to be exploited by foreign capital. Hence Roger Bartra’s 

assertion that the relevance of landscape artists such as José María Velasco (1840–1912), who 

are crucial actors in the history of Mexican art, is due to their treatment of the “landscape that 

defines the outline of the nation-state.”189 Although less obvious than the landscape, the mestizo 

and the Indian are also symbols of the uniqueness of the Mexican character and of the land that 

originated them. A clear example of this is Francisco Goitia’s (1882–1960) iconic painting Viejo 

en el muladar (Old man at the midden) (1927) (see fig. 2.6). This painting seems to materialize 

Octavio Paz’s passage from The Labyrinth of Solitude, where he wrote, “the Indian blends in 

with the landscape.” And indeed, the color of the skin and the clothing of the old man continues 

that of the ground, visually equating both elements. While the old man’s blending in with the 

midden emphasizes his marginal condition, it also gives the sensation that it is in that land, and 

only in that place where the Indian belongs, that he is one with the land itself. Viejo en muladar 
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is just one example of the way concepts such as the Indian, death, and the land are closely related 

in the Mexican imagination. Since, as Claudio Lomintz rightfully notes, the mestizo—which the 

old man in Goitia’s painting represents—has a “deep allegiance… with the maternal line, with 

the Indians and with the soil,” the national territory is implied in representation of both the 

Indian and the mestizo.190 Therefore, the Mestizo and the Indian, who in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries protagonized the pictorial production of the country, also functioned as 

referents of the physical territory of the country. In that sense, it is useful to consider iconic 

paintings such as Petronilo Monroy’s Allegory of the Constitution of 1857 (c.1869) (see fig. 2.7). 

Painted in the neoclassical, academic style, Monroy’s painting depicts a mestiza, which 

epitomizes the “distinctiveness of Mexican identity”191 since she is the product of Spanish and 

Indian blood, a racial combination that is exclusive to this land. The work visually articulates the 

particularity of the Mexican character by Europeanizing the Indian woman, implicitly bringing 

forth her belonging exclusively to the Mexican soil.  

More than any other artistic style, muralismo celebrated the particularity of the Mexican 

nation—and consequently, its territory— by constructing a notion of continuity between the pre-

Columbian, baroque, and modernist traditions.192 In their construction of a unified history of the 

country, the great murals of the post-Revolution era highlighted the physicality of the Mexican 

soil as the site where it all took place. Protected by the permanence of the official buildings, 

murals tie together all the connections to the land of the previous artistic expressions by 
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reconciling pre-Columbian, baroque, and vernacular genres like retablos or ex-votos. From 

muralism’s ratification of the Mexican sense of place, the staples of a nationalist iconography—

which are strong even today—emerged. Muralismo showed a general emphasis on the 

physicality of the land that also responded to the Mexican Revolution’s main goal of 

redistributing the land among the majority of landless peasants; thus its calaveras (skeletons), 

mestizos, coarse Indian peasants, portraits of revolutionary heroes, soldaderas, and arum lilies 

became recognizable symbols of a unified narrative imposed over a heterogeneous nation. 

Even the work of a rupturista artist like Rufino Tamayo (1899–1991), who decidedly 

distanced himself from muralismo, has a distinctive earthiness—the color, texture, and pre-

Columbian reminiscences—that connects it to the physical body of the nation. On the other hand, 

artistic expressions that used less traditional media, such as the conceptual art of the 1970s—

namely Los Grupos—also fostered their ties to their specific locality. In spite of their use of an 

international artistic language such as conceptualism, Los Grupos essentially responded to their 

sociopolitical circumstance, to the repression that took place specifically in Mexican soil. In that 

sense, the apparent apathy of the neoconceptual art of the 1990s towards its historical and 

immediate context represents a radical break within Mexican art. When these artists use native 

elements such as chili peppers or even skin pieces of mestizo cadavers, they do not do it to trace 

their ancestral connection to this land. Instead, they resort to unorthodox materials as a way of 

entering into the conversation of the global art world, while responding to the challenges 

imposed by the unprecedented opening of the Mexican economy. 

In her essay “Del arte contemporáneo y sus territorios: artistas nómadas y arte in situ” 

(On Contemporary Art and Its Territories: Nomad Artists and art In Situ), Issa Ma. Benítez 
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Dueñas discusses the relationship between contemporary Mexican art and the land as being 

determined by the prevailing role of the artist as a nomad. Benitez describes contemporary art as 

being “transterritorial” since it “recognizes itself as being uprooted enough to undertake the 

journey to anywhere; it is an art that is born foreign, not only in geographic terms, but also, and 

especially, in terms of its strategies, its themes, and its spaces.”193 The neoconceptualists’ 

avoidance of using painting as a medium further supports this view since, as Benítez suggests, 

“all the artisanal traits of painting ground it to a land,” including the materiality of the paint and 

the process of its making, which anchor it to a specific spatiotemporal reality.194 Therefore, the 

widespread rejection of painting in favor of conceptualism as the lingua franca of contemporary 

art further contributes to a renegotiation of the territory of contemporary art. In other words, the 

partaking of an artist in the globalized international circuits demands of him to be a nomad, to 

travel across the world to produce in situ art. It also implies his art is landless. The lack of bonds 

to the land in neoconceptual art is a result of the artist’s partaking in the globalization of 

contemporary art, a demand due to their new status as a nomad. However, there is another issue 

pertaining to the landless character of neoconceptual art that is crucial to its development, which 

Benítez’s argument unfortunately overlooks: the mammoth changes in the nature of land tenure 

that were being executed in Mexico while this neoconceptual art emerged. Neoconceptual art’s 

detachment from any territorial connotation cannot be discussed without considering the 

privatization of the ejido along with the anxiety over the national sovereignty it occasioned as 
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determinant factors for its emergence. Salinas’ land reforms drastically changed the relationship 

between Mexicans and the national territory. They altered the way they perceived their own land, 

and this change was echoed in the problematic relationship between neoconceptual art and the 

land itself.  

Although the artist Pablo Vargas Lugo claims that his piece Sidewalk (2003) (see fig. 

2.5) deals with the passage of time and the natural decay that occurs in a place such as Mexico 

City, it nevertheless exemplifies the complicated link between contemporary Mexican art and the 

idea of the land. Sidewalk is a sculptural work of art that consists of several cast cement pieces 

that are loosely and organically interlocking, simulating a cracked sidewalk. The yellow edge of 

the piece could possibly lead the viewer to think that it comes from Mexico, but the piece is not 

an actual sidewalk; every crack “is perfectly designed” by the artist.195 This work of art brings 

the notion of the artist as a nomad to a literal level since sidewalks are an essential part of the 

experience of a person in a place; by creating a “fake” sidewalk the artist is referencing a non-

existing place, which at the same time could represent every place. It can be understood as 

symbolic of the journey of the artist through different cities, of the artist as a wanderer, with the 

sidewalk as a literal mediator between his foot and the land, any land, every land. The fact that 

he chose not to take a piece of sidewalk from a particular city and use it as a readymade, but 

rather to build one that will never be used in the traditional sense, that will never be stepped on, 

tells us about a certain reluctance from the artist to tie himself or his work to a specific territory. 

In this sense, Vargas Lugo’s sidewalk was “born foreign,” or landless. 
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Both Salinas’ neoliberal land reforms and the landless art of the 1990s were part of an 

overarching desire to overcome old parochial practices in order to finally take part as an equal in 

the globalized world, or what Paul Ricoeur calls the “universal civilization.”196 Both 

neoliberalism and conceptualism were tools intended to help both the country and its artistic 

production achieve its much sought after dream. Individualism, which is at the core of neoliberal 

thought and therefore disseminated across disciplines and well into the public arena, was 

regarded as the primary value of the country’s political economy and artistic practice. The 

neoconceptual artist, rather than identifying himself through establishing connections with his 

surroundings as a traditional painter does, must resort to reference towards his own self. Not 

having a stable territory to identify with, he has no other choice but to take refuge in his own 

individuality; in being self-referential; or, in the case of Vargas Lugo, in creating his own 

sidewalk that belongs nowhere. In other words, since the surroundings of the Mexican 

neoconceptualists involved change, crises, and a group of reforms that radically broke away from 

the past, giving way to widespread anxiety and concern over the future of their own territory, 

they had to rethink their relationship to the land. Thus, while in traditional paintings “the 

territory is always situated,” neoconceptual art negates it, further elaborating the identity of these 

artists as sort of globe-trotters, as the “nomads” that Benítez proposes.197  

Being rejected by official institutions, the young artists of the 1990s resourcefully 

generated non-places, which were mutating spaces that not only resulted from the official 
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relegation they underwent, but also mirrored the climate of uncertainty over the destiny of the 

national territory. Although the associations between artists and the no-spaces they generated 

took place only during the decade of the 1990s, the art of the new millennium maintained the 

same detachment from the land, for it emerged in a full-fledged neoliberal country during the 

post-ejido era. However, this art that “was born foreign,” as Benítez suggests, and which was 

conceived for a global audience, keeps referencing the land, as Gabriel de la Mora’s Memoria I 

(2007) demonstrates (see fig. 2.1).  

This installation is comprised of seventeen resin skulls suspended by stainless steel 

supports. At first sight, Memoria I is a good example of the kind of clean, minimalist conceptual 

art that abounds globally; a piece that could have come from anywhere. Exposing sanitized 

skulls, without any trace of matter that could lead to their identification, seems to appeal to a 

universal audience. The chirurgical feel of the white resin and the polished stainless steel further 

contribute to its sterile quality, akin to that of mainstream contemporary art. It evinces the artist’s 

quest of self-discovery, which in turn leads him to the land itself; for the creation of this group 

portrait, de la Mora had exhumed deceased members of his family in order to recreate exact resin 

replicas of their skulls, while MRIs were performed on his living relatives. Consequently, the 

creative process of this piece took three years and involved an interdisciplinary group that 

included lawyers, radiologists, and archaeologists, and implied the digging—literally—of his 

own past.198 Its hygienic skulls do not seem to have a connection with the land they came from. 

However, being conceived as a family portrait, Memoria I is as personal as it is global. The 

artist’s unearthing of his personal past might also entail an unearthing of a national history, 
                                                

198 De la mora, http://www.gabrieldelamora.net 



 

67 

which in turn is strongly tied to the land. The troubled history of Mexico has given the concept 

of the land a deep and complex meaning that is essential to the very essence of the country. 

Therefore, more than a familial past, what de la Mora finds through the unearthing process are 

the centuries of national history that are materialized in the idea of death. It is through death that 

Memoria I is able to return to the land; by redefining the iconic national symbol of death, de la 

Mora manages to insert his work into the long narrative of death representations in Mexican art.  

Memoria I’s ability to negotiate between its partaking in the global conversation of art 

while maintaining a Mexican essence has been a recurring concern in Mexican and Latin-

American thought. This issue of global vs. local, or the struggle between universal aspirations 

and the particularity of its national tradition, has taken many turns throughout the history of 

Latin-American philosophy. One of them is the postcolonial question of whether the national 

cultures of Latin-America should contest imperialism. The work of José Martí, Ruben Darío, and 

José Enrique Rodó are early manifestations of this preoccupation.199 As Neil Larsen indicates, 

this concern reemerged after the region’s revolutions of the twentieth century, “including 

intellectuals as politically divergent as José Vasconcelos, José Carlos Mariátegui, Gilberto 

Freyre, Fernando Ortiz, Ernesto “Che” Guevara, Octavio Paz, and Ernesto Cardenal.”200 In the 

case of Mexico, Alfonso Reyes stands out as a figure whose vast oeuvre portrays Latin-

American man in the middle of a struggle between Western culture and its national roots. This 

dichotomy was also a central concern of the muralist movement of the post-Revolution (widely 

supported by Vasconcelos). More than any other artistic movement, muralismo sought to 
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highlight the universality within the Mestizo and the Indian. The great murals of this period had 

the ability to synthetize the native with the universal, since the forms they used reveal “a quite 

academic European vision of the indigenous world”; as their “Indian men and women come,” as 

Octavio Paz notes, “from Gaugin,” and not necessarily from pre-Colombian representations.201 

An example of this is Diego Rivera’s eclectic way of incorporating styles, of combining pre-

Columbian figurines from his own collection along with Greek mask prototypes as models for 

his creations, which gives his work a universal character that is also present in his murals’ 

themes—progress, grand historical narratives, racial origins, etc.—and in the movement’s 

affiliation with socialism.202 Ironically, despite muralism’s manifest communion with socialist 

ideals, scholars have noted that rather than having a deep ideological understanding of socialism, 

Mexican muralists were socialist only superficially, and “the Marxism of Rivera and his 

comrades has no other meaning than that of replacing the absence of philosophy of the Mexican 

Revolution with an international revolutionary philosophy.”203 The adoption of this kind of 

socialism “that is learned by listening, and not by studying it properly,” along with its universal 

claims, ultimately reflects the same old attempt to incorporate the fragmented indigenous history 

of Mexico into the grand narrative of Western history, to reconcile the global with the 

particular.204  

Another commonality between de la Mora’s work and that of muralismo is their use of 

the symbol of death. Although conceptual artists often avoid the use of clichés in their treatment 
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of death, such as skulls, and opt for an “absent body,” for his conceptual family portrait, de la 

Mora chose to deliberately use the iconic skull.205 The skull, a universal symbol of death and 

decay, is also one of the formal manifestations of the Mexican cult of death, which has been 

exploited since its nationalization during the period that followed the Revolution.206 But de la 

Mora’s skulls are far from the kind of folkloric artifacts that attract tourists during the Day of the 

Dead; his work is serious, introspective, intimate. Rather than being joyous and playful like the 

death that “fights, gets drunk, cries, and dances,” 207 his skulls are more existential, perhaps 

because the land where de la Mora returned was no longer the idyllic place protected by memory 

of the Revolution. Memoria I comes from a territory that is subject to the demands of the global 

corporations; therefore, it is only natural that it resorts to industrial materials that could easily 

translate its existential message to international audiences. In that sense, the artist’s search for his 

own origins, which is central to this piece, is akin to the neoliberal celebration of individuality. 

Moreover, the obsessive detective-like work involved in the creation of Memoria I reminds us of 

what Unamuno called “the tragic sense of life,” or a way of living with a continuous reminder of 

the ephemerality of one’s own life. The precision with which the artist reproduces the exact 

shape of his relatives’ skulls attests to the desperate attempt to overcome the inevitable passage 

of time, and to ultimately cheat death by preserving them. De la Mora’s obsessive collecting of 
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hair and his own fingernail clippings, among other things, further reinforces this notion, for in 

Unamouno’s words, “the mind looks for the dead, since it can not hold the living in place.”208  

2.6 Conclusion 

While Memoria I takes portraiture to its “extreme consequences,” as de la Mora explains 

in his web page, its use of the skull also makes it about cultural identity. Just as Zona MACO 

markets contemporary Mexican art with a stylized and sterilized skull icon, de la Mora’s skulls 

automatically connect his work to the long narrative of death representations in Mexican art, 

whether this was part of his authorial intent it or not. The recurrence of the theme of death in 

contemporary Mexican art suggests that at its center lies the dichotomy of creating an art that is 

born global, that turns its back to national narratives, and yet maintains the essence that may 

differentiate it from other examples of conceptual art. Death appears as a natural motif since 

Mexican identity has always been based on the ideas of idiosyncrasy and exceptionalism, and if 

it is true what Alberto Moreiras suggests, that “all dreams of singularization,” or the need for 

maintaining a certain distinctiveness, “are virtual expressions of a certain distance, a certain 

inadequacy, a felt disjunction vis-à-vis global incorporation,” perhaps this recurrence of death is 

also symptomatic of the recent incorporation of Mexican art into the global scene.209 Meanwhile, 

the construction of such identitarian difference is championed under the prevalent neoliberal 

model. Thus the contemporary Mexican artist establishes a certain “singularization” not only by 
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employing the theme of death, but also by radically altering its tradition so that he is able to 

partake in the international art scene.  

Although contemporary representations of death such as Memoria I are in many ways 

consequences of the changes in the political economy of the country—as they are dispossessed 

from the land, just as a number of peasants were—they cannot be classified as being political. 

These artistic expressions resulted from the globalization of the country as they capture its 

inherent anxiety over the physicality of the national territory, or the ongoing crisis of place. 

However, when compared to the 1994 Zapatista insurrection movement, which in its rejection of 

the neoliberal reforms destabilized the whole country, contemporary art’s silent disapproval of 

such reforms seems to be only a timid commentary against it. They exemplify the ways in which 

a transnational culture is accepted and absorbed into national narratives. It is these art works’ 

detachment from the land, their itinerant quality, that makes them not politically powerful. 

Perhaps for that reason they thrive in the international market, since it is in the countryside of the 

periphery, and not in contemporary art, where the real challenge of neoliberal thought is 

elaborated.210  

 

 

  

                                                

210 Moyo, Reclaiming the Land, 9. 



 

72 

CHAPTER 3 
 

NEITHER LAND NOR FREEDOM:  
NARCODEATH ART AND THE CRISIS OF PLACE 

 
 

In a sense, narcotics and intoxication (which are not the same) continue to linger on as 

modernity’s visceral “Other,” one that the “Self” has to disavow in order to keep utilizing it. 

—Herman Herlinghaus211 

 

The contemplation of horror, and even the familiarity and complacency in dealing with it, 

conversely constitute one of the most notable features of the Mexican character. 

—Octavio Paz212 

 

In November 2010, thirty-three new road signs suddenly appeared in the streets of 

Mexico City’s historical center. At first sight, there seemed to be nothing odd about them, as 

their visual language blended in perfectly with the urban landscape. Only after the signs were 

read, their provocative nature was revealed; these signs replaced the names of streets and places 

that commemorated the Revolution with poignant phrases that exposed its failed promises. They 

were part of the Mexican artist Marco Ramírez ERRE’s series Señales y/o Señuelos (Signs 

and/or Decoys) created for the Laboratorio Arte Alameda’s collective exhibition Revolución(ES) 

on the hundredth anniversary of the Revolution. Perhaps the most powerful of the signs was the 

one that negated the maximum claim of the revolutionary fight by declaring: Ni tierra ni libertad 
                                                

211 Herlinghaus, Narcoepics, 3. 
212 Paz, El Laberinto, 26. “La contemplación del horror, y aun la familiaridad y a complacencia en su trato, constituyen 

contrariamente uno del los rasgos más notables del carácter mexicano.”  



 

73 

(Neither Land Nor Freedom) (see fig. 3.1). The year 2010 was a pivotal time for such statement, 

since the ejido—one of the last vestiges of the Revolution—had died almost two decades earlier. 

The sign exposed the reality of land tenure in Mexico; far from belonging to those who work it 

with their hands as Zapata desired, Mexican land is commoditized and accumulated in the hands 

of a few owners as in pre-Revolutionary times. Despite the neoliberal claims that promoted it, 

the revision of the agrarian law has not yielded to the economic betterment of the peasantry.213 

On the contrary, due to the lack of investment in agricultural land and to the weakening of 

government support programs, poverty levels continue to be very high, leading to migration and 

contributing to the explosion of the illicit drug business.214 Thus Ramírez ERRE’s sign is right 

on point; while the entering of parcels into the free market has put an end to the dream of land 

tenure for every Mexican, the widespread violence entailed by the ascent of the drug cartels has 

taken away the freedom of the Mexican population. “Ni tierra ni libertad” is indeed a very 

accurate way to describe the current state of the country.  

Whereas the imagery of the Mexican Revolution pervaded the national art and culture for 

most of the twentieth century, its rhetoric was practically dead by the 1980s. After president 

Salinas’ privatization of the ejido, the official discourse replaced its characteristic referents to the 

triumph of the Revolution with a pro-globalization rhetoric. The Revolution passed from being a 

vital unifying symbol of Mexican identity to a passé concept that could only be found in history 

textbooks. Likewise, contemporary Mexican art is decidedly devoid of nationalistic references 

that can potentially connect it to a historical past. Consequently, to find in the new millennium 
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art pieces such as Señales y/o Señuelos that reference the Mexican Revolution is quite 

uncommon. Conversely, the growing referents to narcoculture in contemporary art indicate that 

the Revolution trope has been replaced with more pressing concerns, such as the increasing 

narcotraffic violence that afflicts the majority of the country. This phenomenon illustrates how 

the adoption of the neoliberal model of globalization that has meant the opening of the Mexican 

market to international free trade has benefited the illicit drug business. The unprecedented 

power the Mexican drug cartels have gained in the last decades has caused the spreading of death 

and violence across the country, redefining the national territory by delimiting areas and by 

seizing zones that must neither be populated nor transited by the general population. Therefore, 

narcotraffic constitutes another dimension of the generalized sense of unrest and anxiety over the 

physicality of the national territory; since drug cartels reconfigure, dominate, and fight over 

territories while peasants are often forced to either emigrate or take part in such lucrative 

business. In this context, a number of contemporary artists have addressed the narco 

phenomenon through their work, marking the incarnation of an aesthetics of the narcotraffic 

culture in the tradition of death representations in Mexican art. I call this “narcodeath art.” 

Narcodeath art exposes the current crisis of place, denouncing the disappearance of “stable links 

between self, reflexivity, citizenship, consumption, and territory.”215  

Considering the success and proliferation of the narcotrafficking business as a byproduct 

of the implementation of neoliberal policies and globalization, this chapter studies the incursion 

of the narco phenomenon into the long narrative of death representations in Mexican art. It 
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studies how a narcoaesthetic—“the visual expression of the drug trade”216—which had existed 

only in the margins of the border towns, has been recently absorbed by mainstream Mexican 

culture to the point that it has become part of the national identity.217 This study starts with a 

discussion of the symbiotic relationship between the narcotraffic phenomenon and the adoption 

of neoliberalism in Mexico. Here I argue that in the context of the narcoculture, death has taken 

yet another function. Given the success of contemporary Mexican art in international markets, 

art’s “materialization of narcoculture”218 has been instrumental in the reinvention of a national 

identity in the face of globalization, which responds to the neoliberal celebration of identitarian 

difference. Informed by Edward Said’s concept of orientalism, as well as recent Latin-American 

scholarship on identitarian difference, I argue that the downside of the success of contemporary 

Mexican art’s narcodeath is that it inadvertedly reinforces the country’s image of being the 

“visceral other”219 that neoliberalism is compelled to civilize. In other words, this chapter argues 

that while the artistic representations of death by way of a narco aesthetic reflect the imminent 

threat of death, they nevertheless have a role in the reconfiguration of a national identity both 

within the country and internationally. That is to say, the assimilation of narcodeath art across 

the country perpetuates the exceptionalist notion that Mexicans have a particular relationship to 

death, while its international display feeds the Western appetite for the arts of the exotic or 

savage other.  
                                                

216 Rojas-Sotelo, “Narcoaesthetics in Colombia,” 218. 
217 The illicit traffic of drugs has given rise to a number of characters who have joined the national imaginary, or the “mysticism 

of marginality” (mística de la marginalidad), as Carlos Monisváis calls the “universe of myths, rituals, sacred centers, emotions 
without social restrains, annual pilgrimages to unsuspected sanctuaries, highly specialized practices, marvelous stories…” (97, 
107). Carlos Monsiváis. Los rituales del caos. Mexico: Ediciones Era, 2008.   

218 Rojas-Sotelo, “Narcoaesthetics in Colombia,” 217. 
219 Herlinghaus, Narcoepics, 3. 
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3.1 Slim and el Chapo: Narcotraffic under Neoliberalism 

In general terms, Paisaje II is a rather traditional painting (see fig. 3.8). At first sight, it 

does not seem to deviate from traditional landscape formulas. This painting offers a scenic view 

where the cool softness of the white and blue sky contrasts with the dominant warmth of the 

yellow greens of the ground. The scene consists of a still river that first appears in the foreground 

and guides the viewer’s gaze back into the horizon, towards the middle right area of the frame. A 

number of trees and bushes are scattered in the middle ground and continue into the background, 

right in front of the hills that delimit the horizon. The brightness of the sky and the yellow greens 

of the foliage contrast with the darkness of the shadowy areas on both the bottom right and the 

middle left sections. It is only after close inspection that the viewer notices an unexpected hint of 

red in the foliage of the tree that stands in the middle of the composition, which is repeated first 

on the river below, and then on the legs of a dead body that suddenly appears before the viewer, 

lying on the grass down on the lower left corner of the painting.  

This painting belongs to a series of landscapes in which artist Lenin Marquez Salazar 

captures the landscape of his native Sinaloa.220 What sets apart the artist’s landscapes from other 

examples of this genre is the way in which he manages to disrupt the otherwise serene scene with 

an unexpected dead body. His dead men are not ordinary corpses, either. Besides their posture—

which suggests they have been dumped in a secluded area—it is the particular style of their 

clothes, and the blindfolds or restraints that often hold their arms back, that indicate Marquez’s 

corpses are victims of narcotraffic violence. In fact, if it were not for the corpse that lies on the 
                                                

220 Sinaloa is a northern Mexico state known for being the cradle of the drug trafficking business. It is the birthplace of the 
Sinaloa Cartel, and of some of the most famous drug lords such as Rafael Caro Quintero, Joaquín, “El Chapo” Guzmán, and 
Amado Carrillo.  
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bottom left corner of Paisaje II, it would be almost impossible to recognize the Sinaloan 

landscape in this otherwise generic scene. By depicting death as part of the landscape, the artist 

captures the systematized violence that prevails across Mexico. In an interview with Nery 

Cordova, Marquez stated that the subject matter of his work comes from his surroundings, and 

he does not “paint from the inside out, but from the outside in.”221 Although the whole oeuvre of 

Marquez revolves around death, violence, and narcotraffic, his intent is not to create a 

denunciatory art, since he claims “I only paint what we live, what is right under the skin of our 

society.”222  

Beyond exposing the overwhelming violence that prevails in the country, Marquez’ 

landscapes reveal the degree to which narcotrafficking has been accepted and absorbed into 

Mexican culture. By literally inserting a victim of narco violence into the Mexican landscape, the 

artist not only challenges the traditional function that the genre has had in Mexican history,223 but 

also establishes the presence of narcotrafficking as an undeniable part of everyday life. Marquez 

exposes how in contemporary Mexico, narcotraffic is an undeniable part of the Mexican 

landscape. A case in point is the coexistence within the Mexican imaginary of figures such as 

Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán, CEO of the Sinaloa Cartel, and Carlos Slim, the 

telecommunications magnate. El Chapo’s humble upbringing in rural Sinaloa, his lack of formal 

education, and his rustic persona make him the epitome of the stereotypical drug lord, who 

reigns in the margins of civil society. Conversely, Slim was born into a prominent family that 

                                                

221 Cordova, “Pintura y Literatura,” 38. “…uno no pinta del interior hacia afuera, sino de afuera hacia adentro.” 
222 Cordova, “Pintura y Literatura,” 41. “Sólo pinto lo que vivimos, lo que está a flor de piel de la sociedad.” 
223 For a deeper discussion on the role of landscape as a genre in the history of Mexican art, see chapter 1.  
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procured him the opportunities and connections necessary to succeed in the business world. But 

despite the difference in their respective lines of enterprise, they are public figures whose 

extraordinary success has granted them an important place in the country’s imaginary. They were 

able to amass their fortunes simultaneously due to the Mexican adoption of neoliberalism: Slim 

purchased Telmex, the Mexican telecommunications company privatized by Salinas, while El 

Chapo’s drug business grew exponentially with the government’s support of international free 

trade. The fact that both of them appeared in Forbes magazine’s 2009 “World’s Billionaires” list 

shows how they represent two sides of the same coin: their massive wealth is testament to the 

neoliberal reforms.224 It is indicative of the tremendous inequality of wealth distribution across 

the country, as it also attests to the undeniable prominence of the drug cartels in Mexican life, 

both exacerbated by the restructuring of the Mexican political economy under the dictates of the 

World Bank and the International Monetary Fund (IMF).  

Despite decades of land distribution (over 103 million hectares were distributed) and 

notwithstanding Salinas’ effort to attract capital to invest in the agricultural sector, Mexico has 

more landless peasants today than before the Revolution started.225 In general terms, conditions 

in rural Mexico have only worsened after Salinas’ reforms. While Salinas’ amendments give 

ejidatarios the ability to rent or sell their land, they fail to regulate “modern ways of land 

control.” Unfortunately, the 1992 agrarian reforms have resulted in immense extensions of land 

under contract with a few large companies, which end up having more benefits and less 
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79 

obligations than the owners of the land.226 Besides, the high poverty levels of the countryside 

have been exacerbated by the government’s abandonment of subsidies and support programs for 

the agricultural sector. The lack of governmental support has led to “the uprooting and 

displacement of huge numbers of landless producers and their families from the countryside”227 

towards either the United States or urban areas within Mexico, where they are often assimilated 

into the informal economy. According to James Petras and Henry Veltmeyer, since 

narcotraficking is the most feasible occupation for “rural migrants and landless workers” in 

Mexican cities, they end up being “incorporated into the urban economy in the burgeoning 

growth of barrio organizations linked to competing popular and elite patronage networks.”228 

NAFTA, on the other hand, has affected the remaining smallholders since it eliminated tariffs on 

key crops such as corn, making—in addition to the lack of government support—marijuana and 

poppy farming their only viable option. For example, in 2005 the price of a pound of coffee was 

fifteen cents of a dollar while a pound of opium gum was valued at seven to twelve dollars.229  

In addition to the conjunction of neoliberal reforms—among them, the revision of Article 

27, NAFTA’s removal of trade regulations and tariffs, and the disappearance of governmental 

support of agriculture—that opened opportunities for the illicit drug business to flourish, 

globalization plays a crucial role in its expansion. Since globalization “cannot help but free illicit 

trade as it frees all other barriers to trade,” it has inadvertedly turned the narcotrafficking 

industry into “a serious global player, another faceless transnational corporation that is growing 
                                                

226 Morett, Reforma Agraria, 22. “…modernas formas de dominio sobre la tierra.” 
227 Petras, Social Movements, 55. 
228 Ibid. 
229 Weaver, Neoliberalism and Commodity Production, ix. 
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in influence through the opportunities of an unregulated global economy.”230 By partaking in the 

global economy, the illegal traffic of drugs provides marginal subjects—such as smallholders, 

landless peasants, and the poor in general—with the rare opportunity to participate in the free 

global trade. Otherwise unable to compete in the global market, the subjects involved in the 

narcotrafficking business operate under the principles dictated by free trade, as any other 

entrepreneur does in late capitalism. Thus narcotrafficking “represents an alternative route into 

the global economy,” through which marginal subjects without legal alternatives (such as “el 

Chapo” himself) are able to thrive in the global market.231 

Parallel to the changes in the political economy of the country, the 1980s and 1990s 

witnessed a proliferation of drug traffickers whose ethical values were “close of those of savage 

capitalism or today’s neoliberalism.”232 The involvement of police members in the narcotraffic 

business became quite obvious in these decades, while there was an unprecedented increment in 

the viciousness of the “ajustes de cuentas” or drug-related executions.233 As cartels became 

participants in the global trade of illicit drugs, their activities partook in “the international logic 

of mobilization of professionals of violence.”234 In order to safeguard their position in the 

business, cartels started to recruit foreign professional assassins with a technical capacity to 

torture and kill. While these measures responded to the logic of global capital, they resulted in a 

general increase in violence that permeated the entire population, and consequently emerged in 

                                                

230 Bhattacharyya, Traffick 33; Bhattacharyya, Traffick, 65. 
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232 Astorga, “Notas críticas,” 159. “…cercanos a los del captialismo salvaje o el neoliberalismo actual.” 
233 Arteaga, “Decapitaciones y mutilaciones,” 472–73. 
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the contemporary art of the country as both continuation and departure from its ancient tradition 

of death. The ease with which the corpses left behind by the narcotrafficking business blend into 

Marquez’s landscapes attests to a widespread infiltration of the narco into every aspect of 

Mexican life.  

