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In her manifesto How to Make Art at the End of the World, artist Natalie Loveless 

(2019, p. 21) reflects on using Thomas King’s The Truth About Stories in her teach-

ing to conceive of stories as ‘material-semiotic events that configure worlds’ and 
affect how we see the world and act within it:

Stories are wondrous in their capacity to reorganize our approaches to our social 
material worlds; they are dangerous for their capacity to produce themselves as 
compelling objects of belief […] the telling of stories is a political performative. 
A world-making, knowledge-making practice.

(Loveless, 2019, p. 21)

Loveless (2019, p. 21) stresses the need to think about the stories ‘we are crafted 

out of as well as which we participate in crafting’. This chapter investigates 
 Mexican modern and contemporary art’s implication in both national history and 
the stories that challenge and unsettle established narratives. It concentrates on the 
decentralising curatorial proposition of Inestimable azar (‘Inestimable chance’), 
the 14th Fomento Económico Mexicano S.A.B. de C.V.(FEMSA) Biennial 
( February 2020–February 2021), based in the Mexican state of Michoacán and 
directed by Daniel Garza Usabiaga. The biennial’s exhibition programme centred 
on a series of ‘museological interventions’, such as site-specific commissions that 
responded to the cultural heritage of the venues—especially various understudied 
mural paintings from the 1930s and 1940s in the cities of Morelia and Pátzcuaro 
(Bienal FEMSA, n.d.). We approach the interaction between the biennial and the 
venues’ murals through storytelling to address the kinds of worlds and knowledges 
it constructed. Our analysis engages with the wider call for a postcolonial rein-

vention of the museum (Chambers et al., 2014; Simpson, 2001; Von Oswald and 

13
EXHIBITION-MAKING AS 
STORYTELLING

The 14th FEMSA Biennial in Michoacán Mexico

Ana S. González Rueda and David A. J. Murrieta Flores

This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND license.
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Tinius, 2020). Introducing her volume on museums and indigenous perspectives, 

historian Susan Sleeper-Smith (2009, p. 2) considers museums as powerful rhetori-

cal devices intentionally built to tell stories and maintains that the public museum 

became the site for ‘official and formal versions of the past’. Traditionally, the 
history told by objects and their curatorial and interpretive contextualisation fol-

lowed an evolutionary narrative that contrasted the ‘primitiveness’ of indigenous 

cultures with the ‘progress’ of Western societies, a story that served to justify the 

violent colonial imposition of ‘civilised order’ across the world (Sleeper-Smith, 

2009, p. 2). Sleeper-Smith (2009, p. 4) underlines indigenous peoples’ demands to 

‘deconstruct the colonization narrative from the viewpoint of the oppressed [and 

introduce] a multiplicity of voices, a variety of narratives, and the use of muse-

ums as tools of revitalization’. In this case, the biennial introduced a collaborative 

framework that sought to facilitate the participation of Michoacán’s indigenous 

communities.

The FEMSA Biennial was founded in 1992. Its eighth edition introduced a new 

itinerant format that aims to engage with the local heritage and artistic production 

of the host state (Bienal FEMSA, n.d.). Funded by the FEMSA Foundation, the 

biennial is part of a more extensive cultural programme through which the multina-

tional corporation professes its commitment to support the sustainable development 

of the communities where it operates (FEMSA Foundation, 2021).1 Philosopher 

and political theorist Oliver Marchart (2014, p. 264) has argued that biennials from 

the periphery contribute to the decentring of the West, especially regarding issues 

‘around the legitimacy and status of non-Western art’. He observes that, while 

biennials are often instrumental in enhancing the public impression of a particular 

city and are an asset to the tourist industry, they crucially assist in ‘constructing 

local, national and continental identities’ (Marchart, 2014, p. 264). Marchart cites 

the 1989 Havana Biennial as a key reference that introduced a model less focused 

on spectacle and more concerned with a specific discursive interest. Its theme, 
‘Tradition and Contemporaneity’, addressed ‘anticolonial politics and non-Western 

modernities’ (Marchart, 2014, p. 271). The 1989 Havana Biennial also posited the 

now widely accepted idea that biennials should interact with their host locations 

and not, as Marchart (2014, p. 273) describes, ‘simply descend like a UFO’. This 

landmark exhibition anticipated the current curatorial interest in participatory and 

critical education strategies. For Marchart (2014, p. 273), the idea of decentring 

biennials refers to an effort ‘to shift the canon and to open the field for dissident 
practices and discourses’.

The widespread influence of the 1989 Havana Biennial is evident in the case of 
Inestimable azar, particularly in its decentralising, discursive approach and inter-

est in collaborating with local, indigenous craft makers. However, art and cultural 

theorist Panos Kompatsiaris (2020) underlines the ambivalences of contemporary 

art biennials as proclaimed sites of resistance that ultimately rely on the domi-

nant neoliberal order they seek to contest. In this sense, it is important to con-

sider that FEMSA, the biennial’s sponsor, is a multinational corporation, owner of 
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the world’s largest Coca-Cola bottling franchise and the largest convenience store 

chain in Mexico. Over the years, it has been the target of criticism for its appropria-

tion of public resources such as water, often to the detriment of indigenous com-

munities (Pearson, 2017; Franco, 2020); its consistent opposition to public policies 
that address health issues from which it profits (De Alba, 2020); its hostile labour 
practices across the country (Lobo, 2019) and the extensive environmental impact 

of its operations (Peredo, 2011, 2015). To make matters worse, FEMSA’s extractiv-

ism has often been abetted and protected by the Mexican government (see Ramírez 

Miranda, Cruz Altamirano and Marcial Cerqueda, 2015; Pacheco-Vega, 2015). It 
is crucial, then, to consider how the biennial worked within the local heritage sites 

and arts scene, reflecting wider cultural struggles about identity where the state is 
no longer the dominant actor.

The role of the 14th FEMSA Biennial is particularly significant consider-
ing the dire state of cultural institutions in Mexico at the time of writing. The 

government, led by President Andrés Manuel López Obrador, has chosen to 

concentrate on a single mega-project: ‘Chapultepec Park: Nature and Culture’, 

directed by renowned artist Gabriel Orozco, which took 12 per cent of the fed-

eral culture budget for 2020 with a total estimated cost of £368 million (Cepeda, 

2020). In light of budget cuts to culture in the public sector and concomitant 

mass layoffs, critics have pointed to the project’s reinforcement of a central site 

in a wealthy area, while peripheral institutions struggle to survive the effects of 

the COVID-19 pandemic. The government’s attention to this single enterprise 

demonstrates its adherence to neoliberal logic: the grand scheme serves as a dis-

traction from the deep-seated issues and prevalent precarity within the cultural 

sector (Cepeda, 2020).

