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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 referring 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 performances 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 international, 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 2example, 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 Europeans 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 importance 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 flavour”—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, signaling 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, landscapes, and imaginaries across Latin America and the Caribbean. Avant-garde artists—many trained in Europe—responded to narratives of modernization, often promoted by 3banana 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 questioned 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 celebrating 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.


[image: Black-and-white photograph of Cuban guerrilleros celebrating on horseback while waving flags and straw hats]
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 Photograph © The Museum of Fine Arts, Houston; Will Michels. Return to text.⏎

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 fictional 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.


[image: US Flag altered by the artist to include a banana rather than the 52 stars]
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. Return to text.⏎

4This explicitly political use of the banana stands in productive tension with its treatment 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, consumer 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 domination.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 Tropical (2012), which frame the banana as a site of geopolitical and cultural struggle in Brazil and the Southern Cone (Figure 1.3).


[image: A poster shows a textured mass of leaf-like shapes containing text, with botanical illustrations.]

Long Description for Figure 1.3
The poster is titled Novo Museo Tropical across the top left. Below the title, a block of Portuguese text provides context for the museum or exhibition. The central and dominant element is a large, irregularly shaped mass. This mass is composed of hundreds of individual, irregularly shaped ovals or leaf-like forms. The dark areas between are heavily textured with a stippled or speckled pattern. In the upper right corner, a silhouette of a tropical plant with seven broad leaves extends from a slender stem. In the lower left corner, another small silhouette of a fern-like plant with multiple fronds points upwards. In the lower right corner, a smaller block of text, also in Portuguese, provides additional information about the event.


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. Return to text.⏎

5This 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, videos, 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 varied 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 agricultural 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 opportunity, 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 dependencies 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 6rapidly expanded its operations across Central and South America, and the Caribbean, controlling not only the banana market but also influencing the political, social, and economic affairs of its host countries. Its growing influence throughout the twentieth century earned it the nickname El Pulpo (The Octopus), a reflection of local resentment toward its overwhelming power and its invasive, omnipresent, and coercive grip, qualities that many understood as emblematic of a new form of colonial domination.14

Indeed, as the banana trade intensified, corporations such as the Ufc and Standard Fruit gained unprecedented power over the political and economic landscapes of banana-producing countries. The expansion of the companies led to the monopolization of land, the exploitation of workers, and the destabilization of local governments. These regions became dependent on banana exports, deepening economic imbalances between the Global North and the Global South.

The expansion of these companies was built on the back of extremely poor labor conditions. Banana workers endured long hours, meager wages, and hazardous environments with little or no access to healthcare, sanitation, or labor rights, which gave rise to frequent protests and strikes throughout the region.15 Many of these workers were recruited in large numbers through systems of indenture, whereby multiyear labor contracts effectively tied workers to the plantations under coercive conditions. Their presence revealed the deeply racialized hierarchies that structured plantation life, where Black Caribbean workers were subjected to discrimination and segregation.16 This starkly contrasted with the lifestyle of the company’s white American managers, who lived in enclaves with ballrooms and polo clubs that reproduced a colonial way of life.17 The extractive logic of the company extended beyond the banana trade: figures like Minor C. Keith also engaged in the collection and export of archaeological objects from Central America. Some of these objects formed the basis of the Peabody Museum collection in the United States, exemplifying the broader extractivism that accompanied the expansion of banana empires.18

It is well known that the “Banana Republics” emerged from the powerful partnerships between these companies and their host governments. For example, serving as a bridge between the US government and the countries where it operated, the Ufc acted as a key ally in the US fight against communism and its expansionist agenda. Perhaps the most well-known examples of the UFC’s influence in the region are Colombia’s Masacre de las Bananeras (1928) and Guatemala’s coup d’état against democratically elected President Jacobo Árbenz (1954). The former involved the violent military repression, in support of the Ufc, of striking banana workers and their families in Ciénaga, Colombia, which left hundreds dead.19 The latter entailed the Ufc lobbying for a CIA-backed operation that toppled Árbenz after he introduced land reforms that threatened the company’s interests.20 Earlier in the century, other interventions had taken place in what came to be known as the “Banana Wars”: a series of US military occupations and incursions in Central America and the Caribbean between 1898 and 1934. These interventions, which took place in countries including Cuba, Panama, Honduras, Nicaragua, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic, were aimed at safeguarding American commercial and strategic interests, particularly the banana trade and infrastructure projects such as the Panama Canal, thereby consolidating the influence of corporations like United Fruit.21