3.2 Narcotraffic and the Crisis of Place 

As Marquez’s grim portrayals of the Sinaloa landscape suggest, the proliferation of 

narcotraffickers has taken its toll in Mexican society, proving that “trade can be a destructive 

force.”235 Regardless of how globalized and sophisticated drug trafficking organizations are, the 

nature of their business makes it a highly territorial affair; it is as global as it is local. In that 

sense, works like Paisaje II acknowledge the territorial dimension of narco death, for they evince 

“how death leaves its mark of destruction in the everyday landscape,” as Gabriela Polit 

suggests.236 Since the operation of the narcotraffic business requires the control and 

reconfiguration of territories and routes, it entails a process of deterritorialization through which 

the relationships between community members, government, and the land deteriorate. The 

inherent violence of this business creates “new scales in the mobility and spatial experience of 

common people,” since in narco territories public space disappears and individuals are often 

forced to emigrate. In Herman Herlinghaus’s words, “The narco installs itself in the territory and 

delimits borders, reconfigures power relationships and generates new sociocultural practices, 
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behaviors, and expressions of fear, of ambition, of belonging and survival.” 237 In the context of a 

narco territory such as Sinaloa, it is the physical and symbolic permanence of the land that is at 

stake. Not only is the land essential to the production of drugs, but also narcotraffickers execute 

their power through the establishment and control of territories. Thus Marquez’s inclusion of a 

corpse in his otherwise pastoral scene acts as marker that identifies such a place as a narco 

territory, one that has been taken away from the people. At the same time, Marquez’s corpse is 

also a sort of memento mori, for as Polit notes, “we all end-up buried in the land.”238  

In her article “Arte y violencia: en torno a la fenomenología del mito” (Art and Violence: 

About the Phenomenology of Myth) Polit mentions that after destroying a large extension of land 

in Sinaloa that was used to produce illegal drugs, a local government official declared: “We saw 

they planted weed, we saw it grow, we saw it being harvested, but we also knew those furrows 

could be our graves.”239 This statement is significant because it illustrates how under the rule of 

narcotraffic, death becomes a real menace faced by the majority of the population on a daily 

basis. It reveals how in Mexico, the narco phenomenon is an important factor that contributes to 

the crisis of place, since it threatens the traditionally stable relationship between the population 

and the land, which in turn is strongly linked to death. “Is there a greater territorial expulsion 

than death?” ask Liliana López Levi and María Elena Figueroa Díaz in their article “Artes 

visuales y procesos de territorialización en contextos de narcoviolencia” (Visual Arts and 

                                                

237 Herlinghaus, Violence Without Guilt, 4; López, “Artes visuales y procesos.” “El narco se instala en el territorio y señala 
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238 Poilt, “Arte y violencia,” 22. 
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Processes of Territorialization in Contexts of Narcoviolence) as they stress the 

interconnectedness between the land and death: “Death and the territory have always been 

linked. Hence the historical, social, and cultural importance of cemeteries, where strong bonds 

that transcend time are generated. It is common for people to be reluctant to leave the land where 

they have buried their dead.”240 By severing the natural bond between the individual and the 

land, the process of deterritioralization alters the individual’s notion of selfhood as his bond with 

the territory that connected him to history is undermined. Under the imminent threat of death 

both the individual and the national identities must be renegotiated; this situation has led to the 

open acknowledgement and even the assimilation of narcotraffc as part of Mexico’s identity as a 

globalized country.  

3.3 On Narcoculture 

As part of her participation in the 2008 Venice Biennale, Teresa Margolles created Ajuste 

de Cuentas (Score Settling Incidents), a series of twenty-one pieces of jewelry made of gold and 

small pieces of shattered windshields she recovered from narcotrafficking-related crime scenes. 

The style of these pieces is clearly identifiable with that of the drug cartels counter-culture, 

which is characterized by the use of big, flashy diamond-encrusted gold jewelry that often 

includes Catholic imagery such as crucifixes, images of the Virgin, or saints. The style and the 

scale of the chain and the medallion of Settling 15 (see fig. 3.9) have that same kitschy narco 

aesthetic, but instead of having an “official” Catholic saint in the center of the medallion, 
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Margolles included an image of Jesús Malverde, who is the patron saint of drug dealers (though  

not recognized by the Catholic Church). Following police news reports, the artist—and possibly 

her assistants—visit the places where recent score-settling incidents happened in order to recover 

whatever the Red Cross ambulances left behind—blood, pieces of flesh, or bits of shattered 

glass. That is how she obtained the four small pieces of glass she encrusted around Malverde’s 

head, which resemble the characteristic halo with which Catholic Saints are depicted. Although 

at first glance, the jewelry from the Score Settling Incident series seem to have a Catholic 

meaning, they are not about religion, like the rest of Margolles’s oeuvre. They rather reflect a 

“wounded sense of civic belonging”241 that prevails in contemporary Mexican society.  

Besides the flashy gold and diamond jewelry exemplified in Ajuste de Cuentas, large 

engraved belt buckles, flashy gold and diamond jewelry, armored black SUVs, diamond-studded 

guns, a gold-plated AK-47, and brand-name aviator sunglasses are also part of the visual aspect 

of narcoculture. In narcotrafficking culture, flaunting wealth is of vast importance, for it 

represents a “delirious message to the ancestors that never escaped from the hole, and to the total 

grayness that will no longer govern their [narcotraffickers’] behavior.” 242 Narcocorridos243—

ballads that narrate the perils of sicarios (assassins) and drug lords, often highlighting their 

bravery and their power, are perhaps narcoculture’s most iconic expression, since through them, 

                                                

241 Mellado, “Teresa Margolles and Boundaries,” 58.  
242 Di Rosa, “L’Art Modeste,” 15; Monsiváis, Mil y un velorios, 208. “Mensaje delirante a los ancestros que nunca salieron del 

agujero, y a la grisura total que no gobernará ya su comportamiento [de los narcotraficantes].” 
243 For a deeper discussion on the narcocorrido genre see: Mitología del narcotraficante en México, by Luis Astorga (1995); El 

Narcotraficante: Narcocorridos & the Construction of a Cultural Persona on the U.S.-Mexico Border, by Mark Cameron 
Edberg (2009); The Mexican Corrido: A Feminist Analysis, by María Herrera-Sobek (1990); Narcocorrido: A Journey into the 
Music of Drugs, Guns, and Guerrillas, by Elijah Wald (2002); True Tales from Another Mexico, by Sam Quiñones (2001); En 
Sinaloa nací: Historia de la música de banda, by Helena Simonett (2004), and Jefe de jefes: Corridos y narcocultura en 
Mexico, by José Manuel Valenzuela (2010). 
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“the stories, ethical codes, and official mythologies about traffic and traffickers… found a 

symbolic function.”244 Originally enjoyed among the lower classes of the northern states across 

the border, these songs have transcended “geographic, social class, and aesthetic barriers,” since 

they are nowadays very popular throughout Mexico and the United States.245 Regarding their 

increasing popularity, Herman Herlinghaus notes that “these narratives are themselves part of a 

change in esthetic and conceptual sensibilities” as they are “representations of survival and 

exception, of global experience outside cosmopolitan ground.”246 Like the neoconceputal art of 

the 1990s, narcocorridos are part of what Herlinghaus identifies as a “change in aesthetic and 

conceptual sensibilities,” for they both reflect the renegotiation of the Mexican identity 

demanded by country’s entrance into the globalized world order. Rather than perpetuating the 

references to the rhetoric of the Revolution and the specificity of the national territory as earlier 

artistic expressions of Mexican art did, narcocorridos reveal the new status of Mexico as a 

globalized country. The deep changes in the political economy of the country that started to take 

place in the late 1980s are reflected in the content and tone of these songs, although a concern 

with death has always remained their main characteristic. During the height of the nationwide 

government campaign “Di no a las drogas” (Say no to drugs) corridos increasingly used open 

references to drug consumption as means of “demonstrating economic power” of 

narcotraffickers.247 In other words, narcocorridos are a manifestation of the everyday peripheral 
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“global experience” where narcotrafficking often represents the only opportunity for the poor to 

access the wealth that capitalism generates, wealth that has been denied to them for generations.  

Furthermore, the great commercial success not only of this “transnational style” of music, 

but also of novels, TV series, art, and films that are immersed in the narco universe attests to the 

absorption of the narco phenomenon into Mexican mainstream culture.248 Narcotraffickers have 

stopped hiding; whereas those involved in this business used to try very hard to live anonymous 

lives, social media has allowed new generations of sicarios and narco heirs to publicly flaunt 

their wealth and power. A case in point is Broly Banderas, known as the most famous sicario in 

social media. The allegedly dead assassin of the Templar Knights cartel constantly posted status 

updates and selfies in social media, earning him large amounts of facebook followers. Figure 3.2 

shows a picture from one of his Facebook pages, for which he poses while he is sitting in the 

front seat of a vehicle. His over-groomed face is framed by his long black hair and adorned by 

diamond studs. Banderas’ model-like pose looks directly at the camera, and while he holds a 

defiant gaze in a characteristic narco fashion, it is the blindfolded man on the background that 

indicates the picture was taken while in his line of duty. The existence of a character such as 

Broly Banderas, an unapologetic sicario seeking fame and notoriety through his social media 

persona, would have been unthinkable decades ago. This phenomenon speaks of a growing 

acceptance of this activity within the civil population; thus “a new pantheon of antiheroes is a 

source of new national narratives” that have moved from an underground culture to a prominent 

place in the imaginary of the country.249  
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3.4 Art’s Narco Turn  

President Felipe Calderón’s (2006–2012) “guerra contra el narco” (war against the narco) 

meant that shootings, bombs, bodies that hung from bridges, kidnappings, decapitations, 

dismembered bodies, and road blockings became part of everyday life. By 2012, Calderón’s 

strategy of fighting drug cartels and organized crime in the streets of Mexico had resulted in 

40,000 deaths.250 Under this unprecedented violence, the national symbol of death that had 

traditionally carried a lighthearted connotation acquired a somber variation; Santa Muerte (Holy 

Death) appeared as a deadly character that has to do more with Hollywood horror films than with 

the pre-Columbian death rituals it claims to continue.251 The symbol that once took a playful 

form adopts the narcoaesthetic to reflect the physical threat of death. Along with the Santa 

Muerte, other characters produced by narcoculture started to enrich the popular imaginary—

among them, Jesus Malverde, Chalino Sánchez, and the larger-than-life myths of the capos, who 

according to Monsiváis, “venture in the collective imaginary, as visible elements of a tragedy 

turned into a hallucination.”252 In this context, where narcoesthetic has been absorbed into the 

national culture and violent death is an everyday reality, the richness and complexity of Mexican 

visual culture had never been more exuberant.253 Hence the incursion of a narcoaesthetic into the 

contemporary artistic production of the Country. Not only has this phenomenon turned Northern 
                                                

250 Estrada, “Broken Borders.” 
251 In an interview with Cuauhtémoc Medina, Carlos Monsiváis comments that since around the 1970s, there has been a rise in 

the following of cults and religions other than Catholicism. I consider the cult of Santa Muerte to be part of what Monsiváis 
calls “Neo-Aztecism,” for he defines it as being a sort of esotericism, and “the resurrection of pre-Hispanic beliefs that never 
existed.” Cuauhtémoc Medina. “The Struggle Against Determinism: A Conversation with Carlos Monsiváis.” Parachute 104 
(2001): 14.  

252 Monsiváis, Mil y un velorios, 169. “Se adentran en el imaginario colectivo, elementos visibles de una tragedia convertida en 
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Mexico’s literature into “one of the most vital literatures of the present moment,” but it has also 

meant a creative explosion in the visual arts, namely through its incursion into the narrative of 

death representations in Mexican art.254 There is a plethora of works of art that address this topic. 

From the landscape paintings of Lenin Márquez Salazar to the conceptual works of Teresa 

Margolles, reactions to this tragic reality conform an important aspect of contemporary Mexican 

art.  

In an interview at MoMA in 2009, Margolles commented that when she started her career 

back in the 1990s, she had to steal material from the morgue for her pieces, but nowadays 

anyone can find death on the streets of Mexico.255 Hence the strong denunciatory spirit among 

narcodeath artists—despite Marquez’ denial of having such intent.256 Whereas most of the new 

Mexican art that started to appear in the late 1980s did not show any significant concern with 

sociopolitical issues and instead shared many traits with neoliberalism, as I argue in chapter 1, 

the overwhelming rise of narco violence that has characterized the first decades of the twenty-

first century has forced many artists to address this issue through their art. Consequently, this 

situation marks the reappearance of the artist as a kind of chronicler of his time, as someone who 

partakes in his particular historical moment. In an interview with art critic Avelina Lésper, 

Mexican painter Gonzalo García commented on the role of art—particularly painting—within 

the ongoing war against the narco: “It is a historical opportunity in many ways because painiting 
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must be a witness, a record, it remains as a denunciatory document.”257 Their conversation 

revolved around Autopsia de un país en pedazos (Autopsy of a dismembered country), an oil 

painting based on a photograph of the corpse of Arturo Beltrán Leyva, head of the Beltrán Leyva 

cartel, that was all over the Mexican news in 2009 (see fig. 3.3). This photograph shows the 

capo’s semi-naked body lying on a white sheet, covered with bloody dollar and peso bills. When 

I asked García why he chose such gruesome photograph as basis for his painting, he replied that 

this image was everywhere, implying his inability to escape such horrid reality at a time when 

these kinds of images invaded the country.  

García’s intent to capture as faithfully as possible the ruthlessness of the war that 

surrounded him, in which “an indefinite period of permanent alert is opened, where the public 

peace is pierced by a constant threat of violent attacks, where civilians die in largest numbers,” 

connects him to the long tradition of death representations in Mexican art, as it is reminiscent of 

the work of José Guadalupe Posada.258 Save their mediatic and stylistic differences, both artists 

share a concern with capturing the facts of death as faithfully as possible. Their work serves as 

testimony of the atrocities of war both of them endured, while it transfers the feelings and 

anxieties of the people into their work. Prints like Hanged man (see figs. 3.4 and 3.5) not only 

demonstrate how like García, Posada’s work often had a starting point in photographs, but also 

restrained his creative freedom in lieu of factual accuracy. Thus the similarity in the social and 

                                                

257 Lésper, “Interview.” “Es una oportunidad histórica en muchos sentidos porque la pintura tiene que ser testigo, registro, se 
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historical function of the work of both artists, along with the severity of their tone implies certain 

continuity within the use of death images in Mexican art, although the presence of a 

narcoaesthetic in García’s work suggests a certain transformation within that narrative.  

Both artists share a sense of social responsibility that compelled them to reinterpret 

disturbing images of death through their art. In the case of García, painting was the medium that 

gave him the power to symbolically alter death. Although the act of painting did not allow him to 

change the gruesome facts, it gave him power over its images, therefore letting him “reinvent 

beauty, rediscover it in something that is not beautiful.”259 Through the exercise of his authorial 

power—such as magnifying the image and dividing the corpse into three separate canvases—the 

artist participates in the war against the narco by mediating between the reality of death and the 

spectator. For García, painting is “more powerful than a photograph due to the charge given by 

the painter… Taking an image to that pictoric plane makes it more shocking.”260 That is, 

narcodeath art not only denounces, but also symbolically avenges and provides the artist with the 

agency he would not have otherwise.  

3.5 Reclaiming the Territory: Narcodeath art and the sense of place 

While the incursion of a narcoaesthetic into the plastic arts—symbolically—empowers 

the artist, it also shows how the bond between the people and the national territory has been 

damaged by the war against the narco. In his article “Contemporary art and the Politics of 

Aesthetics,” Jacques Rancière argues that contemporary art is not as concerned with objects than 
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it is with the creation of spaces: “Art is not made of paintings, poems, or melodies. Above all, it 

is made of some spatial setting, such as the theater, the monument, or the museum.”261 In the 

case of Mexico, this concern with space is charged with the anxiety produced by the ongoing 

crisis of place, direct and indirect consequences of the liberation of the Mexican economy. The 

opening of the borders through NAFTA, the privatization of the ejido, and the rise of the 

narcotraffic industry are factors that have radically altered the traditional relationship of the 

Mexican people to their territory, giving rise to a crisis of place. In this context, contemporary 

Mexican art constitutes a platform where both the national territorial anxiety and “mainstream” 

contemporary art’s concern with constructing a “spatial setting” meet. By emphasizing the 

physicality of the work of art through the weight and volume produced by painterly brushstrokes 

and the framed canvas that occupy a place in space, paintings such as Autopsia de un país en 

pedazos constitute a new space created by the artist. This space is “about the sense of presence 

conveyed by the pictorial frame”262 through which the body in a way recuperates its physical 

presence, therefore providing death with a material form that gives it back its sense of place.  

Similarly, in Paisaje II, the oil and canvas become tools with which the artist creates a 

symbolic territory where the dead can permanently exist. Although it is true that by “reproducing 

the phenomenological experience of the dead bodies on canvas,” Marquez “alters the meaning of 

the crime scene and highlights how corpses modify ordinary spaces and landscapes," his 

landscape also serves as an idyllic resting place for those bodies.263 In this painting, the 
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landscape is not simply the background or the excuse to portray a dead body; it constitutes a 

place in its own right, an opportunity for the artist to symbolically recover the territory that has 

been taken away by the illicit traffic of drugs.264 Polit’s description of the artist’s landscapes as 

containers of “a detailed elaboration of the spaces where the dead bodies are situated” seems to 

reinforce this view.265 Although the dead body carries in itself the shocking charge of the 

painting, the composition emphasizes the physicality of the imaginary place. Marquez’s 

“detailed elaboration” of the landscape in which the dead body has only a minuscule visual 

weight suggests—along with the title of the painting—that while the piece certainly speaks of the 

everyday experience of violence and death, it also exposes a broken sense of place. Facing an 

ongoing crisis of place, artists such as Márquez or García, who appeal to the physicality of 

painting as a medium, anchor their art to their local reality, to their specific time and space. In 

the case of Márquez, the recreation of a particularly Sinaloan scene—dead body included—

speaks of an underlying concern with recuperating the lost sense of permanence. That is, by 

evoking the Renaissance regard of the canvas as a window to an imaginary place created by the 

artist, they challenge the impermanence of the national territory.  

Moreover, given the rising popularity of a neoconceptual art that blatantly denies 

historical narratives, the act of painting becomes a subversive act in itself, for it connects 

contemporary artists to a national pictorial tradition. In today’s art scene dominated by 

conceptualism, painting ties contemporary artists back to the post-Revolution period, to a time 

when art was the battleground in which national and political issues were fought. This 
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connection with the most celebrated Mexican art movement—that of the great muralists—

reinforces the notion of originality and difference that is necessary to succeed in today’s 

international art market, along with the themes of death and narcotraffic that are the subject of 

both paintings. Although Paisaje II and Autopsia de un país en pedazos reflect contemporary 

Mexico’s unstable relationship to its territory—which is reinforced with the artists’ choice of 

painting as a medium—their shock value also demonstrates a concern with their place within 

international art market. While Paisaje II’s unexpected inclusion of a dead body and Autopsia de 

un país en pedazos’ gruesome subject matter speak of the particular Mexican experience, these 

otherwise traditional paintings establish a dialog with the global art scene.  

In their article “Artes visuales y procesos de territorialización en contextos de 

narcoviolencia” (Visual arts and territorialization processes in contexts of narco violence), 

Liliana López Levi and María Elena Figueroa Díaz highlight the capacity of representational 

pieces of art that denounce narcodeath to generate a certain renegotiation of the territory that has 

been lost to the narcotraffic industry. They also argue that conceptual works of art that denounce 

narcoviolence are centered on the process of deterritorialization and therefore are unable to offer 

“elements so that the common citizen can symbolically reterritorialize his space.”266 However, 

this chapter contends the exact opposite; that conceptual art creates works with an even stronger 

spatial presence that commands a more active viewer interaction with the place it creates, 

therefore resulting in a more explicit attempt to recuperate the lost territory. For example, Teresa 

Margolles’ gunshot walls or Muros Baleados literally transplant a part of the narco territory into 

a different place (see figs. 3.6 and 3.7). In these pieces, Margolles rebuilds, in different museums 
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and galleries, gunshot concrete block walls she removed from Ciudad Juárez and Culiacán, two 

of Mexico’s most violent narco cities. While the unapologetic bullet holes denounce the violent 

reality of the country, it is the materiality of these walls that turns them into places where death 

confronts the viewer. What takes place in Margolles’ pieces is, as Justo Pastor Mellado suggests, 

a “displacement,” a “formal transmigration” of an object that, once removed from its original 

context, acquires a shocking value.267 But Margolles’s displacement of the object is quite 

different from the old Duchampian ready-made paradigm; hers also responds to the ongoing 

process of deterritorialization, for it attempts to recuperate the land that narcotraffic has taken 

away from the people. Instead of dismissing the materiality of the art object, the artist celebrates 

it as an attempt to regain the sense of place. Thus by installing itself physically in a place, the 

work of art creates spaces—what Rancière calls “spatialization”268—through which it seeks to 

gain ground against the lost territory. By invading the spatial realm of sculpture, examples of 

conceptual art such as Muro Baleado represent an attempt to regain a lost sense of place that is 

even more perceptible than the one offered through paintings. Besides, the legibility and 

portability of the piece facilitates its itinerancy and its ability to reach international audiences. It 

is precisely through their ability to partake in the international conversation that they market the 

global self-image of the country for foreign audiences, making neoconceptual Mexican art the art 

of choice of the late capitalist state. 

One of the earliest manifestations of plastic art’s absorption of the narcoaesthetic was the 

Arte chido, el arte de la violencia (Chido art, the art of violence) exposition that took place in 
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Mexico City in 1997.269 Described by Ana Isabel Perez Gavilán as “a clear sign that something is 

changing in Mexico,” this exhibit evinced the incipient openness to acknowledge the alarming 

violence that was starting to take over the country.270 Although it was not specifically directed to 

the narco phenomenon, its presence in the show was inevitable since in Mexico, violence is 

almost synonymous with narcotraffic. Pieces like Gustavo Vazquez’s video projection of a 

sniper that welcomed visitors as he pointed his gun at them, or Katia Tirado’s photographs of 

pierced female genitalia with a hanging syringe were clear references to the raise of narcoculture 

as a consequence of Mexico’s incipient globalization. Along with novels, films, TV series, and 

corridos, narco art comprises the “material culture around the drug issue” whose increase in 

popularity is symptomatic of the transformation of the contemporary experience, of an 

“actualization of the cultural base and the values the region is known for.”271 As the public’s 

fascination with the culture that surrounds narcotraffic increases, art’s openness to discuss this 

subject becomes evident, thus Arte chido was only an array of early samples of a new genre 

whose popularity continues to be on the rise.  

However, despite its popularity, there has been a certain resistance to the incorporation of 

narcoculture into mainstream artistic production of the country. From attempts to ban 

narcocorridos, to the censorship of Autopsia de un país en pedazos, this kind of art has been 
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blamed for promoting narcotraffic.272 Art critic Avelina Lésper, for example, has deemed 

conceptual art’s involvement with the narco phenomenon as “opportunistic” and “apologetic,” 

arguing that the “violence of bad taste are the visible aspect they [conceptual artists] have also 

exploited as means to attract attention.”273  

3.6 Narcodeath Art and the Revitalization of the Exceptionalist Myth 

Whether Lesper’s argument that the overuse of narcotraffic’s aesthetic “or its crimes has 

become a process of legitimation of worthless artists”274 is true, or narcodeath art is a genuine 

manifestation of the artist’s commitment to his spatiotemporal reality, it plays a crucial role in 

the reconfiguration of the national identity. More specifically, through death’s adoption of 

narcoaesthetics, the national identity is both reinforced and updated in response to the new 

reality of the country. Given the historical and cultural importance of the concept of death as part 

of the Mexican idiosyncrasy, the manifest closeness between narcoculture and death has 

strengthened the old national myth that Mexico’s relations with death are perhaps “more intimate 

than any other nation’s.”275 Such myth relies on the idea of identitarian difference, which 

according to Gareth Williams, in Mexico, as in the whole Latin-American region, “was 

articulated and negotiated predominantly as an object of desire from within, or at least in relation 

to, the universalizing projects of the Creole state and the always utopic coming-its-own of the 

                                                

272 In his article: “Notas críticas: Corridos de traficantes y censura,” Luis Astorga explains the different attempts that have been 
made to ban narcocorridos; in the interview I conducted with Gonzalo García, he mentioned that Autopsia de un país en 
pedazos was censored in Guadalajara after a group of people protested during its exhibition.   

273 Lésper, “Arte y Narco.” “La violencia o el mal gusto son la parte visible que también ellos [artistas conceptuales] han 
explotado para llamar la atención.” 

274 Ibid. “…o sus crímenes se ha convertido en un proceso de legitimación de artistas sin valor.” 
275 Paz, El Laberinto, 65. “Más íntimas acaso, que las de cualquier otro pueblo.” 



 

97 

nation-state.”276 The popular fascination with the narco universe shows this myth has not lost its 

validity despite Claudio Lomnitz’s recent dismantling of its creation.277 On the contrary, 

contemporary art’s take on this national symbol attests to its vitality; by incorporating elements 

that speak of the country’s particular global experience, it updates the image Mexicans have of 

themselves.  

Narcocorridos are perhaps the clearest example of how the material culture of 

narcotraffic mythifies this supposed relationship between Mexicans and death. Since the public 

displays of power of the “narco’s parallel government” often surpasses the power of the national 

police and the military forces, its mysterious world has been mythified in the people’s 

imagination.278 The narcotrafficker has become the embodiment of the macho archetype essential 

to the Mexican character, whose “manhood is measured by the invulnerability against enemy 

weapons or the impact of the exterior world.”279 A stoic figure that spends his short existence 

being “on steady and familiar terms with death,”280 the narcotrafficker perpetuates the mythical 

intimacy between death and the Mexicans. By giving voice to the workers of the “heterodox 

industry”—as Monsiváis called narcotraffic—corridos exalt their bravery since they risk their 

own lives on a daily basis. In the popular corrido “Pacas de a kilo” (One kilo bales) the head of 
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the Beltrán Leyva cartel—also subject of García’s painting—flaunts his familiarity and 

indifference to both dying and killing: 

 

por ahí andan platicando,   

que un día me van a matar,   

no me asustan las culebras,   

yo se perder y ganar,   

ahí traigo un cuerno de chivo   

para el que le quiera entrar,   

(word on the street is, 

that they’re going to kill me one day, 

I’m not afraid of snakes, 

I know how to lose and win, 

I have a goat’s horn [AK-47] with me, 

for he who wishes to go there) 

 

The song establishes the capo’s stoic assumption of death as an inherent risk of his 

trade—“yo se perder y ganar”—death being the ultimate loss, the loss of his life. It portrays him 

not only as not being afraid of dying at the hands of his enemies (“culebras,” or snakes), but also 

as expecting an inevitable encounter with death for which he is prepared by carrying an AK-47 at 

every moment. “El Jefe de Jefes” (The Chief of Chief Lords), another very well-known 
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corrido—also dedicated to Arturo Beltrán Leyva—establishes the capo’s power over the life and 

death of his enemies by warning them that “men have wanted to reach for my crown, those who 

try have been dying,”281 also implying his involvement in his enemies’ death. This song 

demonstrates that it is the narcotrafficker’s attitude towards death and his power to inflict it that 

capture the people’s imagination, since according to Walter Benjamin, “the figure of the ‘great’ 

criminal, however repellent his ends may have been” awakens a “secret admiration of the public” 

that can only result from the violence he inflicts.282  

The same fascination with the omnipresent power of capos that is celebrated in 

narcocorridos is present in narcodeath art—although in a more subtle way. A case in point is 

Paisaje II, a painting that by favoring a scenic view, rather than nacotraffic paraphernalia, 

appears to offer no immediate reference to the glamorized lifestyle of drug lords. Polit notes that 

Marquez’s landscapes work against “an exaltation of the Capos, their exploits, their manhood,” 

and that instead, they suggest “the need to show deaths the way they are,” without any further 

glamorization.283 Her reading of these landscapes as being a “counterpart to the abstract image of 

the supposed bravery of the Sinaloan man, which the cultural industry has created around 

narcotraffickers,” relates to the artist’s intent “to be subtle.”284 Polit interprets the artist’s focus 

on the spatial dimension of death, rather than on the more explicit gaudy narco aesthetic that 

narcocorridos exploit, as an attempt to counterbalance the mythification of the Capos. However, 

                                                

281 “Han querido arañar mi corona, Los que intentan se han ido muriendo” 
282 Benjamin, Reflections, 281. 
283 Polit, “Arte y Violencia,” 12. “…una exaltación de los capos, sus hazañas, y su hombría,” “la necesidad de mostrar las 

muertes como son.” 
284 Ibid., 20. “contraparte a la imagen abstracta de la valentía supuesta del sinaloense que la industria cultural ha creado alrededor 

de los narcotraficantes”; Sáiz, “Narcoarte.” “…de ser sutil.” 



 

100 

Paisaje II can be also read as a testament of their power, for the corpse shows how their control 

reaches even the most remote corners of their territory, such as the passages that Marquez shows 

in his canvas. Without using blood, weapons, or flashy jewelry, this landscape replicates the 

generalized sense of powerlessness among the population, while reinforcing the notion that 

nothing really escapes the power of the narco. Furthermore, given the artist’s use of a canonical 

language, it can also be argued that Marquez’s paintings have the potential to reach a much 

wider audience than the narcocorrido, which remains a regional genre, despite its rising 

popularity.  

Not only corridos, but the material culture of narcotraffic as a whole in one way or 

another contributes to the revitalization of the death myth as source of an exceptionalist identity 

that is more than welcomed by neoliberalism. Even conceptual works of art that do not offer any 

typical narco imagery evoke the intimacy between the narcotrafficker and death through which 

the notion of “being-with-death has entered the wider collective unconscious to the point that 

violence is as real as it is normal.”285 Take for example Muro Baleado, a piece devoid of any 

kitsch ornamentation that is characteristic of the narcoculture, in which the monochromatic 

minimalist aesthetic at first glance does not seem to offer any connection to Mexico, let alone the 

counterculture of narcotraffic. This wall stands as silent testament of the violent reality of the 

country, for its bullet holes remain the only indication of the interaction between narcotraffickers 

and death. Its holes remind the viewer of the real danger involved in this business, further 

contributing to its mythification. In that sense, narcodeath art is not very different from the art 

that emerged in the aftermath of the Revolution, as they both reinforce the national identity. The 
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government’s funding of works of art that deal with this topic, such as Autopsia de un país en 

pedazos or even Teresa Margolles’ participation in the 2008 Venice Biennale, further supports 

this view.286 That is, due to narcodeath art’s underlying ability to strengthen the idiosyncratic 

myth of the existence of a particularly Mexican view of death, it has inadvertently become part 

of an effort to exalt the nation’s uniqueness at a time when “globalization has meant a 

decentering and a proliferation of differences.”287  

3.7 Al Cliente lo Que Pida (Give the client what he wants): Narcodeath Art Abroad  

The explosion of narcodeath art has contributed to a revival of the collective notion of 

having a peculiar relationship with death that is based on the principle of exceptionalism. Yet 

this phenomenon also impacts the interaction of Mexico in the international arena. As the 

international demand for contemporary Mexican art increases and examples of narcodeath art are 

consumed by foreign audiences, their originally local social critique acquires a global status.288 

The art that was born as a denunciation against the spread of violence and death in the region 

exposes a wider symbiotic relationship between narcotraffic and neoliberalism. By revealing the 

devastating effects of the illicit trade of drugs as “the underbelly of globalization,”289 it 
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represents a critique of the establishment as it attempts to rewrite the story of globalization from 

the peripheral point of view and to inscribe “the margins into the global,” as Miguel Rojas-Sotelo 

argues.290 The international taste for narcodeath art—and of narcotraffic’s material culture in 

general—also demonstrates the transnational nature of this phenomenon, how it “is now an urban 

culture, part Mexican, part American, and part drug cartels”291 unable to be contained within the 

national territory. In agreement with this is the international success of best-sellers such as 

Arturo Pérez-Reverte’s La Reyna del Sur (The Queen of the South) whose narrative involves 

traffickers, producers, politicians, and military members from Mexico, Colombia, Venezuela, the 

United States, Europe, Africa, and the Middle East. 