This chapter considers the critical agency of the 14th FEMSA Biennial and 

its intervention in museum knowledge production processes at a moment of 

crisis. We begin by considering the biennial’s curatorial proposition: the set-

ting up of a dialogue between contemporary art and Michoacán’s local herit-

age, an encounter that was conceived as a historiographical revision that might 

challenge official national history. The second section provides a historical 
contextualisation of the post-Revolutionary, state-led cultural and educational 

campaign in Mexico during the first half of the 20th century. In particular, 
we examine the didactic role of muralism, as well as the redefinition of crafts 
within the narrative of modernisation. The third section concentrates on the 

biennial’s re-reading of the local modernist heritage, especially regarding issues 

of  Mexican identity. As an example of the biennial’s storytelling, we discuss 

 Graciela Speranza’s participation in the public programme and her analysis of 

Juan O’Gorman’s mural Historia de Michoacán (1942). Finally, we present two 

of the artistic commissions and their different approaches to local craft: Marco 

Rountree’s imaginative rethinking of modernist aesthetics and Adela Goldbard’s 

collaboration with Arantepacua’s Communal Indigenous Council (2019–2021) 

on a craftivist project.

agoldbard
Highlight
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An encounter between the modern and the contemporary

As explicitly stated by artistic director Daniel Garza Usabiaga and public 

 programme curator Esteban King, Inestimable azar was intended as a platform 

for dialogue between the 20th-century Mexican avant-garde, whose works feature 

prominently in the buildings and institutions housing the biennial, and contem-

porary artists (Miércoles de SOMA, 2021). The title itself alludes to the complex 

geographical network of the avant-garde in Europe and the Americas, being a ref-

erence to the 1938 manifesto written by André Breton, Diego Rivera and Leon 

Trotsky, which resulted from a series of discussions held in the town of Pátzcuaro, 

Michoacán, that year (Tarcus, 2019). The manifesto conceived of chance encoun-

ters as a way to know the world better (or change it); the biennial’s title included 
this reference to centre the state of Michoacán as a meeting point between local, 

regional, national and international cultural currents.

Acting within the discourses of the art world while also expanding into the 

related terrain of history and art history, the biennial’s curatorial line sought to 

break with the unitary quality of Mexican art historiography, which has tended 

to homogenise the country’s artistic developments through national perspectives 

(see Bienal FEMSA, n.d.). Its inaugural conference bore a provocative title, 

Adiós historia oficial (‘Goodbye official history’), suggesting that the national-
ist narrative that characterises Mexican art and education would be left behind. 

This claim on the history of the nation was based on an interpretation of the 

biennial’s simultaneously local and global focus as offering an alternative to 

official nation-making narratives. The dialogue between the 20th-century avant-
garde and contemporary artists was thus framed as an opportunity to renew 

the historical links between both: first, through the involvement of local artists, 
artisans and curators in the biennial’s development, and, later, by the inclusion 

of international audiences in the digital instances of the programme due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic.

The preceding iteration of the FEMSA Biennial (2018), directed by curator 

Willy Kautz, had already revised its structure in order to encompass activities and 

proposals beyond the usual exhibition-centred format. It took place in the state 

of Zacatecas, which has even less involvement in the contemporary Mexican art 

world than Michoacán. Entitled Nunca fuimos contemporáneos (‘We were never 

contemporary’), Kautz’s biennial integrated heterogeneous works within a pro-

gramme designed to involve public spaces and institutions peripheral to the art 

world.2 Garza Usabiaga and King’s continuation and expansion of the FEMSA 

Biennial’s possibilities two years later reflected an even greater interest in the 
interactions between the local and the global, positioning these as integral to an 

understanding of art’s role in Mexican history and identity. The role of a robust ped-

agogical programme articulated through free conferences, workshops, networking 

events and academic activities continued the precedent set by the 13th Biennial in 

terms of knowledge production. However, where the latter’s questions and critical 
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standpoint were related to generic concepts of modernity and  contemporaneity, the 

14th iteration focused on particularly Mexican approaches to history.

The staged encounter between modern and contemporary Mexican art and the 

biennial’s production of knowledge through artistic, representational and educa-

tional means—whether presence-based or digital—reveals similar patterns to 

avant-garde muralism. The common starting point is history, and, in this sense, the 

re-evaluation of historical discourses usually belonging to the nation represents 

the primary site of struggle where the biennial inserted itself as a contender. The 

Mexican muralists’ context, shaped by the Revolution that broke out in 1910, was 

thoroughly permeated by discussions about history. The murals themselves were 

conceived by intellectuals as part of a vast educational programme first designed 
in 1921 after the creation of the Secretaría de Educación Pública (Public Education 

Ministry, hereafter referred to as SEP). As will be discussed below, the educational 

logic of muralism, which stakes a claim on historical discourse and even becomes 

indistinguishable from it, is the basis from which the biennial’s proposals emerged. 

In this, they mirrored statements of a historical nature that touch upon issues of 

identity and nationality.

Muralism’s teaching of national history

The creation of the SEP in 1921 was guided by an educational ethos that  transcended 

the more technical aims of progressive instruction and acculturation that were 

typical of prevailing positivist views at the end of the 19th century (see Vázquez 

de Knauth, 1970, p. 81). In the hands of the Revolutionary intellectual José 

 Vasconcelos as Education Secretary, the institution’s aim was social betterment 

and national harmony understood as a path towards the redemptive ‘light’ of civi-

lisation ( Garciadiego Dantan, 2015, p. 34). Vasconcelos’s project had three major 

components: the school, the library and the arts. All were organically related in a 

way that is best expressed through the free textbooks created in the 1920s and dis-

tributed nationally to schools and libraries, which were illustrated by artists aligned 

with the values of the Revolution. Each of the three components was represented 

by professionals and students (teachers, librarians, artists), who were recruited by 

the SEP to go on ‘missions’ across the country to improve literacy, and for the prac-

tical education of peasants and the working class. One of  Vasconcelos’s ambitions 

was to ‘decentralise culture’ through the creation of arts and teaching centres even 

in the most geographically challenging parts of the country ( Garciadiego Dantan, 

2015, p. 44). Education understood in this way was part of the implementation of 

social justice. Harmony, under the nation’s banner, was seen as the necessary end-

point of the creation of Mexican citizens (Garciadiego Dantan, 2015, p. 49). Thus, 

nation-building became a primary concern for the Mexican system of education 

throughout the post-Revolutionary period, up to and beyond the Lázaro Cárdenas 

presidency (1934–1940), when practically all the murals that feature in the biennial 

were commissioned and completed.
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The federal scope of the SEP meant that schools proliferated under the mantle 

of the state, which extended the nationalisation of the population of the Mexican 

territory even in places where governments previous to the Revolution had little 

outreach. The process involved a complex conceptualisation of Mexican identity 

derived from the new Revolutionary values and interpretations of history in which 

indigenous populations, local traditions and cosmopolitan or nationalist outlooks 

played crucial roles. The colonial process of ‘Mexicanising’ indigenous peoples 

was one of the main threads of the educational system, with various positions vying 

for hegemony throughout the 20th century. In the 1920s and 1930s, there were 

two prevailing views: the first advocated erasing indigenous identities in favour of 
a Mexican one centred on the figure of the mestizo (mixed-race person); the second 
sought to produce a dialectical dynamic in which indigeneity and mestizo iden-

tity would be synthesised into a new Mexican identity, ‘elevating’ the indigenous 

in the mestizo and the mestizo in the indigenous. Thus, political and educational 

processes became deeply intertwined, leading Mexican intellectuals of the period 

to conceive of education as an organic remedy to all the ailments of society. Fol-

lowing this model, schools would transform ‘not only the individual, but the entire 

social medium comprehending the entire community’ (Bruno-Jofré and Martínez 

Valle, 2009, p. 49). With history as the core discursive node, the homogenisation 

of the country (culturally, but also politically, economically and socially) as a task 

to be realised by educative means implied a broad array of informal pedagogical 

tools, such as art, public rituals and ceremonies that would engage entire communi-

ties (Bruno-Jofré and Martínez Valle, 2009, p. 49). The school would be integral to 

the social life of populations, and its jurisdiction would extend beyond traditional 

teaching facilities. Among the vehicles of nation-building were mural commis-

sions and vast art-historical, anthropological and archaeological projects, such as 

the creation of the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (National Institute 

of Anthropology and History) in 1939.

