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The Academy of San Carlos and Mexican Art History

The first substantial Mexican colonial art historiography in English, this book examines the origin of the study of colonial art in Mexico as a symptom of the development of modern museum practice in mid-nineteenth-century Mexico City. Also an intellectual history, this study recognizes the role of nationalism in the initiation of art historical practice in what is understood today more broadly as Latin America. Although there has been a steady stream of scholarship produced about the subject, beginning in Mexico and increasingly in the United States, what is variably known as viceregal or colonial Mexican, Spanish colonial, and colonial Latin American art continues to be underplayed or overlooked by most art historians and is thus marginal in the field of art history. Ray Hernández-Durán redresses that omission, presenting a detailed examination of the origin of the study of colonial art in Mexico. Drawing upon archival research, this volume touches upon the role of politics on the formation of the first gallery of Mexican painting in the Academy of San Carlos and the first comprehensive historical treatment of the material in the form of a dialogue. Furthermore, this study promotes further research in colonial art historiography and underlines the pivotal role that the Indo-Hispanic Americas played in the emergence of early modernity and the process of globalization.

Ray Hernández-Durán completed his B.A. and B.F.A. at the University of Texas at Austin, his M.A. at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, and his Ph.D. at the University of Chicago. He teaches the history of colonial Ibero-American arts and architecture at the University of New Mexico in Albuquerque.
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Preface

I began to explore the viability of this research project in 1996 as a doctoral student at the University of Chicago. I was initially drawn to this topic after reading the introductory essay to the 1995 edition of José Bernardo Couto’s Diálogo sobre la historia de la pintura en México (1872) written by Juana Gutiérrez Haces. Couto’s text, originally written in 1861–62 but published posthumously in 1872, is the earliest sustained historical treatment of what was then termed the “Old Mexican School of Painting.”

A turning point in my research occurred in February 2001 when I met with a member of the curatorial staff at the Museo Nacional de Arte (MUNAL) in Mexico City. My intention was to talk about the recently reinstalled galleries of colonial painting and to review object files. A group of paintings that had been previously housed in the Pinacoteca Virreinal de San Diego—an exhibition space located in a colonial church at the opposite end of Alameda Park in the capital—had been recently integrated into the MUNAL galleries. Due to climate control problems, museological challenges, and the subsequent decision to remodel the centuries-old religious complex, the works were taken down and transferred from the church to the national museum following the religious complex’s closure in 1999–2000. This body of work, select paintings dating from the late sixteenth- through the early nineteenth centuries, had been initially gathered and exhibited in the Academy of San Carlos in the 1850s. The academy installation was in fact the first publicly displayed, representative collection of colonial painting in the nation’s history and, presumably, a source for the first historical text on the subject. As such, this body of material was of considerable historical and cultural significance.

Having reviewed the extant historiographic literature on the subject, I was familiar with this particular group of paintings and thus had some questions and observations regarding its formation, chief among them that the works on display were predominantly religious in nature. I asked my guide at the museum if she was concerned that the preponderant religious subject matter in the work presented an inaccurate image of colonial visual culture to the public. This question had to be posed since much non-religious art had also been produced during Mexico’s viceregal period in such genres as portraiture, history painting, cityscapes, genre scenes, and allegory, among others, all of it of great import to Novohispanic society. The assistant responded by telling me that she and others at the museum were aware of this problem and were working to resolve it. Museum administrators had been attempting to nurture relationships with potential donors in the hope that at some point the museum might receive gifts of works from private collections (where most non-religious and “decorative” arts are to be found). She quickly added, however, that she and others were not hopeful that the museum would be able to acquire the kinds of works that would enrich the galleries’ overview of the era’s art production.1 Following the tour through the museum galleries, the assistant led me to the curatorial offices where I cursorily reviewed the museum’s scant object files.

My consultation of the museum archive on that trip underlined one of the challenges typically faced by art historians who conduct research in the colonial area: inconsistent, inaccessible, missing, and/or non-existent documentation beyond the works themselves. The experience heightened my interest in further investigating the origin of the study of arts from the colonial period and the legacy of that formative phase of art historical practice on the reception of colonial arts today. My decision to proceed with this investigation was thus informed by a desire not only to further our understanding of a formative moment in my field’s development, but also to question what appeared to be certain widely held assumptions that have impeded both the development of this material’s study and its general familiarity outside of Mexico.2