Although different exhibitions—among them Arte Chido (Mexico) and Broken Borders 

(Canada)—have dealt with the theme of violence that afflicts Mexico, narcotraffic was not their 

main concern, therefore they addressed its aesthetics only tangentially. Conversely, Narcochic-

Narcochoc was a 2004 exhibition that showed works of art whose explicit vocabulary belonged 

to the world of narcotraffic. Photographs of the typical narcotraffickers’ garb and paraphernalia, 

computerized three-dimensional models for a Malverde chapel, and cards for cutting cocaine 

with gruesome images of corpses of drug overdose victims were some of the pieces of the 

exhibition. The show captured the aesthetics of narcotraffic so accurately and so literally, that it 

would not have been embraced in Mexico. Narcochic-Narcochoc was definitely conceived for a 

European audience. It took place in Séte, France, according to Marco Granados (its curator), 
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“obviously, because in Mexico it would be very difficult for it to have the same meaning.”292 The 

fact that the exposition was not shown in Mexico is understandable. After all, war-weary 

audiences have no interest in immersing themselves in images of violence that do not offer an 

escape from their harsh reality. However, what is interesting is that while Narcochic-Narcochoc 

was “politically incorrect in Mexico,” it was “attractive in Europe,”293 revealing both the still-

strong Western appetite for the exotic “other” and the peripheral desire to feed such appetite. 

This desire is evident in Granados’ declaration that “what they will read, and I am sure they will 

love it, is this colorful side, the kitsch part of the business.”294 His emphasis on “they” as a 

foreign audience about to experience the barbarousness of the narcotraffic world reveals the 

country’s consciousness of its semi-Western condition. Furthermore, the quote also establishes 

the curator as a partaker of the international art circuit, as he displays knowledge of what the 

European audience wants, what it likes, and more importantly, what it expects to see from 

Mexico. This show proves how in the global market the curator—and the artist—is not very 

different from any other entrepreneur, for he seizes the opportunity to fulfill the market demand. 

As Abraham Acosta notes, “the affirmation of difference,” which in this case is present in both 

narcotraffic and the symbol of death, “ultimately fulfills an integral aspect of capitalist 

reproduction.”295 Or, to put it in Alberto Moreiras’ terms, the “local singularity” that Narcochic-

Narcochoc embodied “serves the reproductive interests of the neoliberal order by fostering 
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consumption.”296 Therefore, Narcochic-Narcochoc also demonstrates that the reinforcement of 

identitarian difference, of the “otherness” of the national character that finds its utmost 

expression in its death representations, responds to the demands of the global market.  

3.8 Territories of Violence 

The success of works of art that propose a representation of death immersed in the 

narcoaesthetic constitute an example of the “neoliberal aesthetization of difference.”297 As Robin 

James notes, “in neoliberalism, difference and transgression fuel deregulatory systems; 

hegemony is actively interested in inciting them, not suppressing them. … ‘difference must be 

intensified.’”298 The value of such difference, as Gareth Williams explains, is dispersed within 

the globalized world through “countless differential voices, identities, and oppositional 

others.”299 Neoliberalism’s emphasis on difference and its exaltation of “otherness” also belong 

to the imperial logic that set it as the prevailing world order.300 Being part of the “machinations 

of neoimperial strategy,”301 neoliberalism harbors presumptions about the people who live in 

certain places, creating an idealized “other” who lives in his own exotic land. This tendency to 

create stereotypes of “other” peoples that connect them directly to their specific territories has 

been termed orientalism by Edward Said. According to Said, orientalism is “a distribution of 

geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, scholarly, economic, sociological, historical, and 
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philological texts; it is an elaboration not only of a basic geographical distinction… but also of a 

whole series of interests.”302 Although Said’s discussion is centered on the Western 

demonization of Islam, the concept of orientalism seamlessly applies to peripheral cultures in 

general, to those the West deems exotic, barbarous, or mysterious. This concept explains how 

some places are stigmatized as “territories of violence,” since it “is a form of paranoia that feeds 

on cartographies of fear by producing ‘our’ world negatively through the construction of a 

perverse ‘Other.’”303  

The identitarian difference that is at the core of narcodeath art has been a recurrent 

concern within the history of Latin American thought. In this tradition, identitatrian difference 

has meant, since colonial times, the essence of the Latin American people. Creoles, as Octavio 

Paz notes, “were strange beings and had a self-awareness of being strange beings” since they 

conformed a whole new category of being that was not fully European, and was not Indian 

either.304 This essential difference was the backbone for the wars of independence from Spain, 

and remains to this day a crucial component of the region’s identity. In Brett Levinson’s words, 

“the Latin American difference, even when presented as a specific alterity or identity, discloses 

the intrinsic heterogeneity of being.”305 The exploitation of this intrinsic difference tends to be 

discussed in contemporary scholarship in relationship with the global vs. local, or center vs. 

periphery dichotomy. Gareth Williams, for example, critiques the permanent location of Latin 

America at the periphery of Western culture. According to Williams, “such conceptual logic is 
                                                

302 Said, Orienalism, 12. 
303 Pérez, “Arte Chido, 117; Springer, “Violence Sits in Places?,” 90. 
304 Paz, “Manierismo, barroquismo, criollismo,” 14. “…ellos mismos eran y se sabían seres extraños.” 
305 Lenvinson, “Globalizing Paradigms,” 73. 



 

106 

extremely problematic for the thought of subalternity, since blind recourse to center-periphery 

models, to ‘us’ accessing ‘them’ (or to ‘us’ being accessed by ‘them’) betrays an underlying 

critical desire for a unified totality, or perhaps even an implicit critical hyperconformity to the 

institutional logic of transnational capitalism masked as essentialist resistance.”306  

Williams’ concern with the symbiotic correspondence between the Latin American 

difference and the logic of late capitalism that is central to this chapter’s discussion is also shared 

by other scholars. Abraham Acosta, for example, suggests that Latin American affirmation of 

difference is an integral aspect of late capitalism; while Alberto Moreiras warns that the 

exploitation “of radical difference” can result in “a serious danger or sets a trap for Latin 

Americanism and other similar epistemic endeavors.”307 Both scholars propose that the region’s 

fostering of difference has become, in late capitalism, “the mere byproduct of [a] global 

phenomenon that is reading us all: the stealthy and radically totalizing ‘culture-ideology of 

consumerism.’”308  

In the case of Mexico, the semi-Western essence of the country is intensified by the 

settlement of narcotraffic, adding to its already peripheral condition the stigma of being a 

territory of narcotics, which in turn “continue to linger on as modernity’s visceral ‘Other.’”309 In 

this sense, expositions such as Narcochic-Narcochoc, and contemporary works of art that 

employ narcoaesthetics, unavoidably are part of the construction of Mexico as a territory of 

violence. That is to say, they participate in the rhetoric of neoliberalism that “produces a 
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discourse that binds violence in place,” despite their original intent to denounce the devastating 

consequences of its dark side.310 When international audiences are exposed to pieces such as 

Muro Baleado, Paisaje II, or Autopsia de un país en pedazos—despite their stylistic and 

mediatic differences—they see the savageness of a mysterious world that exists in an exotic 

faraway land whose violence “confronts the law with the threat of declaring a new law.”311 By 

feeding international audiences with material “they will love,” as Granados put it, these pieces 

fuel the construction of a mythical land that under neoliberal logic, begs to be civilized.312 

Moreover, since neoliberalism proposes “free trade and markets” as “the solution to all 

problems, from commodities to capital flows, drugs and labor, among many others,”313 the huge 

narcotrafficking problem that afflicts Mexico not only turns the country into a territory of 

violence, but also legitimizes its prevailing neoliberal ideology. 

Considering that the growth in size and power of the narcotraffic industry in Mexico is 

directly proportional to the implementation of the neoliberal reforms, neoliberalism’s principle 

that the free market will fix every problem suggests “it will cure that which neoliberalization 

ails.”314 That is, by presenting itself as “the harbinger of rationality and the only guarantor of 

peace,” neoliberal thought justifies its adoption as means to correct the devastating 

socioeconomic effects it has caused—such as the abysmal economic inequality, the accumulation 
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of large extensions of land, massive migration, and the spread of narco violence.315 Not only that, 

the invisible hand of market capitalism has a “genuine ability to make violence immanent to 

modern societies,” and its exercise of violence is so ubiquitous and so systematized, that “we are 

all too frequently blinded from seeing that which is perhaps most obvious.”316 Meanwhile, late 

capitalism’s complicity with authoritarian states where the “all-pervasive, ghostly presence” of 

state-sponsored violence is a lot stronger than in “civilized states” also contributes to their 

designation as zones of violence.317 

Another dimension of neoliberalism’s labeling of territories of violence is the necessary 

assumption of the stability of place, which is necessary in order to link violent behavior to a 

determinate territory. Just as the principle of orientalism imagines “these geographies as isolated, 

exclusive, and partitioned,” works of art that contribute to the conception of Mexico as a violent 

territory offer concise references to the physical territory of the country.318 An example is 

Autopsia de un país en pedazos, whose materiality and the process of its creation connect it to a 

specific spatiotemporal reality, while its iconography offers an irrefutable reference to one of the 

most important police captures in the recent history of the country. The corpse, the place where it 

is lying, and the cryptic message of the bloody money tie this painting to the Mexican territory; 

there is no doubt this painting is about death, narcotraffic, and Mexico. Similarly, the materiality 

of Muro Baleado speaks of a concrete place and the events that happened in that same place. It is 

a sort of a conceptual narrative in which the bullets permanently wrote a death story on the 
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sturdy concrete wall. The durable nature of the concrete wall reinforces its symbolic 

permanence; it highlights its longing for stability, its desire to “write its story on stone” and to 

anchor itself to the territory, despite its itinerant quality. Moreover, since the central theme of 

both pieces is death, and they are strongly tied to the “violent” territory, they most likely seem 

too exotic or too foreign to make Western audiences realize the world of narcotraffic is closer to 

them that they think. However, given the aforementioned crisis of place and the processes of 

deterritorialization that are taking place in Mexico, orientalism’s restraining of violence to 

determined territories becomes problematic. Since narcotraffic is a transnational phenomenon 

that benefits from the opening of the international markets, and whose material culture is 

consumed across the globe, confining it to a stable and clearly delineated territory is 

unrealistic.319 Given the prevailing crisis of place that is apparent in contemporary Mexican art’s 

representation of death, late capitalism’s impulse to construct the marginal “other” in 

geographical terms—or through “cartographies of fear,” as Springer puts it320—is at odds with 

the free global trade it so vehemently promotes.  

3.9 Conclusion 

While this assumed fixity of place is a contradictory aspect of the neoimperialistic 

determination of zones of violence, contemporary narcodeath art that supports it—like most 

contemporary Mexican art that deals with death—shows a prevalent concern with the physical 
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territory of the nation. Whether it borrows the kitschy aesthetic of narcotrafficking culture, 

reinterprets the violent reality, or abstracts and conceptualizes the deaths caused by the drug 

cartels, this genre seems to be more concerned with the country’s own digestion of the narco 

aesthetic as part of the national identity than with portraying the narco universe as the global 

phenomenon that it is; one that knows no borders, respects no territories, and to which any 

audience could potentially identify. Instead, narcodeath art establishes a problematic dialectic 

between art and the fixed national territory, regardless of its different media and style. Most of 

these works of art seem to portray narcotrafficking as a peripheral phenomenon that takes place 

only in the faraway lands of the savage “others,” therefore exploiting the Western fascination 

with drugs’ distant and exotic origins.321 Proof of this is the fact that despite contemporary 

Mexican artists’ attempt to participate in the international art scene by creating works of art that 

are not distinguishable as Mexican, most of the works that address the issue of narcotraffic 

maintain clear references to its culture. As the image of the country becomes increasingly 

associated with the illegal traffic of drugs, these references, on the other hand, could signal a 

kind of perverse national pride over the success of characters such as el Chapo or Beltrán 

Leyva—antiheroes who are able to avenge the downtrodden masses by taking advantage of the 

system that has systematically oppressed them for centuries.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

WHEN DEATH HITS HOME 
 
 

When you talk to me about Ciudad Juárez I think of the need for permanence that we all have, of 

the need to hold on to something and of how the house symbolizes the desire to be in a place and 

to build something that protects oneself. 

—María Inés Rodríguez322 

 

Three human vertebral columns are suspended from the gallery ceiling (see fig. 4.1). At 

first glance, they appear to be actual human bones, since the shape and arrangement of each 

vertebra seem to be anatomically correct. But after close inspection, one learns that each vertebra 

is a carefully modeled ceramic reproduction that has been decorated and enameled by the artist 

in the style of old-fashioned china. The baroque embellishment of the pieces with gold accents 

and pink roses against the white background contrasts with the overall contemporary aesthetics 

of the piece. The work is part of the Spanish-born artist María García-Ibañez’s series 

Huesos/Piedras/Flores (Bones/Stones/Flowers) (2011). The art was part of the Ruta Mística 

(Mystic Route) exhibit showcased in the MARCO museum (Monterrey, Mexico) in 2013. Like 

Gabriel de la Mora’s Memoria I—which was also exhibited in the show and is discussed in detail 

in chapter 1—García-Ibañez’s pieces offer an immediate and powerful evocation of death 

through the physicality of human bones. But while they both replace the absence death entails 
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with the physical presence of an object that appeals to the viewer’s emotions, García-Ibañez’s 

pieces connect the tradition of death with another recurrent concern of contemporary art that is as 

strong in Mexico as it is abroad: the gravitation towards the idea of home. By using the highly 

recognizable domestic language of old-fashioned china to reproduce the backbones of the human 

body, the artist establishes both conceptually and visually a kinship between the concepts of 

home and death as it presents them both as “a static and internal space.” 323 

The argument of this chapter is located in the intersection of these two concepts: death 

and home. It argues that contemporary Mexican art’s rethinking of the national symbol of death 

in relationship with the domestic space speaks of the national experience of late capitalism and 

the globalization it entails. It contends that in contemporary Mexico, works of art that rethink the 

idea of home by connecting it with the narrative of death suggest that neoliberalism threatens the 

most basic notion of stability and belonging that home represents. Both death and home are 

symbols that are deeply connected to the land, for they evoke “a fixed sense of place and 

identity,” that is becoming increasingly “fluid” under the globalization that came along with the 

adoption of the neoliberal model.324 Although both death and home function as a celebration of 

the local or the particular essence of the country vis-á-vis the global world, they are far from 

being a mode of resistance to the forces of capitalism. Instead, the difference they represent is 

rather symptomatic of neoliberal thought, for “late capitalism,” or neoliberalism, “is often 
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identified as different from its previous variants for its attention to expressive individuality and 

diversity.”325 Through the analysis of contemporary works of art that interrogate both concepts, 

this chapter seeks to demonstrate that death functions as a destabilizing agent that confronts the 

“fixed sense of place and identity” represented by the domestic object. That is, the art that 

emerged in the late 1980s not only captures an overarching anxiety over the instability of the 

national territory, but it also inadvertently replicates the neoliberal rhetoric it critiques. 

Moreover, although contemporary works of art that interrogate both concepts do not constitute a 

real challenge to neoliberalism, they nonetheless have managed to find new means of expression 

that have revitalized a stagnant prictorialist tradition. 

The first part of the chapter establishes the preoccupation of contemporary Mexican art 

with the idea of home as a consequence of the globalization of the country as well as the 

transformation of its territorial organization. Since home is the ultimate symbol of stability and 

permanence, of our place on earth, its recurrent appearance in contemporary Mexican art is 

intoned not only with a historical past, but also with the global impulse that seems to be a 

common denominator among the global artists who are constantly intervening sites across the 

world. While this exchange has certainly enriched the artistic practices of the country, 

contemporary Mexican artists’ treatment of the symbol of home nevertheless reveals a renewed 

perception of the land. By inserting a reinvented death symbolism in the domestic territory, 

contemporary Mexican art on one hand challenges the traditional conception of home. On the 

other hand, it transfers the problematic of a global lifestyle into the particular context of the 

country, namely to the existing crisis of place. The second part of the chapter studies the 
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different meanings that the concept of home acquired at the time the country underwent the most 

significant structural changes. It interrogates under which conditions artists are compelled to 

rethink the validity of the home in relationship with the national symbol of death.  

4.1 Death Hits Home 

In her essay “Del arte contemporáneo y sus territorios: artistas nómadas y arte in situ” 

(On Contemporary Art and its Territories: Nomad Artsits and In Situ Art), Issa Ma. Benitez 

Dueñas explains the recurrence of the idea of home as one of the themes that interests 

contemporary art as a reaction to the increasingly nomadic nature of the trade. Since home 

“connotes both an act of identification and an established sense of place in the world,”326 it 

represents a natural counterbalance for the increasing mobility demanded by today’s global art. 

Globalization, the opening of the borders, the proliferation of biennials, and the success of the 

global art market have turned artists into globe-trotters who often feel as comfortable intervening 

a site in a faraway land than doing so in their own countries. Examples of this phenomenon are 

the explosion of collective expositions, art residencies, and public space projects such as 

InSITE,327 that require artists from around the world to convene in specific spaces. While this 

itinerant quality of global contemporary art opens the door for interesting collaborations and 

enriching exchanges, it also makes artists long for the stability that home brings; since, in 

Benitez Dueñas’ own words, it “seems like to go back home is what the nomad artist wishes 
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most.” 328 This strong desire is manifest in their overt references to the idea of home in pieces 

ranging from contemporary landscapes to intervened domestic objects. 

Mexico is certainly not exempt from this global trend. One of the distinctive traits of the 

art that started to gestate in the late 1980s was its eagerness to establish contact with the 

international art scene. In fact, both the art that emerged in the late 1980s and the official 

neoliberal rhetoric shared a strong enthusiasm to become global. After decades of limited (or 

nonexistent) access to international art and culture imposed by the protectionist Mexican state, 

Mexican art was more than ready to partake in the conversation of international art.329 Talking 

about their reunions led by Gabriel Orozco in the 1990s, Abraham Cruzvillegas mentions how 

the group of emergent artists would get together and, among other things, “read books and share 

information.” Therefore, as soon as the opening of the Mexican economy allowed, the artists of 

this generation exchanged ideas internationally, either by emigrating, or by exhibiting their work 

abroad—mainly in the United States and Europe. These artists’ participation in international 

exhibitions and biennials and, ultimately, their success in the global art market made them 

epitomes of the global artist. It would be hard to find a contemporary Mexican artist from that 
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generation or later ones who has not had any significant international exposure.330 Besides, the 

group of foreign artists who resided in Mexico at the time—among them Francis Alÿs, Melanie 

Smith, and Thomas Glassford—who “were free from the Mexican pictoric tradition,” 331 also 

contributed to the international exchange that took place in the 1990s.332 

As with their foreign counterparts, most contemporary Mexican artists have a nomadic 

quality that contributes—following Benitez Dueñas’ argument—to their clear concern with 

rethinking the idea of home. This preoccupation speaks of their belonging to the itinerant global 

art scene. However, contemporary Mexican art’s questioning of the idea of home also responds 

to its local sociopolitical circumstance, for it captures the crisis of place that has prevailed in 

Mexico since the late 1980s. The crisis of place, or the generalized sense of unrest that emerged 

with the implementation of neoliberal reforms (the privatization of the ejido and state-operated 

companies, liberalization of the market, elimination of government subsidies, among others), has 

given rise to a widespread anxiety and fear over the destiny of the country. Although these 

changes swept the whole country, they had a particularly significant effect on the relationship 

between the Mexican people and their territory. Factors such as President Salinas’ reforms of the 

agrarian law (discussed in chapter 1), the opening of the borders through NAFTA, and 

narcotraffic’s redefinition of the national territory (discussed in chapter 2), have drastically 

altered the sense of permanence traditionally involved with the idea of home. Facing the 
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challenges imposed by the globalization of the country, contemporary Mexican artists elaborate 

modes of expression that reflect their nomadic lifestyle or their global status, but also respond to 

the increasingly unstable meaning of the concept of home. While contemporary Mexican works 

of art that evoke the idea of home constitute fresh and innovative attempts to renovate the art of 

the country, they nevertheless have a somber characteristic that reflects how under the rule of 

neoliberalism, the once stable relationship between the Mexican people and their territory has 

been redefined. In other words, besides showcasing the newly found cosmopolitanism of its 

creators as participants of the global market, the Mexican works of art that deal with the idea of 

home mourn the loss of the sense of permanence the country no longer provides since in Mexico, 

the impulse to “go back home” meets a destabilized territory, higher-than-ever poverty rates, 

extreme inequality, and above all, death both as a pervasive cultural symbol and a reality.333 

Although the theme of home is a general preoccupation of global contemporary art, there is a 

strong tendency within Mexican art that deals with this topic to organically intertwine it with the 

national tradition of death. The examples discussed in this chapter show that the concept of home 

is far from being a symbol for “continuity and stability,” but is rather a reflection of the somber 

reality at a time when home is often synonymous with death.334 These examples show that an 

important portion of contemporary art’s treatment of the idea of home constitutes a mode to 

redefine the symbol of death in terms of contemporary Mexican experience. Pieces such as 

García-Ibañez’s vertebral columns effortlessly combine both concepts by placing an explicit 
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death symbol—human bones—within the familiarity of the domestic setting provided by the 

glazed ceramic that resembles traditional household china. Although the artist offers the comfort 

and warmth of the home through the glazed ceramic and its old-fashioned embellishments, it is 

only to contrast it with the menacing form of a human skeleton.  

An artist who divides her time between her native Spain and Mexico, García-Ibañez is a 

nomadic global artist. Since the whole series Huesos/Piedras/Flores emerges from her 

exploration of the concepts of “origins, memory, and time,” the domestic nature of her choice of 

material for the vertebral columns connects them directly to the aforementioned impulse to “go 

back home.”335 For García-Ibañez, home represents “an internal static space,” which in works 

such as vertebral columns confronts the fleeting, unstable nature of a globalized world.336 Her 

direct reference of death, on the other hand, connects the piece with the Mexican context, making 

its bones speak of a threatened soil where they symbolically come from. That is, while both the 

death and domestic referents in the vertebral columns are statements of local particularity, of 

difference, they do not constitute a liberating effort against the rule of neoliberalism as “an all 

encompassing social, moral, and political faith.”337 Instead, they exemplify late capitalism’s 

status as “a general cultural trend to recognize everyone’s uniqueness,”338 for it “must absorb and 

neutralize anything that destabilizes and threatens its survival.”339  
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4.2 Home as an Alternative Space 

 In Mexico, the development of the idea of home as a recurring artistic concern has 

as a backdrop the unprecedented involvement of the private sector in the production, display, and 

consumption of contemporary art.340 Since in the country—as in most Latin American 

countries—neoliberalism was accompanied with the customary authoritarianism, for most of the 

twentieth century the state almost exclusively supported artists whose work represented a sort of 

continuity within a national art.341 Following David Alfaro Siqueiros’ famous dictum: “Ours is 

the only route,” 342 the state favored the neomexicanista paintings that emerged in the1980s that 

had “been consciously rummaging through Mexican cultural history, pursuing the same sorts of 

artifacts and cultural references that typified earlier generations.”343 The state’s preference for 

this particular style of paintings left no space in the “official” artistic scene of the late 1980s for 

an emerging art that turned its back to the nationalist language. In his book Round de Sombra, 

Abraham Cruzvillegas notes that for the emergent art of that time “neither the institutions, 

schools, nor the museum offered options for development.” 344 Thus the lack of intuitional 
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support for this new kind of art that did not look Mexican pushed it to the margins of Mexican 

culture and led to the creation of alternative spaces for its promotion and exhibition.  

A good amount of recent scholarship credits the proliferation of independent spaces such 

as La Quiñonera, el Salon des Aztecas, La Panadería, or Temístocles 44, with the development 

of the new art of the 1990s. Scholars such as Cuahutémoc Medina have discussed the importance 

of these “no-lugares” (no-places) in terms of the Government’s rejection of emerging artists, 

explaining their appearance as a response to a need.345 Others such as Daniel Montero tend to 

view these alternative spaces as a consequence of the opening of the Mexican economy, as 

examples of the privatization of Mexican art. While both positions complement each other, as 

they are equally part of the circumstances that surrounded the emergence of the neoconceptual 

art of the late 1980s, they seem to overlook the connection between the emergence of alternative 

spaces and contemporary art’s increasing concern with the idea of home. Instead, I argue that in 

addition to the government’s rejection and Mexican art’s shift from the public to the private 

realm, art’s encroachment into private display spaces—alternative spaces in the 1990s, but 

eventually private galleries—also relates to the crisis of place that fuels contemporary art’s 

desire to find a “home.” All of those factors contributed to the importance of the private space in 

which a new global identity was renegotiated.  

Mexico’s entrance into the globalized world system facilitated the decentering of the 

official nationalist pictorialism initiated by muralismo, which prevailed for most of the twentieth 

century. In the wake of the Mexican Revolution, muralismo emerged as a way of adapting the 

national past to the needs of the modern nation. In Octavio Paz’s words, “Mexican mural 
                                                

345 Macías, “Espacios alternativos,” 368. 
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painting is the result both of the change in social awareness that the Mexican Revolution 

represented and of the change in aesthetic awareness represented by the European artistic 

revolution of the twentieth century.”346 This quality made it an ideal tool for the nationalist 

governments of the post-Revolution period, which focused on building a narrative of the 

Revolution that could bring together the heterogeneous and fragmented nation under the single 

event that was experienced by the whole country. Out of the different proposals to modernize the 

visual arts in post-Revolution Mexico, muralismo was the most successful due—in great part—

to the support of the state, and particularly of José Vasconcelos, who was one of the key figures 

of this nationalistic period.347 Vasconcelos served as minister of education (1921–1924) under 

the presidency of Alvaro Obregón, and “believed in the idea that aesthetic education would 

actually bring together the differing views of the people, would unify the political intentions in 

Mexico…. He saw art as a powerful political device.”348 He was an avid supporter of the 

emergent Mexican muralist movement and saw its didactic potential in establishing a unifying 

national identity, since such works project a sense of continuity between the pre-Columbian, 

baroque, and modern art of Mexico.349 Since Mexican muralismo was funded by the state, it 

reflects the official preference to associate “lo mexicano with the figurative description of 

peasants in communal activity or historical union.”350  

                                                

346 Paz, Esays, 116. 
347 Del Conde, Una visita guiada, 25. 
348 Pérez-Gómez, “Mexico, Modernity, and Architecture,” 24. 
349 Ibid., 29. 
350 Cordero, “Cloaks of innocence,”27.  
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With the succession of presidencies of the post-Revolution era, the aesthetic language of 

the muralists became institutionalized, absorbed into the encompassing bureaucratic government 

apparatus that “provided a living for thousands of intellectuals” regardless of their philosophical 

inclinations, since it had “room for both Marxists and classical liberals” alike.351 As Western 

modernism, Mexican muralismo became the establishment; it started losing its vitality because it 

stopped being “a critical attitude but an accepted, codified convention.”352 The didactic and 

public nature of murals and their international recognition proved to be so beneficial to the 

government agenda, that it became the only way of producing art in the country. The generations 

of muralists and painters that succeeded that of “los tres grandes” incessantly repeated and 

recycled the same language elaborated in the initial phase of muralismo,353 since the state 

continued to fund art associated with this movement, which is also called Escuela Mexicana 

(Mexican school).354  

The work of renowned muralist Guillermo Ceniceros (1939) illustrates this tendency. 

Ceniceros, who, in the late 1950s joined Siqueiros’ workshop, is one of the most successful 

muralists of the second generation. Although his style matured and acquired a personal style, 

                                                

351 Brewster, Responding to Crisis, 13.   
352 Paz, Alternating, 18 
353 Del Conde, Una visita guiada, 41. 

There is a plethora of painters that followed the footsteps of the “three great ones” and constituted the second, third, and fourth 
generations of muralists. Among the most important are: Jorge González Camarena (1908–1980), José Chavez Morado (1909), 
Juan O’Gorman (1905–1982), Fermín Revueltas (1902–1935), Juan Soriano (1920–2006), Pedro Coronel (1922–1985), 
Guillermo Ceniceros (1949), and Gerardo Cantú (1934). 

354 Del Conde, Una visita guiada, 41; ibid., 45. 

Teresa del Conde discusses how the term Escuela Mexicana is widely accepted despite the differences between each of the 
muralists and the movement’s lack of body of theories and guidelines. She also notes that Carlos Monsiváis uses this term in 
reference to both muralismo and the Revolution novels.  
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Ceniceros’ work nevertheless reflects this adherence to the Escuela Mexicana. Take for example 

his mural Del Códice al mural (From the Codex to the Mural) (see fig. 4.8), located in the 

Tacubaya station of the Mexico City subway. As its name indicates, this mural was inspired by 

the Ramírez and Boturini codexes, as it illustrates the Aztec people’s journey from Aztlan to 

their founding the city of Tenochtitlan. Like early examples of muralismo, Del códice al mural is 

an example of art for the people, since it makes accessible the public passages of the national 

history. This mural also shows how the state’s patronage of this style of art continued into the 

1980s.355  

The state’s preference for that pictorial tradition is also apparent in the official support of 

the neomexicanista paintings of the 1980s. As Oliver Debroise explains, the government 

responded to the social and economic crises of the last two decades of the twentieth century by 

reinforcing the old nationalist discourse “sending forth all sorts of cultural and artistic proposals 

that confirm the good health of the national identity,” such as neomexicanismo.356 This style of 

painting recycled the nationalist imagery codified by the Escuela Mexicana in the first half of the 

twentieth century. But unlike those earlier muralists, neomexicanismo used national symbols 

detached from their historical context; it projected what Tamayo called a “superficial 

nationalism,” which in turn signaled the introduction of postmodernism into the country.357  

                                                

355 More recent examples of murals in the Escuela Mexicana school are Ceniceros’ Congresos Constituyentes, la historia de el 
pueblo mexicano a través de su vida constitucional (Constituent Congress, the history of the Mexican people through their 
constitutional life) (2013) located in the Palacio Legislativo San Lazaro, in Mexico City, and Gerardo Cantú’s 4 murals for the 
Santa Lucía river walk in Monterrey (2007), titled Beso robado; Carrera de obstáculos; Carrusel (caballito de feria); and the 
triptych De dónde venimos, Qué somos y A dónde vamos. 