In addition to profoundly altering the political, economic, and social landscape of Latin America, the footprint of the Ufc and other banana monoculture companies also seriously transformed its environment.22 Large-scale, export-oriented plantations propagated bananas clonally through rhizomes, creating single crops with little genetic diversity and high vulnerability to pests such as the Panama disease—a devastating soil-borne 7fungal infection that has spread across Asia, Central America, and the Caribbean. Although there are over 1,000 known varieties of bananas worldwide, global consumption today is dominated by the Cavendish variety, just as it was once dominated by the Gros Michel some decades ago. The Gros Michel was the principal export variety until the mid-twentieth century, when Panama disease brought it to the brink of extinction.23 The Cavendish, resistant to that earlier strain, replaced it as the global standard, but it too is now under threat from a new variant of the same fungus (Tropical Race 4), which has spread from Asia to Africa and Latin America in recent years, raising concerns about the future of the global supply.24 Breeding programs and genetic research are underway to develop more resistant varieties, and many experts argue that the most sustainable solution lies in diversifying commercial banana production rather than relying on monocultures.25

The ecological fragility of banana monocultures fostered a deep chemical dependency that led to the massive use of pesticides and fumigants, including toxic compounds like chlordecone, with devastating environmental and health effects. Across Latin America, soil and water contamination has caused chronic illness and infertility among plantation workers. In Nicaragua, laborers exposed to the nematicide dibromochloropropane (Dbcp) successfully sued multinational corporations.26 A parallel tragedy unfolded in the French Caribbean, where chlordecone, banned in mainland France in 1990, remained in use until 1993. Today, over 90% of the population in Martinique and Guadeloupe carries traces of the chemical, a reminder that, unlike Latin America’s corporate-led industry, banana cultivation there was organized as a colonial state enterprise.27

If the labor and ecological practices of banana production expose its extractive logic, the marketing strategies of companies like Chiquita reveal how that same logic was aestheticized and sold to consumers. Indeed, the Ufc was also a pioneer in mass marketing through branding. In the 1940s and 1950s, Edward Bernays (1891–1995), Sigmund Freud’s nephew and the so-called “father of public relations,” applied psychoanalytic ideas to promote bananas as a wholesome staple, embedding the “Chiquita” brand in the popular imagination, and defending the company’s political interests.28 These campaigns, which still inform Chiquita’s feminized and exoticized imagery, helped make the banana the world’s most popular fruit and improved the company’s public image.29 The iconic “Chiquita Banana,” modeled partly on actor and singer Carmen Miranda, featured in cookbooks, comics, maps, toys, and films aimed largely at women and children. These tactics turned the banana into both an everyday dietary staple and a cultural cliché, gendered, racialized, and sexualized.30

Such aesthetic control was not merely symbolic: it reflected and reinforced the company’s dominance over the political and economic realities of banana-producing regions. The banana’s significance thus extended far beyond trade and consumption, embodying both corporate imperialism and resistance to it. Chiquita’s cheerful imagery masked the same hierarchies of race, gender, and class that structured its labor and business practices. Behind that bright façade lay a history of violence and control—one that continues to shape the political realities of banana-producing regions. In Colombia, for instance, the search for truth around atrocities committed in the banana zones has kept the role of banana companies under scrutiny for decades. In 2007, Chiquita Brands International, the corporate successor to Ufc, admitted in a US federal court to having made illegal payments to the United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia (Auc), a far-right paramilitary group with a long record of pervasive, organized violence, including massacres and serious human rights violations against civilians. Seventeen years later, in June 2024, a 8landmark jury ruling went further: Chiquita was found liable for financing death squads, and the families of nine victims finally obtained justice. This historic decision marked the first time an American jury held a major US corporation responsible for complicity in human rights abuses committed abroad, opening the door for hundreds of other victims whose cases remain pending.31