In this sense, it is significant that the SEP was the centre of both educational 
and cultural projects. For instance, in 1937 the Cárdenas government created the 

Departamento Autónomo de Prensa y Publicidad (Autonomous Department of 

Publicity and Press, hereafter referred to as DAPP), which was explicitly and 

expressly charged with propaganda matters both within and outside the country. 

The DAPP conceived of education as a tool of propaganda (Cruz Porchini, 2014, 

p. 243), and, as a result, its functions came directly into conflict with the interests 
of the SEP. For instance, SEP mural projects that post-Revolutionary governments 

understood to be crucial in the creation of a national imaginary were seen by the 

administrators of the DAPP as interior propaganda efforts (see Dümmer Scheel, 

2018). Consequently, the DAPP began to model their posters on murals commis-

sioned by the SEP.3 The DAPP’s interpretation was made possible by the SEP’s 

nationalist programmes themselves, which also included posters, and which were 

often designed to convince the people of the benefits and rights they had—perhaps 
indirectly—gained from the Revolution. Nonetheless, the Cárdenas presidency 
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represented a culmination of the educational projects born from the Revolution. 

Deliberations on national identity and the historical foundations of the country 

were concentrated in the SEP, and the borders between history, memory and the 

nation became porous (Farías Mackey, 2010, pp. 261–2). Within Cárdenas’s doc-

trine of a ’socialist education’ (Bruno-Jofré and Martínez Valle, 2009, p. 48), his-

tory would be a crucial subject, used to show how Mexican society is, how it 

had been and how it should be—in other words, the role of history in socialist 

education would be one of socialisation (Vázquez de Knauth, 1970, p. 80;  Buenfil 
Burgos, 2004, p. 48). This conception is similar to the muralist avant-garde’s sus-

tained development of historical subjects as the revolutionary key to activate the 

Mexican masses.

The creation of the DAPP was but one instance of the Cárdenas government’s 

comprehensive nation-making strategy and the wide-ranging nature of its approach 

to education, demonstrated by its adoption of a visual communication system in 

which murals shared the same discursive space as propaganda due to a common 

historical subject matter. Turned into vehicles of education, murals proliferated 

across the country in SEP projects that targeted less wealthy regions outside the 

metropolitan centres, such as Michoacán, Veracruz, Guerrero and Sinaloa (Cruz 

Porchini, 2014, p. 16). Born in Michoacán and a former governor of the state 

(1928–1932), Cárdenas embraced regional projects and even experimented with 

Pátzcuaro, one of the 14th FEMSA Biennial’s seats, as a modernist tourist attrac-

tion (Jolly, 2018, loc 10.68). The realisation of Vasconcelos’s ‘decentralisation of 

culture’ by the Cárdenas government is well represented by its numerous mural 

commissions, distributed across towns and cities of the state of Michoacán, includ-

ing Pátzcuaro. As suggested by art historian Jacqueline Jolly (2018, loc 7.17), the 

development of Pátzcuaro under Cárdenas offers ‘two competing ways of imagin-

ing the region vis-à-vis the nation crystallized’: first, that Mexico ‘was the sum of 
its regions, each with distinctive cultures, products, and landscapes to contribute to 

the national whole’; and, second, that ‘the regional could embody the national’, so 
that ‘the local might serve as a microcosm of the nation’. This tension is reflected 
by the mixed themes of mural commissions in the period, which oscillate between 

local, national and even international historical topics (as in Phillip Guston and 

Reuben Kadish’s The struggle against terrorism, also known as The struggle 

against terror and fascism) (see Boime, 2008). As vehicles of nation-building, 

murals attempted to situate Mexicans in various present contexts grounded upon 

history, moving between the local and the global.

Conceived as part of the educational system, muralism generally produced 

historical discourses without recourse to the conventionally text-based, academic 

processes of history-making. Its bases were developed throughout the Revolution-

ary and post-Revolutionary periods by the artistic avant-garde in relation to both 

political and aesthetic issues that were expressed, for the most part, in representa-

tions of history. Against Romantic conceptions of the individual genius (although 

ultimately reaffirming them through an image of heroic participation in public life), 
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the muralists privileged collective work, regarding art as a public endeavour that 

would take place outside and beyond the art world and its established institutions 

(Jaimes, 2012, p. 19). They proposed a break with the conventions of looking at 

artworks within museums; their intent was to dissolve the limits between art and 
life, critiquing the existing institution of art and explicitly freeing the spectator 

from art world constraints and conventions, such as the exhibition space or the 

individualised aesthetic experience. As art historian Renato González Mello (2008, 

p. 15) argues, the muralists conceived of their practice as an ethical imperative, 

meaning that it had to act beyond artistic concerns to impact social life. Moreover, 

their ethos coincided with the educational project of Vasconcelos’s SEP, since they 

also understood art as a privileged form of knowledge, even more apt than social 

and natural sciences, which ignored the spiritual dimensions of human existence in 

its path towards illumination (González Mello, 2008, p. 88). The murals’ represen-

tations of history turned public spaces into national sites where the nation’s mem-

ory and the identity of Mexicans were at stake. The murals’ historical discourse, 

however, put the intricacies of historical processes aside, limiting its knowledge 

and its world-making to the nation construed as a homogeneous—or at the very 

least homogenising—entity.

Muralism’s revolutionary origins resulted in an art for the masses, emphasis-

ing its public nature as the rejection of traditional art world institutions.4 Its social 

themes highlighted historical content as a way to impact reality by interpellating 

viewers as Mexicans. The aesthetics and politics of murals taught viewers through 

visual and narrative means what Mexico was, who a Mexican was and how they 

came to be such. One of the critical elements of the educational aspect of muralism 

was its capacity to generate popular historical knowledge while ignoring histo-

riographical debates. Its appeal to a strained heterogeneous identity was rooted in 

the ‘inclusion and appropriation of a glorified and nationalized indigenous culture’ 
(Oesterreich, 2018, p. 5). The muralists’ representations of the Mexican people as 

the primary subject of history entailed defining who exactly said ‘people’ were, 
a process articulated around the ‘elevation’ of the category of popular art and its 

highest expression: the artesanía (craftwork). This view was promoted by the first 
Exposición de Arte Popular (Exhibition of Popular Art) in 1921, which was com-

missioned by President Álvaro Obregón and coincided with the SEP’s creation. 