356 Debroise, The Effects, 32. 
357 Manrique, Arte y artistas mexicanos, 87. “nacionalismo superficial.”  
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Conversely, the neoconceptual art of the 1990s marks a radical break from the aesthetic 

language of the Escuela Mexicana which was hegemonic for the greater part of the twentieth 

century. Although this rejection meant that the new art was not embraced by the official culture 

of the country, it nevertheless captured the mammoth changes that were taking place at the turn 

of the twentieth century. The opening of the Mexican economy meant that in the decade of the 

1990s, both the sponsorship and the display of art underwent an unprecedented shift from the 

public to the private realm. This shift is symptomatic of the country’s entrance into the free 

market, and of neoliberalism’s spreading of “individual empowerment” into every aspect of 

life.358 In her article “The uniqueness of late capitalism: Biopower and Biopolitics,” Kezia Picard 

notes how, whereas previous versions of capitalism sought to generate “homogeneous 

conformity,” late capitalism—or neoliberalism—“seeks to produce uniqueness, diversity, and 

difference.”359 This shift was materialized in the state’s novel celebration of the multicultural 

character of the country, which contrasted with the emphasis on the homogenous mestizo nature 

of the population that was promoted for most of the twentieth century.360 Moreover, this new 

                                                                                                                                                       

The work of the neomexicanista artists of the 1980s was deliberately postmodern since it shared the “textbook” concerns of 
mainstream postmodern art. Regarding the self-referencing attitude of artists like Cindy Sherman, the work of Nahum B. Zenil 
and Julio Galán have the same obsession with representing the self-image. Also, the homosexual commentary in both of their 
works corresponds to the postmodern concern with otherness, while the saturation of their paintings with folkloric motifs 
parallels the postmodern embracing of ornamentation. But while these artists adopted an imported set of universalizing 
concerns, they were also bringing forth references to the cultural history of the country.  

358 Steger, Neoliberalism, 12. 
359 Picard, “The uniqueness,” 144. 
360 For a deeper discussion on the shift towards an embrace of multiculturalism in the Mexican political discourse, see: “Does 

Multiculturalism Menace?: Governance, Cultural Rights, and the Politics of Identity in Guatemala” by Charles R. Hale (2002); 
Mexico, From Mestizo to Multicultural: National Identity and Recent Representations of the Conquest by Carrie C. Chorba; 
Folkloric Poverty: Neoliberal Multiculturalism in Mexico by Rebecca Overmyer-Velázquez (2010); The Friendly Liquidation 
of the Past: The Politics of Diversity in Latin America, by Donna Lee Van Cott (2000); Mapping Multiculturalism, edited by 
Avery F. Gordon and Christopher Newfield (2008); and Who Defines Indigenous?:Identities, Development, Intellectuals; and 
State in Northern Mexico, by Carmen Martínez Novo (2005).  
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celebration of difference also explains why up until the late 1980s, Mexican art went from being 

state-sponsored to being responsive to the market; from having a nation-building agenda, to 

simply celebrating the individuality of the artist. Contemporary Mexican art’s emphasis on 

individuality and the domestic rather than on “national” themes is also symptomatic of the shift 

in power that according to Michel Foucault is characteristic of late capitalism.361 Foucault 

“conceives of liberalism not as an economic theory or a political ideology but as a specific art of 

governing human beings.”362 Therefore, he considers biopolitics, or the “numerous techniques 

for achieving the subjugations of bodies and the control of populations,” to be an intrinsic part of 

capitalism.363 In The Birth of Biopolitics, he asserts: “Only when we know what this 

governmental regime called liberalism was, we will be able to grasp what biopolitics is.”364 

Whereas earlier versions of capitalism relied on disciplinary repression as a mode of control, late 

capitalism’s biopower is instead a kind of power based “on various forms of somatic production 

that are dispersed throughout, and immanent to the social body.”365 And although—as Picard 

notes—Foucault acknowledges that biopower is not overtly repressive since it does not directly 

say “you must not,” it is far from being liberating.366 Instead, “as capitalism today continues to 

extend its limits, its use of biopower has similarly expanded and intensified.”367  

                                                

361 Which Foucault calls “liberalism.” 
362 Lemke, Foucault, Governmentality, and Critique, 42. 
363 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 140. 
364 Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics, 22. 
365 Rogers, “Capital Implications,” 344. 
366 Foucault, “The Meshes of Power,” 154; Picard, “The uniqueness,” 143. 
367 Picard, “The uniqueness,” 143. 
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Given that biopolitics nowadays means the “eventual control by even modern states and 

liberal democracies over how life within society would be lived and experienced,” it has 

extended its reach according to late capitalism’s increasing flexibility.368 Since today’s 

economies are increasingly moving “from Fordist labor and manufacturing to immaterial labor 

and finacialization,” and countries no longer need to “preserve the territorial integrity of the 

state,” control over the population is no longer restrained to the physical bodies within a set 

territory.369 The increasing control of the market through financialization is apparent in the 

creation of a financial center in the northern city of Monterrey, in 1992. The privatization of the 

banks during Salinas’ presidency allowed the few Mexican families that already owned the 

largest industries to diversify into the financial business. Referring to the industrialist group from 

Monterrey—which purchased almost half of the banks—a 1992 Proceso article noted: “they 

built a financial infrastructure and already acquired all the strings necessary to dominate the 

national economy.”370 The Salinas regime, which promoted privatizations as part of the 

neoliberal policies it was implementing, naturally celebrated the private sector’s acquisition of 

financial power, for it symbolized the country’s adaptation to “the new times of this world.”371 

The emergence of a new financial center in Monterrey illustrates a—quite imperfect—attempt to 

achieve the financialization of the Mexican economy. It also shows how the government and 

private sector’s emphasis on financial and immaterial labor, which characterizes late capitalism, 

                                                

368 Stapleton, Biopolitics and Utopia, 1. 
369 Picard, “The uniqueness,” 146; Debrix, Beyond Biopolitics, 9. 
370 Garza, “Ciudad del primer mundo.” “Construyeron una infraestructura financiera y adquirieron ya todos los hilos necesarios 

para dominar la economía nacional.” 
371 Garza, “Ciudad del primer mundo.” “…los nuevos tiempos del mundo.” 



 

127 

contributed to a new understanding of its material dimension. More importantly, the immaterial 

labor and financialization that came along with Mexico’s entrance into the global economy 

contributed to the alteration of the traditional relationship between the Mexican people and their 

sense of place. A case in point is the fact that immaterial labor is “ever more present as we labor 

in our homes and everywhere else wireless data networks are available,” which in good part 

explains the need for rethinking the meaning of home. In other words, the neoliberal ideology 

that prevails in late capitalism has brought about a series of changes to the contemporary way of 

life that has challenged the most basic permanence of the idea of place, of the home.  

In general terms, the adoption of neoliberalism has brought to Mexico the shift in 

biopolitics theorized by Foucault: from executing a governmental power “based on the 

disciplinary repression of the subject,” to a kind of power that relies “on various forms of 

somatic production that are dispersed throughout, and immanent to the social body” and that, 

unlike previous versions, exerts its power in the domestic space.372 The study of Foucault’s 

concept of biopower is centered around the new and sophisticated forms of control, forms which, 

like immaterial labor and financialization, are “no longer simply about he creation of a healthy, 

controllable, sane body.”373 However, Mexico being a developing country where modernization 

efforts such as the implementation of neoliberal policies coexist with pre-modern ways of life, 

pre-modern and authoritarian forms of biopower are still exerted over the population.374 In the 

                                                

372 Rogers, “Capital Implications,” 344. 
373 Picard, “The uniqueness,” 144. 
374 In Hybrid cultures: Strategies for entering and leaving modernity, Néstor García Canclini sees aspects of Latin American 

culture, such as folk art, as ways in which the region enters and exits modernity. On the other hand, in “La modernidad a 
destiempo,” Carlos Monsiváis argues that “dictatorships and electoral frauds” which still exist in Mexico “constitute pre-
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midst of the Salinas regime, which sought above all to integrate Mexico into the First World, the 

most outrageous scandals took place, threatening the lives of a great part of the population. Led 

by Raul Salinas de Gortari (the president’s brother), Conasupo—the Mexican parastatal in 

charge of developing actions related to the system of supply and Mexican alimentary security—

purchased about 43,000 tons of radioactive powdered milk in 1988, and imported 500,000 tons 

of carcinogenic corn seed in 1989, all of which was intended for human consumption.375 Raul 

Salinas is also blamed for buying abroad thousands of tons of corn for animal consumption and 

importing it as grain for human consumption. Despite the censorship and repressiveness that 

characterized Salinas’ presidency, the importation of contaminated milk and corn were scandals 

that shook the entire country—while to this date, the responsible functionaries who profited from 

these transactions remain unpunished. These are clear instances of the state’s renewed power 

over life and death, of its ability to bring death to the domestic space. Consequently, they help 

explain to a degree why the art that started to gestate simultaneously with these scandals shows a 

tendency to connect the idea of home with the tradition of death.  

The series of shifts that came along with the adoption of neoliberalism in the late 

1980s—from “homogeneous conformity,” to “uniqueness, diversity, and difference”; from 

requiring to “preserve the territorial integrity of the state” to opening of the borders; from 

emphasizing the public to the private sphere; from a fixed to a “a fluid sense of place and 

identity”376—were so radical and so abrupt that they all contributed to what I have been referring 

                                                

375 Aridjis, Noticias Sobre la Tierra, 45. Aridjis notes that the milk was contaminated from the Chernobyl accident, and Mexican 
functionaries purchased it from Ireland despite being warned by the World Health Organization of its danger; Correa, “Los 
turbios negocios de Raul en Conasupo.”  

376 Picard, “The uniqueness,” 144; Debrix, Beyond Biopolitics, 9; Picard, “The uniqueness,” 146–147. 
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to as a crisis of place. The transformed relationship between the Mexican people and their sense 

of place, along with biopower’s reach into a home—or “the new work and play space of our 

time”377—are crucial to understand contemporary Mexican art’s engagement with the domestic. 

Hence it was in the jurisdiction of the domestic where significant works such as Vicente Razo’s 

Museo Salinas (1996) (see fig. 2.4) emerged.378 In that context, it is significant that the artist 

constructed a powerful complaint against state control over the art and culture of the country in 

the privacy of his own bathroom. This work shows how the generalized distrust against the 

national institutions as well as their rejection of a nascent art led artists to seek refuge in the 

comfort of home, which as the epitome of the private space became a crucial factor in both the 

creation and display of contemporary art in Mexico.  

In fact, the non-places where contemporary art was relegated were often private houses, 

proving that “the images and the installations do not belong in the museum or to the gallery, in 

fact, this is specifically their place, the house.” 379 One of the most significant alternative spaces, 

Temístocles 44, for instance, was a house in the Polanco neighborhood of Mexico City which 

was lent by the then art history student Aidee Rovirosa to a group of emerging artists for the 

creation and display of art. Although other alternative spaces such as La Panadería had not been 

exactly homes, they nevertheless had the same local character and were ultimately private 

spaces, which took away from their official and public counterparts those galleries’ customary 

exclusivity in the involvement with art. On the one hand the private spaces advocated for a 

                                                

377 Picard, “The uniqueness,” 143. 
378 For a deeper discussion on Vicente Razo’s Museo Salinas, see chapter 1.  
379 Springer, “Problemas domésticos.” “Las imágenes e instalaciones no pertenecen al museo ni a la galería, en realidad su lugar 
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global art that attempted to escape nationalistic narratives, yet on the other hand they functioned 

as warm and welcoming homes for dissident young artists. For Yoshua Okón, the co-founder of 

La Panadería, it was more than a gallery: “it was the place where I lived, where I had social 

interactions, in great part where I received my education, where I was introduced with the local 

and international artistic community.”380 Overall, the alternative spaces of the late 1980s show 

how this period in Mexican history experienced unprecedented structural changes that reached 

virtually every aspect of Mexican life; they prove how the adoption of neoliberalism not only 

marked the privatization of the land and the state industries, but also the privatization of art. In 

other words, the new role of the home as a “marginal”381 and independent space was yet another 

expression of neoliberalism’s eagerness to privatize it all.  

Moreover, this private space welcomed unconventional works of art that the totalitarian 

state was not ready to accept.382 Such is the case of SEMEFO’s 1998 installation Sillón Tapizado 

(Upholstered Couch) (see fig. 3.3), which originated from the group’s participation in 

Doméstica, an exhibition consisting of nine in situ installations by nine artists in various homes 

in the Condesa neighborhood in Mexico City.383 In this piece, the group of artists that comprised 

SEMEFO at the time—Teresa Margolles, Arturo Angulo, and Carlos López—utilized the 

apartment of actress Patricia Rivas and film critic Claudio Kaim by having an upholsterer cover 

                                                

380 Okón, “Introducción,” 7. “fue el sitio donde viví, me relacioné socialmente, me eduqué en gran medida, entré en contacto con 
la comunidad artística local e internacional…” 

381 Montero, El Cubo, 46. 
382 An exception to the official rejection of the neoconcepual art of the 1990s was SEMEFO’s first solo exhibition in the Museo 

Carrillo Gil, in Mexico City. The show took place in 1994 and was named Lavatio Corporis.   
383 Artincontext.org; Mayer, Escandalario, 47.  
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their sofa with horse intestines.384 The reupholstered sofa remained in the house for five days, in 

which the homeowners had to cohabitate with it. The apartment opened to the public just for the 

last day, sharing with visitors not only the piece, but also the sound of industrial music and an 

aroma that resembled that of a corpse.385  

As its name indicates—SEMEFO is an acronym for the Servicio Médico Forense 

(Forensic Medical Service)—the group worked around death in the form of anonymous dead 

bodies. Its whole artistic production shares a “necrophilic aesthetics of neoliberal discharge” that 

invariably confronts the spectator with the most aggressive and visceral expressions of death.386 

Sillón Tapizado offers the same crude language that characterizes the group; its use of horse 

intestines speaks of death in a very material way that is no different from other works which use 

human hair recovered from the morgue, or the clothes worn by the cadavers. SEMEFO 

systematically shocked audiences with their “language of entrails,” bringing to the surface a sort 

of underworld that exists in the margins of contemporary urban life.387 The morgue, the mental 

asylum, and even the slaughterhouse which provide both material and inspiration to the group 

are places that symbolize the dark side of late capitalism by exposing how the state has surrended 

                                                

384 Earlier members of the group were: Juan Manuel Pernás, Juan Luis García Zavaleta, Victor Basurto, Antonio Macedo, Aníbal 
Peñuelas, and Mónica Salcido.  

In her article “Muerte Sin Fin: Teresa Margolles’s Gendered States of Exception” (2010), Amy Sara Carroll notes that Margolles 
was the only female funding member of SEMEFO. She also argues that the acknowledgment and further implications of this 
fact (such as gendered readings of her oeuvre) have been generally overlooked by the existing scholarship on both Margolles’ 
and SEMEFO’s work.  

385 David, SEMEFO, 158. 
386 Casas, “Cadáveres Exquisitos,” 57. “Estética necrofílica de desecho neoliberal.” Based in Mexico City, SEMEFO was active 

from 1990 to 1999. The group was initially a death-metal rock band that delved into underground performances, but its work 
became increasingly conceptual. For a deep discussion on this performance collective, see: Semefo, edited by Cuauhtémoc 
Medina et al. (2004); Semefo 1990–1999: From The Morgue To The Museum, by Mariana David (2013); The Bodies That 
Were Not Ours and Other Writings, by Coco Fusco (2001); and The Mexico City Reader, edited by Rubén Gallo (2004). 

387 Kuri, “Dermis: el lenguaje.” “…lenguaje de las tripas.” 
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its control over the physical body of the population to the power of the market. It shows how the 

biopower that is executed by the neoliberal state finds in these places its strongest expression. 

For SEMEFO, “this is the morgue: naked bodies conglomerated in a tub filled with 

formaldehyde, in which there is also human waste and a series of severed limbs.” 388 Therefore, 

the group presents the corpses that by law belong to the state as the result of capitalism’s 

production of “waste and wastelands,” as symbolic of its “abject excess or unproductive 

expenditure—not reducible to commodification—of shit, garbage, disorder, discarded ideas, 

histories, ideologies, and people.”389 In that sense, SEMEFO’s conceptual proposal sounds a bit 

anachronistic, since it repeats the institutional critique that flourished in the work of artists and 

philosophers who worked around the frame of sociopolitical and economic structures during the 

1960s and 1970s, such as Joseph Buys, Hans Haacke, and Michel Foucault.390 However, what is 

significant in this piece is not its recycling of imported old critiques or the formulaic process in 

which the group of artists challenges the canon of art by presenting the corpse as an irreverent art 

object. Instead, what is at stake in Sillón Tapizado is the way in which the piece announces that 

the threat of neoliberalism, through the power of the market, has reached home.  

Sillón Tapizado repeats SEMEFO’s conceptual formula, and although the group was 

exhibiting their work—performances and installations—mostly in alternative spaces well before 

its creation, this installation is significant because it brings the “neoliberal discharge” in the form 

of animal remains into the realm of the domestic. It speaks of late capitalism as experienced in 

                                                

388 Corrales, “La violencia sangrienta.” “La morgue es ésta: una aglomeracón de cuerpos desnudos en una tina de formol, con 
desechos humanos en donde también hay una serie de miembros sueltos.” 

389 Fisher, “Toward a Metaphysics,” 63. 
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the margins of Mexican society; it speaks of death and rottenness; the horse intestines of the 

piece that are symbolic of the decay of the savage capitalist system impregnate the domestic 

space with death, therefore challenging its permanence. The piece not only questions the home’s 

role as a refuge, it also denounces the aggressiveness of neoliberalism as a doctrine that engulfs 

every aspect of life. Sillón Tapizado ultimately brings death into the home, but the kind of death 

it brings significantly differs from previous art forms that took death into the domestic space. 

Unlike the customary devotional imagery—crucified Jesus, pietas, and bleeding hearts—that 

abounds in Mexican households and highlights the redeeming character of death, this installation 

is not concerned with its spiritual dimension. Instead, the piece offers an idea of death devoid of 

any religious and ritualistic connotations. The symbol of death is no longer an instrument of 

memory. Unlike the portraits of dead relatives and national heroes that are often found in 

Mexican homes, Sillón Tapizado turns its back on the national tradition of death and announces, 

instead, neoliberalism’s invasion of the Mexican home.  

SEMEFO’s referencing of “global” discharge places—the morgue, the asylum, the 

slaughterhouse—evinces a desire to distance themselves from a national narrative. Their works 

serve as tropes for the dark side of late capitalism, while making no distinction between urban 

settings over more natural manifestations of death that abound in the country either as cultural 

symbols or as a tragic reality of everyday life. Their recycling of a foreign worn-out institutional 

critique, and their use of conceptualism as means to connect them to the international art scene, 

also demonstrate that, like the majority of the art of the period and SEMEFO’s work in general, 

Sillón Tapizado was very much aligned with the official rhetoric that promoted neoliberalism as 

the solution to every national problem, despite its apparent dissident aesthetic. This deliberate 
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intention to attach itself to the Western tradition becomes evident when one reads the art and 

literature SEMEFO cites as its source of inspiration. The group does not consider the centuries-

old cult of death that is still alive in today’s Mexico to be an influence in their work; it does not 

credit as influences, either, their daily exposure to the gory images of dismembered cadavers of 

the Mexican yellow press, or the long narrative of Mexican art and literature that revolves around 

the idea of death. Instead, SEMEFO considers figures such as Georges Bataille, Hiernonimus 

Bosch, Francis Bacon, Comte de Lautréamont, Emil Cioran, and Antonin Artaud as its sources 

for inspiration. Critics of the time seemed to agree with their view: José Manuel Springer saw the 

connection between SEMEFO and Bataille and de Quincey; Gonzalo Vélez traced its practices to 

Dada and the Viennese actionism; while Juan Coronel Rivera wrote that the group “works with 

the perversions, the same ones that Sade saw,” to name a few examples.391 Although figures such 

as Monica Mayer and Jorge Kuri were critical of the “obviousness” of the group’s language, 

critics in general tended to perceive it as progeny of “the fin-de-siècle despair”; as symptomatic 

of a global change in the “art systems.”392 Overall, the group was perceived as a sort of 

connection between the national art and the wide history of Western culture, since it spoke, as 

many other artists of its generation, of a global reality and not so much of their local 

circumstance.393 More importantly, they interpreted SEMEFO’s work that way because, as 

within the group and the whole country, critics were immersed in the same neoliberal rhetoric 

that made the country believe it was turning the ejidatario indígena into an individual player of 
                                                

391 Springer, “Between animal and death”; Vélez, “SEMEFO y la estética”; Coronel, “Semefo, muerte y narcisismo.” “Trabaja 
con las perversiones, esas mismas que Sade vio.” 
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the free market; for the first time they considered themselves to be “global.” Moreover, 

SEMEFO’s influences—both self-proclaimed and the ones adjudicated by critics—demonstrate 

that the art of this period was indeed “an art that goes inside out”;394 it therefore tried to attach 

those sources to itself as a way to validate its entrance into international artistic circuits.  

4.3 Ready-Made Death 

As curator of the 2003 Venice Biennale, Gabriel Orozco wanted “no walls, no pedestals, 

no vitrines, no video, and no photographs.”395 Instead, he sought works of art that “emphasized a 

heightened awareness of the quotidian objects that surround us and our direct experience of them 

in shared space.”396 His approach exemplifies a strategy commonly utilized by Mexican artists of 

his generation who regarded the transformation of everyday objects as “a powerful tendency in 

the art practice of today.”397 From the hundreds of “found” broomsticks of Thomas Glassford 

(see fig. 4.5) to the tattooed plastic dolls of Dr. Lakra (see fig. 4.4), it is evident that 

contemporary Mexican art has a strong inclination to utilize ordinary objects, placing them in a 

different context to challenge traditional boundaries of art.398 Given the dissident tone that this 

generation of artists had when they started to produce art in the late 1980s, the adoption of this 
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formula seems logical, since it breaks away from the official culture that favored a well-

delimited nationalist art. The only national tradition they did not break was the importing of 

well-established artistic styles and movements, since the readymade and the practice of 

repurposing or intervening everyday objects had long been used by American and European 

conceptual artists of previous generations. Mari Carmen Ramírez has identified this tendency as 

the reversal of conceptual art’s dematerialization ideal, which is characteristic of Latin American 

conceptualism. There is a process at work here of what Ramírez calls the “rematerialization”399 

of art. That is, rather than negating the physicality of the work of art—as American and 

European conceptual art does—Latin American conceptual art celebrates its materiality by 

trusting “the use of decontextualized objects to carry new meanings.”400 Since a great part of the 

neo-conceptual Mexican art is object-based, it follows Ramírez’s premise. Not only is the 

repurposing of everyday objects convenient and cost-effective, its elusive critique can also be an 

ideal solution for the characteristic censorship and oppression that takes place in the country—as 

in the whole region of Latin America. However, in the particular context of Mexico, the 

domestic art object often collides with the rethinking of the national tradition of death, therefore 

becoming yet another way of reworking the symbol of death under the current sociopolitical 

conditions.  

Sillón Tapizado is certainly not an isolated case in which death art irrupted into the 

domestic space. In 1999, Mexican artist Magali Lara worked on a series of ceramic pieces 

entitled Allá (over there). One of the pieces of the series is called Hazlo (do it) and consists of a 
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ceramic rimmed soup bowl whose ordinary white color and circular shape could be found in any 

household (see fig. 4.2). On the left part of the bottom of the bowl the word Hazlo is handwritten 

in black. To the right of the word there are five small red drips that start on the rim and go down 

the walls of the bowl until they barely reach its bottom. Unlike García-Ibañez’s vertebral 

columns in which the domestic nature of the material contrasts with the unexpected shape of 

anatomically correct human bones, in Hazlo, both the glazed ceramic and the traditional shape of 

the bowl are a harmonious pairing that unequivocally point towards the domestic space. In that 

sense, Lara follows Gabriel Orozco’s strategy for the 2003 Venice Biennale to the point.    

But the depth of the piece does not stop there; while in this case there is no doubt that the 

piece is simply an everyday object, its unfulfilled function as a receptacle connects it with a 

romantic take on the idea of death. While in the everyday use of a bowl what matters is its 

function, its ability to contain, Lara’s bowl is a celebration of the emptiness that constitutes the 

bowl, of its void space that she uses only to contain an implied death which symbolically fills it. 

Lara uses the white ceramic bowl as a literal white canvas in which the red drippings that 

symbolize blood become an immediate reference to death which, when combined with the 

imperative expression Hazlo, turns the everyday bowl into a sophisticated institutional critique. 

Although the word Hazlo is a quite literal reference to authoritarianism, its interrelation with the 

concepts of home (symbolized by the ceramic soup bowl) and with the idea of death (represented 

by the drips of “blood”) open the piece to different levels of interpretation. The most immediate 

reference is the critique of the home, where the domestic object is presented as a “precarious 

inventory of the feminine realm,” and where male dominance has often manifested as domestic 

violence. Combining the domestic setting (bowl), the male demanding “do it,” and the spilled 



 

138 

blood of the female in her role of victim of domestic violence, the piece can also be read as a 

critique of the religious institution of the Church, which has had a problematic history in Mexico. 

The blood drippings being symbolic of the body of Christ, and the white circular shape of the 

bowl resembling the wafer, the work offers a commentary on the Church as both male-

dominated and having played a controversial role in the country since its inception.401 

Beyond those immediate interpretations, Hazlo represents a tangible example of the 

anxiety, caused by the crisis of place, over the stability of the home. Understanding the land or 

the national territory as broader expressions of the idea of home helps identify neoliberalism’s 

indiscriminate privatization as a threat to that traditional concept. In addition to the changes in 

the land tenure law of the country, which in many ways challenged what was traditionally 

viewed as the national patrimony, Mexico’s entrance into the globalized world system gave way 

to the exertion of the form of biopower that characterizes late capitalism. Therefore, besides 

being a direct reference to the authoritarianism that characterizes the Church, the home, the state, 

and every official institution in Mexico, the word hazlo also denounces the increasing infiltration 

of the power of the market over “the most mundane, and the most profound, aspects of human 

life.”402 Considering that since the 1990s both the production and the consumption of Mexican 

art no longer follow the dictates of the state, but instead responds to the demand of the global 

market, it is natural to assume that Lara’s critique also concerns late capitalism’s increasing 

control over the domestic realm—through financialization, immaterial labor, and the emergence 

of the home as a workplace. That is, more than referencing one particular institution, the piece is 
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denouncing the generalized distrust of the population over each and all of them. The fact that the 

artist chose to intervene an overtly domestic object that is clearly situated in the privacy of the 

home to elaborate her critique further supports this sense of distrust. Since Mexican 

institutions—the army, police, government, and even the Catholic Church—have proved to be 

unable to deal with the violence and death that has skyrocketed in the last decades, it is only 

natural that artists such as Magali Lara deal with the menace of death in an intimate place. 

Meanwhile, by locating such critique in the domestic space, Hazlo also reflects the reduction of 

the public sphere and the disappearance of a welfare state, which characterizes contemporary 

Mexico. This elaboration of a politics that is centered on the home exposes the anxiety created 

by the series of late capitalist policies that have threatened the permanence of the home itself.  

 Hazlo turns the home’s ideal attribute of permanence into a paradox in which, on one 

hand, the home is still a refuge where the critique against the aggressiveness of neoliberalism can 

be formulated. On the other hand, the work of art questions the stability of the home under the 

mandate of the market. Moreover, pieces like Hazlo that explore the domestic dimension of 

death activate the political aspect of the home by claiming its territory as a symbolic place for the 

displaced, the marginal that are outside of the structure of late capitalism. Thus the domestic art 

object that is impregnated with death becomes “the territory of a symptom that sets in operation 

affective devices that ultimately show the hostile side of hospitality.”403 The piece shows that 

when death enters the aesthetic of the quotidian—when the primacy of the domestic art object is 

conditioned by the concept of death—the work of art is instantaneously charged with complex 
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meanings. These pieces show that in contemporary Mexico, home is a complex concept that is 

often synonymous with death.  

Since Hazlo is an intervention of a domestic object, it is also representative of the 

increasing involvement of the private sector in Mexican art, which started to take place in the 

late 1980s. As a result of the state’s aggressive privatization agenda, this period witnessed an 

unprecedented explosion of private art spaces that not only included galleries and the alternative 

spaces that were operated by artists in the tradition of the eighteenth-century Parisian Salon des 

Refusés, but also the birth of powerful collectors who found in contemporary art—both Mexican 

and international—a “passport to become an actor in the game of universal art.” 404 This period 

witnessed the beginning of important private collections of contemporary art such as Colección 

Júmex, Colección Alma Colectiva, and Colección Isabel y Agustín Coppel (CIAC) that 

coincided with the growth of great fortunes of the few who benefitted from neoliberal policies.405 

The collecting boom of the 1990s is a byproduct of the economic inequality that has always 

existed in Mexico, but flourished under neoliberal rule. That is, without the “twenty-four 

billionaires” that “emerged in Mexico”406 during the Salinas presidency, such a boom would 

have been inconceivable. Thus the acquisition of art became “symbolic capital” for the Mexican 

ruling class; it was a source of what Pierre Bourdieu calls distinction and social recognition. 