Today, over 100 billion bananas are eaten each year, making them the world’s most traded fruit and the fourth most important food crop after rice, wheat, and maize.32 Global trade in bananas generates about $12 billion annually. Asia produces nearly 55% of the world’s supply but most of it is consumed domestically, as India and China export almost none.33 Latin America and the Caribbean, the second-largest producing region, dominates exports: Ecuador, Colombia, Costa Rica, and Guatemala account for over 70% of bananas sold internationally, 80% of which go to developed markets in Europe and North America. This asymmetry of production and consumption underscores the economic and cultural forces that have made the banana a potent artistic motif across Latin America and the Caribbean.



Banana Craze

Scholars across art history, anthropology, and memory studies have shown how material objects can hold and transmit memory, acquiring agency that shapes how they are perceived across time. Art historian Anna Arabindan-Kesson invites us to consider how memories accumulate in the materiality of artworks,34 while memory studies scholar Ann Rigney has argued that objects can generate meanings beyond their original intent, becoming “accidental archives.”35 Similarly, Arjun Appadurai’s The Social Life of Things urges scholars to focus on “the things themselves,” since their uses and trajectories inscribe meaning in their material form.36 Drawing from these frameworks, we approach the banana as a site of memory and agency: its taste, smell, color, shape, texture, and perishability all contribute to layered symbolic meanings. In Latin America and the Caribbean, the banana embodies not only culinary cultures, landscape identities, and family traditions, but also histories of massacres, labor exploitation, water waste, gender inequality, racial segregation, migration, coups, sexuality, and land dispossession and pollution.

It was from this perspective that we initiated Banana Craze, developing it as a digital humanities platform situated at the intersection of research and curatorial practice.37 Launched in 2021 as a virtual exhibition, archive, and public program series, it now features almost 300 artworks addressing neocolonialism, extractivism, and identity, alongside freely accessible events with artists, scholars, and activists. Community participation has been central: contributions from colleagues and followers continually expand the database, while public programs—from talks and workshops to film screenings and even banana-peel recycling sessions—reflect an ethos of hospitality and interdisciplinarity. In this way, Banana Craze embodies Patrick Svensson’s vision of the digital humanities “as tool, as object of study, as medium of expression, as experimental laboratory, and as site of activism.”38

This expansive understanding is further informed by an ecofeminist framework that reimagines the banana plant through a matrilineal vocabulary of care and regeneration. In contrast to the masculinized figure of the “banana cowboy”—a corporate ideal that performed toughness, authority, and US dominance in plantation zones—the plant itself embodies a different genealogy: the main stem is called the “mother,” the new shoots emerging from its base are the “daughters,” and once the plant has fruited and died, 9its remaining base is known as the “grandmother.”39 This cycle of mother, daughter, and grandmother evokes a relational ecology grounded in interdependence and renewal, offering a counterimage to the extractive, patriarchal imaginaries that have long shaped plantation agriculture. Echoing this model, the project embraces radical accessibility and horizontal collaboration across disciplines and sources, opening its database to foster user-driven, rather than author-dictated, forms of research and knowledge production.

At the same time, the project is grounded in a broader critical genealogy. Decolonial theory and food studies, as well as ecofeminist thought, provide the three methodological pillars on which Banana Craze rests.40 From these perspectives, the banana is understood not only as a crop but also as a node where colonial power, ecological extraction, and gendered violence intersect. The project also draws on Macarena Gómez-Barris’s concept of “inverted visuality,” which calls for breaking away from extractivist ways of seeing in order to reclaim our capacity to sustain life and imagine other modes of relationality.41

This book builds upon that foundation. After five years of research, public programs, and publications, this book expands Banana Craze beyond the field of contemporary art to examine the representation of the banana in Latin American visual culture from its introduction across the region five centuries ago to the present. At the same time, it opens its authorship to new voices, bringing together sixteen experts whose essays chart new paths in the study of the banana as a cultural, political, and artistic motif.