The category of popular art as redefined by artists and intellectuals of the period 
implied the transformation of everyday objects, which is to say craftworks from 

all over the country, into works of art. In other words, the heterogeneity of objects 

from daily life across the Mexican territory—mostly indigenous in origin—was 

reduced to a homogeneous category of (high, culturally acceptable) popular art that 

was necessarily tied to a unifying image of the nation.

Additionally, popular art was seen as a result of the revolutionary process and its 

path towards further emancipation. As such, it connoted a newly achieved moder-

nity in terms comparable to the claims of the muralist avant-garde (see S ubirats, 

2018, p. 119). This modernity-born-from-revolution was not exclusive to the 
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major cultural centres of the country and could be found everywhere, including the 

periphery. As art historian Miriam Oesterreich (2018, p. 9) argues:

the early staging of the indigenous as representing the national and the  traditional 

as epitomizing the modern, like the Exhibition of Popular Arts in 1921, can be 

interpreted as manifestations of the national for Mexicans themselves, as an 

aesthetic strategy to unify diverse social strata into a single national identity by 

means of cultural politics and touristic development of the provinces.

As mentioned in the previous section, the Cárdenas government actually  developed 

many of these cultural discourses that had been first advanced—but never 
 realised—in the 1920s, and that privileged ‘the provinces’. Alongside its mural 

commission projects, it founded the Museo local de artes e industrias populares 

(Local Museum of Popular Arts and Industries) in Pátzcuaro in 1938, which was 

among the first of its kind in the country.5 The formation of an image of the nation 

that was both homogeneous and heterogeneous, mestizo and indigenous, suggested 

a complicated relationship between the country’s centres and its margins (Jolly, 

2018, loc 10.73). The Cárdenas regime, in its effort to decentralise culture, essen-

tially conceived of Mexico as the sum of its peripheries.

Through government policies in which politics and aesthetics were entangled, 

murals and schools went hand in hand when it came to the production of knowl-

edge about the Mexican self and its context. While it would be difficult to claim 
that murals themselves were schools, they did perform functions that had previ-

ously been the preserve of the school environment, developing beyond the art 

world and considerably affecting the everyday lives of Mexicans. First, by 1934, 

the rate of illiteracy was very high: only one in six adults could read (Lira García, 

2014, p. 132). Second, the influence of the Catholic Church in education was a 
threat to the state’s secularism, as well as its anchoring of the Mexican identity in 

revolutionary social values. In this context, the state’s expropriation and occupation 

of church buildings that were central to smaller cities and towns, as well as its mis-

sionary ethos of school-building, necessitated more than textual tools of education. 

Murals played the role of not only establishing the state’s presence within essential 

buildings but also teaching Mexicans about their history in a purely visual, aes-

thetic manner that did not need them to be able to read. Since every Mexican must 

visit public buildings, whether for bureaucratic or educational purposes, murals 

became one of the centrepieces of daily public life in the country. Considering all 

of the above, the history that murals taught—with very few exceptions—could be 

summarised as follows: first, an indigenous golden past is ruptured by the barbaric 
Spanish conquest, followed by three centuries of resistance and torture (often at 

the hands of the Church)6; then, a new libertarian rupture occurs in the form of the 
country’s independence (where the heroes of the motherland are born), followed by 

a century of struggle against foreign interventions and imperialism; the last rupture 
is the Revolution, when justice is done for indigenous peoples and the working 
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class comes into being (along with its new heroes), and whose future is bright 

with further emancipatory potential. This is the core of the ‘official history’ that 
the FEMSA Biennial explicitly rejected through new approaches to storytelling. 

However, it faced several difficulties in its attempt to overcome the foundations of 
Mexican identity with which it engaged.

The biennial’s reinterpretation of local modernist heritage

On the one hand, the biennial’s organisers explicitly utilised terms reminiscent of 

the artistic avant-garde and focused on the historical connections between modern 

and contemporary art, such as in their proposal to create an ‘anti-manual’ about the 

‘encounters and crossings between art, curating and pedagogy’ (Bienal FEMSA, 

n.d.). Articulated around axes that include ‘realisms’, ‘artistic integrations’ 

between, for instance, painting and architecture created by muralists and their state 

patrons, and ‘traditional artistic practices’, the biennial’s curatorial approach was 

firmly based on modernist concerns about the relationship between art and life. As 
King’s statements show, the organisers sought to think of the biennial beyond the 

art world, conceiving of it as a space that could have an impact outside the exhi-

bition space. It would be a place for art, as well as for knowledge exchange and 

community-making (Miércoles de SOMA, 2021).

On the other hand, the organisers also engaged with historical issues about Mex-

ican identity and questions of indigeneity, cultural centralisation and the revision of 

the category of popular arts. In Garza Usabiaga’s words,

This year’s public programme is bringing into discussion the historiographic 

task of re-reading our local cultural patrimony. Due to its rich artistic history, the 

state of Michoacán presents interesting examples of where the local intersects 

with the national and the global.

(Garzon, 2021)

The biennial’s artistic and curatorial commissions reflect both King’s and Garza 
Usabiaga’s statements, promoting local curators and institutions under the interna-

tional framework of the biennial, but also giving great importance to artists whose 

projects involved Michoacán communities through collaboration with their work-

shops and artisans. While some of these projects will be discussed further below, 

our interest at this point is to suggest that the attempted destabilisation of artistic 

categories, such as popular arts, and the rethinking of established narratives and 

historical canons mirror modernist educational approaches to the same issues.

Muralism’s elaboration of historical discourse was well supported by the 

 Mexican post-Revolutionary state. It was used by governments throughout the 

20th century to turn the country’s history into a series of static myths and images 

(official history). However, the muralists themselves were continually at odds 
with the state’s attempts to co-opt their works. Art historians and scholars such as 
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Subirats (2018) and Jaimes (2012) are among the most recent authors to argue that 

the  relationship between the muralist avant-garde and the governments that would 

often sponsor them was not free of conflict and contradiction. This is a relevant fac-

tor when considering the likewise contradictory developments of the Mexican edu-

cational system, which involved murals, public rituals, ceremonies and traditional 

educational institutions. This system produced a shift in art-historical hierarchies 

related to artworks and popular craftsmanship; developed historical discourses 
that privileged the marginalised and peripheral; attempted to connect the local and 
the national with the international; and attempted to impact the everyday lives of 
 Mexicans through knowledge production.

