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1	 Banana, Banana, Banana

Blanca Serrano Ortiz de Solórzano and  
Juanita Solano Roa

Banana, banana, banana, banana, banana, banana, banana. Footnote 21: Time called Chiquita 
number one on the Jingle Jangle hit parade. Navy students at a Midwestern University voted 
Chiquita the girl they’d most like to get in a refrigerator with.

—Victoria Cabezas, excerpt from Banana Thesis, 1973

Costa Rican artist Victoria Cabezas recalls her arrival at Florida State University fifty 
years ago as a graduate student as follows:

 I was thrilled to see that the bananas at supermarkets had Chiquita stickers indicating 
that they were from Costa Rica. […] However, I was not prepared for people refer‑
ring to Costa Rica as a Banana Republic. […] I grew up in Costa Rica and it was my 
understanding that we exported more coffee than bananas, so why weren’t we being 
called a Coffee Republic?1

As a Master of Fine Arts (MFA) student, Cabezas explored the “Banana Republic” trope 
through humor rather than anger, most clearly in her Banana Thesis, a manuscript made 
entirely of the word “banana” with extensive footnotes.2 By mimicking academic form, 
the work parodied scholarly discourse while exposing the political, social, and economic 
consequences of banana‑company interventions in Central and South America. In per‑
formances where she read the thesis aloud—including its footnotes—the repeated word 
“banana” also evoked the slang sense of “crazy,” capturing both the absurdity and the 
reality of this interventionist history.

Although Banana Thesis dates back to 1973, the piece remains strikingly relevant 
today. The United States’ geopolitical interests in countries such as El Salvador and 
Venezuela, the subjugation of small, local Latin American banana farmers by interna‑
tional, large‑scale cultivation companies, and the prejudice faced by Latinx/e diaspora 
communities are just a few examples that demonstrate how the issues in Cabezas’s work 
continue to resonate. Just as the concerns identified by Cabezas remain urgent, artists 
across Latin America have likewise continued to use the banana to confront histories of 
exploitation and resistance.

To fully understand the depth of this engagement, we must first consider the fruit’s 
longer visual and material trajectory in the Americas. Since the sixteenth century, 
bananas have become deeply embedded in the region’s material and visual cultures as a 
dietary staple, decorative motif, and linguistic term. In the colonial period, the fruit was 
already circulating between continents as both image and commodity. This is evident, for 
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example, in an engraving by the Franco‑Flemish artist Theodor de Bry. Although he never 
traveled to the Americas and produced his images nearly a century after  Christopher 
Columbus’s first voyage, his engravings were among the earliest through which Europe‑
ans encountered the New World. In A Coconut Palm, a Banana Tree, a Pepper Tree, and 
Irises (1598), the banana occupies the central and largest space, emphasizing its impor‑
tance and a sense of wonder.3 The accompanying caption—“Bananas, or the Indian fig, 
which provides the principal nourishment of the Indians”—already frames the fruit as a 
local dietary staple. By the eighteenth century, naturalists and illustrators such as Maria 
Sibylla Merian described the fruit as “used like an apple, and [having] a pleasant fla‑
vour”—an analogy that not only signals how familiar bananas were in the Americas but 
also reveals how Europeans relied on fruits native to their own context (such as apples or 
figs) to make sense of tropical produce and to fold it into their imagination of the region.4

During the nineteenth century, as plantations expanded and the fruit gained economic 
significance, banana imagery proliferated across maps, prints, and other illustrated media 
documenting the industrialization of production. In Europe, Friedrich Georg Weitsch’s 
1806 portrait of Alexander von Humboldt situates the scientist before banana leaves, sign‑
aling how the plant had become a visual shorthand for the lush abundance of the American 
tropics. This interplay between European representations of “tropical” nature and local 
artistic responses would shape how the banana was imagined on both sides of the Atlantic.

By the early twentieth century, the global banana trade was reshaping economies, land‑
scapes, and imaginaries across Latin America and the Caribbean. Avant‑garde  artists—
many trained in Europe—responded to narratives of modernization, often promoted by 

Figure 1.1  Raúl Corrales, Caballería, 1960. Gelatin silver print, 9 7/16 × 13 1/2 in. (24 × 34.3 cm)  
The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, Gift of the estate of Esther Parada, 2006.471 Pho‑
tograph © The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; Will Michels.
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banana companies, by incorporating banana leaves and fruit into their work. Figures 
such as Tarsila do Amaral, Anita Malfatti, and Lasar Segall in Brazil, or Amelia Peláez 
in Cuba, integrated the motif in ways that celebrated regional identity yet seldom ques‑
tioned the political forces behind its circulation.5

From the 1960s onward, artists in Latin America began to confront those forces 
directly, exposing the inequalities that multinational corporations like United Fruit and 
Standard Fruit concealed behind images of progress. The banana became a symbol of 
resistance and anti‑imperialism tied to struggles over land, labor, and sovereignty. A key 
example is Raúl Corrales’s Caballería (1959), depicting young revolutionaries celebrat‑
ing the expropriation of United Fruit Company (UFC) plantations in Cuba (Figure 1.1). 
By staging the nationalization of foreign‑owned land, Corrales marked a political victory 
while aligning the Cuban Revolution with wider Latin American movements against US 
imperialism.

The fruit’s political charge also underpins contemporary artistic critiques of the phrase 
“banana republic,” coined by O. Henry in Cabbages and Kings (1904) to describe a fic‑
tional export‑dependent nation under foreign control. The term soon became a catchall 
for political instability and economic dependency—until, ironically, it was applied to the 
United States itself. After the January 6 attack on the Capitol, former President George 
W. Bush remarked that such events were typical of a “banana republic.”6 Artists have 
seized on this reversal: in 2021, Luis Camnitzer redesigned the US flag by replacing its 
stars with a banana (Figure 1.2), recasting the emblem to reflect what he saw as the 
nation’s new ideology of chaos and authoritarian drift.