The Book

While the history of banana cultivation in Latin America is widely known through novels such as Gabriel García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude, Miguel Ángel Asturias’s El Papa Verde, or Carlos Luis Fallas’s Mamita Yunai, its significance within the region’s visual arts—though less widely recognized—is equally profound. As the essays in this book show, visual culture offers its own ways of knowing and remembering the banana’s ties to power, labor, and identity. The first section, From Ornament to Nourishment, explores early representations in the colonial period. Olga Isabel Acosta Luna traces the fruit’s shift from its first images as verbal descriptions in the sixteenth century to a racialized, localized motif in murals, carvings, and paintings by the eighteenth century. Sonya Wohletz examines Vicente Albán’s eighteenth-century painting series, where the guineo—posed as both nourishment and pleasure—served as a cipher for Enlightenment epistemologies and colonial knowledge production in Quito.

By the nineteenth century, bananas and plantains became increasingly visible in Caribbean visual culture, mirroring their expanding cultivation and growing symbolic role in national and regional identity. As these once-local foods entered global economic and cultural circuits with the rise of commercial agriculture, Section 2 examines how they shaped visual expressions of nationhood. Tamara Díaz Calcaño shows how the mancha ‘e plátano, a colloquial marker of Puerto Rican identity, emerged in landscapes and still lifes, especially in Francisco Oller’s work and jíbaro iconography, signaling food culture, class, and belonging amid political change. Lee Sessions further explores how bananas figured in US investor manuals on Cuba, showing how visual and textual tactics worked to recast the island as fundamentally white. Much of this discourse aimed to erase Cuba’s history of slavery and the existence of Black Cubans, a goal that becomes evident in the illustrations accompanying these publications.

Section 3, The Long Shadow of the Banana Empire, turns to the visual legacy of the most powerful actor in the banana trade: the Ufc. Liliana Gómez reads its vast 10photographic archive as both an instrument of spatial and capitalist domination and a site where the silences of violence surface.42 She presents the Caribbean as a “laboratory of the modern,” where images advertised progress while masking exploitation. Kevin Coleman approaches the same archive differently in his experimental film Stolen Photo (2024). Utilizing the aesthetic strategy of allegorical indexical realism, he transforms corporate photographs into art. By animating a 1928 studio portrait of Colombian strike leaders, he exposes the violence embedded in archival practices and reclaims their potential for remembrance and solidarity.43

Section 4, Unpeeling Tropical Myths, examines the mid-twentieth century, when bananas became entwined with new visual languages of gender, race, and spirituality. Lesley A. Wolff uses gastropoetics to analyze the banana-filled painted ofrendas of Mexican artists Olga Costa and Elena Climent, showing how their still lifes transform domestic altars into spaces of political critique, migration memory, and female agency. Peter L. Haffner traces how bananas and Haitian art circulated through global markets as reductive symbols of “the Caribbean,” while artists of Haitian descent such as Vladimir Cybil and Kathia St. Hilaire reclaimed these motifs to build personal and cultural histories.

Section 5, Beyond the Banana Republic, turns to artists confronting authoritarianism and violence from Central America to Brazil: Shana Klein shows how Moisés Barrios disturbs still-life conventions to expose imperial histories; Jeannette Martínez analyzes works that use blood imagery to counter corporate myths, from Martín Wannám’s wax crucifix-bananas to Tanya Flores Hodgson’s actions with splattered Chiquita labels and Rachelle Mozman Solano’s parodies of racial “purity.” In Brazil, artists, including Antonio Henrique Amaral, Glauco Rodrigues, and Flávio Império, used the banana to challenge dictatorship and US imperialism. As Maria de Fátima Morethy Couto argues, their work rejected reductive “tropical” stereotypes and repositioned the fruit as a tool for political critique rather than a symbol of cultural inferiority.