At times, the biennial’s pedagogical discourse becomes indistinguishable 

from its modernist counterpart. Discussing the commissioned curatorial work 

of Erandi Dávalos in an interview with SOMA, Garza Usabiaga insisted on the 

biennial’s role as a platform for the recognition of artisanal work, stating that the 

intent was to ‘bring these artists out into the light’ (‘sacar a estos artistas a la 

luz’) (Miércoles de SOMA, 2021). This act of ‘elevation’ mirrors those made 

by post-Revolutionary intellectuals. It was supported by the accompanying pro-

gramme’s various conferences about culture during the Cárdenas period, mon-

ographic talks on Juan O’Gorman—author of Historia de Michoacán (History 

of Michoacán), one of the biennial’s modernist centrepieces—and the relation 

between art and propaganda in the 1930s. The programme with which the event 

staked its historiographical claim closely followed the authoritative methods of 

modernist knowledge production, undertaken through a diversification (perhaps 
even ‘regionalisation’) of means: workshops, talks, events and exhibitions in 

public spaces across cultural centres in Michoacán that put artisans, artists and 

spectators in dialogue with one another about historical issues of identity and 

the nation. It is significant, in this sense, that both Garza Usabiaga and King are 
agents from the art world, like most muralists were, and that they are both from 

Mexico City. Additionally, all of the website’s materials are in only Spanish and 

English (there are four indigenous languages in Michoacán alone), and the talks 

were delivered solely in Spanish.

What makes the biennial distinct, first, was its private, corporate origin, since 
it was able to enter the struggles of history-making without the burden of nation-

building that characterised the educational core of the muralist avant-garde. The 

post-Revolutionary state saw education as a path towards modernisation and citi-

zenship, national illumination and emancipation, creating a ‘regionalist’ aesthetic 

in which murals played the role of monumentalising the state’s appropriation of 

various indigeneities for identity purposes. The biennial’s programmes critiqued 

the consequences of this process, which are especially relevant in a context 

where the current Mexican government, led by President Andrés Manuel López 

Obrador, has fallen back on historical appeals to unity in national identity. Thus, 

instead of appropriating marginalised voices in historical representations, the bien-

nial attempted to let them speak out through its critique of official history and 
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by involving local communities and artisans throughout its development. Instead 

of knowledge driven by homogenisation, the plurality sought by the biennial 

produced heterogenisation and the possibility of new narratives about the local, 

national and international. The intention was to present Mexican identity as a site 

of encounter, a history in the making, instead of a settled imaginary or an immov-

able past. Second, then, the biennial framed its public programme in response to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, facilitating dialogue through its own infrastructure, no 

longer the state’s. The state’s articulations of history were not mediated conversa-

tions in which several points of view could be articulated. By contrast, the biennial 

promoted a view of history in which the periphery should have a voice, amplified 
through the private and global nature of its own structure, and best seen in the artis-

tic commissions. In this regard, it is important to mention that the López Obrador 

government, self-proclaimed as leftist and thus supposedly committed to further 

representation of the country’s peripheries, has so far mostly reproduced the strate-

gies of appropriation that characterised nationalist discourses throughout the 20th 

century. The government has even made itself a protagonist in Mexican history in a 

process it has called ‘the fourth transformation’ (an allusion to what it considers to 

be Mexico’s epoch-building historical events), offering its own interpretation of its 

place in official history. Furthermore, its claims to having single-handedly ended 
the neoliberal fragmentation of cultural institutions is hardly a reality; the biennial, 
in this context, only reaffirmed the market’s incisive participation in struggles over 
historical discourses.

During her lecture for the biennial’s public programme, Argentine critic Graciela 

Speranza (XIV Bienal FEMSA, 2020) presented a detailed reading of O’Gorman’s 

mural, Historia de Michoacán (1942), whose narrative follows the pattern out-

lined above.7 At the top, O’Gorman depicted the Purépecha cosmogony and scenes 

of indigenous life before the conquest, including dances, rituals, violent confron-

tations with the Aztecs, villages, temples and pyramids. The Spanish colonisers 

advance at the centre of the composition, followed by evangelisation scenes and 

the main heroic characters of the Mexican Independence and Revolution struggles. 

Speranza observed that while the mural synthesises centuries of history, O’Gorman 

has attended to every detail: each water ripple, each feather on the Purépecha head-

pieces, the manes of the conquerors’ horses, the thread of a fishing net, the ribbon 
bows tying a weaver’s braids, the folds on José María Morelos’s headscarf and so 

on. Speranza argued that, through these details, the artist achieved ‘a referential 

illusion, an effect of reality that vivifies the history lesson’ (XIV Bienal FEMSA, 
2020). However, she noted that O’Gorman also resorted to surreal figures for the 
darkest moments of the story. The mummy at the centre and the hand-headed mon-

ster with serpent arms at the right anticipate the artist’s post-apocalyptic later work. 

O’Gorman completed the lesson with his didactic use of text. A dog carries a sign 

with an ironic commentary: ‘conque así es la famosa civilización humana’ (‘so this 

is the famous human civilisation’). At the bottom left, the artist’s self-portrait holds 

a written statement that refers to the resistance of the oppressed peoples and their 
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latent strength, which will someday produce extraordinary art and culture ‘like 

a gigantic erupting volcano’. In alignment with the biennial’s curatorial premise, 

Speranza’s analysis of O’Gorman’s realist, surrealist and didactic storytelling strat-

egies offered a historiographical revision, a retelling.

By considering how we might look at the mural today, Speranza’s lecture also 

contributed to the biennial’s intention to draw connections between the mod-

ern and the contemporary. Her talk compared the ‘excess’ of muralist figura-

tion with the digital overload of the 21st century. For instance, she discussed 

 Trevor Paglen’s From ‘Apple’ to ‘Anomaly’ (Pictures and Labels) (2019–2020), 

a mosaic of thousands of images that problematises machine-learned categories. 

Speranza also mentioned Carlos Huffman’s painting El Juegador (2013) and 

its meticulous depiction of realist and surrealist figures: the fern leaves among 
the cables, techno-garbage, old printers and routers that allude to a dystopian 

future. She drew further connections between O’Gorman’s late, post-apocalyptic, 

‘anti-architectural’ work and contemporary artists’ responses to the Anthropo-

cene, such as Adrián Villar Rojas’s monumental, futuristic, clay and cement ruins 

in The Murderer of Your Heritage, the 2011 Argentine pavilion at the Venice 

Biennale and Pierre Huyghe’s After ALife Ahead (2017), an evolving ecosystem 

installed in an abandoned ice rink that brought together organic, inorganic and 

augmented reality components. In this sense, she presented O’Gorman’s surreal-

ist visions as prophetic.

Most importantly, Speranza reflected on the non-anthropocentric Purépecha 
worldview and the blurring of the boundaries between humans and animals sug-

gested by the masks portrayed in the mural. For the critic, these scenes suggest 

a more equitable relationship with nature. Her most compelling insight, which 

offered a radical reinterpretation of the mural, is borrowed from philosopher 

 Déborah Danowski and anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (2017, p. 104):

indigenous people have something to teach us when it comes to apocalypses, 

losses of the world, demographic catastrophes, and ends of History […]: for 

the native people of the Americas, the end of the world already happened – five 
centuries ago. To be exact, it began on October 12, 1492.