As this research project developed, the need to firmly define its parameters and objectives, not just as an end to itself or merely to fill a lacuna but in terms of its potential significance both within and outside of Latin American art history, became a central concern. Beyond subject matter, the significance of a defined political perspective is particularly relevant to my work as an art historian who is invested in critically addressing larger issues dealing with historiography, methodology, institutional practice, and social justice.3 In terms of applied practice, the interest in conducting scholarly research with a purpose beyond satisfying intellectual curiosity or merely adding to the body of work on a given topic is hardly a marginal methodological position, exemplified in the United States by such publications as the anthology, Reclaiming the Political in Latin American History: Essays from the North (American Encounters/Global Interactions).4 As a synopsis of the text concisely states, “the contributors actively revisit the political—as both a theme of historical analysis and a stance for historical practice.”5 In this instance, I am reminded of Max Weber’s proposition, as noted by Paul Rabinow, that, “the intellect, like all cultural values, has created an aristocracy based on possession of rational culture and independent of all personal ethical qualities of man.”6 Although this statement has been appropriately judged as too broad of a claim in a society with democratic pretensions, it is nonetheless a tenable (or perhaps even an inevitable) residual condition of academic culture and its overdetermined valuation of “objectivity” and of a particular, allegedly disinterested gaze, which has in recent decades been questioned and exposed as the historically, culturally, and socially contingent practice that it is.7

Literary scholar, José Rabasa critically addresses this point when, explaining the motives for investigating the invention of the Americas, or rather, its entry into the European imaginary via discourses of the sixteenth century, he notes the inherent bias structuring the epistemological framework through which most of us perceive, think, and produce. He writes:


Eurocentrism, Western metaphysics, and racism constitute overhanging determinants of contemporary thought. Their ramifications are so overwhelming that the project of defining Eurocentrism would constitute an elusive knowledge, if not a mere repetition … Not only did the emergence of America affect the cartographical image of the world, but it also brought forth a redefinition of previously known regions. In the process, European subjectivity surfaced as a privileged perspective and definer of the totality. The power behind this objectification of the planet and its peoples has continued to refine itself without reprieve to our days.8


The conscious intellectual is capable of countering or resisting such tendencies through the kinds of ideological stances and methods she adopts as she conducts research, although how this research is disseminated and applied is another question.9 Such a response is particularly relevant when evaluating a past or long-established scholarly practice whose underlying political currents, such as those that are the subject of this book, can be identified and critically examined. Having to contend with the burden of a disciplinary legacy that requires periodic reassessment (such as that found in art history, which, as a field has traditionally privileged Western Europe as the standard from which all else is measured) is something many of us, especially those working outside of Western Europe or the United States, continue to grapple with in our own research as we pose questions, formulate arguments, and contribute to the development of our respective areas of investigation. Fully understanding that it is impossible to extricate oneself from the semantic field through which we move and act in the world, what form could a politically and socially responsible scholarship take? A response to this question would suggest thoughtful work produced via the application of rigorous study, critical methodologies, an awareness of ideas and questions that extend beyond one’s particular field, and the ability to step back and see “the big picture,” which directs us to historiography, as a viable and necessary tool.

With this idea in mind, the underlying purpose of this study is to determine the relationship between political ideology and historical production in mid-nineteenth-century Mexico in order to accomplish two objectives: one, to better map the formative development of colonial art history as a category of cultural production in post-independence Mexico, and two, to examine the possible reasons for this area of study’s peripheral status within the larger discipline of art history today, in particular outside of Mexico.

In this book, I explore the origin of colonial art history in Mexico through a series of discussions focused on national politics and history writing, institutional culture and museological practice, and writing traditions and textual analysis in order to lay out the contexts in which the initial recognition of a colonial period, the gathering of select colonial paintings, and the writing of an art history, all unfolded. Before approaching the text in question, however, we must look at the collection and early display of colonial painting that preceded it, and before that, at the production of Mexico’s earliest national histories, which provided a necessary framework of legibility for any and all signifiers of nation. I thus start by examining the political environment in the Mexican capital and the varied narratives of Mexican history, generated by writers of differing political bents. The national narratives I consider, collectively, are the source for the earliest conceptualizations of a definable colonial period. I then look at how one of these political perspectives was reified within the institutional space of the Academy of San Carlos through the incorporation of art works intended to serve as the material manifestation of a distinct political reading of history. I continue by considering how writing further codified this historical interpretation via the first text on colonial art, authored by the leading official of a central cultural institution in the Mexican capital, which set a precedent that was emulated by later writers on the subject through the late nineteenth century and into the twentieth.

In the introductory chapter, I position this project as a scholarly work in the subfield of colonial Latin American art history and begin to lay a foundation for the discussions that follow by considering the value of historiography to a discipline like art history. I address the marginal status of colonial Latin America in the discipline and examine probable causes for its peripheral status. I proceed with colonial art historiography by providing a brief historical review of select scholarly works that consider the writing of colonial art history in an attempt to sketch a genealogy for the current book and to explain the purpose of this present study. Leading questions include: what is the value of historiography to a subfield such as colonial Ibero-American art history and what is the role of politics in the early writing of this history?