Bourdieu explains, the “very lifestyle of the holders of power contributes to the power that 
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makes it possible.”407 In that context, the idea of home also became the symbol of the private 

sector’s accumulation. Therefore, works such as Lara’s that bring death into the home, the most 

private of spaces, not only echo the wave of indiscriminate privatizations that Mexico started to 

undergo in the 1990s, but also signal a shift in the display and consumption of Mexican art, from 

the public to the private sphere; it shows how art literally “went home.”408  

4.4 When the house is no longer a home 

The works of art analyzed in this chapter show how Mexican artists have responded to 

the impulse to revisit home, how through their pieces they rework an identity in the face of 

globalization. But what happens when home is not there anymore? When the liberalization of the 

national economy has left instead death and absence? Inspired by witnessing the changes of the 

border city of Ciudad Juárez, Teresa Margolles in her work La Promesa (The Promise) sought to 

answer those questions (see figs. 4.6 and 4.7). The project started with the acquisition of an 

abandoned house on the Puerto de Palos street, located in an area of Ciudad Juárez that has 

hundreds of abandoned houses. The house was carefully destroyed for eleven days—not with a 

bulldozer, but “like a home-body that was being stripped from its hope and faith of having a 

patrimony and a future.”409 The debris was crushed into small pieces and transported by land to 

Mexico City, moving against the direction of the hundreds of migrants that travel north in search 
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of a better future.410 Once the debris arrived in the Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo 

(MUAC), it was put inside a formwork, where it was moistened and compacted into a 

rectangular minimalist sculpture that stood acroos the museum floor. The final part of the 

installation consisted in having volunteers take the small pieces that were compressed and spread 

them throughout the floor.411  

In a 2012 interview with María Inés Rodríguez, the then curator of the MUAC, 

Margolles, stated that she conceived of the piece after witnessing how Ciudad Juarez was 

starting to expand around the maquiladora (or maquila). As William C. Gruben explains,  

“Under its simplest organizational form a maquiladora plant imports inputs in-bond from the 

United States, processes them in some way, and then ships them back to the United States—

perhaps for more processing. The maquiladora program itself permits the inputs and the 

machinery used to process them enter Mexico without payment of import tariffs.412  

Although they had been around since the 1960s, maquiladoras multiplied along the 

Mexican border after the implementation of NAFTA. As a frequent visitor of Ciudad Juárez, 

Margolles noticed how “everything revolves around the maquila, the lots are urbanized first, 

businesses are installed, the store of the local monopoly, then the gas stations, and the houses are 

built at last.”413 She also noticed that while the government was in charge of the housing 

developments that responded to the initial proliferation of maquiladoras after the implementation 
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of NAFTA, it was the private sector that built the most recent ones, a phenomenon that is 

explained by the official emphasis on privatization.414 Unfortunately, the artist also saw how 

many of the houses that comprised those new developments were abandoned by the families that 

owned them due to the wave of violence that reigned in the region. In the climate of systematized 

violence prevailing in the country, between 2006 and 20011, 1.7 million Mexicans were forced 

to leave their houses, averaging around 330,000 displaced people each year.415 Thus by 2011, 

115,000 homes had been abandoned in Ciudad Juárez, and the house on Puerto de Palos Street 

was one of them.416  

Before starting La Promesa, Margolles worked for a couple of years on a series of 

photographs of abandoned houses in Ciudad Juárez. She considers these photographs to be 

fundamental in her conception of the project, since they capture the physical consequences of the 

alarming violence the city suffered in the last years. More than recording the abandonment and 

destruction of the city, those photographs document the destruction of the unfulfilled promise of 

progress, hence the name of the piece. Margolles’ preliminary photographs as well as the ones 

that document the deconstruction of the house seem to be dystopian landscapes that speak of a 

failed system, of the myriad of unfulfilled promises, of a progress that has never arrived. In that 

sense, those photographs ultimately belong to what Jörg Colberg has termed capitalist realism, 

for in the artist’s words, “capitalist realism celebrates the beauty of an economic system that 

relies on a brutish, brutal political foundation that ultimately benefits the select few, while 
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leaving out the rest.” 417 Margolles’ work is not the kind of capitalist realism that celebrates 

wealth, like the photographs in Tor Seidel’s photography book The Dubai, which Colberg 

extensively discusses in his article “Contemporary Photography Capitalist Realism.” Unlike 

Margolles’ work, in Seidel’s photographs, he “celebrates the city for what it is and what it stands 

for, the purest symbol of an economic system.”418 La Promesa’s photographs rather belong to the 

more somber strain within the same style that focuses on the desolated buildings, on the ruins of 

capitalism. This kind of photograph’s emphasis on the building (or, in the case of La Promesa, 

the emphasis on the house as a structure), and not on the concept of the home, is highlighted by 

an intentional neglect of the human factor in their compositions. While the focus on the structural 

decay of the houses connects Margolles’ photographs with Colberg’s argument, it is their 

emptiness, their lack of life that ultimately makes them about death, about the absence of life that 

turns a place from being the receptacle of the “essential cell of human society” into a pile of 

debris—since it is the people, the family, who ultimately turn a house into a home.419 By 

focusing on a specific house, rather than on the statistics of abandoned houses, the piece 

comments on Mexico’s participation in the global economic system under which, as Brett 

Levinson suggests, in this phase of late capitalism, “the ‘base’ or model of the nation shifts from 

the family to the population.”420  

A good example of capitalist realism, La Promesa is all about an aesthetic composition 

that is devoid of any significant human component. Margolles’ photographs show a clear 
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concern with craft and form, which is characteristic of her oeuvre. Even in her minimalist 

sculpture made of compressed crushed debris of the Puerto de Palos house, the artist is very 

careful with the creation of a “more poetic image.”421 Yet Margolles’ piece is supposed to be 

about marginality, since in the piece she “spoke of a failed system, of a society to which they had 

promised and to which they did not fulfill the expectations on education, job opportunities, and 

social security.” 422 But its marginality is framed within the pristine formalism and minimalist 

aesthetic of global contemporary art. The piece presents a polished otherness; it is a beautiful and 

sophisticated depiction of an ugly truth that despite its denunciatory intent, is nevertheless part of 

the system it critiques. After all, Margolles is one of the Mexican artists who have triumphed in 

the international art scene. With an extensive list of solo and group exhibitions in Europe, the 

United States, and Latin America, and her participation in the 2009 Venice Biennale, as well as a 

2012 Prince Claus award, Margolles has become an important artist who is recognized across the 

globe.423 Being an established player in the international art circuit, her work is bought by a 

wealthy minority despite its denunciatory efforts, proving once again that nothing escapes the 

voracity of capitalism. Rather than being liberatory or resisting the forces of capitalism, the 

difference that La Promesa represents—through the particular concepts of home and death—is 

absorbed by a system that seeks to “produce uniqueness, diversity, and difference.”424 In other 
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words, despite the altruist intention behind the creation of the piece, and despite all the 

symbolism contained in its actions, from the going against the migration routes of the millions of 

peoples, to the careful dismantling of the house, the piece does not escape the power of the 

market. In fact, it is the same capitalist system that “produce[s] the conditions of its own 

critique.”425 Thus constituting a critique of the Mexican—that is, peripheral—experience of late 

capitalism, La Promesa feeds a demand within the global art market for difference or otherness. 

When pieces such as La Promesa that use the sophisticated language of minimalism and 

conceptualism to speak of the broken dreams of the Third World and of Mexico’s marginality 

partake in a global setting, they bring alterity, but they also produce a certain arrogance by 

implying that globalization, as “a strategy” of the powerful and industrialized, “represents savvy 

and sophistication, a broadened perspective, and an enlightened point of view.”426  

Notwithstanding its lofty intentions, La Promesa does not combat neoliberalism, nor does 

it represents a real opposition against it. On the contrary, all the symbolic actions involved in the 

piece, such as Margolles’ explaining to the construction workers who demolished and crushed 

the house that the piece was a “reflection on the social and political context of Mexico,” 427 only 

adds to the exotic aura of the work of art. More than creating a substantial improvement in 

juareños’ (the people of Ciudad Juarez) lives, La Promesa inadvertently perpetuates the mythical 

Ciudad Juarez as a barbaric territory of violence. In that sense, the piece is not very different 

from the narco death art that propagates difference by unconsciously reinforcing the labeling of 
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the country as a territory of death.428 Works of art such as La Promesa that seek to reinvent the 

national symbol of death in terms of the country’s contemporary experience are deeply immersed 

in the logic of capitalism, despite their apparent critique of the system. However, despite its 

inherent inability to challenge the forces of capitalism, La Promesa—like Hazlo, Sillón 

Tapizado, and García-Ibañez’s vertebral columns—nevertheless constitute a valuable attempt to 

revitalize a national art that for decades knew no other route than that of the great muralists. That 

is, while neoliberalism in many ways made artists homeless, it also freed them from the aesthetic 

demands of the state.  

Unlike the other works of art discussed in this chapter that brought the menacing threat of 

death into the domestic space, Margolles’ piece presents a home that is already dead; it offers the 

empty house as a remnant of what once was a home. It shows the aftermath of the adoption of 

the neoliberal economic model, namely the devastating consequences that NAFTA had in 

Ciudad Juárez. In that sense, her participation in Sillón Tapizado as a member of SEMEFO can 

be seen as a direct precursor of La Promesa, since the former took place in 1998, only four years 

after the opening of the Mexican border for trade with the United States and Canada. La 

Promesa, on the other hand, was conceived after the whole maquiladora program had failed, and 

in the midst of president Felipe Calderón’s bloody war against the narco that led to an 

unprecedented spread of death and violence throughout the Mexican territory. In other words, the 

chronological distance that exists between the two pieces explains how, while Sillón Tapizado 

captured the uncertainty over the unprecedented changes that were starting to take place in the 

country, it foreshadowed the reach of the dark side of capitalism by bringing death into the realm 
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of the domestic. When fourteen years later Margolles interrogates the permanence of the home, 

when she attempts to “go back home,” the artist only encounters a dystopian landscape; she is 

confronted with death. Thus La Promesa works with the ruins of the home Margolles once 

intervened as a member of SEMEFO.  

While SEMEFO belonged to the counterculture of the 1990s and had to show its work in 

alternative spaces instead of formal museums, La Promesa worked the other way around; it 

brought the destruction of what once was an alternative place to a welcoming museum; since by 

2012 the artist’s work—as well as the whole dissident art movement that started in the late 

1980s—had become a sort of “official” art which, in many ways, as this dissertation seeks to 

demonstrate, was akin to the dominating neoliberal ideology of the state. The study of Sillón 

Tapizado vis à vis La Promesa not only shows the natural evolution and refinement in the 

production of the artist, it also shows that throughout her career, Margolles has framed her 

constant preoccupation with the idea of death around a deep social concern. Since the respective 

pieces typify distinctive stages in the artist’s career—of its beginning and maturity—they also 

show how her work, as well as the artistic movement that started to take place during the late 

1980s, passed from being dissident and countercultural to being the artistic style of choice of 

contemporary Mexico. Moreover, the movement of her provocative pieces from the alternative 

space into the formal museum shows how in Mexico, “rebelliousness is institutionalized.”429 
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4.5 Conclusion 

The works discussed here materialize Mexican art’s desire to break free from the dictates 

of an authoritarian state that for a long time controlled the production and display of art. Within 

these works, the concepts of home and death are two sides of the same coin, as they both expose 

a “transcendental homelessness” that is triggered by an overarching crisis of place.430 It is the 

anguish over the instability of the national territory that gives these artistic expressions a 

distinctive somber flair, since they mourn for what the neoliberal Mexican state has shattered. In 

all of them, death acts as destabilizing agent that challenges the permanence of the home, which 

the domestic object represents. Within each piece, there is a tension between the concepts of 

home and death that results from the rethinking of the symbol of death in terms of its current 

meaning, from a place of crisis. The close interaction between death and home that occurs on 

these pieces produces complex effects on their significance and meaning; on the one hand, the 

domestic art object becomes part of the long narrative of death representations in Mexican art; 

yet on the other hand the contemporary meaning of death challenges the very essence of what the 

domestic symbolizes. Furthermore, since the idea of home is one of the preferred motifs in the 

global contemporary art of today, the incursion of death into its Mexican expression speaks of 

the globalized world’s welcoming of alterity, which, in the case of Mexico, death comes to 

represent. Thus works of art that simultaneously deal with the concepts of death and home, like 

the ones discussed in this chapter, show how in becoming global, contemporary Mexican artists 

long for a no-longer-existent home while unintentionally disguising the marginal as different. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

WE ARE BAROQUE: THE ART OF THE ABSENT BODY 
 
 

Every body is an erotic metaphor and the meaning of all these metaphors is always the 

same: death. 

—Octavio Paz431 

 

The Baroque, language of abundance, is also the language of insufficiency; only those 

who possess nothing include everything. Their horror of vacuity is not gratuitous; it is due to the 

certainty of the fact that one is in emptiness, that one lacks security. 

—Carlos Fuentes432 

 

A white gallery room is filled with nothing more than a dense vapor: no colors, no 

objects, not a trace of solid material substance (see fig. 5.1). Only a thick mist of whiteness 

surrounds the viewers as they walk through the room. They breathe the mist, surrendering their 

bodies to the disorienting sensorial experience of a work of art that at first sight seems not very 

different from any other examples of contemporary art.  

It was not the hygienic whiteness of Teresa Margolles’ El Agua de la Ciudad de México, 

nor its stark simplicity, nor its focus on viewer’s participation that could have warned the visitors 

about the haunting secret that was in store for them. It was the purported provenance of the mist 
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that turned the otherwise innocuous vapor into a sort of breathable death that literally became 

part of the viewer. The piece consisted of humidifiers fed with the—somehow sanitized—water 

allegedly used to wash the corpses at the Mexico City morgue. The ghostly mist of El agua de la 

Ciudad de México (The Water of Mexico City) was created in 2002 for the Peter Kilchmann 

Gallery in Zurich, and the work remains perhaps Margolles’ most poetic installation. For this 

piece, the artist became a sort of alchemist who turned the heaviness of the dead body into a 

gaseous surround where “the immaterial became palpable; physical substance turned 

ephemeral.”433 

Despite its use of the transnational language of conceptualism—which “has come to 

represent an official lingua franca”434—in contemporary art, El agua de la Ciudad de México 

deals with the Mexican tradition of death. In her rethinking of the national symbol of death, 

Margolles offers the viewer a paradoxical experience in which the death is present thorugh 

absence, while nonetheless physically enveloping the viewer. This strategy of dealing with death 

through the concept of absence has been one of the constants of the work of Teresa Margolles, in 

which, as Rubén Gallo suggests, “the corpse is always conspicuously absent, implied, never 

present,”435 and yet its “traces are still unavoidably present.”436 This focus on the absent body 

represents a radical departure from the traditional way both death and the human body have been 

treated throughout the history of Mexican art.  
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While this novel approach illustrates contemporary Mexican art’s intent to revamp an art 

that for a long time was caught up in a stagnant nationalist aesthetic, it also relates to a wider 

interest in the physical responses of the body on the part of scholars and philosophers. Beyond 

the formal aspect of such an unprecedented departure from traditional treatment of death in the 

Mexican artistic tradition, the approach mirrors the climate of uncertainty and fear that was a 

byproduct of the mammoth changes of the political economy of the county that started to take 

place in the late1980s. The examples of contemporary Mexican art that rework the idea of death 

by focusing on an implied dead body simultaneously relate to two modes of inquiry—one 

scholarly and philosophical, the other a question of political economy. First, this interest in the 

dead body reflects a growing international interest in the theory of affect. Second, it questions 

the validity and permanence of a traditional world that was on the verge of being transformed.  

This chapter interrogates the significance and ultimate implications of the recurrence of 

works of art that, like El agua de la Ciudad de México, focus on a dead body that is implied 

while not physically present: that both celebrate and deny the corporeal dimension of death. By 

contrasting the art of the absent body against the emphasis on the physicality of the human body 

that has traditionally characterized Mexican art, I establish the unprecedented relevance of 

having a recurrent motif of a body that is not only dead but is conspicuously absent. In order to 

elucidate the paradoxical existence of the conceptual and minimalist aesthetic language of these 

works of art against the innate and historical baroque sensibility of the country, I propose the 

concept of affective minimalism. Through this concept, this study also seeks to explore formal 

and aesthetic implications such as the extreme abstraction of death in which its physicality is 

completely obliterated. Informed by the work of critics of affect theory such as Walter Benn 
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Michaels and Ruth Leys, this chapter explores the correlation of the art of the absent body to the 

widespread affectivity discourse, in order to argue that these art pieces’ focus on the sensorial 

experience of the viewer refrains him from engaging in the potential deeper meaning of the 

pieces, despite their apparent dissident nature.437 Moreover, affective minimalism exposes the 

coexistence of a set of seemingly contradictory concepts—such as embodiment and 

dematerialization, the theory of affectivity and the absence of death, materialist politics and 

conceptual art—which are at work in contemporary art’s reconceptualization of death and the 

body.  

5.1 The Body in Mexican Art 

Given the recurring importance of the body throughout the history of Mexican art, it is 

significant to reveal a strand of artistic proposals reworking the idea of death by paradoxically 

highlighting the presence of an absent—yet implicit—dead body. Ranging from treatment in the 

casta paintings of colonial Mexico to the neomexicanist paintings of Nahum B. Zenil and Julio 

Galán in the 1980s, the human body has been a source of identity within the national imaginary. 

Depending on the changing historical circumstances, it has served as a means to establish 

hierarchies based on modes of corporeal identification for both Mexican individuals and the 

collective image of the country. The racialized bodies in casta paintings capture the colonial 

logic that ruled New Spain’s relationships and hierarchies, while the mestizo body has been a 

recurring trope since the country’s independence, for it represents the uniqueness of the national 

spirit. It has been widely acknowledged, however, that it was during the period of the post-

                                                

437 Leys, “Trauma and the Turn to Affect,” 20. 
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Revolution when the body “became culturally visible” and took an important role in Mexican art, 

since it complemented the ongoing discourse of the “cosmic race,” which sought to unify the 

racially heterogeneous Mexican nation under the concept of the mestizo, a unique subject forged 

by the combination of both pre-Columbian and Spanish blood.438 For that reason, the art of the 

period exalts a uniquely “Mexican” body that is characterized by its “bronze color,” mixed-race 

features, and an almost stone-like pictorial heaviness that was key in the construction of a 

homogeneous social identity.439 As a crucial part of the aesthetic language of the muralist 

movement that flourished after the “triumph” of the Revolution, the corporeal presence of the 

mestizo prevailed in the art and culture of Mexico during most of the twentieth century. It was 

“the mestizo,” as Claudio Lomnitz asserts, who “became the official protagonist of Mexican 

history.”440 The theoretical constructions of social identity that prevailed until the end of the 

century relied on the weight of the human body as a means to construct an identity that 

connected Mexicans to their historical past, to their violent origins. Perhaps it is due to the 

official need to create a sense of stability, after years of war, that corporeality acquired such 

importance. Beyond the construction of a utopic and homogeneous Mexican body, the prominent 

mestizo and Indian bodies in the murals that covered the walls of institutional buildings in the 

early twentieth century reveal the transcendental connection between the national identity and 

the concepts of race, historical past, and the land itself. Even the abstract symbol of death 

acquired an unprecedented three-dimensionality in the work of the muralists, with la Catrina the 
                                                

438 Monsiváis, Laughing Through One’s Tears, 584; Vasconcelos, La Raza Cósmica. This very influential book was published in 
1925 and explains Vasconcelos’ idea of a cosmic, or universal fifth race that pertains to Latin America since it comprises all 
known races.  

439 Cordero, “Corporeal Identities in Mexican Art,” 54. 
440 Lomnitz, Exits From the Labyrinth, 277. 
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most popular of all (see fig. 5.3). Inspired by the anthropomorphic engravings of José Guadalupe 

Posada, Diego Rivera gave a bodily presence to death, turning it into a central figure within his 

mural Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in the Alameda Central (see fig. 5.4). As this nationalist 

imagery spread deep into the national consciousness, it also became institutionalized as the 

official language of Mexican art. Following David Alfaro Siqueiros’ dictum, “Ours is the only 

route,”441 the majority of Mexican art was engaged in the discourse and imagery articulated by 

the muralists. Even the neomexicanist paintings of the 1980s formulated their social and 

identitarian critique within the same figurative language that was centered on the mestizo body. 

Neomexicanista artists treated the human body as a creation of a late modern self in a manner 

that parallels the Western concern with body politics, gay activism, and irony. These artists 

referenced their own bodies as a way of implementing “difference as a liberating project.” 442 

Either adorned by kitschy folkloric motifs, or embedded with homoerotic overtones, the human 

body remained at the center of the neomexicanist painting.  

Moreover, Mexican art’s recurrent emphasis on the body illustrates the official attitude 

towards race and ethnicity that lasted up until the end of the twentieth century, when the 

neoliberal government embraced a discourse that celebrated the idea of difference under the 

name of multiculturalism.443 At the end of the twentieth century, the whole rhetoric of a unified 

cosmic race was losing its validity and it was being replaced by the more liberal idea of Mexico 

as a country of multiple ethnicities and subcultures. It was precisely at that time when the 
                                                

441 “No hay mas ruta que la nuestra,” was the title of an article published in a book with the same name, in which he advocated 
for a politically engaged art, particularly the Mexican muralist movement to which he belonged.  

442 Debroise, “El Cuerpo Fragmentado,” 24. “…instauraban a la diferencia como proycto de liberación.” 
443 For a selection of further readings on the shift towards an embrace of multiculturalism in the Mexican political discourse, see 

note 360, in chapter 4.  
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neoconceptual art that concerns this dissertation originated. But although the emergent art 

actively sought to put an end to the recycling of the nationalist imagery that in great part was 

based on the mestizo body, it nevertheless showed a very strong concern with the physicality of 

body. More importantly, unlike previous expressions, the new art not only focused on the 

depicted body as subject matter, but it was also invested in the viewer’s corporeal experience as 

a fundamental part of the work of art. In her study of the role of the body in the Mexican art of 

both the early and late twentieth century, art historian Karen Cordero Reinman asserts that 

conceptual and new media Mexican works of art at the turn of the century “emphasize the 

polysemic and fragmentary nature of corporeal experience in contemporary culture” while 

“subtly forcing the viewer to question the tropes of nationalist cultural mythology.”444 Although 

Cordero’s suggestions are true, that these types of works challenge national conceptions of race 

and ethnicity that had lost their validity by the 1980s, the works of art of this period nevertheless 

perpetuate the old concern with the physicality of the human body, despite their apparent 

disregard of the racial peculiarities that had been celebrated since the triumph of the Revolution.  

Contemporary Mexican art’s renewed emphasis on the body also coincides with the 

corporeal and affective turns, which are of wide interest to philosophers and scholars of diverse 

disciplines on the body and on the human corporeal experience.445 Simultaneous to these turns, 

this interest also corresponds to a philosophical shift brought about in great part by Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty, who was, in Mark B. N. Hansen’s words, “the phenomenologist most committed 

                                                

444 Cordero, “Corporeal Identities,” 55. In this article, the author focuses her discussion on the work of artists Gerardo Suter and 
Silvia Gruner. 

445 In his book with the same name, John Tambornino defines the corporeal turn as an attempt “to explore the intersections 
between the body, language, culture, and consciousness” (3). 
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to the ontological dimension of (human) embodiment.”446 Challenging the Cartesian duality 

between body and mind, Merleau-Ponty’s work emphasizes the role of the body in our embodied 

human experience, for, as he wrote in The Phenomenology of Perception, “I am conscious of the 

world through the medium of my body.”447 Thus he perceives the body as “the indispensable 

medium of experience.”448 This differentiation between the body as a fixed object vs. the body as 

an active “agent of experience” gave rise to the concept of embodiment. This concept has been 

crucial in theorizing what Hansen calls the “embodied aesthetics of new media,” since it “serves 

to couple body and world, as well as to actualize the potential of digital (virtual reality) 

technologies to modify the lifeworld.”449 However, embodiment’s emphasis on “being a body” 

rather than “having a body” is not limited to technology and new media, for it also resonates in 

contemporary works of art that demand active viewer participation.450 Like new media art, 

contemporary art installations and performances also imply a conscious embodied experience. 

Installations such as Margolles’ vaporizations are concerned with phenomenological issues such 

as embodiment and autoperception, or—quite literally—“experiencing the world through one’s 

own skin.”451 The emphasis on the corporeal experience of such pieces gives rise to a 

multiplicity of experiences, which are as diverse as the viewers themselves, since “one’s own 

skin” is fundamentally different from that of any other viewer. Or, as Walter Benn Michael put 

                                                

446 Hansen, Bodies in Code, 21. 
447 Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception, 82. 
448 Wegenstein, “Body,” 19. 
449 Hansen, Bodies in Code, 29. 
450 Wegenstein, “Body,” 21. 
451 Wegenstein, “Body,” 25. 



 

158 

it, since the work of art is “dependent entirely on the beholder,” it is “a purely theatrical object,” 

and therefore, the particularities of my own body, of my perception create an experience that is 

different from that of every other viewer.452 Thus the embodiment involved in the art of the 

absent body gives way to a myriad of interpretations that resonate with the neoliberal embrace of 

difference. On that note, Katherine N. Hales writes, “Whereas the body is an idealized form that 

gestures toward a Platonic reality, embodiment is the specific instantiation generated from the 

noise of difference.”453 In other words, the philosophical shift from the detached body to 

phenomenological embodiment corresponds to the celebration of individualism, of difference.  

By inviting the different interpretations that result from an embodied experience of the 

work of art, the art of the absent body becomes an experience that can be shared with foreign 

audiences, despite its local content. Its experiential emphasis contributes—along with its 

conceptual language and the liberalization of the Mexican economy—to its ability to reach and 

succeed in the international market. Moreover, contemporary Mexican art’s emphasis on the 

phenomenological experience of the work of art also connects it to the Western corporeal and 

affective turns. This great attention that corporeality has received is generally explained by late 

modernity’s fragmented experience and by the secularization of life that has stripped human 

experience from rituals, leading people to focus on their own bodies. Scholars such as Chris 

Shilling argue that “the increasingly reflexive ways in which people are relating to their bodies 

can be seen as one of the defining features of high modernity.”454 In other words, this worldwide 

                                                

452 Michaels, “Neoliberal Aesthetics.” 
453 Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 156. 
454 Shilling, The Body and Social Theory, 3. 
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interest in the body as central part of our human experience reflects the hopes and anxieties that 

are characteristic of late capitalism. Therefore, by evoking this Western anxiety over the body, or 

the “corporeal turn,” against its own global reality, Mexican neoconceptualism comes to 

represent Mexican art’s assimilation into an Anglo-centric market. In that sense, 

neoconceptualism constitutes a response to what Carlos Monsiváis called “the great offensive of 

cultural colonialism, to the influence of American products’ over the world, and to the historical 

weakness of subjugated forms.”455 This phenomenon helps explain why the bodies within the 

neoconceptual works of art that started to emerge in the late 1980s are not so much concerned 

with racial particularities, but instead reflect the Mexican experience in the age of globalization.  

Contemporary Mexican art’s overt departure from a national tradition also harks to the 

crisis of place and the instability of the national territory, which has been threatened by massive 

privatizations, land reform, and the rise of the narco state. The latter is defined by José Gil 

Olmos as “criminal organization’s territorial control, organized crime’s control over police 

chiefs, corruption of civil and military authorities, organized crime’s co-government, local 

economy controlled by criminal industry, organized crime’s tax collection in exchange for 

protection, and the use of terror as means of control and social domination.” 456 Besides 

reflecting the crumbing of the nationalist rhetoric that prevailed for most of the century, this 

treatment of the body seems to connect Mexico with the rest of the world. In a way, the Mexican 

                                                

455 Monisiváis, "La cultura popular," 151. “…la gran ofensiva del colonialismo cultural, a la influencia mundial… de los 
productos industriales norteamericanos… y a la propia debilidad histórica de las formas sojuzgadas.” 

456 Olmos, “Ayotzinapa y el surgimiento del narco Estado.” “El control de territorio por parte de Los Grupos criminales; la 
imposición de jefes policiacos a la voluntad del crimen organizado; la corrupción de las autoridades civiles y militares; el 
cogobierno; la economía local en manos de industria criminal; el cobro de impuestos como el derecho de piso y la instauración 
del terror como principal instrumento de control y dominio social.” 
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experience of late capitalism is not very different from that of any other country. Cases in point 

are the reforms in the political economy of the country that were imposed by the World Bank in 

the 1980s. Among these measures was a land reform that was prescribed pretty much across the 

regions of Latin America, Asia, and Southern Africa with the intent to “redistribute land by 

market means or otherwise provide ‘access to land’ in some other form (e.g. rental markets).”457 

Consequently, processes such as the concentration and foreignization of the land—along with the 

devastating effects of the implementation of such policies—are far from being exclusive to 

Mexico.458  

5.2 The Dead Body 

Whether racialized, idealized, or fragmented, the human body had been a bastion of the 

national imagery and the national imaginary of Mexico. Although its social function and 

meaning evolved, the physicality of the body was not challenged until the emergence of 

neoconceptualism in the late 1980s. In an attempt to free themselves of historical narratives, the 

new artists, such as Julio Galán and Nahum B. Zenil, questioned the validity of the official 

language that favored the uniform Mexican body ideal, namely the mestizo. As part of the 

process of reinvention, the rethinking of the national symbol of death also contested its physical 

dimension, its corporeality. An important part of the artistic proposal of the emergent art was the 

exploitation of the physical dimension of death. It was during the last two decades of the 

twentieth century that for the first time in the narrative of death representations in Mexican art, 

                                                

457 Moyo, Reclaiming the Land, 23. 
458 Robles, “El caso de México,” 307. 
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the corpse or its remains acquired a central importance. In this turning point, death went from 

being the cheerful character who in the words of Diego Rivera “fights, gets drunk, cries, and 

dances,” to becoming a somber reflection of the fears and anxieties that afflict contemporary 

Mexicans.459 The radical changes in the political economy of the country that were taking place 

were a crucial component of a contestatory art that expressed the uncertainty of its time and the 

instability of its place through an irreverent treatment of death, and of the body itself. Take for 

example Sillón Tapizado (see fig. 4.3), the installation discussed in chapter 3, in which the 

collective SEMEFO used animal remains to upholster a sofa. The group showed an even bolder 

use of the dead body in their collection of tattoos stolen from cadavers at the Mexico City 

morgue (see fig. 5.5). They were exhibited in 1996 as part of the Dermis exhibit in an alternative 

space named La Panadería (the bakery). The pieces of tattooed human skin were displayed on the 

walls of the space, stretched with alligator clips that suspended them within circular wire frames. 

The illegal nature of these tattoos is quite telling of the atmosphere of experimentation and the 

anti-establishment sentiment that prevailed on the outskirts of the official art and culture of the 

time. More importantly, the collection’s treatment of both the human body and the almost sacred 

idea of death evince the enormous dimension of the structural changes that were taking place in 

Mexico with the adoption of neoliberalism—particularly the privatization of the land and the rise 

of the Mexican narco state. While this collection represents SEMEFO’s intent to experiment with 

unorthodox media and to obviously shock the viewers by being different and irreverent, their 

desacralization of the dead body points back to the prevailing crisis of place. The emergence of 

artistic expressions of death that celebrate a piece from a corpse is particularly significant at a 
                                                

459 Rivera, “A magisterial utilization,” 370. “…pelea, se emborracha, llora y baila” 
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time when the land in which these works of art were supposed to be resting was being sold in the 

international market. And in that sense, the permanent resting place that has been denied to these 

corporeal fragments is only paralleled by the ephemeral nature of the non-place that exhibited 

them.  

Despite what Laura González Matute and Luis Martín Lozano call their “implicit 

renunciation of institutional equilibrium,”460 SEMEFO’s tattoos nevertheless present an 

emphasis on the physicality of the human body that has been present throughout the history of 

Mexican art. After all, it was pieces of real human skin that were hanging on the walls of La 

Panadería. Conversely, it is pieces like El agua de la Ciudad de Mexico that constitute the 

ultimate departure from the narrative of the Mexican artistic expressions of death in their 

complete obliteration of the physical legibility of the dead body. Beyond the formal 

experimentation and the shock value, what is at stake in the art of the absent body’s denial of the 

corporeal dimension of death is the implicit demise of the national identity as formulated by the 

muralists and the post-Revolution intelligentsia. Whether consciously or not, the emerging artists 

of the late 1980s inadvertently took part in the official discourse that promoted the neoliberal 

reforms and regarded the Revolution as “obsolete” for being “unable to face the new realities” of 

the country.461 In other words, if the body has traditionally been a trope for the identity of the 

country and it has been a conduit through which the identity of the nation has been negotiated, 

the recurrence of the corpse in contemporary Mexican art—or even worse, its conspicuous 

absence—is indicative of an exacerbated crisis of place.  
                                                

460 González Matute, “placer por el cadáver." “…una renuncia implícita al equilibio de lo institucional.” 
461 El Nacional, “Cambios Estado-Iglesia.” In this newspaper article, Luis Donaldo Colosio, the then national leader of the PRI, 

advocated for Salinas’ agrarian reforms. “obsoletas,” “incapaces de asumir las nuevas realidades.” 
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The corpse confronts a tradition or an alleged particular mode of viewing death with the 

overarching sense of impermanence and instability, which accompanied the entrance of Mexico 

into the global world order. The social and moral dimension of the neoliberal reforms such as the 

change in the tenure structure of the national territory profoundly impacted the collective 

identity; for, as Adolfo Gilly explains, “land ownership is not the personal property of a pot or a 

hat. It is a social relationship (as it is also capital), that also defines the individual’s relationship 

with governmental power, society, his economy, and his culture.”462 The threatened sense of 

belonging that Gilly describes is greatly evoked in Margolles’ vaporization; the piece is about a 

landless death, about a virtual global cadaver that is devoid from its physical context. By 

stripping the gallery room of any possible sign that could help the viewer locate himself in 

relationship with his surroundings, it forces him to experience the same sense of disorientation 

and instability that prevails in contemporary Mexico.  