While their thinking informs Speranza’s rediscovery of O’Gorman’s mural, it can 

also assist our analysis of the rest of the biennial, especially at the time of the 

COVID-19 crisis. Danowski and Viveiros de Castro argue that the American geno-

cide of the 16th and 17th centuries has been the largest demographic catastrophe in 

history, even taking into account the current and future threats of nuclear war and 

global warming. They observe that survivors found themselves as ‘humans without 

world […]. They carried on in another world, a world of others, their invaders and 

overlords’ (pp. 105–6). In what follows, we discuss two of the biennial’s artistic 

commissions and examine how exhibitions may investigate and present ‘the many 

worlds in the World’ (p. 120).
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Contemporary art and craft retellings

Marco Rountree

Marco Rountree’s untitled installation drew from local heritage to investigate 

progressive historical narratives and trouble the notion of a national modernist 

aesthetic. The dogs from O’Gorman’s mural reappear in clay as one of three com-

ponents. Rountree commissioned local craftsman, Juan Carlos Marín, to reproduce 

them life-sized, in the same colours and positions as the mural: one is standing and 

the other is sitting holding the sign with its mouth. Detached from the context of 

the painting, their unimpressed, sceptical remark ‘so this is the famous human civi-

lisation’ is open to new interpretations. The artist also had four wooden columns 

with fish motifs carved locally. These reference the troje, the region’s traditional 

housing which consists of various structures surrounding an ekuaro, a central area 

demarcated by greenery, low walls and different units that constitute the interior 

living space of extended families. Spatially, the troje is formed by a square or 

rectangular room, a raised platform used to store corn and seeds and a porch at the 

front with decorated wooden columns (Ettinger, 2015, pp. 71–2). Finally, Roun-

tree’s installation includes a mural made of colourful seeds, another reference to 

FIGURE 13.1  Marco Rountree, Untitled (2020). Wood, ceramic and seeds.  Installation 

detail. 14th FEMSA Biennial, Centro Cultural Clavijero, Morelia, 

 Mexico. Courtesy of the artist.
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the troje. However, the mural was also inspired by a common craft activity for 

children in Mexico (Rountree, 2021). Most people who grew up in Mexico remem-

ber arranging shapes with beans and pasting them on paper. Rountree’s sculptures, 

columns and murals revisit a fundamental principle of modern art and architecture 

in Mexico, and one of the biennial’s central lines of research: the integration of the 

visual arts. The artist has developed an imaginative approach to Mexican modern-

ism, as seen in previous works, such as Xitle Volcano School of Sciences and Arti-

sanry (2019), a series of interventions of the Museo Anahuacalli, built by Diego 

Rivera to house his collection of pre-Hispanic figurines and opened posthumously 
in 1964 (Museo Anahuacalli, n.d.).

Both Rountree’s project at Anahuacalli and his installation at the biennial reveal 

his interest in artist Adolfo Best Maugard’s drawing teaching method which, 

according to art historian and curator Karen Cordero Reiman (2010, p. 45), was 

formulated to create decorative images ‘endowed with a Mexican national char-

acter’. Cordero observes that the state endorsed Best Maugard’s method as part 

of its cultural programme and school curriculum in the early 1920s. His method 

proposed a basic vocabulary for a national art, based on elements allegedly taken 

from pre-Hispanic art. Best Maugard put forward seven primary elements found in 

FIGURE 13.2  Marco Rountree, Untitled (2020). Wood, ceramic and seeds.  Installation 

detail. 14th FEMSA Biennial, Centro Cultural Clavijero, Morelia, 

 Mexico. Courtesy of the artist.
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different combinations across the ‘primitive’ art of all nations: the spiral, the circle, 

the half circle, the S motif, the curved line, the zig-zag line and the straight line 

(Cordero Reiman, 2010). Rountree’s mural starts from this basis; there are water 
drops, a pot of flowers, a fish, a snake, and a tree and its roots, all highly schema-

tised. The tree’s trunk and branches are made up of straight lines of black beans; 
more colours are used for the blooms represented in circles. The roots below are 

also drawn in straight lines, mostly in white and pink. A snake surrounding an arch 

on the wall is mainly drawn using a zig-zag line, and Rountree has even left some 

free-floating spirals. During our conversation, the artist emphasised the importance 
of the line in his work (Rountree, 2021). His reference to Best Maugard is particu-

larly telling in the context of the biennial. Cordero Reiman underlines the signifi-

cant influence of the method in introducing and popularising modernist aesthetics 
in Mexico. She notes that it encouraged the adoption of rural material culture as 

a model rather than a subject of contemporary painting. It provoked a generational 

shift towards a more abstract use of line and colour, reinforced the compositional 

role of drawing in the canvas and extended the stylisation of figurative motifs. 
According to Cordero Reiman (2010, p. 55), Best Maugard was driven by the need 

to produce a national art ‘on a grassroots level’, as part of the public education 

programme. Together with the columns which stand for the local, traditional way 

of life and O’Gorman’s dogs, which are unconvinced of the enlightening narra-

tive, Rountree’s seed mural interrogates the nation-building, unifying didacticism 

of avant-garde muralism, making space for other stories.

The installation invites renewed scrutiny of the ‘modernism of artesanía’ 

(Montgomery, 2014, p. 233). Art historian Harper Montgomery (2014, p. 235) 

has problematised the post-Revolutionary conception of indigenous artisans as 

‘ natural, innate creators’ integral to Mexico’s modernisation. Her study delves into 

the conflicting discourses surrounding popular art. She notes that before crafts were 
commercialised, they were displayed as a resilient system of production resistant to 

capitalist markets. Montgomery pays particular attention to Dr Atl’s commentary 

on the volume accompanying the 1921 Exposición de Arte Popular. There, the 

artist considered the popular market as a ‘site of socialist integration’ that dem-

onstrated communal self-reliance and sustainability as an alternative social and 

economic system, which was resistant to US industrialisation (Montgomery, 2014, 

p. 240). Dr Atl’s ideological reflections emphasised the rural communities’ con-

nection to the land, based on the traditional standing of minerals, earth and clay 

as communal property in Mexico. However, Montgomery draws attention to the 

more problematic implications of Dr Atl’s vision: the idea that indigenous labour 

was driven by an instinctive, creative drive rooted in ‘race’, and his notion of habi-

lidad manual indígena (indigenous manual skill) as the basis of a mythical work 

ethic. These informed immigration policy and discourse that posited Mexican 

labourers as exceptionally skilled and an asset to the US economy. Accordingly, 

 Montgomery notes the contrast during the 1930s between the Mexicans crossing 

the border to work in the US, and the US citizens travelling to Mexico to vacation. 
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In this context, crafts played a significant part in supporting tourism and presenting 
Mexico as a colourful, peaceful and non-industrial retreat. Montgomery reflects 
on the ‘deeply problematic myth of the Mexican as a “naturally” able worker’ 
(2014, p. 247). For all the utopian values embedded in artes populares, however, 

artisans remain vulnerable to the forces of globalisation, especially considering 

the increased privatisation of cultural tourism in Mexico, in which the biennial is 

implicated (see Coffey, 2010). We must underline at this point the paradoxical role 

of biennials as both critical agents and sites of spectacle, and the  political ambiguity 

that legitimises these events within global neoliberal culture (Green and Gardner, 

2016; Kompatsiaris, 2017). In this case, Rountree’s installation made a subver-
sive historiographic intervention by offering an alternative retelling. At the same 

time, the biennial’s emphasis on crafts as representative of resilient, anti-capitalist 

ways of life provided a unique selling point, even if visits were hampered by the 

 COVID-19 pandemic’s travel restrictions.