The ecological dimension of banana monoculture has also become central to artistic production. The banana, cloned and cultivated through chemically intensive monocultures, epitomizes Vandana Shiva’s notion of “monocultures of the mind,” where ecological and cultural diversity are supplanted by standardized, extractive logics. Section 6, Toxic Harvest, addresses the environmental consequences of banana cultivation by examining artworks that engage with the ecological damage produced by plantation economies. The section ranges from representations of long-standing labor conflicts in Ecuador’s coastal haciendas, as depicted by artists such as Eduardo Kingman, to Adrian Balzeca’s El esfuerzo, which Anamaría Garzón Mantilla interprets as a critique of extractivist practices. It also includes Max Gruber’s analysis of the experimental projects of Leandro Katz and María José Argenzio, which reveal the continuities between colonial forms of exploitation and contemporary extractive regimes.

The banana’s symbolic power extends beyond environmental harm, long entangled with racial and gendered fantasies: from Chiquita banana’s logo to the racist practice of throwing bananas at Black footballers. Its phallic form and soft flesh have been used to stereotype racialized bodies as hypersexual or primitive. Section 7, Embodied Politics and the Banana Imaginary, highlights artists who invert these pejorative associations, reclaiming the fruit as a diasporic, queer, and racialized emblem of cultural status and self-representation. This dynamic is also evident in contemporary popular culture: Bad Bunny’s recent visual language—from the banana-laden cover of his 2024 DtMF album 11to self-stylized images of the artist as a jíbaro carrying plantains—extends this reclaiming impulse into the realm of Latinx/e celebrity and global pop culture. As Annie Mendoza and Tashima Thomas show, Liliana Angulo Cortés’s photo-performances and Gonzalo Fuenmayor’s lush drawings probe the racial dynamics of banana imagery in Colombia, while Susanna Temkin examines how US Latinx/e artists such as Miguel Luciano, Lucía Hierro, Nicolás Dumit Estévez Raful, and Joel Gaitán deploy plátano power as a playful assertion of swagger, resilience, and belonging.44

The diasporic reappropriation of the banana unfolds against its persistent exoticization. Long framed through fantasies of paradise—signaled by the plant’s very scientific name, Musa paradisiaca, which mirrors the palm tree’s centuries-old association with Edenic abundance in early Christian and Islamic traditions and continues today in its linkage to the idea of vacation45—the banana is bound to a visual economy of leisure, eroticism, and tropical escape.46 Diasporic artists subvert these stereotypes, pointing to the historical continuities between monoculture and tourism: industries that, though distinct, share dynamics of extractivism, resource depletion, and the commodification of racialized bodies and landscapes.47 In this light, the banana’s rhizomatic growth becomes a metaphor for migration—unfixed, proliferating, and adaptive—projecting diasporic futures grounded in solidarity, resilience, and multiplicity.

The banana we encounter on the supermarket shelf—uniform, blemish-free, and far removed from its earlier varieties—may look ordinary, but its cultural afterlives are anything but. As this book demonstrates, its image keeps resurfacing in art as a persistent reminder of colonial legacies, ongoing labor and environmental struggles, and diasporic creativity. And this is not just history: the fruit’s entanglement with art and power is very much alive today, as Chiquita’s sponsorship of Art Basel Miami in 2024 makes clear—a striking instance of art-washing in a city shaped by Latin American and Caribbean diasporas and by the very histories of corporate violence in which the company has long been implicated.

Beyond the art world, the editors of this book invite readers to reflect on their own position as conscious consumers: eat fewer bananas, and when you do, choose organic and fair-trade varieties whenever possible.48 Yet our concluding gesture looks not only to human actors but also to the banana’s unlikely allies for alternative role models of political agency. The resilient banana weevil beetle, which bores through plantations and refuses to bend to monocultural empire, evokes forms of slow sabotage and refusal that undermine extractive systems from within.49 Fungi, such as the pathogens behind Panama disease, with their collaborative, symbiotic networks, model modes of interdependence and mutual care that offer a radically different script for survival.50 Attending to these more-than-human companions invites us to imagine futures in which resistance, repair, and collective flourishing become the organizing principles of life after the plantation.
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