5.3 Affective Minimalism 

The transformation of the symbol of death that started to take place at the turn of the 

twentieth century evinces the need to fix the artistic stagnation caused by the decades of official 

protectionism.463 Along with the opening of the Mexican economy to a global network of trade, 

there came the need to find new modes of artistic expression that were better suited a nation that 

                                                

462 Gilly, “La tierra, la sangre.” “…la tenencia de la tierra no es la propiedad personal de una olla o un sombrero. Es una relación 
social (como lo es también el capital) a través de la cual se define una relación con el poder, con la sociedad, con su economía, 
su política y su cultura.” 

463 For an explanation on Mexico’s protectionist economic policy see Footnote 215, in chapter 3.  
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saw itself on the verge of becoming global. In that context, the employment of conceptualism 

and minimalism became a vehicle for the insertion of Mexican art into the global arena.464  

Although conceptual art is generally believed to have emerged from minimalism in the 

1960s, there are significant differences between the two. In her essay, “Escape Attempts,” 

Lippard notes that their “basic principles were very different, stressing the acceptively open-

ended” nature of conceptual art, “in contrast to minimalism’s rejectively self-contained”465 

character. Lippard goes on to sum up the fundamental difference between the two movements: 

“If minimalism formally expressed ‘less is more,’ conceptual art was about saying more with 

less.” Early examples of minimalist art differ from their conceptualist counterparts in their 

embrace of the materiality of the media of sculpture and painting. Thus minimalism’s emphasis 

on the art object can be seen in the “three-dimensional abstractions” of the early proponents of 

the movement, such as Donald Judd, Carl Andre, Robert Morris, Dan Flavin, Anne Truitt, and 

Sol LeWitt, among others.466 However, in the contemporary art world, both terms are at times 

indistinguishable, largely due to neoconceptualism’s incorporation of “the sensibilities of pop, 

minimalism, and conceptualism.”467 That is, contemporary expressions of minimalism and 

conceptualism have managed to morph “into a kind of global cultural-studies-in-practice, with 

license to ‘intervene’ as required in ‘social reality,’”468 which explains its primacy as a mode of 

expression in contemporary art across the globe.  

                                                

464 Medina, “Intemperie al estilo critico,” 381. 
465 Lippard, “Escape Attempts,” xiii. 
466 Mayer, Minimalism, 3. 
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Minimalism, in particular, is an aesthetic language that is fundamentally at odds with the 

overwhelmingly baroque sensibility of Mexico. Whereas other trends within the international art 

circuit that Mexico was striving to join resulted in natural matches to the vernacular imagery of 

the country—such as the neobaroque, or even a conceptual art that shares an aesthetics that 

reminisces toward a kind of arte-povera that elevates the worn-out found object—the “less is 

more” principle becomes essentially foreign in the land of the historic ultrabaroque. But despite 

this obvious incompatibility, pieces such as El agua de la Ciudad de Mexico manage to 

successfully rethink an ancient national symbol in terms of a minimalist aesthetic. Unlike 

“classical” examples of mainstream minimalism that almost efface any authorial intent or 

emotional charge, Margolles’ installation has to complement its lack of ornamentation with an 

affective charge—death—that is intoned with the baroque nature of its culture.  

I propose the term affective minimalism to describe a strategy in contemporary Mexican 

art of complementing a stark minimalist aesthetic with an affective intent that seeks to trigger a 

bodily response in the viewer. This concept is to be understood as a particular form of 

minimalism that takes into account a baroque sensitivity; it contends that what affective 

minimalist pieces lack in ornamentation, they make up in their affective charge.469 The art of 

affective minimalism reconciles an inherent baroque sensibility with an aspiration of becoming 

global. On one hand, it represents a denial of a tradition since it breaks away from an established 

form that relies in the physicality of the depicted body. Yet on the other hand, it takes the 

theatricality of the traditional baroque to an extreme by exploiting the viewer’s affective 

                                                

469 Since its early stages, minimalism has been regarded as an art form that sought to appeal to the viewer’s affectivity, for it 
highlights the experiential aspect of the work of art. Minimal art’s demand of an embodied spectator was challenged by art critic 
Michael Fried in his essay “Art & Objecthood,” published in Artforum in 1967.  
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response. While examples of this kind of art are formally minimalistic, their appeal to the 

viewer’s emotions sets them apart from traditional examples of mainstream minimalism. 

Although El agua de la Ciudad de Mexico is an example of neoconceptual art as it possesses—

like most of Margolles’ works—a clean minimalist aesthetic, it becomes a powerfully shocking 

experience only after the affective response of the viewer is activated by the knowledge of the 

mist’s origin.  

5.4 Conceptualism and Minimalism as Absence  

In his study of Mexican family romance, Kadir Djelal affirms that the body in itself 

carries the possibility of its death; it is a metaphor of “the ‘presence’ of its own ‘non-being.’” He 

claims that it “signif[ies] its own invisibility, its own ‘absence,’ its own death.”470 Through the 

analysis of two crucial works in Mexican literature, Pedro Páramo and La Muerte de Artemio 

Cruz, Djelal is able to identify, beyond an “obsessive dialectic with death,” a cultural tendency 

toward self-destruction, “toward self-disembodiment” that originates in the country’s violent 

history.471 Following the claims Octavio Paz elaborated in The Labyrinth of Solitude, Djelal 

concludes that “the Mexican sublimates, internalizes, the violent eros of his own conception in 

history” through the destruction of his own physical body.472 Although this argument of “self-

disembodiment” references literary texts in which death is the primary subject, it nevertheless 

speaks of a generalized attitude, or a particular sensibility that is also apparent in the art of the 

country. Therefore, a similar argument can be made for an art that celebrates death by reducing 
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the body into its own absence. Following Djelal’s contention that the corporeal being represents 

the historicity of the subject, and therefore the absence caused by its death becomes the ultimate 

denial of both the body and its history, the art of the absent corpse becomes a blatant denial of 

the national past.473 At a time when the official rhetoric largely replaced the importance of the 

historical past with the eagerness to acknowledge the country’s “international context,” these 

artistic expressions represent a blatant refusal of the nationalist narrative that celebrated the 

physicality of the idealized Mexican body.474 They constitute an attempt to free the culture from 

the burden of nationalistic messages and abandon old regionalist agendas in order to finally 

become global.  

The self-annihilating or self-disembodying tendency in Mexican culture identified by 

Djelal obliterates the body, both in literature (in the ghostly presence of death in Pedro Páramo 

and La Muerte de Artemio Cruz) and the plastic arts (in the art of the absent body). Yet 

paradoxically, the annihilation of the body in contemporary art gives way to an emphasis on the 

viewer’s sensorial experience of the work of art. That is, while works of art such as Margolles’ 

vaporizations or Entierro obliterate the dead body that serves as its subject, they also celebrate 

the embodied experience of the viewer. Moreover, Djelal’s idea of “self-disembodiment” also 

recalls Western art’s trajectory towards its dematerialization. In 1968 Lucy Lippard and John 

Chandler argued that the primacy of the thought process behind the art object in Western art 

pointed towards its total dematerialization. In a similar vein, the Mexican symbol of death has 

followed—although anachronistically—a trajectory towards complete abstraction, towards its 
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dematerialization. In particular, it is the notion of emptiness, or the absence that death often 

entails, that seems to naturally find ideal forms of expression in the language of conceptualism 

and minimalism. This is, however, not a teleological argument. This parallel between the 

dematerializations of both mainstream conceptualism and the Mexican symbol of death does not 

mean that other contemporary instances of death representations already discussed in this 

dissertation are earlier stages in a sort of progression towards the ultimate abstraction of art. 

Instead, this chapter argues that this strand of contemporary art that uses the idea of absence as a 

metaphor for death is one of the many forms that the Mexican symbol of death takes in the 

contemporary art of the country.   

El agua de la Ciudad de Mexico is a clear example of how minimalism and 

conceptualism are ideal languages to transmit the concept of absence. Although the piece is 

really about death, the viewer does not intuitively perceive it. The sensorial experience of the 

piece is about being immersed in a space that is filled with mist, with nothingness. Even after the 

viewer learns the shocking fact that he has been breathing water particles that have allegedly 

been used to wash corpses in the Mexico City morgue, the presence of the dead body remains 

only as an illusion, for it is conspicuously absent. The piece is therefore, a celebration of the 

corpse’s absence; and in that sense, its minimal language and its conceptual nature act as means 

to highlight it. A very similar phenomenon occurs in Entierro (Burial), another of Margolles’ 

pieces (see fig. 5.2). The piece consists of a rectangular concrete block that measures 20x60x40 

cm. At first sight, the sculpture seems to be a typical example of minimal art. Without any 

further learning about Entierro, it appears to be completely open to the viewer’s interpretation; it 

seems to have been stripped of any kind of authorial intent since a simple block of an ordinary 
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material such as concrete hardly tells the viewer anything about its origin, its background, or its 

author. Entierro is only complete when the viewer finishes it since “it is the experience instead 

of the object that minimalism values.”475 But it is far from being an ordinary minimalist 

sculpture; within this concrete block lies the body of a stillborn child. Only after one learns that, 

as its title indicates, Entierro is a mobile burial site, does the piece acquire a whole new meaning. 

It is then that an authorial intent to shock the viewer through an appeal to his senses becomes 

apparent.  

If minimalism is all about the viewer’s experience, a concern for the phenomenological 

body moving through space, then Entierro takes viewer participation to an extreme by engaging 

the viewer at a visceral level. By exploiting the corporeal aspect of death, the piece is 

conceptually conceived as a sort of mind game in which hiding a dead body becomes a dark 

surprise that awaits the viewer. The two works of art by Teresa Margolles discussed in this 

chapter exemplify what I call affective minimalism since the seemingly ordinary minimalist 

aesthetic of both El agua de la Ciudad de México and Entierro is at odds with the heavy 

affective charge of the pieces. The innovative treatment of death of these pieces sets them apart 

from “traditional” examples of minimalist art, where the intent of the artist is almost denied. 

Entierro is also a play between the physicality of death that is there and shares the white space of 

the gallery with the viewer, while it is also about a conspicuous absence of death and desolation. 

This paradoxical relationship between presence and absence that is implied in the piece in turn 

connects it to the sociopolitical context of the country. If one considers that the expected resting 

place of a dead body is the land, which is where all the bodies of our ancestors lie, the fact that 
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Margolles presents an ambulant corpse that is not where it should be is also very telling of the 

sort of environment where the piece was created. The piece evinces a conflicting connection to 

the land, a connection that has been altered by a series of changes in the political economy of the 

country—agrarian reforms, opening of the market and the borders for trade, and the series of 

massive privatizations.  

5.5 We are Baroque  

In his book Del Sentimiento Trágico de la Vida, Miguel de Unamuno explains how from 

a young age, nothing seemed scarier to him than the abstract concept of nothingness, of 

emptiness: “and even as a child, the pathetic images of hell that were explained to me were 

unable to move me, since by that time nothing seemed to me more horrifying that nothingness 

itself.”476 Although Unamuno was clearly referring to a personal experience, this image helps 

explain the baroque sensibility of Hispanic culture. It is important to note that the term baroque 

is understood here not as a style or period, but instead as a way of life that “cannot simply be 

limited to a specific timeline or location.”477 This passage of Unamuno’s life also captures the 

horror vacui that prevails not only in the thought and religious life of Hispanic culture, but in its 

overarching aesthetic sensibility. Similarly, in her introduction to a book about color in Mexico, 

Elena Poniatowska exposes this cultural aversion to emptiness as she observes that when playing 

a popular Mexican children’s game, “not a single child chooses black, nobody wants to be the 

one with the black ribbon because they all think it embodies emptiness, total absence, 

                                                

476 Unamuno. Del sentimiento trágico, 68. “ y aun de niño, no lograron conmoverme las patéticas pinturas que del infierno se me 
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nothingness.”478 Like Unamuno’s childhood story, Poniatowska’s reflection on the philosophical 

implications reiterated in a children’s game illustrates an attitude, a way of seeing life that is 

crucial not only to the Mexican idiosyncrasy but to the visual culture of the country.  

This identification of Mexican culture—and the whole region of Latin America—with 

the baroque has been widely acknowledged. Scholars such as Serge Gruzinski explain this 

keenness between Mexican culture and the baroque not only as consequence of the unusual 

length that the baroque as a historical period had in the New Spain, but also as a way of living 

that started with the conquest and “was perpetuated for centuries and in no way seems to have 

ended today.” 479 Octavio Paz even describes the relationship between early Mexicans and the 

baroque as one of “affinity and coincidence” rather than one of “cause-effect.”480 Due to their 

peculiar mix of cultures and races, Paz goes on to explain, “they breathed with ease in the world 

of strangeness because they were, and knew themselves to be strange beings.”481 Given the 

particularities of both the baroque as a true Mexican artistic form and as a way of describing the 

uniqueness of the country, the term “functions as a trope or adjective for the region’s complex 

ethnic and artistic mestizaje (racial mixture) rather than as a reference to exclusively Western 

cultural forms.”482 Hence Alejo Carpentier, one of the proponents of the neobaroque, stated: “We 

are baroque, and through baroqueness we define ourselves.”483  

                                                

478 Poniatowska, “Introduction,” 15. “Ningún niño escoge el negro, nadie quiere ser el del listón negro porque todos creen que es 
el del vacío, el de la ausencia total, el de la nada.” 

479 Gruzinski, La guerra, 12. “…se perpetuó durante siglos y que hoy no parece de ninguna manera haber concluido” 
480 Paz, “Manierismo, Barroquismo, Criollismo,” 14. “afinidad y coincidencia,” “causa a efecto.” 
481 Paz, “Manierismo, Barroquismo, Criollismo,” 14. “Respiraban con naturalidad en el mundo de la extrañeza porque ellos 

mismos eran y se sabian seres extraños.” 
482 Salgado, “Hybridity in New World Baroque Theory,” 316. 
483 Quote by Alejo Carpentier, cited in Moraña’s “Baroque, Neobaroque, Ultrabaroque: Disruptive Readings of Modernity,” 246. 
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Formulated roughly between the 1950s and the 1980s, the neobaroque understands the 

baroque historical period as “the originary moment of Latin American sensibility.”484 The logic 

of the neobaroque explains how just as the aesthetic of the baroque thrived amidst the 

heterogeneity of colonial Mexico, contemporary Mexican art effortlessly fits into the eclecticism 

of the global artistic scene.485 That is to say, the similarities between the colonial period and the 

current state of the international art world lead to the understanding of contemporary Mexican art 

as neobaroque.486 It only takes a brief look into the visual culture of the country, the mélange of 

images, smells and colors that comprise contemporary Mexican experience, to perceive the 

baroqueness of Mexican culture. In fact, scholars such as Lois Parkinson Zamora also argue that 

a certain “folk baroque” has always been present in Latin America, that it “continued 

uninterrupted” despite the region’s adoption of seemingly opposing currents of thought such as 

Positivism.487 Such an assertion leads us to acknowledge that not only was Carpentier right when 

he claimed that “we are baroque” today, but in many ways we have never stopped being baroque. 

In that sense, the bombardment of the senses that characterizes Mexican life today seems to 

continue the colonial baroque, since as Octavio Paz suggests, the “formative” baroque period 

was characterized by a “continual tension between body and soul, faith and doubt, sensuality and 

                                                

484 Salgado, “Hibridity in New World,” 317. 
485 In this context, the baroque is to be understood more as a way of life rather than a period or style. 
486 In Images at War, and The Mestizo Mind, Serge Gruzinski elaborates on the similarities between the baroque and 

contemporary culture, focusing on the concepts of hybridity and mestizaje.  
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topic, such as Ultra Baroque: Aspects of Contemporary Latin American Art, and Barrocos y Neobarrocos: El Infierno de lo 
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the conscious of death, instant and eternity.”488 Even the muralist movement of the post-

Revolution, which relied so much in the expressive hybridity of the mestizo body as conduit to 

build a sense of unified identity, was an art that was very akin to the baroque spirit, or in Bolívar 

Echeverría’s words, the baroque ethos.489 Additionally, muralism’s formal kinship with the 

historical baroque has also been recognized. In his Essays on Mexican Art, Paz notes how 

formally, Mexican muralists such as David Alfaro Siqueiros were “closer to baroque art and 

Italian Futurism than to Mexican popular art.”490  

The neobaroque also shares the postcolonial view of the baroque as a mode of resistance 

against the oppressing forces of imperial powers, which have been replaced today by 

neoliberalism and globalization.491 At times indistinguishable from postmodernism, this 

discourse celebrates the aesthetics of chaos and hybridity both as a symbol of the syncretic 

nature of the nation, and as a mechanism to resist centuries of imperial domination. Hence 

William Egginton’s contention that the neobaroque “has become the quintessentially American 

expression of a postcolonial aesthetics.”492 But in the context of the neoliberal Mexican state, the 

baroque ethos that rests underneath the pristine surface of contemporary art acts the opposite 

way. Rather than resisting the “great offensive of cultural colonialism,”493 that Carlos Monsiváis 

                                                

488 Paz, “Manierismo, Barroquismo, Criollismo,” 8. 
489 For a detailed explanation of Bolívar Echeverría’s concept of the Baroque ethos, see his 1994 essay “El ethos Barroco.” 
490 Paz, Essays on Mexican Art, 117. 
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Richard also treats death in Chilean art as a mode of resistance, not of imperialist foreign powers but to the dictatorship of 
Pinochet. 
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so extensively warned against, the new art finds in the innate baroqueness of its culture a vehicle 

for joining the international art market. For that reason, this study argues that far from being an 

art of resistance, as it has been traditionally regarded, contemporary Mexican art is indeed an art 

of belonging. It is precisely in its problematic relationship with the baroque ethos that the new 

art’s aspiration of becoming an active member of the international art circuit becomes apparent. 

On one hand, artistic expressions that openly exploit the immediate baroque quality of the 

vernacular visual culture of the country were immediately absorbed into the widespread 

resurgence of the neobaroque aesthetic. The great success that the neomexicanist paintings had in 

the American and European markets in the 1980s illustrates this phenomenon, since they were 

artistic expressions that exploited the natural inclination of Mexican visual culture towards 

oversaturation through “constant reminiscences of popular kitsch.”494 Similarly, contemporary 

works of art that adhere to the rascuachismo kitsch language that is present in some examples of 

contemporary art also exploit neobaroque’s championing of chaos and hybridity. Examples of 

this approach can be found among contemporary works of art that deal with the concept of death 

by replicating the vernacular narcoaesthetic—as discussed in chapter 2.    

Furthermore, contemporary art’s open acknowledgement of the baroque has a very 

important identitarian function within Mexican culture, since the Mexican baroque is one of the 

nation’s few original contributions in art and architecture. This open acknowledgement of being 

baroque acts as a source of difference that is needed for Mexican art in the international market. 

Despite its conceptual nature—which allows for its entrance into the market in the first place—

the art that like Carpentier screams “we are baroque” goes directly into feeding an international 
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appetite for the art of the exotic “other.” However, in “El ethos barroco,” Bolivar Echeverria 

warns us against this reductive approach to presenting contemporary Mexican art to international 

audiences: “To substantiate the singularity of the Latin-Americans by means of a cheerful 

folklorization of deeming them ‘baroque,’ ‘magical realists,’ etc. is to invite them to assume, 

with a certain dubious pride, the same old adjectives that the discourse from other modalities of 

the modern ethos has always employed to relegate the baroque ethos to the no-world of the pre-

modernity.”495 Other scholars such as Gerardo Mosquera have also acknowledged this risk of 

“self-exotization” that can result from the exploitation of one’s own otherness.496 After all, the 

neobaroque, as Irlemar Champi contends, is “the aesthetic of counter-modernity.”497  

By contrast, affective minimalism represents a much more cautious way of displaying the 

baroque identity. In the examples of neoconceptual art where the body disappears and its effects 

are exploited through a minimalist aesthetic, the idea of cultural difference that these works of art 

convey is quite subtle. Although these pieces have a hygienic appearance, they nevertheless have 

the same aspiration to partake in the international art market and they both use—through 

different aesthetic languages—the baroque ethos as means of establishing difference. Underneath 

their minimalist approach, there is a tension within works of art that highlight an absent corpse 

that sets them apart from both more simplistic interpretations of the symbol of death and from 

“classical” examples of minimalism. This tension is what constitutes affective minimalism, since 

                                                

495 Echeverría, “El ethos barroco,” 29. “Sustantivar la singularidad de los latinoamericanos, folclorizándolos alegremente como 
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it speaks of a desire both to reach international markets and to establish a sense of difference 

within them; for the idea of death by itself, regardless of the formal language used in the work of 

art, immediately connects the piece to its own nationalist identity. It is almost as if the use of 

minimalism acted as a disguise for the inescapable baroque ethos that surfaces in the form of an 

affective appeal. In that sense, Margolles’ employment of a stillborn fetus buried in Entierro 

undoubtedly speaks of Mexican life, since if the artist had not utilized it, it would have ended up 

like any other piece of “medical waste.” Despite the artist’s successful treatment of the universal 

theme of death, her work speaks of the particular Mexican experience of late modernity. Her 

oeuvre certainly belongs to a long national tradition that takes pride in the notion of having a 

particular view of death; and more importantly, given the illegal trading or stealing of human 

remains, it could not have been created anywhere else.498 As Cuauhtémoc Medina points out, 

“the most disturbing element in Margolles’ forensic art does not lie in the horror of the images 

and objects she creates but in the institutional conditions which make them possible.”499  

Exponents of affective minimalism seem to prove Jesús Fuenmayor’s statement: 

“Nothing is more Latin-American than the fear of appearing so,” since their aesthetic denies their 

cultural tradition in favor of a more universal language.500 At first sight, pieces such El agua de 

la Ciudad de Mexico or Entierro do not offer the viewer any clue about their origin. However, 

beyond the formal aspect of their departure from traditional treatment of death in the Mexican 

artistic tradition, both pieces show a clear concern with the physical dimension of death. This 
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particular strand of death art to which both pieces belong is equally concerned with the body 

within the work of art and with the body of the viewer. If we consider that this dual emphasis on 

the body is also a characteristic of the baroque—for as Egginton suggests, it involves both “a 

viewing of the body” and “an embodied viewing, a sinking into the materiality of perception”— 

then the affective component in the art of the absent body is nothing other than a manifestation 

of the repressed baroque impulse.501 The theatricality that is central to both the baroque and 

minimalism—that is, its intent to produce a response, involving the viewer’s affective response 

to the work of art—seems to further support this view.502 The act of disappearing the dead body 

that is central to the work of art, of replacing it with an overwhelming absence, is in itself a 

baroque strategy. Since the baroque is an “art of compensation for an originary and perpetual 

exclusion,” as Djelal suggests, it is therefore “the language of prodigal and prodigious 

substitution.”503 That is, on its quest for enhancement and excess, the baroque often results in the 

“partial loss of its object.”504 In El agua de la Ciudad de Mexico, it is the dead body that is lost 

or rather substituted for, by a macabre mist that implies its absence without ever losing an 

emphasis on its materiality. These hidden similarities suggest that in the context of an emergent 

neoliberal Mexican state, minimalism paradoxically becomes a novel artistic expression through 
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which the baroque ethos not only comes alive, but continues to be, as Mabel Moraña suggests, 

“an affirmative performance of difference.”505 

Despite its stark minimalist language, Entierro manages to connect death and birth—the 

two solitary experiences identified by Paz in The Labyrinth of Solitude—and consequently 

recreates “the battle ground of a ceaseless dialogue between body and death” that has been and 

still is at the center of Mexican culture.506 Besides being an implicit connector to the national 

tradition, to the narrative the artist cannot escape, death functions as an affective component. In 

Entierro, Margolles uses the physicality of the dead body “as a trigger, inciting an affective 

response” in a way that is not very different from the Medieval Christian imagery in which the 

wounded body of Christ was meant to “address the spectator’s own bodily memory.”507 In both 

examples, the appeal to the bodily reaction of the viewer—a shock, in the case of Margolles’ 

piece—supersedes the possible meaning of the work of art. The shock of learning that a fetus is 

inside the small concrete block is so powerful, and the emotions experienced by the viewer are 

so intense, that the actual meaning or the social message intended by the artist fades into the 

background. The fact that Margolles “saved” a fetus from the garbage, since under Mexican law 

stillborn fetuses are considered to be medical waste, goes into the background of experiencing 

Entierro. Thus the piece’s potential to engage the viewer with ethical and philosophical issues 

such as mortality or abortion becomes just an excuse to exploit the physicality of the body for 

affective purposes. The formal qualities of the piece, its use of an everyday material such as 
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concrete, and even its use of an unpolished minimalist language also become secondary to its 

sensorial experience. Such impactful sensation leaves not much room in the viewer for thinking 

about the inherent form and potential meaning behind the piece, since after that initial shock, it is 

hard to remember anything else but the experience of being horrified. This affective aesthetic 

that Entierro is immersed in seems to subdue the social and economic inequalities that are 

implicit in the piece. Although by exposing the institutional conditions of the country Entierro 

seems to offer a critical way of looking into the Mexican reality, its emphasis on the affective 

response of the viewer undermines its own critique. In other words, pieces such as Entierro have 

a complex and paradoxical relationship to the unprecedented aesthetic, social, political, and 

economic changes that were taking place at the turn of the twentieth century in Mexico. On one 

hand, its minimalist aesthetic and its absent dead body indicate an immediate response to the 

ongoing crisis of place. Yet on the other hand, by hiding its critique under its poignant affective 

charge, Entierro seems to comply with the same rhetoric it denounces.   

In a review of one of Margolles’ “Vaporization” pieces similar to El agua de la Ciudad 

de Mexico, Hans Rudolph Reust wrote: “Margolles’s works function as an infective agent. Long 

after a visit to the gallery, breathing remains difficult, one’s skin remembering again and 

again.”508 Reust’s remarks are significant since in his account, it is the skin that remembers the 

sensation of being immersed in that ghostly mist, and not the mind that thinks of the innumerable 

anonymous cadavers of the morgue. Therefore, the piece fails to convey the social or political 

commentary it intends, although it succeeds in establishing an element of difference that sets this 

experience apart from other examples of conceptual art. Reust’s account brings to mind Amadée 
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Ozenfant’s 1937 review of Picasso’s Guernica, in which he narrates how while he was admiring 

the painting in the Spanish Pavilion of the 25th Paris International Exposition, he overheard a 

mother telling her young daughter: “I don’t understand what is going on there, but it makes me 

feel awful. It’s strange, it really makes me feel as if I were being chopped to pieces. Come on, 

let’s go. War is a terrible thing! Poor Spain!”509 Putting aside the enormous mediatic and 

contextual differences between Guernica and Margolles’ installations, the accounts of the 

viewers’ experiences are quite telling of both the authorial intent and the ability of the work of 

art to convey a message. Ozenfant’s account illustrates how despite the woman’s unfamiliarity 

with Picasso’s modernist language, Guernica succeeded in communicating its political message. 

Although its abstract language did not prevent the viewer from having an affective response, the 

warning against the atrocities of war was still the main message that remained in the woman’s 

mind, years before the painting acquired its historical reputation as an anti-war banner. 

Conversely, what remained in Reust’s experience of the vaporization is the memory of a 

shocking bodily sensation. It can be argued that Margolles’ vaporizations are not banal; they 

function as a conceptual memento mori since they have the potential to make the viewer reflect 

on the mortality of his own flesh, on the ephemerality of life.  

However, the shock of experiencing Margolles’ work is so powerful, that the political 

message of her pieces becomes secondary to such sensorial experience.510 This emphasis on 

affect—that is, on the individual physical reaction of each viewer and not on the artist’s intention 
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or the meaning of the piece—is discussed to a great extent in the work of scholars such as Ruth 

Leys and Walter Benn Michaels. Both authors identify a recent academic tendency to “shift 

away from questions of meaning and intention” and instead focus on “the singularity of one’s 

affective experiences.”511 In her critique of affect theory, Leys traces the roots of this “anti-

intentionalist” view, which since the 1990s has become the dominating position.512 Anti-

intentionalist scholars side with scientific works that propose a separation between affectivity 

and cognition. In her words, these “like-minded affect theorists,” such as Massumi, Shouse, 

Thrift, and Connolly, “are also keen to enter into some sort of relationship with the sciences.”513 

For example, she traces Brian Massumi’s regard of affect as “a signifying intensity” back to 

work of scientists such as Libet who, according to Leys, “privileges the body in such a way as to 

claim that the mind always functions ‘too late’ for intention and reason to play a decisive role in 

action and behavior.”514 Informed by such scientific viewpoints, the anti-intentionalist approach 

understands affect as “formless, unstructured, non-linguistic, material-corporeal force or 

‘intensity’” that escapes and precedes cognition.515 For Leys, this affect/cognition divide allows 

the viewer to value only the work of art’s capacity to awake an affective response, “to treat 

works of art as factories for the production of affective intensities in the reader.”516 More 

importantly, what is at stake in this emphasis on affectivity is the risk of placing the whole value 
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of a work of art “in what they can do to us and how they can remake our subjective being,” 

rather than on the potential meaning of the work of art.517 The issue with understanding works of 

art in terms of “how a work makes us feel, not what it means to us,” is, in the anti-intentional 

terms of both Leys and Michaels, that it does not generate intellectual discussions.518 Since there 

is no right or wrong way of feeling, in this way of reading a work of art each affective perception 

becomes equally valuable. Such celebration of difference in turn “produces an indifference to 

political or ethical dispute,” that in the long run fuels the vices of late capitalism such as 

inequality.519    

Following Leys’ argument, the extreme abstraction of the body to the point of its 

disappearance—which is central to contemporary Mexican art’s reinvention of the symbol of 

death—lunges the viewer with such force, that it prevents him from seeing beyond his own body. 

By exploring the deeper implications of an art that celebrates death through an absent body, this 

study intends to correct that. Focusing beyond El agua de la Ciudad de Mexico’s affective appeal 

allows us to see significant connections between its aesthetic solutions and the wider anxieties of 

its time. Besides causing one’s skin to remember “again and again,” the disappearance of the 

dead body in death art can be interpreted as a foreshadowing of the forced disappearances that in 

the past couple of years have become a humanitarian crisis.520 More importantly, the focus on 

corporeal experience prevents the viewer from noticing that this art’s emphasis on instability, 

ephemerality, and an overarching sense of disorientation mirrors the crisis of place: the 
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weakening of the borders, the privatization of the national territory, and narcotraffic’s 

deterritorialization.   