With these questions in mind, in the second chapter, I look at Mexico City as a site of historical production in the mid-nineteenth century. I consider, more specifically, the relationship between early history writing and the dominant political perspectives in the Mexican capital. Close review of primary sources from this period reveals that the latter informed the varied historical interpretations that were produced during those early years of nationhood; significantly, those interpretations shaped early ideas and representations of the preceding historical-cultural context, now distinguished as a separate period, which we generally identify with the terms, “colonial” and “viceregal,” the accuracy of which has been the subject of much discussion in recent years and is to be addressed at a conference in Mexico City.10 Individual works by three of the more prominent historians who wrote during the 1820s–40s illustrate formative iterations of each of these early political perspectives; consequently, in reviewing excerpts of those early national histories, I examine those sections that methodically begin to describe, evaluate, and give form to the idea of a distinct period preceding Mexican independence. In this section, it is accepted that before a collection of paintings can be understood as a legible corpus identified with a particular period of a nation’s past, a historical-cultural category must first be defined and recognized by a group of authorities and then a larger audience. This discussion sets the stage for the chapter that follows.

In Chapter Three, I examine the institutional and/or cultural mechanisms through which such discourses as the historical were rendered instrumental around mid mid-century. The context or conditions in which such politics were exercised in relation to defining a history of art are considered by providing a brief review of the history of the Academy of San Carlos from its foundation in the late eighteenth century, as an imperial institution of the Spanish Bourbon monarchy, through the mid-nineteenth century, when it was re-framed as the national center for art instruction and art production in Mexico City. The objects selected to exemplify or embody what was being configured as an earlier stage of Mexican historical-cultural development had to be re-contextualized in order to signify in the current national setting; otherwise, such objects would be left embedded within an archaizing context (such as church altarpieces) or, if placed in a gallery, in an isolated, free floating state with no interpretive frame to determine their significance in a meaningful way to a contemporary Mexican audience beyond their subject matter. In this chapter, I narrow the focus of my discussion from historiography and history writing to the institutional space in the Mexican capital that served as the locus for the material reification of a particular version of Mexican history, generally speaking, and of the colonial period, in particular. As the central art institution in the country, the Academy of San Carlos became the site of the first gallery installation of solely colonial painting; as such, it marks the starting point for a more critical, structured examination of the collecting and exhibiting of colonial art. This chapter does not intend to be the final word on the academy since there are other studies better suited to that claim. Rather, this succinct review is intended to flesh out the institutional mise- en- scèene for the often-contested display of what becomes a formative canon of colonial art in Mexico. The aim here is to demonstrate how a particular political perspective is privileged in the creation of a representative colonial painting collection and its interpretation. Following the historical overview of the academy, I reconstruct the process of creating a colonial painting collection in the academy and installing the first gallery devoted to the display of this material. Based on archival investigation, this section discloses how colonial works of art were gathered and exhibited in the academy galleries, followed by a reassessment of how the academy president, José Bernardo Couto’s politics informed his museological decisions at the academy.

In the fourth chapter, I then examine the first colonial art history authored by Couto, which is framed in this instance as an extension of his curatorial project at the academy. To strengthen my reading of Couto’s text, I start by looking at writing practices in New Spain-Mexico through a selection of texts that deal with colonial images, works that range from the sixteenth- through the mid-nineteenth centuries. My intent is to trace epistemological shifts regarding the idea and reception of art, and how these changes have been documented or instantiated via their written equivalents. One of the objectives here, in line with Mexican art historian, Juana Gutiérrez Haces’s work, is to highlight the significance of Couto’s groundbreaking text, which should be read in relation to both the painting gallery he himself curated and the writing traditions with which his work represents a break. An additional objective that follows the previous two chapters and the underlying theme of this book is to reveal how Couto’s seminal text was shaped by a distinctly conservative political vision of Mexican history, and as such, stands as a conservative contribution to the ongoing process of modern Mexican national development.

I conclude by considering recent and ongoing debates about the nature and significance of the colonial period to Mexican history. The final section synthesizes the book’s main points, one of which is recognizing the politically determined artifice of historical production and corporate identity, particularly as observed in Mexico during the first decades following independence and into the early twentieth century. National history and related narratives are approached as discursive productions that structure human subjectivity, lend meaning to human experience, and possess various instrumental potentials in terms of shaping public opinion. Here, “Nation” is reductively understood if not constituted as a unified entity through the dissemination of texts and symbols via official institutional mechanisms, such as popular media, museums, and schools. Of great importance in this final chapter is the recognition of the continuing relevance of debates in modern-day Mexico that recall mid-nineteenth-century attitudes towards the colonial period.