Arantepacua’s Communal Indigenous Council 2019–2021 and 
Adela Goldbard

In contrast to Rountree’s more conceptual, individual approach, Adela Goldbard 

chose to collaborate with the Purépecha community of Arantepacua on a craftivist 

project. The co-authored installation centred on the events of 5 April 2017, when 

more than 300 members of the Michoacán police and army forces suppressed 

and attacked the community using police cars, trucks, helicopters and a ‘rhinoc-

eros’ armoured tank. Four community members were killed and another nine were 

detained (Goldbard, 2021). The previous day, a delegation from Arantepacua 

had attended a meeting with officials in Morelia (the state’s capital) to discuss a 
land ownership issue with the neighbouring village of Capácuaro. Far from being 

resolved, the conflict escalated, and the Arantepacua community organised a pro-

test, including road blockages, which prompted the police operation (Ureste, 2020). 

After the traumatic event, the community decided to reject and effectively expel 

political parties and the local police. They sought justice by exercising their right to 

self-determination as an indigenous community (United Nations General Assembly, 

2007; Aparicio Wilhelmi, 2009). For instance, they established a communal patrol 
called kuaricha and formed a horizontally structured communal council made up 

of four women and four men, which acts as the local authority (Ureste, 2020). The 

state of Michoacán officially recognised their decision to self-govern in 2018. The 
neighbouring communities of Comachuén, Sevina and Nahuatzén are also strug-

gling to reclaim their right to self-determination and resist impoverishment, political 

persecution, harassment and criminalisation. Arantepacua continues to demand that 

those responsible for the 5 April operation are brought to justice (Ureste, 2020).

Goldbard (2021) first approached Arantepacua’s Communal Indigenous Coun-

cil and met with a relative of one of the victims. The artist recalls that during these 

initial meetings they ‘discussed the importance of making their struggle  visible 

agoldbard
Highlight
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through collaborative and creative work’ in opposition to the dominant official 
narratives, and in support of their legal fight for justice. Her proposal involved 
a trueque de saberes (exchange of knowledges) with other nearby communities, 

based on an understanding of traditional craft and first-hand narratives as forms 
of resistance. As the central component, Goldbard (2021) proposed the fabrication 

and destruction of a real-scale papier-mâché rhinoceros, which was later commis-

sioned in Cherán. Schoolteacher, Juana Morales, suggested the addition of cross-

stitched embroideries made by craftswomen from Arantepacua and Turícuaro. 

The embroideries were based on photographs and video stills sourced from the 

council’s archive and Auani Pascual’s documentation. Three hundred clay diabli-

tos (little devils) and over 70 wooden police cars, trucks and vans were made 

in Ocumicho and Pichátaro. Finally, Goldbard commissioned traditional songs 

known as pirekuas that narrate significant events for the community. An edited 
version of the artist’s interviews with several community members was integrated 

into the installation at the Centro Cultural Clavijero (Clavijero Cultural Centre) in 

Morelia. These interviews were essential to the artist as first-hand accounts from 
the community.

Goldbard (2021) stressed that every decision was made in agreement with 

the council as the local authority. She reflects that the process was not easy; trust 
was gradually built through dialogue, and short- and long-term goals negotiated, 

including several commitments on her side, such as facilitating workshops for 

children and showing the installation in Tijuana and Chicago (which have large 

Purépecha populations). Council members, Juana Morales and Valentín Jimenez, 

acted as co-producers, facilitating the collaboration among neighbouring com-

munities and initiating the trueque de saberes. Scholar Mary Loveday-Edwards 

suggests that, in this kind of approach, the artist assumes the role of ‘co-learner, 

facilitator, [or] social transformer’ (cited in Robertson and Vinebaum, 2016, p. 6). 

Goldbard (2021) sees herself ‘as a weaver, a producer and a catalyst’. Her role 

consisted of ‘intertwining’ the shared narratives and bringing various components 

together. Ultimately, she aimed to ‘reconstruct and preserve the collective memory 

of Arantepacua […] and purge some of the harm inflicted on the community by 
the bloody events of April 5th, 2017’ (Goldbard, 2021). In this regard, the project 

raises questions regarding authorship and a potentially uneven collaborative rela-

tionship between the artist and the community. In some respects, Goldbard’s con-

temporary approach reproduces the modernists’ intention to preserve endangered 

indigenous cultures. At the same time, however, the community members involved 

also recognised the value of the project for their own purposes.

Artist, critic and curator Nicole Burisch (2016) has examined the recent atten-

tion to craft within politically engaged, collaborative and performative projects. She 

notes that, in these cases, the centrality of the crafted object shifts to become a record, 

a prop or a tool, and sometimes the object disappears completely. Considering that 

performance art’s transition from objects to actions has been historically interpreted 

as a political stance against commodification, Burisch (2016, p. 59) argues that the 

agoldbard
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analysis of dematerialised craft practices must attend to ‘the role of gestures, actions, 

and encounters’. As the central component of Goldbard’s Kurhirani no ambakiti, the 

life-size rhinoceros stood in for the police’s armoured tank, embodying the harm 

inflicted on the community (Goldbard, 2021). On 4 December 2020, the effigy was 
carried in a procession that followed the same route as the yearly remembrance 

procession for the victims of the 5 April raid. The papier-mâché rhinoceros arrived 

at Arantepacua’s central square to be burnt and destroyed with fireworks, while 
local musicians performed the commissioned pirekuas that narrated the events of 

2017 and the community’s subsequent struggle for self- governance (Goldbard, 

2021). The rhinoceros’s head was cut and displayed as a trophy at the exhibition. 

According to Goldbard (2021), ‘the aesthetic violence of this action [was] intended 

as a purging’. It sought to destabilise the politics of memory, dismantle ‘oppressor/

oppressed’ dichotomies and assist in healing collective trauma. The artist reflected 
that the project’s title, translated as ‘burning the devil: since that’s the only way they 

listen to us’ suggests that violence is sometimes the only means left for oppressed 

populations to contest the violence inflicted on them, and that, in fact, it offers a 
radical approach to storytelling. While there is an undeniable gap between the per-

formative action and its documentation, the audio conversations with community 

members and the video of the rhinoceros’s procession and burning, which was pre-

sented as part of the installation, offer a glimpse into the resistant potential of the 

project, which lies in the community’s sense of ownership over it.

FIGURE 13.3  Adela Goldbard, Kurhirani no ambakiti (quemar al diablo): porque solo 

así nos escuchan (2020). Video still. 14th FEMSA Biennial. Courtesy of 

the artist.
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FIGURE 13.4  Adela Goldbard, Kurhirani no ambakiti (quemar al diablo): porque 

solo así nos escuchan (2020). Installation detail. 14th FEMSA Biennial. 