Figure 1.2  Luis Camnitzer, Flag, 2021. Pigment‑Dye‑Transfer‑Print (double sided) on double 
250  gram Poly‑Opti‑Premium‑Cloth, 118.5 × 199.5  centimeters. Photo by Ramíro 
Chaves, courtesy of LABOR; Alexander Gray Associates, New York.
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This explicitly political use of the banana stands in productive tension with its treat‑
ment in much international contemporary art, where, in Euro‑American contexts, the 
fruit has often appeared in playful, ironic, or erotic registers tied to sexual identity, con‑
sumer culture, and the absurdities of mass production. Feminist critiques such as Linda 
Nochlin’s Buy My Bananas (1972) mocked tropes that equated fruit with the female body 
under the male gaze, while artists including Andy Warhol, Sarah Lucas, Natalia LL, Anna 
Banana, the Guerrilla Girls, and Maurizio Cattelan explored its potential for humor, 
provocation, and self‑reflexive critique. In Asia—the world’s largest banana‑producing 
region—the fruit circulates in visual traditions of diplomacy and exchange, appearing 
from temple carvings and still lifes to contemporary art. Across African and diasporic 
contexts, artists such as Tessa Alexander and Kosisochukwu Nnebe have likewise used 
the banana to question intertwined histories of colonialism, race, and representation.

Taken together, these global engagements reveal the banana’s extraordinary elasticity 
as an artistic motif—able to oscillate between parody and critique, desire and domina‑
tion.7 Within Latin America, however, the fruit has carried a particularly charged political 
afterlife. Artists across the region have used it to interrogate the economic and ecological 
conditions that underpinned its cultivation, turning a symbol of exotic leisure into an 
emblem of resistance. This critical lineage has been underscored in curatorial projects 
such as Pablo León de la Barra’s Bananas Is My Business (2011) and Novo Museo Tropi‑
cal (2012), which frame the banana as a site of geopolitical and cultural struggle in Brazil 
and the Southern Cone (Figure 1.3).

Figure 1.3  Pablo León de la Barra, Nova Cartografia Tropical, 2010. Color posters printed on 
paper, available for takeaway, variable dimensions. Courtesy of Pablo León de la Barra.
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This book explores how bananas have been represented in art and visual culture from 
the colonial period to the present, revealing their enduring role in shaping Latin  American 
and Caribbean imaginaries. Bananas, Art, and Visual Culture in Latin America and the 
Caribbean traces the visual history of a non‑native species that became a potent symbol 
of the Americas. Through analyses of frescoes, paintings, sculptures, photographs, vid‑
eos, and installations, this volume shows how artists have used the banana to critique 
histories of empire, labor, gender, and cultural identity. Spanning five centuries and var‑
ied approaches, the essays present the banana as both subject and lens for understanding 
power, hybridity, and belonging across the region and its diasporas.

A Brief History of Bananas

Today, bananas are the most widely consumed fruit in the world.8 Nearly three‑quarters 
of global banana exports originate in Latin America, with about one‑quarter coming 
from Ecuador alone.9 Although bananas are now an everyday staple in supermarkets 
worldwide, their presence outside their native regions is the result of centuries of agri‑
cultural expansion, trade networks, and corporate influence. Originally from Southeast 
Asia, the banana was introduced to the Americas through Spanish colonization in the 
early sixteenth century. Most scholars agree that bananas likely reached the Americas 
from the Canary Islands. The plant was brought by the Portuguese from Equatorial 
Guinea to the Canaries, from where it was introduced to the Caribbean around 1516. As 
historian Manuel de Paz has argued, the archipelago served as a “laboratory” for Spain’s 
colonial project in the Americas, testing both the acclimatization of crops like bananas 
and the plantation model later exported across the Atlantic, including large‑scale enslaved 
labor.10 European settlers, seeking efficient ways to sustain enslaved labor populations—
nourished primarily by plantains—fueled the rapid expansion of banana cultivation 
across the Caribbean and Latin America, embedding it in the agricultural economies of 
the region’s nations.11 Over time, the banana was no longer perceived as an imported 
crop but rather as an intrinsic part of the region’s landscape and cultural identity. It is one 
of the central paradoxes of this history that a species brought from Asia by way of Africa 
and Spain became the quintessential emblem of the “tropical” Americas: an introduced 
plant that came to stand for an environment imagined as native.

Bananas entered global trade in 1870 when Captain Lorenzo Dow Baker brought 
160 bunches from Jamaica to the United States. They survived the voyage and by selling 
them he paid for his ship’s repairs, revealing their profit potential. Sensing an opportu‑
nity, Baker acted fast. He bought land in Port Antonio, Jamaica, and established the 
 Caribbean’s first major banana plantation.12 In 1885, he partnered with an emerging fruit 
entrepreneur named Andrew Preston. Together, they founded the Boston Fruit Company 
with the goal of making bananas “more popular than apples.”13 They revolutionized the 
banana business by introducing refrigerated shipping, a technology that allowed bananas 
to travel longer distances while still green. This marked the beginning of a transnational 
industry that would reshape agricultural labor, land ownership, and economic dependen‑
cies across the Americas.

However, land in the Caribbean was becoming scarce, prompting plantation owners 
to seek new territories for expansion. It was then that Baker and Preston partnered with 
Minor Cooper Keith, a businessman from Brooklyn who was building Costa Rica’s first 
railway and had begun planting bananas to feed the workers. Together, Keith, Preston, and 
Baker founded the now‑infamous UFC, known today as Chiquita Brands. The company 