My hope is that this book will contribute to a more nuanced reassessment in the United States and Europe of Ibero-American colonial art, whose study possesses a distinguished history worthy of our scholarly attention in spite of both the field’s erratic origins and still present biases towards “Latin America,” its peoples, and its cultures, particularly in the United States. Additionally, I expect that this study will stimulate interest in yet further historiographic investigation and promote an appreciation for the varied histories and cultures of the Americas, and in particular, of colonial art, which should be regarded as one of the world’s most original and significant cultural traditions, and, as has been suggested, the first truly global art form.11
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	Joseph Rishel, senior curator at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, points out that colonial art has been marginalized in the United States due to race and class prejudice. Johanna Hecht, curator at the Metropolitan Museum in New York, adds that this marginalization was due to “social associations with low-class Latinos” by most Americans in the United States. Given the “legitimizing” recognition by museum professionals in the United States of such problematic attitudes, it seems that a more rigorous examination of historiographic questions is needed. See Robin Cembalest, “The Colonial Revolution,” ARTnews (April 2010), 78–85.⏎

	My work is inspired, in part, by Karl Marx’s eleventh thesis on Feuerbach, “Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it” (2002), an admonition I read as suggestive of an activist tendency. Referring to criticisms she has received as an academic invested in social justice, Andrea Smith writes, “if we do support social justice, then we should be demystifying the academy rather than perpetuating its capitalist logics” (2007, 141). My ideological position is closely associated with Smith’s clearly stated aim, as well as with Edward Said’s definition of the intellectual, which identifies this type of individual as someone, “whose raison d’être is to represent all those people and issues that are routinely forgotten or swept under the rug” (1996, 11). I approach this project fully cognizant of these ideas and propositions, including the assumptions, biases, and perspectives shaping my own work as a native native-born, U.S. citizen of Mexican descent with a doctorate in art history and a tenured position at a public research university. See Karl Marx, Theses on Feuerbach, trans. Cyril Smith (2002); https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/thesis/; Andrea Smith, “Social-Justice Activism in the Academic Industrial Complex,” Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, Volume 23, Number 2 (Fall 2007), 140–145; and Edward Said, Representations of the Intellectual (New York: Vintage, 1996).⏎
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	Paul Rabinow, “For Hire: Resolutely Late Modern,” Recapturing Anthropology: Working in the Present, ed. Richard G. Fox (Santa Fe, New Mexico: School for American Research, 1991), 62.⏎
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	José Rabasa, Inventing America: Spanish Historiography and the Formation of Eurocentrism (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), 212–213.⏎

	This critical academic stance can be linked to a developing set of principles, methods, and objectives that fall under the label, “decoloniality,” an epistemic and political project that, reflecting Rabasa’s statement, recognizes that starting in the early modern period, “Europe became the locus of epistemic enunciation, and the rest of the world became the object to be described and studied from the European (and, later on, the United States), perspective.” The project thus aims to destabilize this biased Eurocentric framework and introduce alternate, equally valid perspectives that more accurately correspond to the geopolitically diverse realities of knowledge production. In an article on decolonialist strategies, author, Pheng Cheah specifically notes Mignolo’s implication of modernity in the colonialist episteme when she observes, “Modernity conserves itself as a totality by positing an ‘outside’ of Europe and the North Atlantic that is excluded from modernity through a discourse of racism. The rhetoric of modernity therefore leads inevitably to a logic of coloniality.” Dominant perceptions that Latin America did not contribute to shaping modernity and does not, as a totality, participate in it today, dovetail with the intent of this book’s objectives. See, Walter D. Mignolo, “Modernity and Decoloniality,” Oxford Bibliographies (http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199766581/obo-9780199766581-0017.xml); ), and Pheng Cheah, “The Limits of Thinking in Decolonial Strategies,” The Doreen B. Townsend Center for the Humanities Publications (November 2006) (http://townsendcenter.berkeley.edu/publications/limits-thinking-decolonial-strategies) ).⏎

	The XL Coloquio Internacional de Historia del Arte organized by the Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México held in Mexico City in October 2016  presents the theme, “Mundo, imperios y naciones: la redefinición del ‘arte colonial,’” reflecting what has been a growing trend to re-examine the concepts, language, and historiography of “colonial art” or “viceregal art” in the Americas.The conference in question will be the XL Coloquio Internacional de Historia del Arte organized by the Instituto de Investigaciones Estéticas at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México in Mexico City. The event will be held in October 2016. Reflecting what has been a growing trend, the conference organizers aim to examine the concepts and historiography of “colonial art” or “viceregal art” in the Americas.⏎

	Cembalest (2010), 81.⏎
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historiography

/historiografi/

 —noun 1 the study of the writing of history and of written histories. 2 the writing of history.

 —DERIVATIVES historiographer noun historiographic adjective historiographical adjective.1


Scholars wishing to cover broad expanses of history in their work often use bold brushstrokes out of necessity, just as I do in certain sections of this book. Yet one must be aware of how such diachronic approaches may potentially result in the elision of some of the subtler points and many of the fine details that upon closer scrutiny would give us a more nuanced picture of the past and, in particular, of the motives that have guided the unfolding of significant events. Here, it is useful to distinguish between two modes of historical inquiry that form the main subject of this study: art history (the study of the historical production of art and its reception, that is, the content of the discipline) and historiography (the study of the manners in which that disciplinary practice has developed over time and why). These observations are relevant when considering the historiography of any of the sub-fields of art history but in this case, of what is variably identified as Spanish colonial, colonial Latin American, colonial Ibero-American, and/or viceregal art history, given the area’s peripheral status within the larger discipline and that the general familiarity with the historical development of the field tends to be fragmentary or unfamiliar, in particular, to those working outside of Latin America but also among many specialists. Two probable reasons to explain this condition may include the underdeveloped state of historiographic research in the colonial area, especially in English, and what seems to be insufficient interest in historiography—generally speaking, a disinterest, or better yet, devaluation, that may be linked to the dominant perception of what Fredric Jameson describes as “the debilitating influence of historiography and of the fidelity to the past and the dead that an obsession with history seems to encourage.”2 But is this claim true or viable?