Only one year before El agua de la Ciudad de Mexico was displayed in Zurich, Belgian 

artist Ann Veronica Janssen created an installation whose main component was also a breathable 

mist in which the viewer was immersed (see fig. 5.6). Janssen titled her piece Blue, Red, and 

Yellow, which are the colors of the film that covers a polycarbonate box that encloses the 

artificial fog (approx. 137 ¾ x 354 3/8 x 177 1/8 in). Being a solid sculptural element, the box’s 

structure constitutes, along with the use of color, the most visible difference between Blue, Red, 

and Yellow and El agua de la Ciudad de Mexico. The central aspect of both pieces is the 

viewer’s experience of walking through the mist, of surrendering to a disorienting sensorial 

adventure. On a strictly phenomenal level, both experiences are remarkably similar. It is only 

when the element of death that is behind Margolles’ conception is acknowledged, that her piece 

has the potential of becoming affectively and/or politically engaging. Furthermore, like every 

other attempt to reinvent the symbol of death, the piece is automatically connected to a national 

narrative, to a historical past. Whereas both pieces are centered in the viewer’s experience of the 

work of art, Janssen’s piece is free to explore the materiality of light and color without the 

implicit need to establish an identitarian statement. Conversely, Margolles’ deliberate purging of 

any visual cues that could potentially connect her work to the baroqueness of her culture evinces 

the need to find more sophisticated ways to establish her own cultural difference. Margolles’ 

channeling of the baroque impulse through an affective appeal brings to mind Carpentier’s 

assertion that “the baroque, language of abundance, is also the language of insufficiency; only 

those who possess nothing include everything. Their horror of vacuity is not gratuitous; it is due 
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to the certainty of the fact that one is in emptiness, that one lacks security.”521 Perhaps 

contemporary Mexican artists’ self-awareness of their own otherness is one of the factors that 

restrains them from completely letting go of national narratives, and that engenders this sense of 

insufficiency that seeks to complement its foreign aesthetics with an affective content.  

5.6 Conclusion 

Margolles’ work speaks of a precise time in Mexican history when there is a pressing 

tension between the need to be truly contemporary with the Western world without completely 

losing the “otherness” that makes Mexican culture original and unrepeatable. Therefore, the term 

affective minimalism functions as a way of understanding how contemporary Mexican art 

attempts to reconcile these seemingly opposing impulses. Thus in El agua de la Ciudad de 

Mexico the use of conceptualism and a stark minimal aesthetic makes it compliant with the 

standards of international contemporary art, while its affective component is its treatment of 

death through a sublimated dead body. This formal loss of the human body to the abstract 

concept of absence indicates that something more profound than a simple change in aesthetic 

form is taking place. While the absent body speaks of minimalism, of an attempt to use a 

universal language that allows Mexican art’s entrance to an international market of art, it also 

mirrors the widespread sense of absence, of a detachment from the land that prevails in 

contemporary Mexico. Teresa Margolles presents this crisis of place in a very literal way in 

Entierro, reflecting how the national consciousness holds, to this day, a strong relationship with 

the land. Although the emergence and prevalence of a contemporary art that reexamines the idea 

                                                

521 Quote by Carlos Fuentes (citing Alejo Carpentier), cited in Djelal’s Questing Fictions, 89–90.  
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of death was not “accompanied by a simultaneous culture”522 that went hand in hand with its 

subversive nature, it nevertheless captured and continues to capture an unprecedented change in 

the relationship between the national consciousness and the land of the country.  

The art of the absent dead body represents not only a challenge to traditional depictions 

of the human body in Mexican art, but also a change in the way of making art that involves the 

participation of the viewer, valuing more than ever his sensorial experiences. More importantly, 

its focus on the idea of absence entails not only the use of a conceptual and minimal aesthetic 

language that facilitates its international consumption, but also diverts the viewer’s attention 

from important social and political meaning into sensorial experience. This emphasis shows how 

contemporary art partakes in a larger political rhetoric; for it proves how, in Michaels’ words, “a 

commitment to equality can happily co-exist with economic inequality.”523 That is, the art of the 

absent body celebrates equality by welcoming the multiplicity of sensorial experiences of the 

viewers—at a time when the number of billionaires in Mexico grew 32 percent in the last five 

years, and 23 million Mexicans are unable to fulfill their basic necessities.524  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                

522 Medina. “Genealogía de una Exposición,” 24. “…no fue acompañado de una culutra… simultánea a los acontecimientos.” 
523 Michaels, “Neoliberal Aesthetics.” 
524 Proceso, “Cantidad de millonarios creció.” 
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CHAPTER 6 
 

FROM MARGINAL TO MAINSTREAM: MEXICAN DEATH ART 1988- PRESENT 
 
 

Give me a place to stand, and I will move the earth. 

—Archemedes 
 
 

…even the bare image, of no-place-at-all occasions the deepest anxiety. 

—Edward Casey 

 

6.1 El Astrónomo: Against the Fixity of Place 

Between 1987 and 1990 Mexican artist Yishai Jusidman created El Astrónomo, a series 

of landscape paintings on the surface of wooden spheres and spheroids (see figs. 6.1 and 6.2). 

Each piece measures around twenty-three inches of diameter and stands on top of a metal rod 

that is welded to a circular base. Using traditional materials such as encaustic and oil paint, each 

of Jusidman’s paintings recreates a landscape by celebrated masters of Western art—among 

them Monet and Constable.525 In each piece, the artist carefully mimics the style and technique 

of the original masterpiece. Only occasionally does he disrupt the otherwise traditional paintings 

by randomly placing clean-lined circles and semicircles across the landscape. Jusidman’s 

unorthodox rejection of the flat canvas in lieu of round surfaces, as well as his arbitrary 

superposition of circles, contrast with his careful rendition of such canonical works of art. A 

                                                

525 Del Conde, “Yishai Jusidman.” 
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much less conspicuous reminder of El Astrónomo’s contemporaneity is Jusidman’s inclusion of 

the works by Mexico’s most celebrated landscape painter, José María Velasco (1840–1912). 

Although there is nothing new about referencing the old masters, Jusidman’s inclusion of 

a renowned Mexican artist among the “great masters” category was indeed a bold statement. If 

we read El Astrónomo against the unprecedented changes that were taking place at the time of its 

creation—the globalization of the country, the opening of the Mexican economy, massive 

privatizations, and every other change that the implementation of the neoliberal model entailed—

its meaning goes beyond the artist’s mastery of the history of art. Quoting Velasco can be read as 

a way of validating a national art; since in the past, every other non-Western (or, semi-Western) 

tradition had always been relegated to the periphery of the great history of art. Jusidman’s work 

not only announces the long-desired inscription of Mexican art from the peripheral to the 

canonical history of art, it also signals the Mexican economy’s entrance into the global free 

market. Even the artist’s choice of naming the series after Johannes Vermeer’s homonymous 

painting (see fig. 6.3) reaffirms his intention to merge a national art—his own art—with that of 

the Western tradition. By doing so, the pieces illustrate Jusidman’s and the whole country’s 

desire to participate in the global world order from its own peripheral condition.  

Besides the artist’s intent to inscribe his pieces into the metanarrative of Western art, 

their curved surface, which conforms to their giant lollipop shape, also responds to their 

sociopolitical context. El Astrónomo certainly explores the limits of painting as a traditional 

artistic practice by challenging its “assumed bidimensionality,” therefore engaging with the 
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international concern over the role of painting in the contemporary art world.526 At the same 

time, its challenging of the static flatness of painting also embodies the crisis of place that 

prevails in contemporary Mexico. Considering that throughout history landscapes have 

“provided the raw material for images and projections of territorial entities,” and therefore 

represent the stability and permanence of the land, the series represents an attack on the stability 

of the genre and consequently of the physical territory it represents.527 In Jusidman’s pieces, 

landscapes leave the flatness of the wall to become containers of a volume, claiming a physical 

space that can at least symbolically provide them with the stability its territory no longer has.  

Like the works of art discussed in this dissertation, El Astrónomo speaks of a national 

concern with the changing relationship with its territory that has been affected by indiscriminate 

privatizations, the death of the ejido, the weakening of the borders through NAFTA, and the 

proliferation of narco territories. Since the rise of the narco state, on the other hand, has turned 

Mexico into a huge cemetery (as Arturo Lona Reyes, emeritus bishop of Tehuantepec declared 

earlier in this year), the recurrence of death within contemporary art also indicates the 

immediacy of this subject.528 While contemporary Mexican death art shows a concern about the 

changing physicality of the national territory—as this dissertation aims to demonstrate—it also 

responds to the overwhelming violence that afflicts the country. Statistics show that in 2015, a 

person was killed every twenty-eight minutes in Mexico.529 This tragic reality acts as catalyst for 

                                                

526 Jusidman, http://www.yishaijusidman.com/el-astronomo/ “supuesta bidimensionalidad” 
527 Sörlin. Can Places Travel?, 137 
528 Matías, “México es un cementerio.” 
529 Tourliere, “En 2015, una persona.” These statistics were revealed by the ONC, or Observatorio Nacional Ciudadano 

(National Citizen Observatory), in June 2016. 
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contemporary art’s treatment of death. Consequently, rather than perpetuating the cheery 

nationalistic connotation death had during most of the twentieth century, the death art of today is 

an art that mourns, an art that reflects the “transcendental homelessness” of contemporary 

Mexico.530  

6.2 1988 to the Present 

 The time frame of this study, which starts roughly around 1988 and extends to the 

present, allows us to see the relevance that the issues raised here continue to have to this date. 

Take for example the debates over the issue of privatization; while they were at the heart of the 

national discussions during the Salinas regime, they continue to be a pressing issue today. If back 

in the 1990s the national concerns revolved in great part around the privatization of the banks, 

the ejido, or Telmex, today, such concerns have been replaced by the ones generated by “reforma 

energética” (energy reform bill), TTP (Trans-Pacific Partnership), and the privatization of natural 

resources such as El Nevado de Toluca. The national debates over privatizations—both old and 

current—are proof of the huge impact that the neoliberal reforms that Salinas started to 

implement in the late 1980s continue to have, to this day. That is, the issues raised in this 

dissertation are as pertinent today as they were almost three decades ago; for the underlying issue 

behind all those national concerns was and continues to be the threatening of the permanence of 

the Mexican territory, or the crisis of place. The depth of the crisis of place is such that in turn it 

manifests in the works of art discussed in this dissertation, which are chronologically scattered 

throughout this study’s timeframe.  

                                                

530 MieBgang, “A Tireless Death,” 61. 



 

190 

The chronology of this study also demonstrates how it took approximately a decade for 

the regime to adopt neoconceptualismo as its artistic expression of choice. The art that 

germinated in the alternative spaces of the 1990s in opposition to the system paradoxically 

became, a decade later, the symbol of both the neoliberal state and the private sector’s 

preeminence. As the alternative spaces disappeared, commercial art galleries and private 

collections proliferated. A case in point is the fact that the same year (2002), both La Panadería, 

the longest-living alternative space, closed its doors, and ZONA Maco was inaugurated. Other 

signs of the gradual absorption of neoconceptual art into the official culture of the country are the 

early exhibitions of its proponents in official museums. Among them were SEMEFO’s 1994 

Dermis exhibition in the Museo Carrillo Gil; Francis Alÿs’ 1997 show named Paseos/Walks, in 

the Museo de Arte Moderno; and the collective show titled Acné, which also took place in the 

Museo de Arte Moderno in 1997. But the most notorious of these exhibitions took place in the 

aftermath of the PRI regime. From September 2000 to February 2001, the Museo Rufino 

Tamayo exhibited a solo show of Gabriel Orozco, one of the protagonists of the whole dissident 

culture of the 1990s. This exhibition is very significant because it made “official” the absorption 

of the once dissident art into the national culture. Besides, by welcoming with drums and 

trumpets a global artist who had already triumphed in the international market of art, the Vicente 

Fox presidency (2000–2006) not only distanced itself from the previous seventy-one years of the 

PRI regime, but also adopted the aesthetic that germinated in the alternative spaces as part of the 

global and democratic image of the nation.  

Indeed, the biggest achievement of neoconceptualismo was its ability to revamp a 

stagnant Mexican art by creating artistic expressions that better suited a country on the verge of 
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becoming global. This art’s absorption into the official institutions and its evolution from 

marginal to mainstream illustrates how, by the new millennium, “representations of the nation 

ended up being a representation of ‘globalized,’ and not ‘vernacular Mexicans.’” This shift is 

particularly evident in contemporary art’s reinterpretation of the national symbol of death. The 

drastic evolution of this symbol, which is apparent in the works of art discussed in this 

dissertation, shows they no longer conform to nationalist constructions of mexicanness, but 

instead seek connections to the globalized market of art.  

6.3 Further Considerations  

Moreover, to explore the connection between the advent of neoliberalism as the official 

ideology of the country, and the transformation of the symbol of death within the narrative or 

Mexican art, leads to further implications. On one hand, it is interesting to write about 

neoliberalism at a time when the FMI, which has been the most avid supporter of this economic 

ideology, has openly acknowledged its devastating shortcomings. In June 2016, the IMF 

published the article “Neoliberalism: Oversold?” in which it identifies neoliberalism as the cause 

behind the worldwide increase in inequality, and other issues.531 Although this argument is not 

new, as it has been repeated by opponents of neoliberalism for decades, this article makes its 

failure official. Thus, in response to this article, the British newspaper The Guardian published 

an article with the headline: “You’re witnessing the death of neoliberalism – from within.” And 

indeed, it is natural to read the IMF’s article, if not as a sort of apology, as an indication that a 

                                                

531 Ostry, “Neoliberaism: Oversold?” 
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much-needed change in the world’s macroeconomic policies is soon to be made. However, with 

the ongoing privatizations in Mexico, neoliberalism seems as strong as ever in this country.  

On the other hand, the connection between contemporary Mexican art’s concern with the 

materiality of the land and the country’s entrance into late capitalism is an argument that can 

potentially reach other non-Western traditions. Notwithstanding the strong connection between 

the Mexican people and their earthbound tradition, a similar case can be made for countries in 

Africa, Asia, and Latin America that like Mexico, have undergone the neoliberal reforms 

prescribed for decades by international financial institutions such as the World Bank and the 

IMF. The commonalities and differences between these countries’ crises of place and their 

respective artistic expressions are yet to be explored.  
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216 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Acosta, Abraham. Thresholds of Illiteracy: Theory, Latin America, and the Crisis of Resistance. 
Bronx: Fordham University Press, 2014. Accessed July 26, 2016. ProQuest ebrary.  

 
Ades, Dawn. "Posada and the Popular Graphic Tradition." In Art in Latin America: The Modern 

Era, 1820–1980. London: The South Bank Centre, 1989. 
 
Alberro, Alexander. Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity. Cambridge and London: MIT 

Press, 2003. 
 
Alfaro Siqueiros, David. No hay mas ruta que la nuestra: Importancia nacional e internacional 

de la pintura mexicana moderna: El primer brote de reforma profunda en las artes 
plásticas del mundo contemporáneo. México: Talleres Gráficos de la Secretaría de 
Educación Pública, 1945.  

 
Amorales, Carlos. Dark Mirror. Switzerland: Daros-Latinamerica, 2007. 
 
Aridjis, Homero. Noticias Sobre la Tierra. Mexico: Debate, 2012. 
 
AristeguiNoticias.com. “Violencia en México, ‘comparable con zona de guerra’: informe.” May 

11, 2016. Accessed May 11, 2016. http://m.aristeguinoticias.com/1105/mexico/violencia-
en-mexico-comparable-con-zona-de-guerra-informe/  

 
Arteaga Botello, Nelson. “Decapitaciones y mutilaciones en el México contemporáneo.” Espacio 

Abierto 18, no. 3 (July-September 2009): 463–486. 
 
Artincontext.org. Exhibitions/Mexico/1998. Accessed April 21, 2016. 

http://www.artincontext.org/exhibition/default.aspx?Country_ID=Mexico&Date_ID=199
8  

 
Astorga, Luis. “Notas Críticas: Corridos de traficantes y censura.” Región y Sociedad 17, no.32 

(2005): 145–165. 
 
Avgikos, Jan. “Baywatch on the Amazon.” In Away From Home. Columbus: Ohio State 

University, 2003. 
 
Barrios, José Luis. “Los descentramientos del arte contemporáneo: de los espacios alternativos a 

las nuevas capitales (Monterrey, Guadalajara, Oaxaca, Puebla y Tijuana).” In Hacia otra 
hisoria del arte en México: Disolvencias (1960–2000), coordinated by Issa Ma. Benítez 
Dueñas. Mexico: CONACULTA, 2001. 

 



 

217 

Bartra, Roger. Blood, Ink, and Culture: Miseries and Splendors of the Post-Mexican Condition. 
Durham: Duke UP, 2002. 

 
Bellinghausen, Hermann, ed. Pensar el 68. Mexico City: Cal y Arena, 1988. 
 
Benítez Dueñas, Issa Ma. “Del arte contemporáneo y sus territorios: artistas nómadas.” In Hacia 

otra hisoria del arte en México: Disolvencias (1960–2000), coordinated by Issa Ma. 
Benítez Dueñas. Mexico: CONACULTA, 2001. 

 
Benjamin, Walter. Reflections: essays, aphorisms, autobiographical writing. New York: 

Schocken Books, 1986. 
 
Bennett, Jill. Emphatic Vision: Affect, Trauma, and Contemporary Art. California: Stanford 

University Press, 2005. 
 
Bernal-García, María Elena. “Reclaiming Tlatilco’s Figurines from Biased Analysis.” In Women 

and art in early modern Latin America, edited by Richard E. Phillips and Kellen Kee 
McIntyre. Leiden, NLD: Brill, 2006. Accessed September 14, 2015. 
http://site.ebrary.com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/lib/utdallas/docDetail.action?docID=1023480
9 

 
Bhattacharyya, Gargi. Traffick: The Illicit Movement of People and Things. London: Pluto Press, 

2005. Accessed March 18, 2015. ProQuest ebrary. 
 
Bourdieu, Pierre. The Logic of Practice. California: Stanford University Press, 1990. 
 
Brandt, Amy L. Interplay: Neoconceptual Art of the 1980s. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2014. 
 
Brewster, Claire. Responding to Crisis in Contemporary Mexico: The Political Writings of Paz, 

Fuentes, Monsiváis, and Poniatowska. Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2005. 
 
Camnitzer, Luis. Conceptualism in Latin American Art: Didactics of Liberation. Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 2007. 
 
Camnitzer, Luis, Jane Farver, and Rachel Weiss. “Foreword.” In Global Conceptualism: Points 

of Origin 1950–1980s, edited by Luis Camnitzer, Jane Farver, and Rachel Weiss. Spain: 
New York: Queens Museum of Art, 1999. 

 
———. “Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin, 1950s-1980s.” In Global Conceptualism: 

Points of Origin, 1950s- 1980s, edited by Luis Camnitzer, Jane Farver, and Rachel 
Weiss. New York: Queens Museum of Art, 1999. 

 
Carl, Klaus H. and Victoria Charles. Baroque Art. New York: Parkstone International, 2012. 



 

218 

Carlyle, Erin. “Billionaire Druglords: El Chapo Guzman, Pablo Escobar, The Ochoa Brothers.” 
Forbes (March 13, 2012). Accessed May 4, 2015. 
http://www.forbes.com/sites/erincarlyle/2012/03/13/billionaire-druglords-el-chapo-
guzman-pablo-escobar-the-ochoa-brothers/  

 
Casey, Edward S. Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place-

World. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993. 
 
Castillo, Heberto. “Soberanía Nacional, ‘Liberalismo Social.’” Proceso, March 9, 1992. 
 
CEPAL.org “El Mercado de tierras en México.” In Comisión Económica para América Latina y 

el Caribe. Accessed May 3, 2015. http://www.cepal.org/es/publicaciones/4494-el-
mercado-de-tierras-en-mexico  

 
Chan, Tidings. “His Chinese legacy: Robert Rauschenberg's impact and influence in post 1985 

Chinese contemporary art and art policy.” M.A.L.S. diss., Georgetown University, 2010. 
Accessed May 6, 2012. http://www.proquest.com (publication number AAT 1475421)  

 
Chiampi, Irlemar. Barroco y Modernidad. Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2000. 
 
Chorba, Carrie C. Mexico, From Mestizo to Multicultural: National Identity and Recent 

Representations of the Conquest. Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2007. 
 
CNNExpansion. “‘El Chapo’, 4 años en lista de Forbes.” March 7, 2012. Accessed May 4, 2015. 

http://www.cnnexpansion.com/economia/2012/03/06/chapo-guzman-forbes-millonario-
narco-cnn  

 
Cordero Reinman, Karen. “Cloaks of Innocence and Ideology: Constructing Modern Mexican 

Art, 1920–1929.” In Tina Modotti: The Mexican Renaissance, edited by Stéphane Place. 
Paris: Jean-Michel Place éditions, 2000. 

 
———. “Corporeal Identities in Mexican Art: Modern and Postmodern Strategies.” In The 

Effects of the Nation: Mexican Art in an Age of Globalization, edited by Carl Good and 
John V. Waldron. Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2001. 

 
———. “Síntomas culturales: cuerpos del siglo XX en México.” In El cuerpo aludido: 

anatomías y construcciones, Mexico, siglos XVI al XX. Mexico: Conaculta/INBA, 1998. 
 
Cordova, Nery. “Pintura y Literatura: Los otros rostros de la trasgresión.” Arenas. Revista 

Sinaloense de Ciencias Sociales, Universidad Autónoma de Sinaloa 12 (Summer 2007): 
35–53. 

 
Coronel Rivera, Juan. “Semefo, muerte y narcisismo.” El Heraldo, June 13, 1994.  
 



 

219 

Corrales Soriano, Dolores. “La violencia sangrienta mostrada en vivo y a todo color: SEMEFO.” 
El Universal, March 17, 1994.  

 
Correa, Guillermo. “Los turbios negocios de Raul en Conasupo, con la complicidad de jefes, 

parientes, amigos y colaboradores.” PROCESO, December 2, 1995. Accessed April 21, 
2016. http://www.proceso.com.mx/170825/los-turbios-negocios-de-raul-en-conasupo-
con-la-complicidad-dejefes-parientes-amigos-y-colaboradores  

 
Corris, Michael. “After Modernism’s Nervous Breakdown, What Do Artists Want?” In Wounds: 

Between Democracy and Redemption in Contemporary Art. Sweden: Moderna Museet 
Stockholm, 1998. 

 
Cruz Vargas, Juan Carlos. “Hay 500 mil nuevos pobres en México; suman 53.3 millones.” 

Proceso, July 29, 2013. Accessed September 9, 2015. 
http://www.proceso.com.mx/?p=348756  

 
Cruzvillegas, Abraham. “G.O. Taller sin título.” In Round de Sombra. Mexico: CONACULTA, 

2006. 
 
———. “Tratado de libre comer.” In Round de Sombra. Mexico: CONACULTA, 2006. 
 
Cuevas, José Luis. "La cortina de nopal." In Ruptura, 84–91. Mexico City: Museo Carrillo Gil, 

1988. 
 
David, Mariana. SEMEFO 1990–1999: de la morgue al museo. Mexico: Universidad Autónoma 

Metropolitana, 2013. 
 
Day, Stuart A. Staging Politics in Mexico: the Road to Neoliberalism. Pennsylvania: Bucknell 

University Press, 2005. 
 
Debrix, François and Alexander D. Barder. Beyond Biopolitics: Theory, violence, and horror in 

world politics. London: Routledge, 2012. 
 
Debroise, Olivier. “Me quiero morir.” In La era de la discrepancia, edited by Cuauhtémoc 

Medina and Olivier Debroise. Mexico: Turner, 2014. 
 
———. “Mexican art on display.” In The Effects of the Nation: Mexican Art in an Age of 

Globalization, edited by Carl Good and John V. Waldron. Philadelphia: Temple 
University Press, 2001. 

———. “Sueños de Modernidad.” In Modernidad y modernización en le arte mexicano, 1920–
1960, edited by Oliver Debroise and Graciela de Reyes Retama. Mexico: Museo 
Nacional de Arte, 1991. 

 



 

220 

De la Maza Chevesich, Josefina. “Introducing the World to Himself: Robert Rauschenberg and 
ROCI.” Art Criticism 24, no.1/2 (2010): 43–57. 

 
De la Mora, Gabriel. Personal Webpage. Accessed September 15, 2015. 

http://www.gabrieldelamora.net 
 
Del Conde, Teresa. Una visita guiada: Breve Historia del arte contemporáneo de México. 

México: Plaza Janés, 2003. 
 
———. “Yishai Jusidman en el museo Amparo.” La Jornada, Martes 31 de Marzo del 2009. 

Accessed July 22, 2016. http://www.jornada.unam.mx/2009/03/31/opinion/a08a1cul 
 
Di Rosa, Herve. “L’Art Modeste a la Frontiere.” In Narcochic Narcochoc, edited by the Musée 

International des Arts Modestes de Sète, France. Nimes: Delta Color, 2004.  
 
Djelal, Kadir. Questing Fictions: Latin America’s Family Romance. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press, 1986. 
 
Dussell Peters, Enrique. “The Mexican economy since NAFTA: socioeconomic integration or 

disintegration? In Neoliberal Hegemony: A Global Critique, edited by Dieter Plehwe, 
Bernard Walpen and Gisela Neunhöffer. New York: Routledge, 2006. 

 
Echeverría, Bolívar. Modernidad, mestizaje cultural, ethos barroco. Mexico: El Equilibrista, 

1994. 
 
Egginton, William. Theater of Truth: The Ideology of (Neo)Baroque Aesthetics. California: 

Stanford University Press, 2009. 
 
El Nacional. “Califican de audaz el cambio al agro Mexicano.” November 15, 1991. 
 
———. “Colosio: Cambios Estado-Iglesa pero la educación seguirá laica.” November 15, 1991. 
 
———. “Dice la CTM que siempre pidió la revisión del 27.” November 27, 1991. 
 
Estrada Centelles, Adriana. “Broken Borders. Artistas Mexicanos y Necropolítica.” Arte al Día 

México, March 1, 2012. Accessed April 14 2015. http://aad.mx/critica-opinion-y-
ensayo/broken-borders-artistas-mexicanos-y-necropolitica/  

 
Fernández, Justino. A Guide to Mexican Art: From Its Beginnings to the Present. Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1969. 
 
Fisher, Jean. “Toward a Metaphysics of Shit.” In Documenta11_Platform5: Exhibition 

Catalogue. Germany: Hatje Cantz Publishers, 2002. 
 



 

221 

Flores Magón, Ricardo. “La Revolución.” Regeneración 12. Accessed December 8, 2014. 
http://archivomagon.net/obras-completas/articulos-periodisticos/1910-2/1910-22/  

 
Foucault, Michel. The Birth of Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978–79. 

Basingstoke: Pallgrave Macmillan, 2008. 
 
———. The History of Sexuality [1978]. Translated by Robert Hurley. New York: Vintage 

Books, 1990. 
 
———. “The Meshes of Power.” In Space, Knowledge and Power: Foucault and Geograpy, 

edited by Jeremy W. Crampton and Stuart Elden. Butlington, VT and Aldershot, UK: 
Ashgate Publishing, 2007.  

 
Fuenmayor, Jesús. “Nada más latinoamericano que parecer serlo.” In Así está la cosa: 

Instalación y arte-objeto en América Latina. Mexico: Centro cultural Arte 
Contemporáneo, 1997. 

 
Fusco, Coco. “Art in Mexico after NAFTA.” In The Bodies That Were Not Ours and Other 

Writings. London: Routledge, 2001. 
 
Gallo, Rubén. New Tendencies in Mexican Art: The 1990s. New York: Palgrave McMillan, 

2004. 
 
———. “Pablo Vargas Lugo.” BOMB 94 (Winter 2006). Accessed February 15, 2015. 

http://bombmagazine.org/article/2778/pablo-vargas-lugo  
 
García Canclini, Néstor. Consumers and Citizens: Globalization and Multicultural Conflicts. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001. 
 
García-Ibañez, María. Facebook page. Accessed October 15, 2015. 

https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.235324206518552.73500.18029104868853
5&type=3  

 
Garza, Luis Àngel and Fernando Ortega Pizarra. “Una ciudad del primer mundo: Monterrey 

tiene la mitad de los bancos y el mayor consumo de tortibonos.” Proceso, May 23, 1992. 
Accessed April 21, 2016. http://www.proceso.com.mx/159387/una-ciudad-del-primer-
mundo  

 
Garzón Santibañez, Alfonso. “Nueva Revolución si se privatiza el ejido.” Unomasuno, 

November 8, 1991. 
 
Gilly, Adolfo. “La tierra, la sangre y el poder.” La Jornada, December 6, 1991. 
 



 

222 

Gnyp, Marta. The Shift: Art and the Rise to Power of Contemporary Collectors. Stockholm: Art 
and Theory Publishing, 2015. 

 
Godfrey, Tony. Conceptual Art. London: Phaidon, 1998. 
 
González Matute, Laura and Luis Martín Lozano. “El placer por el cadáver: ¿una estética 

subversiva? El Ángel, July 17, 1994.  
 
González, Héctor. ‘“La desaparición forzada en México en nivel de crisis humanitaria:’ Paula 

Mónaco Felipe.” Aristeguinoticias.com, February 11, 2016. Accessed February 12, 2016. 
http://m.aristeguinoticias.com/1102/lomasdestacado/la-desaparicion-forzada-en-mexico-
en-nivel-de-crisis-humanitaria-paula-monaco-felipe/  

 
Granados, Marco and Véronique Baton. “Ou l’on raconte comment…” In Narcochic Narcochoc, 

edited by the Musée International des Arts Modestes de Sète, France. Nimes: Delta 
Color, 2004. 

 
Gruben. William C. “Did NAFTA Really Cause Mexico’s High Maquiladora Growth?” Federal 

Reserve Bank of Dallas. Center For LatinAmerican Economics. Working Paper CLAE 
0301, July, 2001. Accessed October 4, 2015. 
http://www.dallasfed.org/assets/documents/research/papers/2001/wp0106.pdf  

 
Gruzinski, Serge. “I Offer You Explanations of Yourself: Globalizing Mexican Art to resist the 

Present.” In Resisting the Present Mexico: 2000–2012. Mexico: Fundación Amparo, 
2011. 

 
———. Images at War: Mexico from Columbus to Blade Runner (1942–2019). Translated by 

Heather MacLean. Durham: Duke University Press, 2001.  
 
———. The Mestizo Mind: The Intellectual Dynamics of Colonialization and Globalization. 

New York: Routledge, 2002. 
 
Guattari, Felix and Suley Rolnik. Micropolítica: Cartografías del Deseo. Traficantes de Sueños: 

Madrid, 2006. Accessed May 11, 2015. http://esferapublica.org/cartografiasdeldeseo.pdf  
 
Hansen, Mark B.N. Bodies in Code: Interfaces with Digital Media. New York, London: 

Routledge, 2006. 
 
Harrison, Charles. “Conceptual Art.” In A Companion to Art Theory, edited by Paul Smith and 

Carolyn Wilde. Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2002.  
  
Harvey, David. A Brief History of Neoliberalism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005. 
 



 

223 

———. The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change. 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990. 

 
Hayles, N. Katherine. How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature 

and Informatics. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999. 
 
Herlinghaus, Hermann. Narcoepics: A Global Aesthetics of Sobriety. New York: Bloomsbury, 

2013. 
 
———. Violence without Guilt: Ethical Narratives from the Global South. New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2009. 
 