In recent years, developments in the form of publications, such as articles and exhibition catalogue essays, and thematically related panels and/or papers at conferences have occasionally revisited historiographic questions, specifically as they relate to the study of Latin American art.3 Such periodic reassessments suggest that historiography is a necessary practice since it provides a historical foundation and genealogy that documents or better yet maps a field’s intellectual development and disciplinary practices. This type of documentation and study not only facilitates a comprehensive survey of the scope of a given discipline’s development; it establishes an area’s legitimacy and significance as a scholarly practice. The continuing viability of this type of legitimation is tied in part to the pragmatic functions, which are central to the institutional framework that regulates a university-bound discipline. Newer critical approaches intrinsic to what has been identified as a “postmodern” subjectivity, defined in part by an “incredulity toward meta-narratives,”4 continue to be informed by the organizing principles of a system born of those very same narratives.

Within the sphere of academic culture and its scholarly practice, historiography in its most traditional sense retains its status as a narrative of legitimation despite its alleged fetishization of history and investment in the kinds of meta-narratives that have been identified and critiqued in recent decades. Historiography is of great utility if instead of simply tracing developments and recounting or reifying old claims, it critically revisits them via the close reading of texts with the intent of interrogating said claims and, when necessary, critically questioning the narratives or frameworks in question. Donald Preziosi touches upon these concerns when he states:


In sum, the discipline of art history has been a complex apparatus for the ongoing manufacture of certain forms of ideology as knowledge. Its forms of power and control, however, do not emanate from some central office or comité, despite a latent tendency towards heroicization, but are diffuse and diverse, as anonymous as a machine or a work of art whose mode of address is ‘To whom it may concern’ … it is perfectly clear that art history knows what it does. And it frequently knows why it does. What it knows less well, however, is that what what it does does. The pursuit of that understanding, which entails the re-membering of the lines of rupture and contradiction papered over by art history as it perpetually misreads its own history, is surely our most pressing task.5


A historiographic project, if approached with this understanding and the proper tools, can unearth the typically concealed strata of ideological apparatuses and the cultural-political agendas that shape a body of knowledge over time. The expectation is that such an endeavor will facilitate the development of a more refined critical self-reflection concerning the contextually specific, political nature of such discursive productions and their originating contexts, including awareness of the one in which we, too, are working with all of its worthwhile contributions and inevitable shortcomings.

The discipline of art history is an ideal case study, given that its practices are collectively constituted and directed by such mechanisms as universities, museums, presses, and related professional organizations, such as the College Art Association, and in the case of colonial Latin American art history, by groups or societies, such as LASA Colonial, a subsidiary of the Latin American Studies Association, and the Association for Latin American Art, which is an affiliate of CAA.6 Since the latter serve a legitimizing, regulatory function, innovations or advances are inevitably shaped, and in some cases constrained, by often conservative institutional practices that determine the nature of scholarly production and, consequently, of the shape of knowledge.7 Here, we must recognize transitional moments where disciplinary organization, although tied to increasingly obsolete institutional structures (e.g., academic departmental divisions), gradually responds to epistemological, methodological, and/or disciplinary shifts. This phenomenon is exemplified by the growing yet still marginal presence of Latin America (as a geographic frame), and in particular, colonial Latin America (historically speaking), in the broader field of Art History, rendered most evident, for example, by the limited presence (or in most cases, utter absence) of the early modern Americas and the Spanish viceroyalties from both art history surveys and departmental course offerings at universities across the nation, and the lack of knowledge of and/or interest in the colonial Latin American area exhibited by art historians, generally speaking.

In the popular and widely used art history survey authored by the late medievalist, Marilyn Stokstad, for instance, colonial Ibero-American art is included in more recent editions in the chapter on baroque art in Europe and North America, which, although perhaps a step in the right direction (especially given that previously, this material was appended to the indigenous American art chapter), is still questionable. There are approximately seven paragraphs devoted to this enormous hemispheric region and its five centuries of cultural production, including the odd three illustrations inserted as examples of colonial art, one of which actually falls within the renaissance period not the baroque (if we continue to reference this Eurocentric nomenclature, another problem that needs to be addressed in relation to the early modern Americas), while the only identifiable baroque painting included is by a fairly unknown artist, and the third work is a mission church in Arizona.8 No canonical artists from more heavily studied regions, such as central New Spain or Peru are included nor are any of the major canonical colonial art and architectural works. The movement of the so-called “Spanish colonial” material from (indigenous) art of the Americas to baroque art of Europe and the Americas reveals the limitations of the current nomenclature structuring the discipline with its corresponding assumptions; in other words, this art historical area of study seems difficult to place in the current state of things since it presents a unique locus of cultural production, as a result of transoceanic exchanges between distant geographic regions and cultural contexts, a principle characteristic of the early modern period when the long process of modern globalization truly began. But does this structural quirk fully explain the peripheral status of Ibero-American colonial art in the larger field of art history? There is no lack of scholarship or specialists on the subject, suggesting that the area’s slight presence in the survey may be reflective of other perceptions and attitudes towards this hemispheric region by many of those working in other areas of the discipline, especially in the United States.

A central problem with surveys such as Stokstad’s, including other popular art history surveys, is that the central narrative continues to reflect a “traditional” art historical canon that reifies in Hegelian form the teleological evolution of the so-called “West.”9 Although most of the prominent surveys emphasize western Europe and completely disregard the Spanish colonial Americas, ca. 1492–1898, the Stokstad survey illustrates an attempt at opening the discussion to include a more global perspective; however, in this text’s multiple iterations, world regions outside of western Europe are ghettoized into self-contained chapters that are inserted at various points into the master narrative with which they do not seem to correspond, resulting not only in the inadequate treatment and representation of these areas and their cultures but also implying that the West developed independently from the rest of the world, or at least, ahead of the global curve.10 How did such a narrative develop to exclude the early modern Americas?

A variable informing the colonial area’s general exclusion would have to include the varied responses to and/or perceptions of colonial societies and their cultural forms, including art, as being derivative or deficient versus original and innovative, particularly when measured in relation to European art production. As art historian Robert Harbison succinctly notes in his book, Reflections on the Baroque (2000), “To some observers Mexican Baroque is nothing more than caricature.”11 Other observations that question and/or comment on the reception of colonial Latin American art include that made by art historian Tom Cummins, who states:


Too often the history of art from colonial Latin America has been seen through the prism of dependence, a dependence based on a comparison with Spain. This presumes that a pre-established, authoritative history exists (the history of painting in Spain) and all that needs be done to understand the artwork of Peru, Mexico, and elsewhere is to accommodate it within that model. This logic additionally supposes that colonial images, be they paintings, prints, or sculptures, are to be understood only within the parameters of the regional in relation to the metropolitan, and that, therefore, the arts of the two great viceroyalties, Mexico and Peru, were more or less the same. This is, of course, one way to think and write art history, and it has its advantages. If, however, we understand colonial culture as also being generative rather than merely derivative, we might look for the unexpected mingling of social, cultural, and economic categories and their expressive needs that can occur only within the Americas.12


As an example of this comparative approach, Cummins identifies an essay by art historian Jonathan Brown, in which the latter “resorts to a comparison between the artistic production of Mexico City and Murcía in Spain, not only to evaluate the relative place of Villalpando’s oeuvre, but also because all the painters who lived in the viceroyalty of New Spain during the seventeenth century can and should be incorporated in the history of Spanish baroque painting.”13 Although Cummins’s point is to reconsider the manner in which such a comparative approach has normally implied a dependence on the metropole, Brown writes, “one could expect that the canvases painted by Villalpando for the sacristy would be pastiches obedient to late baroque Spanish painting, tedious, and lacking originality. However, the reality is totally different.”14 By referencing Villalpando’s work in this manner, Brown indexes what have been typical critical responses to this colonial painter’s art production and that of other colonial artists.

Similarly, Spanish art historian Luisa Elena Alcalá contributes to this conversation when she comments on the study of colonial art:


Beyond the task of documentation and interpretation, there is the more ambitious one of carving out an epistemological place (or places) for this material within a larger history of art. In that respect, an aspect that distinguishes this volume from comparable text on painting in Italy, Spain, and France, and so forth is that many of the illustrations presented as the object of study belong to the history of images rather than the history of art … During much of the second half of the twentieth century, histories of Spanish American viceregal art had to wrestle with the pejorative and Eurocentric view that these works were derivative, provincial, and inferior in quality to European art of the same period. However, for a long time now it has been clear that Latin American painting cannot be defined within a European framework … While presently there is clarity and relative consensus as to what colonial painting is not (a derivative extension of Europe), there is still much debate as to what it is.15