Herrera de la Fuente, Carlos. “El fracaso del neoliberalismo en Mexico.” Aristeguinoticias.com, 

March 28, 2016. Accessed March 31, 2016. 
http://m.aristeguinoticias.com/2803/mexico/el-fracaso-del-neoliberalismo-en-mexico-
articulo-de-carlos-herrera-de-la-fuente/  

 
Hollander, Kurt. “Relaciones Objetuales en el arte cotemporáneo.” In Así está la cosa: 

instalación y arte objeto en América Latina. Mexico: Fundación Cultural Televisa, 1997.  
 
James, Robin. “Neoliberal Noise: Attali, Foucault & the Biopolitics of Uncool.” Culture, Theory, 

and Critique 55, no. 2 (2014): 138–158. 
 
Jameson, Fredric. Valences of the Dialectic. New York: Verso, 2010. 
 
Joseph, Gilbert M., Anne Rubenstein, and Eric Zolov, eds. Fragments of a Golden Age: the 

politics of culture in Mexico since 1940. Durham: Duke University Press, 2001. 
 
Jusidman, Yishai. Personal Webpage. Accessed July 21, 2016. 

http://www.yishaijusidman.com/el-astronomo/ 
 
Kotz, Mary Lynn. “Rauschenberg’s Tour de Force.” New York Times, May 3, 1987. Accessed 

March 12, 2012 
http://go.galegroup.com.libproxy.utdallas.edu/ps/i.do?id=GALE%7CA176142248&v=2.
1&u=txshracd2602&it=r&p=SPJ.SP27&sw=w  

 
Kuri, Jorge. “Dermis: el lenguaje de las tripas.” Unomasuno, October 5, 1996. 
 
Larsen, Neil. Reading North by South: On Latin American Literature, Culture, and Politics. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995. 
 
Left Business Observer. “Mexico: Savage Capitalism Under Challenge,” 1989. 
 



 

224 

Lemke, Thomas. Foucault, Governmentality, and Critique. Boulder and London: Paradigm 
Publishers, 2011. 

 
Lésper, Avelina. “Arte y Narco: Los artistas y el brillo del oro. ” Replicante (May 2010). 

Accessed May 11, 2015. http://revistareplicante.com/arte-y-narco/  
 
———. “Interview with Gonzalo García.” El Milenio visto por el arte, February 9, 2013. 

Accessed April 13/2015. http://www.milenio.com/cultura/Milenio-Visto-Gonzalo-
Garcia-Puedes_0_146385407.html  

 
Levinson, Brett. “Globalizing Paradigms, or, The Delayed State of Latin American Theory.” 

South Atlantic Quarterly 106 (2007): 61–83. 
 
Levinson, Brett. Market and Thought: Meditations on the Political and Biopolitical. New York: 

Forham University Press, 2004. 
 
LeWitt, Sol. “Sentences on Conceptual Art.” In Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art 

Object from 1966 to 1972…, edited by Lucy Lippard. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1997. 

 
Leys, Ruth. From Guilt to Shame: Auschwitz and After. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

2009. Accessed 28 July, 2016. ProQuest ebrary.  
 
———. “Trauma and the Turn to Affect.” In Trauma, Memory, and Narrative in the 

Contemporary South African Novel: Essays, edited by Ewald Mengel and Michela 
Borzaga. New York: Rodopi, 2012. 

 
———. “The Turn to Affect: A Critique.” Critical Inquiry 37, no. 3 (Spring 2011): 434–472. 
 
Lippard, Lucy. “Escape Attempts.” In Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 

1966 to 1972…, edited by Lucy Lippard. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997. 
 
Lippard, Lucy and John Chandler. “The Dematerialization of Art.” In Conceptual Art: A Critical 

Anthology, edited by Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson. Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1999. 

 
Lois Parkinson Zamora. The Inordinate Eye: New World Baroque and Latin American Fiction. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006. 
 
Lois Parkinson Zamora, and Monika Kaup, eds. Baroque New Worlds: Representation, 

Transculturation, Counterconquest. North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2010. 
 
Lomitz, Claudio. Death and the Idea of Mexico. New York: Zone Books, 2005. 
 



 

225 

———. Deep Mexico, Silent Mexico: An Anthropology of Nationalism. Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 2001. 

 
———. Exits from the Labyrinth: Culture and Ideology in the Mexican National Space. 

Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992. 
 
López Levi, and María Elena Figueroa Díaz. “Artes visuales y procesos de territorialización en 

contextos de narcoviolencia.” Argumentos 26, no. 71 (January/April 2013). Accessed 
April 13 2015. http://www.scielo.org.mx/scielo.php?pid=S0187-
57952013000100008&script=sci_arttext  

 
Macías García, Javier. “Al agro, $9 billones y 30% de subsidios vía seguros.” El Nacional, 

November 15, 1991. 
 
Macías, Vania. “Espacios alternativos de los noventa.” In La era de la discrepancia, edited by 

Cuauhtémoc Medina and Olivier Debroise. Mexico: Turner, 2014. 
 
Mamiya, Christin J. “We the People: The Art of Robert Rauschenberg and the Construction of 

American National Identity.” American Art 7, no.3 (Summer, 1993): 40–63. 
 
Manrique, Jorge Alberto. Arte y Artistas Mexicanos del Siglo XX. Mexico: Conaculta, 2000. 
 
Martínez Novo, Carmen. Who Defines Indigenous?: Identities, Development, Intellectuals, and 

the State in Northern Mexico. New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2005. 
 
Matías, Pedro. “‘México es un cementerio… gobiernos sólo actúan cuando hay sangre y 

muertos’ obispo de Tehuantepec.” Proceso. Accessed July 22, 2016. 
http://www.proceso.com.mx/428067 

 
Mattison, Robert S. Robert Rauschenberg: Breaking Boundaries. New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 2003. 
 
Mayer, James. Minimalism. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001. 
 
Mayer, Monica. Escandalario: los artistas y la distribución del arte. Mexico: AVJ Ediciones, 

2006. Accessed July 8, 2016. https://issuu.com/antimuseo/docs/escandalario/29  
 
———. “Rumores sobre el grupo SEMEFO (no apto para sensibilidades delicadas).” El 

Universal, September 25, 1996.  
 
Mazza, Jacqueline. Don’t Disturb the Neighbors: The United States and Democracy in Mexico, 

1980–1995. London: Routledge, 2001. 
 



 

226 

Medina, Cuauhtémoc. “De la intemperie al estilo crítico.” In La era de la discrepancia, edited by 
Cuauhtémoc Medina and Olivier Debroise. Mexico: Turner, 2014. 

 
———. “Genealogía de una exposición.” In La era de la discrepancia, edited by Cuauhtémoc 

Medina and Olivier Debroise. Mexico: Turner, 2014. 
 
———. “Júmex: La apuesta del poder simbólico.” Reforma, El ojo Breve. March 7, 2001. 
 
———."The struggle against determinism: a conversation with Carlos Monsiváis." Parachute, 

no. 104 (2001): 8–30. 
 
———."Zones of tolerance: Teresa Margolles, SEMEFO and beyond." Parachute no. 104 

(2001): 31–52.  
 
Merleau-Ponty, Maurice. The Phenomenology of Perception. Translated by Collin Smith. 

London: Routledge, 1962. 
 
Michaels, Walter Benn. “Neoliberal Aesthetics: Fried, Rancière and the Form of the 

Photograph.” In Nonsite.org 1, January 25, 2011. http:/nonsite.org/issures/issue-
1/neoliberal-aesthetics-fied-ranciere-and-the-form-of-the-photograph Accessed 
November 14, 2015. 

 
———. The Shape of the Signifier. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2004. 
 
MieBgang, Thomas. “A Tireless Death Without End: Some Notes on Art, Finiteness, and 

Transcendence in Latin America.” In ¡Viva la Muerte!: Arte y Muerte en Latinoamérica. 
Austria: CAAM, Kunsthalle Wien, 2001. 

 
MoMA. “Conversations with Contemporary Artists: Teresa Margolles.” Accessed May 8, 2012. 

http://www.moma.org/visit/calendar/events/6831  
 
Monsiváis, Carlos. "La cultura popular en el ámbito urbano: el caso de México." In 

Postmodernidad en la periferia: enfoques latinoamericanos de la nueva teoría cultural, 
edited by Hermann Herlinghaus and Monika Walter. Berlin: Langer Verlag, 1994.  

 
———. “En los albores de la industria heterodoxa.” In Viento Rojo: Diez Historias del Narco en 

México, edited by Carlos Monsiváis et al. Mexico: Plaza Janés, 2004. 
 
———. ¿Es usted neoliberal o nuevo reaccionario? El Financiero, March 5, 1992. 
 
———. Los mil y un velorios: Crónica de la nota roja en México. Mexico: Debate, 2010. 
 
———. Los rituales del caos. Mexico: Ediciones Era, 2008. 
 



 

227 

Monsiváis, Carlos, and Suzanne D. Stephens. "Laughing through One's Tears: Popular Culture in 
Mexico." In Literary Cultures of Latin America: A Comparative History, I: 
Configurations of Literary Culture, edited by Marília Rothier Cardoso et al. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2004. 

 
Montero, Daniel. El Cubo de Rubik, arte mexicano en los años 90. Mexico: Fundación Jumex, 

2013. 
 
Moraña, Mabel. “Baroque/Neobaroque/Ultrabaroque: Disruptive Readings of Modernity.” 

Hispanic Baroque: Reading Cultures in Context 31 (2005): 241–282. 
 
Moreiras, Alberto. The Exhaustion of Difference: The Politics of Latin American Cultural 

Studies. Durham: Duke University Press, 2001. 
 
Morett Sánchez, Jesús Carlos. Reforma Agraria: del Latifundio al Neoliberalismo. Mexico: 

Plaza y Valdés, 2008. 
 
Morris, Stephen D. Gringolandia: Mexican Identity and Perceptions of the United States. New 

York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2005. 
 
Moyo, Sam and Paris Yeros, eds. Reclaiming the Land: The Resurgence of Rural Movements in 

Africa, Asia and Latin America. Zed Books: London, 2005. 
 
O’Doherty, Brian. Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space. Santa Monica: The 

Lapis Press, 1986. 
 
O'Toole, Gavin. Reinvention of Mexico: National Ideology in a Neoliberal Era. Liverpool: 

Liverpool University Press, 2010. Accessed November 3, 2014. ProQuest ebrary.  
 
Okón, Joshua. “Introducción.” In La Panadería: 1994–2002. Mexico: Editorial Turner, 2005. 
 
Olmos, José Gil. “Ayotzinapa y el nacimiento del narco Estado.” Proceso, September 23, 2015. 

Accessed November 13, 2015. http://www.proceso.com.mx/416222  
 
Oppler, Ellen C. Picasso’s Guernica: Illustrations, Introductory Essay, Documents, Poetry, 

Criticism, Analysis. New York: W.W. Norton, 1988. 
 
Orozco, Gabriel. Fragment from the 50th International Art Exhibition at the Venice Biennale 

Press Release. Accessed October 9, 2015. 
http://www.kurimanzutto.com/en/exhibitions/il-cotidiano-alterato  

 
Ortega, Gonzalo. “Huesos/Piedras/Flores.” Archivodecradores.es Ruta Mística/ Textos/ María 

García-Ibañez. Accessed October 17, 2015. 
http://archivodecreadores.es/file/5/5985/5985.pdf  



 

228 

Ostry, Jonathan D, Prakash Loungani, and Davide Furceri. “Neoliberalism: Oversold?” Finance 
and Development 2, Vol. 53 (June 2016): 38–41. Accessed July 21, 2016. 
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2016/06/pdf/ostry.pdf 

 
Otero, Gerardo. Neoliberalism Revisited: Economic Restructuring And Mexico's Political 

Future. Colorado: Westview Press, 1996. 
 
Overmyer-Velázquez, Rebecca. Folkloric Poverty: Neoliberal Multiculturalism in Mexico. 

Pennsylvania: Penn State University Press, 2010. 
 
Pastor Mellado, Justo. “Teresa Margolles and the Boundaries of the Artistic Intuition.” Art nexus 

9, no.77 (Jun./Aug. 2010): 54–58. 
 
Paz Soldán, Edmundo. “Art’s Place in Narco Culture: Yuri Herera’s Kingdom Cons.” Review: 

Literature and Arts of the Americas (2013): 26–32. 
 
Paz, Octavio. Alternating Currents. New York: The Viking Press, 1967. 
 
———. Essays on Mexican Art. New York: Harcourt Brace & Company, 1993. 
 
———. El laberinto de la soledad, Postdata, Vuelta a El laberinto de la soledad. México D.F.: 

Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1997. 
 
———. “Manierismo, barroquismo, criollismo.” Revista Canadiense de Estudios Hispánicos 1, 

no.1 (Otoño 1976): 3–15. 
 
Perez Gavilán, Ana Isabel. “Arte Chido: The Art of Violence.” Art Nexus 25 (July 1997): 116–

117. 
 
Pérez-Gómez, Alberto. “Mexico, Modernity, and Architecture: An Interview with Alberto Pérez-

Gómez.” In Modernity and the Architecture of Mexico, edited by Edward R. Burian. 
Austin: University of Texas Press, 1997. 

 
Petras, James, and Henry Veltmeyer. Social Movements in Latin America: Neoliberalism and 

Popular Resistance. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.  
 
Picard, Kezia. “The uniqueness of late capitalism: Biopower and biopolitics.” In The Economy as 

Cultural System: Theory, Capitalism, Crisis, edited by Todd Dufresne and Clara 
Sacchetti. New York: Bloomsbury, 2013. 

 
Plehwe, Dieter, Bernard Walpen and Gisela Neunhöffer, eds. Neoliberal Hegemony: A Global 

Critique. New York: Routledge, 2006. 
 



 

229 

Polit Dueñas, Gabriela. “Amidst Weed, Dust and Lead: A Narcotour Through Sinaloa in the 
Work of Lenin Márquez.” Journal of Latin American Cultural Studies17, no.2 (2008): 
203–220. 

 
———. “Arte y Violencia: en torno a la fenomenología del mito.” Arenas. Revista Sinaloense de 

Ciencias Sociales, Universidad Autónoma de Sinaloa 12 (Summer 2007): 8–34. 
 
Poniatowska, Elena and Amanda Holmes. Color en México. New York: Stewart Tabori & 

Chang, 1998. 
 
Pope John XXIII. Pacem In Terris: Encyclical of Pope John XXIII. April 11, 1963. Accessed 

October 5, 2015. http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/en.html  
 
Prieto Stambaugh, Antonio. “Performance transfronterizo como subversión de la identidad: los 

(des)encuentros chicano-chilangos.” In Hacia otra hisoria del arte en México: 
Disolvencias (1960–2000), coordinated by Issa Ma. Benítez Dueñas. Mexico: 
CONACULTA, 2001. 

 
Proceso. “Cantidad de millonarios creció 32% en México en cinco años: estudio.” November 28, 

2015. Accessed May 11, 2016. http://www.proceso.com.mx/421947  
 
Ramírez, Mari Carmen. “Rematerialization.” In Universalis: 23 Bienal Internacional de Sao 

Paulo, edited by Nelson Aguilar. Sao Paulo: Fundacao Bienal de Sao Paulo, 1996. 
 
———. “Tactics for Thriving on Adversity: Conceptualism in Latin America, 1960–1980.” In 

Global Conceptualism: Points of Origin, 1950s- 1980s, edited by Luis Camnitzer et al. 
New York: Queens Museum of Art, 1999. 

 
Rancière, Jacques. “Contemporary Art and the Politics of Aesthetics.” In Communities of Sense: 

Rethinking Aesthetics and Politics, edited by Beth Hinderliter et al. Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2009. 

 
Reguillo, Rossana. “Escombros: La promesa fallida.” In La Promesa, edited by Teresa Margolles 

et al. Mexico: UNAM, 2012. 
 
Reust, Hans Rudolph. “Teresa Margolles: Galerie Peter Kilchmann.” ArtForum International 42, 

3 (Nov. 2003): 199–200. 
 
Reyes-Heroles, Regina. “90% del arte contemporáneo sale de México.” Expansión, March 14, 

2009. Accessed April 11, 2013. http://expansion.mx/expansion/2009/02/11/la-nueva-ola-
mexicana  

 

Richard, Paul. “Silk Sheets and Neon Bicycles.” Washington Post, May 12, 1991. Accessed May 
6, 2012. ProQuest Historical Newspapers  



 

230 

Ricoeur, Paul. History and Truth. Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1965. 
 
Rivera Rodríguez, Isaías. El Nuevo Derecho Agrario Mexicano. Mexico: McGraw Hill, 1994. 
 
Rivera, Diego. “A Magisterial Utilization of Clean Bones.” Massachusetts Review 3, no. 2 

(Winter, 1962): 369–374. 
 
Robles Berlanga, Héctor Manuel. “El caso de México.” In Dinámicas del Mercado de la tierra 

en América Latina y el Caribe: Concentración y Extranjerización, FAO.org, 2012. 
Accessed May 9, 2016. www.fao.org/docrep/019/i2547s/i2547s.pdf.  

 
Rodrigues Widholm, Julie, ed. Escultura Social: A New Generation of Art from Mexico City. 

Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art; New Haven: Yale University Press, 2007. 
 
Rodríguez, María Inés. “Apuntes sobre La Promesa.” In La Promesa, edited by Teresa 

Margolles et al. Mexico: UNAM, 2012. 
 
Rogers, Kenneth. “Capital Implications: the function of labor in the video art of Juan Devis and 

Yoshua Okón.” Social Identities 15, no. 3 (May 2009): 331–349. 
 
Rojas-Sotelo, Miguel L. “Narcoaesthetics in Colombia, Mexico, and the United States: Death 

Narco, Narco Nations, Border States, Narcochingadazo?” Latin American Perspectives 
196, no. 2 (March 2014) 215–231. 

 
Rorimer, Anne. New art in the 60s and 70s: Redefining reality. London: Thames and Hudson, 

2001. 
 
Said, Edward. Orientalism. London: Penguin, 1977. 
 
Sáiz, Eva. “'Narcoarte: la evidencia de un mal a punta de brochazos.” El País, August 25, 2010. 

Accessed March 21, 2016. 
http://cultura.elpais.com/cultura/2010/08/25/actualidad/1282687203_850215.html 

 
Salgado, Cesar Augusto. “Hybridity in New World Baroque Theory.” The Journal of American 

Folklore, 112, no. 445 (Summer 1999): 316–331. 
 
Salinas de Gortari, Carlos. “Diez puntos para libertad y justicia al campesino.” El Nacional, 

November 15, 1991. 
 
Sánchez, Osvaldo. “El cuerpo de la nación, El neomexicanismo: la pulsión homosexual y la 

desnacionalización.” Curare, no. 17 (May-June 2001): 136–146. 
 
Sauceda, Jonathan. “Smuggling, Betrayal, and the Handle of a Gun: Death, Laughter, and the 

Narcocorrido.” Popular Music and Society 37, no. 4 (2014): 425–443. 



 

231 

Schwegler, Tara A. “Take it from the top (down)?: Rethinking neoliberalism and political 
hierarchy in Mexico.” American Ethnologist 35, no. 4 (November 2008): 682–700. 

 
Shilling, Chris. The Body and Social Theory. London: SAGE Publications, 1993. 
 
Sodi de la Tijera, Demetrio. “Nacionalismo y Modernización.” La Jornada, November 11, 1991. 
 
Sörlin, Sverker. “Can Places Travel?” In Documenta 11_Platform 5: Exhibition Catalogue. 

Germany: Hatje Cantz Publishers, 2002. 
 
Springer, José Manuel. “Between the animal and death.” Reforma, July 23, 1994.  
 
———. “Problemas domésticos.” Sábado, Unomasuno, May 15, 1993.  
 
Springer, Simon. “Violence sits in places? Cultural practice, neoliberal rationalism, and virulent 

imaginative geographies.” Political Geography 30 (2011): 90–98. 
 
Stapleton, Patricia and Adrew Byers, eds. Biopolitics and Utopia: an interdisciplinary reader. 

New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 
 
Stedman Jones, Daniel. Masters of the Universe: Hayek, Friedman, and the Birth of Neoliberal 

Politics. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2012. 
 
Steger, Manfred B. and Ravi K. Roy. Neoliberalism: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2010. 
 
Tambornino, John. The Corporeal Turn: Passion, Necessity, Politics. Oxford: Rowman & 

Littlefield Publishers, 2002. 
 
Tenorio Trillo, Mauricio. Artilugio de la nación moderna. México en las exposiciones 

universales 1880–1930. Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1998. 
 
Thompson, John B. Studies in the Theory of Ideology. Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1984. 
 
Tomkins, Calvin. Off the Wall: A Portrait of Robert Rauschenberg. New York: Picador, 1980. 
 
Tourliere, Mathieu. “En 2015, una persona asesinada cada 28 minutos, revela informe del ONC.” 

Proceso, June 7, 2016. Accessed July 22, 2016. http://www.proceso.com.mx/443284/en-
2015-una-persona-fue-asesinada-28-minutos-revela-informe-del-onc 

 
Unamuno, Miguel de. Del Sentimiento Trágico de la Vida. Madrid: Plenitud, 1965. 
 



 

232 

Van Winkel, Camiel. During the Exhibition the Gallery Will Be Closed: Contemporary Art ant 
The Paradoxes of Conceptualism. Amsterdam: Valiz, 2012. 

 
Vasconcelos, José. La Raza Cósmica; Misión De La Raza Iberoamericana. Madrid: Aguilar, 

1967. 
 
Vázquez Castillo, María Teresa. Land Privatization in Mexico: Urbanization, Formation of 

Regions, and Globalization in Ejidos. New York: Routledge, 2004. 
 
Vázquez, Josefina Zoraida and Lorenzo Meyer. The United States and Mexico. Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1985. 
 
Vázquez Mantecón, Álvaro. “Los Grupos: una reconsideración.” In La era de la discrepancia, 

edited by Cuauhtémoc Medina and Olivier Debroise. Mexico: Turner, 2014. 
 
Vélez, Gonzalo. “El Rull y el Balmori,” El Heraldo, May 4, 1991.  
 
———. “SEMEFO y la estética de lo macabro.” El Heraldo, June 25, 1994.  
 
Volpi, Jorge. La guerra y las palabras: Una historia intelectual de 1994. Mexico: Ediciones Era, 

2004. 
 
Wario, Bertha. “Presumen mexicanos arte ‘Narcochic.’” Analitica.com Accessed April 13, 2015. 

http://analitica.com/entretenimiento/narcochic-narcochoc-exposicion-artistica-de-
mexicomuseo-de-artes-modestas-de-sete-francia/  

 
Weaver, Thomas. Neoliberalism and Commodity Production in Mexico. Boulder: University 

Press of Colorado, 2012. Accessed March 18, 2015. ProQuest ebrary  
 
Wegenstein, Bernardette. “Body.” In Critical Terms for Media Studies, edited by W.J.T. 

Mitchell and Mark B.N. Hansen. Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
2010. 

 
Williams, Gareth. The Other Side of the Popular: Neoliberalism and Subalternity in Latin 

America. Durham: Duke University Press, 2002. 
 
Womack, John. Zapata and the Mexican Revolution: John Womack Jr. New York: Vintage 

Books, 1970. Accessed December 15, 2014. 
http://hdl.handle.net.libproxy.utdallas.edu/2027/heb.02806.0001.001  

 
Yard, Sally. “Deep Time.” In Robert Irwin, edited by Russell Ferguson. New York: Rizzoli 

International Publications, 1993. 
 



 

233 

Zoja, Luigi. Drugs, Addiction, and Initiation: The Modern Search for Ritual. Boston: Sigo Press, 
1989. 



 

234 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 
 
 
Mónica Salazar was born and raised in Monterrey, Mexico. After receiving a Bachelor of 

Science of Architecture from the Instituto Tecnológico y de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey 

(ITESM), Monica moved to Dallas to work for Curtain Wall Design and Consulting. While 

working full-time, she completed her master’s degree of Liberal Studies from Southern 

Methodist University. In January 2010, she entered the Graduate School of The University of 

Texas at Dallas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

235 

CURRICULUM VITAE 
 
 

Mónica Salazar  
 

 

800 West Campbell Road, Richardson, TX 75080            w            mrs092020@utdallas.edu 
 
EDUCATION 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Humanities (Aesthetic Studies)                                                            Expected Dec. 2016             
The University of Texas at Dallas, Richardson, TX                                         
Dissertation Advisors: Charissa Terranova, PhD and Charles Hatfield, PhD 
 

Dissertation: “Death and the Invisible Hand: Contemporary Mexican Art, 1988-Present,” in 
progress. This study discusses the presence of death in contemporary Mexican art, specifically the 
ways in which it transforms an ancient tradition while reflecting the sociopolitical changes brought 
about by the neoliberal policies that were put into place during the presidency of Carlos Salinas de 
Gortari (1988-1994).  
 

Fields for qualifying exams: Modern and Postmodern Form and Aesthetic Theory (1910-Present); 
Early Modern Art (1400-1800); and Mexican Cultural Studies 

 

Graduate Teaching Certificate                                                                                                               Expected Dec. 2016 
The University of Texas at Dallas, Richardson, TX                                         
 

Masters of Liberal Studies (Fine Arts, Art History)                                                                                           May 2009   
Southern Methodist University, Dallas TX 
 

Bachelor of Science (Architecture)                                                                                                                          May 2000    
Instituto Tecnológico y de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey, Monterrey, Mexico 
 
AWARDS 
 

Edith O’Donnell Fellowship, University of Texas at Dallas                                                           Fall 2014-Fall 2016 
Tuition and stipend support during dissertation writing stage 
 

Research Travel Grant, University of Texas at Dallas                                                                                Summer 2015 
Funding for research trip to Mexico City and Querétaro 
 

Scholarship and Assistantship, University of Texas at Dallas                                                  Fall 2011-Spring 2014 
 

• Teaching Assistantship: Center for Visual Resources                                                                                    2013  
Scanned, categorized, and archived images of artworks from the slide collection. 

 

• Teaching Assistantship: Survey of Western Art History                                                                               2012 
Tutored students after class, graded exams and term papers, and kept roll.   
                              

• Teaching Assistantship: Understanding Art                                                                                           2011- 2012 
Prepared lectures and taught class when the professor was absent. Tutored students after class, 
graded exams and term papers, and kept roll. 

Doctoral Qualifying Exams passed with Distinction, University of Texas at Dallas                               Fall 2013                                         
 

Excellence Award, Annual Texas A&M History Conference                                                                  February 2013   
Best paper submitted by a PhD student, "Goya's Doctors: An Insight into the Spanish Enlightenment.” 
 
LANGUAGES 
 

Proficient in English and Spanish.  Basic reading and speaking knowledge of French and Italian. 
 



 

236 

PROFESSIONAL EXPERIENCE 
 

Adjunct: History of Modern Architecture I                                                                                                                    Fall 2016                                                                                                   
The University of Texas at Arlington, Arlington, TX 
Designed this course focusing on historical movements and their salient buildings in relationship with the 
concurrent changes in the art historical, industrial, technological, and sociopolitical realms. Taught group 
of 19 junior and senior architecture students. 
 

Adjunct: History of Interior Design                                                                                                                                 Fall 2016 
The University of Texas at Arlington, Arlington, TX 
Planned the course emphasizing architecture and interior spaces from the 1850’s to the present in relation 
to industrial, technological, and sociopolitical contexts. Taught group of 13 junior interior design students. 
 

Portal Slice redesign project: Documentation and Research                                                              Fall 2015-Present 
The Edith O’Donnell Institute of Art History, University of Texas at Dallas 
Document removal, storage, fabrication, and reinstallation processes involved in Robert Irwin’s redesign of 
his sculpture Portal Slice, located in downtown Dallas. Conduct archival research and gather oral history of 
the piece through interviews from its creation to its unprecedented redesign.  
 

Instructor of Record: Understanding Art                                                                                            Fall 2013-Spring 2014 
The University of Texas at Dallas, Richardson, TX 
Designed the course bringing focus to art’s relationship to other disciplines. Taught group of 50 students 
with diverse backgrounds, incorporating creative use of videos, films, and other media. 
 

Architect-Job Captain                                                                                                                                                  2000-2009 
Curtain Wall Design and Consulting, Dallas, TX 

 

Instructor of record: Descriptive Geometry.                                                                                                              Fall 2000 
ARTE, A.C., Monterrey, Mexico 
Designed the course emphasizing the importance of three-dimensional visualization in fashion design. 
Organized the course in practical exercises where students drew their own designs in three dimensions.  
 
RESEARCH INTERESTS 
 

Death representations in art, contemporary Mexican art, art production under neoliberalism, global 
conceptualism, modern and postmodern form and aesthetic theory, Mexican cultural studies.  
 
PUBLICATIONS 
 

1. “Becoming Global: Mexican Alternative Spaces of the 1990s and the Crisis of Place.” Negotiating 
Identity: The Art Museum in Latin America, edited by Michele Greet and Gina Tarver. (Forthcoming) 
 

2. “Teresa of Avila.” The World's Greatest Religious Leaders: How Religious Figures Helped Shape World 
History, edited by Scott Hendrix and Uchenna Okeja. ABC Clio. (Forthcoming 2017) 

 

3. “Goya’s Doctors: An Insight into the Spanish Enlightenment.” Pony Express(ions): A Literary Journal 
of the Master of Liberal Studies Program, SMU 3 (2013). 
http://smuponyexpressions.wordpress.com/2013/06/11/goyas-doctors-an-insight-into-the-spanish-
enlightenment-by-monica-salazar/ 

 

4. “Death Imagery in Paz's Blanco.” Plaza:  Dialogues in Language and Literature 3, no 2 (2013): 34-44. 
http://journals.tdl.org/plaza/index.php/plaza/article/view/7018 

 

5.  “Redefining the Mexican Tradition of Death: Teresa Margolles and the Embodiment of Absence.” 
Proceedings of the Art of Death and Dying Symposium, University of Houston, edited by Katie 
Buehner, Kerry Creelman, Catherine Essinger, and Andrea Malone, October 2012. 
http://journals.tdl.org/add/index.php/add/index. 

 
 
 



 

237 

LECTURES AND PRESENTATIONS 
 

Selected Conference Presentations:  
1. “ROCI Mexico” in Research, Art, Writing Graduate symposium, The University of Texas at Dallas, 

Richardson, TX, March 2015. 
 

2. “Death Imagery in Paz’s Blanco,” in the Coastal Plains Conference on Language and Literature, 
University of Houston, Houston, TX, April 2013. 

 

3. “Medieval Dances of Death,” in the Medieval Graduate Student Symposium, University of North 
Texas, Denton, TX, April 2013. 

 

4. “Goya’s Doctors: an Insight into the Spanish Enlightenment,” in the Annual Texas A&M History 
Conference, College Station, TX, February 2013. 

 

5. “Redefining the Mexican Tradition of Death: Teresa Margolles and the Embodiment of Absence,” 
in The Art of Death and Dying symposium, University of Houston, Houston, TX, October 2012. 

 
Guest Lectures:  
        University of Texas at Dallas, Richardson, TX 

1. “The Architecture of Antoni Gaudi.”                                                                                                February 2014 
2. “Modern Architecture: The International Style.”                                                                              March 2013 
3. “Architecture and Design.”                                                                                              March and October 2012 
4. “Art and Metaphor in Mexican Culture.”                                                                                     November 2012 

 
ASSOCIATIONS 
 

College Art Association 
Latin American Studies Association 
Hispanic Women’s Network of Texas     

 
 

 