With the objective of fleshing out a historical and theoretical framework for the study of colonial art, Alcalá outlines developments in the field, as well as identifying questions and/or problems in its practice. A central problem she notes is tied to the assumption that colonial Ibero-American art falls more comfortably into a history of images rather than a history of art, a distinction based on the analysis of such variables as biography, style, technique, and quality, on one hand, and the absence of such, on the other. This is an observation that recalls the longstanding approach to the study of elite European or Western art production as the subject of art history while that of other global regions, such as Africa or the Americas, has been typically and with few exceptions been relegated to anthropology, when not left out of the conversation altogether.16 That distinction between art and images is appropriately considered by Alcalá to be artificial and limited, given its clear Eurocentric focus and subsequent difficulties in trying to accommodate certain kinds of early modern Ibero-American art forms into this culturally specific framework. She states that


what we are seeing in the field of colonial Latin American art is a revision and ultimately an enrichment of traditional methods of inquiry inspired by the extraordinary diversity of pictorial production in this part of the world from the sixteenth- to the early nineteenth centuries.17


The problem, it seems, is not so much the nature of colonial visual or material cultural production but rather what may be somewhat narrow, ethnocentric, definitions of Art. She concludes her essay on this subject by stating, “Ultimately, the challenge for the reader is to consider not just how Spanish American art is like or unlike European art, but how it is itself.”18 In this instance, the inadequacies or limitations of art history are highlighted.

In addition to the sometimes conflicted, ever-changing modes of reception that colonial Latin American art has elicited from art historians for the past century or so, we must consider the institutional frameworks in which the study of art history both generally speaking and specifically focused on colonial art, has taken form. The emergence of the modern museum in the nineteenth century, associated as such with the coeval development of art history as an academic discipline and linked to the rise of the nation-state in northwestern Europe, is significant. Museological and art historical developments not only represented the cultural sphere of nationalism. They also constituted the “nation” itself as it was invented, performed, narrated, and reiterated, in addition to signaling the extent of a society’s cultural development and, to some degree, its degree of engagement with modernity.19 In early national contexts, in response to political and economic changes, such as those seen in northern Europe and the United States, infrastructures were established to guide such institutional developments, illustrated, for instance, by museological practice. Addressing the question of modernity and Latin America in the work of Peruvian social theorist Aníbal Quijano and his observations regarding global mercantilism of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, Carlos Alberto Sánchez states


Europe and Latin America equally enjoyed in the promises of modernity … [however] … Latin America does not today participate in the ordered, progressive, agenda attributable to modernity, or to modern states … while the project of modernity is a consequence of European ambitions in the New World, it was abandoned (as a project applicable to the New World) sometime after it was discovered that in Mexico, Central, and South America industrialization and capitalism [were] not proceeding (and could not proceed) in accordance with the ever expanding modernizing aspirations of the European imaginary.20


If the experiences of modernity and modernization in Latin America have indeed been out of sync with Eurocentric tendencies and expectations, we must ask what happened in cases where the emergence of art history began to take form in national contexts that were incommensurate with the original settings normally associated with this development, in other words, in settings that lacked similar infrastructures and related mechanisms of production and validation?

The development of colonial Latin American art history can be seen as exemplifying this phenomenon, given that it is largely associated with nations viewed from the outside as historically dogged by repeated failures at modernization, a perspective that has contributed to the faulty idea among many, mostly by those outside of but also some in/from Latin America, that these nations lack legitimate modernity, specifically in relation to any Eurocentric and/or monolithic readings of modernity and modernism.21 Art historical awareness and practice in places like Mexico, though following precedents set in nations, such as France and Germany, materialized as a function of institutional mechanisms in line with political practices and cultural values that deviated in many ways from those considered to be critical to modern national development. Consequently, one can ask what ideologies were at work in such cases, what historical events contributed to their formation, and how were they rendered instrumental owing to the conditions in which they unfolded?

It has only been in the last two decades that scholars of museum studies have slowly begun to examine the political dimensions of museum practices. Approximately twenty years ago, Krysztof Pomian observed, “There has so far been no detailed political history of museums, just some broad outlines.”22 This statement may seem dated; however, there is unquestionably much room for further development. The study of museum history and museological theory, furthermore, has heavily concentrated on the more developed nations of the so-called “First World,” such as France, England, and the United States. Regarding a broader examination of the emergence of the museum and its diffusion worldwide as a condition of imperialism and colonialism, Martin Prösler noted, “The ‘Third World’ has to be taken thoroughly into account if one is to gain a truly global perspective, but it is here that the conceptual limitations … are most in evidence.”23 His statement alerts us to what continues to be the general absence of Latin American museums from such discussions and, most importantly, to the increasingly evident need for models and approaches that take into account the unique, localized historical development of museums and collecting practices outside of Western Europe and the United States. This discussion logically implicates broader exhibition practices, too, such as those corresponding to international biennials, in terms of curatorial vision, display sites, exhibited artists, and the subsequent life that the event, its organizers, and participants have in print, subsequent exhibitions, collections, etc.24 Such propositions suggest that intellectualized discourses centered on art and museum history continue to reify a center-margin relationship vis-à-vis attempts at imposing or replicating what are historically and culturally specific paradigms in diverse, sometimes unrelated, or incommensurate cultural contexts. Ultimately, such academic practices can be seen in various instances as embodying a form of neo-colonialism or cultural imperialism that parallels global capitalist endeavors in terms of the kinds of knowledge its dominant discourses produce, legitimize, reshape, or marginalize, and in some cases, entirely dismiss.25


Colonial art historiography

At this point, it is important to consider what the significance of historiography is to this discussion. Can revisiting a discipline’s historiography and both tracing how its content and practices developed and identifying factors that shaped classification and interpretation provide avenues to counter or undo the kinds of problems that Cummins and Alcalá have noted? I propose that depending on how a historiographic study is executed, it can serve as a first step or as one mechanism with which that objective can be actualized. For example, a thoughtful consideration of Ibero-American colonial art historiography must begin by recognizing the dual roles of nationalism and cultural politics in the development of local historical consciousness and practice in what today are understood to be Latin American countries. In his essay “Art in Colonial Latin America: A Brief Critical Review,” Joseph J. Rishel notes that the ways artistic heritage was handled in Latin America in the nineteenth century were tied to “political and social considerations on a scale and authority rare in any parallel European system.”26 Rishel’s statement is especially relevant to a critical consideration of the historical study of art in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in formative Latin American national contexts, such as Mexico. Although the territory that was to become the modern Mexican state experienced great political, economic, and social upheaval during the first half of the nineteenth century as it transitioned from Spanish viceroyalty to independent republic, we see a different situation by mid-century, which contributed to a growing interest in documenting and studying not only the country’s Pre-Hispanic past but also its colonial legacy.

Beginning in the late 1840s through the 1850s, a cultural renaissance of sorts occurred in Mexico, seen for instance, in the resurgence of intellectual societies and cultural institutions in Mexico City, such as the Academy of San Carlos, and in the production of national histories. Such cultural developments appear to have occurred in spite of (or perhaps because of) continuing economic and political crises, not the least of which was the loss of significant northern Mexican territory to the United States ca. 1848.27 During that period, a new manner of experiencing and thinking about colonial images was introduced, in part, via the display of religious paintings in a non-religious, museological environment that was part of a public educational institution. Although public museums had been founded in Mexico City since the 1820s and there had been growing interest in historical, geographic, and scientific texts from the colonial era, the display of solely colonial art in an exhibition space as an index of national identity was as yet unknown; most publicly exhibited collections, perhaps reflecting both foreign and local interest in Mexico’s native cultures and their archaeology, primarily focused on “antiquities,” that is, ancient indigenous artifacts.28 In 1833, a proposal was considered by the administration of Valentín Gómez Farias to conserve both Pre-Hispanic and colonial patrimony, primarily colonial architecture in the form of churches; however, there was no political consensus regarding the latter and nothing came of it. The shift in the presentation and reception of a segment of Novohispanic material culture, in this case, painting, that developed by mid-century, occurred in response to a growing recognition of the value of the viceregal period, as a foundation for a national history (although highly contested) and concerted attempts at documenting the nation’s cultural legacy following European precedents.

In nineteenth-century Mexico, unlike the United States or France, the development of art history as a symptom, condition, or consequence of an emergent national consciousness possessed a very distinct character owed to several factors, including repeatedly failed political and economic policies, a racially and culturally diverse population, a deeply embedded viceregal socio-cultural matrix, and the continuing prominence of the Catholic Church in society, culture, and politics. Taking such variables into account yields a deeper comprehension of the factors and motivations that informed the local manifestation of a larger phenomenon characteristic of the late modern age—in this case, the peculiarities of nineteenth-century nation formation in different regions of the Americas. Three of several insights into the course of art historical development in Mexico that this project aims to underscore thus include 1) a sense of how the debates about the colonial period and its art were in actuality more salient in the public political conversation than might be expected; 2) a sense of why non-religious art, though intrinsic to colonial rule and viceregal society, was not adequately represented in the formative art historical discourse that provided what was to become a canon of primarily religious colonial art;29 and 3) a sense of how the study of Ibero-American colonial art is inextricably linked to a sometimes tragic course of human history that has tended to eclipse the commanding human achievements of early modern American societies, even in the face of the often overpowering inhumanity of European domination, exploitation, and in certain cases, enslavement of entire communities. Such observations suggest the need to address the complicated role of cultural politics in the reassessment of colonial art during the early national period, as well as the shape its study began to take.

In terms of the larger discipline of art history, as earlier noted, an ongoing problem is that what is generally known today as colonial or viceregal Latin America (largely misperceived if not ignored by non-specialists), continues to occupy a marginal position in the art historical imagination in relation to more familiar, canonical areas of investigation, such as classical Greece or renaissance Italy; this tendency occurs, in spite of longstanding and mounting interest in the extensive Western hemispheric region during the early modern period, one typically foregrounding British colonialism and early U.S. history.30 It is quite telling of the cultural politics informing academic practices that although the formation of the study of colonial art in Mexico generally approximates the development of medieval art history, particularly in France, the study of the American material has with few exceptions and until recently consistently lagged in terms of scholarly production and general familiarity in the United States, as in Europe.
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