 Courtesy of the artist.

Based on the communal archive, the cross-stitched embroideries present a visual 

counter-account of the event. Scholar and curator Ellyn Walker (2021, pp. 303–6) 

has studied how diverse communities across the Americas use embroidery ‘as a 

site of resistance and re-imagination […] to expose histories of gendered, colonial 

and state-sanctioned violence, and create models of feminist making, community- 

building and Indigenous resurgence’. In this case, the archival photographs and video 

stills became ‘pixelated’, tactile images (Goldbard, 2021). As Julia  Bryan-Wilson 

(2017, p. 7) claims in her seminal study on art and textile politics, ‘to textile politics 

is to give texture to politics, to refuse easy binaries, to acknowledge complications’. 

Not only do the stitches ‘insist on the women’s survival’, but embroidery also sup-

ports healing and decolonising processes, demanding truth-telling and accountabil-

ity (Walker, 2021, p. 308). In Goldbard’s installation, the stitched police barricades 

and approach, along with the community’s losses, defence and protest, present the 

counter-narrative that has been suppressed by the state. In this sense, the textiles 

perform ‘a vital act of memory work, allowing others to bear witness’ (Walker, 

2021, p. 313). Kurhirani no ambakiti demonstrates how craft activism can support 

self-determination, autonomy and cultural memory, as well as their interconnec-

tions with global citizenship and justice (Black and Burisch, 2021, p. 56). In the 

context of the biennial, the commission’s curatorial framework encouraged and 

facilitated the collaborative process, allowing the Arantepacua community to craft 

their retelling as part of their ongoing fight for justice.
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The more than 300 clay diablitos, hand-painted with police and military 

 uniforms, and more than 70 wooden police cars and trucks point to the excessive 

use of force by the Michoacán police (Goldbard, 2021). The pirekuas, mostly sung 

in Purépecha, narrate the events of 5 April, remember the deceased and praise the 

strength and resilience of the community (Goldbard, 2021): ‘Arantepacua vive y 
seguirá viviendo; hoy se escucha su voz’ (‘Arantepacua lives and will keep living; 
its voice is heard today’). Overall, the installation presents the tensions that lie in 

the distinction between art and craft. As Bryan-Wilson (2017, p. 6) suggests, the 

dynamics between ‘fine art/non-fine art [bring] to the fore extraordinarily fraught 
questions about race, cultural appropriation, valuation and class disparity’. How-

ever, while the line drawn between art and craft has emphasised the latter’s func-

tionality or use-value, analysis and interpretation of art in the 21st century tends 

to explore the collapse of such boundaries (Bryan-Wilson, 2017, p. 13). Goldbard 

(2021) notes that indigenous communities’ artistic practice preserves and compli-

cates oral memory, expresses identity and connects people to their territory, tradi-

tion and culture—all of which are urgently needed in a world in crisis. Similarly, in 

their introduction to The New Politics of the Handmade, editors Anthea Black and 

Nicole Burisch (2021, p. 31) stress the need for ‘re-articulating craft as a world-

making and geographically specific aesthetic practice that connects to the land’. 
Black and Burisch reflect that while craft alone might not overturn colonial frame-

works, it can offer alternative ways of knowing and imagining that contribute to 

FIGURE 13.5  Adela Goldbard, Kurhirani no ambakiti (quemar al diablo): porque solo 

así nos escuchan (2020). Installation view. 14th FEMSA Biennial, Centro 

Cultural Clavijero, Morelia, Mexico. Courtesy of the artist.
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cultural transformation. For Goldbard (2021), the biennial platform sustained some 

of the main aims of her project: making visible the attack of 5 April and giving 

voice to the community’s struggle. Nevertheless, she stressed that, more than vin-

dicating popular art, decolonising contemporary art requires moving away from its 

commodification, and abolishing or renewing its ‘alienating and stagnant institu-

tions’ (Goldbard, 2021). Embroiled in these complex politics, the meeting between 

art and craft staged by Goldbard’s project can be seen as what Bryan-Wilson (2017, 

p. 19) calls ‘forms of making side by side’ that offer no straightforward conclu-

sions. These practices are best approached with a ‘both-at once’ or ‘both/and’ 

logic (Bryan-Wilson, 2017, p. 36): art and craft, authored and collaborative, action 

and object, local and global, aesthetic and political. While, during the 20th cen-

tury, tradition was retrieved as part of the country’s modernist project (ultimately 

reinforcing binary distinctions), contemporary practices concentrate on blurring 

their limits. In this case, by working at the seams of these boundaries, the project 

 presents the community’s claim over their history.

We have necessarily focused on only 2 out of 24 artistic commissions and 

5 local exhibitions organised by the biennial. Our analysis is inevitably limited 

to the works that, in our view, best reflected the biennial’s curatorial proposition 
and its emphasis on reconsidering official narratives and promoting co-creative 
processes of knowledge production. To briefly cite one more example, Costa Rican 
artist Carlos Fernández’s site-specific installation Continua despensa de saberes— 

comprised of a series of ten abstract paintings and three photographs—responded 

to the 16th-century fresco paintings depicting botany lessons on the walls of the 

Old Jesuit School in Pátzcuaro.8 Fernández (2021) regards his paintings as a ‘live 

register’ that incorporates graphics from the agronomy classes he teaches and 

the virtual dinners he hosted during lockdown, in which he performed a mono-

logue tracing food products and capitalist trade networks. Fieldworkers, cooking 

processes and local markets are layered onto the canvas. As curator Gabriela Saenz 

observes, Fernández’s work unveils traditional, more sustainable agricultural prac-

tices (Fernández, 2021). Overall, the biennial’s decentralising, revisionist approach 

presented situated artmaking at the end of the world. Danowski and Viveiros de 

Castro (2017, p. 5) describe the Anthropocene as a ‘passive present’ or a present 

‘without a view’. We are living through a ‘shared catastrophe’ that we can no 

longer revert, which makes its mitigation more urgent (Chakrabarty, 2009, p. 218). 

Crucially, as philosopher Bruno Latour (2017, p. 90) sustains, the events we need 

to cope with lie largely in the past rather than the future.

In the context of precarious cultural labour and contested narratives about 

 Mexican identity, the 14th FEMSA Biennial offered a decentralising, revisionist 

perspective on the role of art in history-making. The biennial’s discursive approach 

presented a historiographical intervention that questioned homogenising national 

narratives and re-examined, in particular, the concept of artesanía and its part in the 

post-Revolutionary definition of Mexican identity. Our analysis considered both 
the role of muralism within a larger cultural and educational programme during 
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the 20th century and the biennial’s revision and challenge to official  historical 
discourse. Through its public and exhibition programmes, the biennial facilitated 

contemporary art retellings in close collaboration with the local indigenous com-

munities. While the corporate framework sustaining these commissions raises 

concerns regarding their critical and political potential, the curatorial proposition 

brought a crucial issue to the fore: the pressing concern about whom history speaks 

for and the possibility of communities crafting their counter-stories in response to 

their erasure. By approaching the biennial through storytelling, this chapter pro-

poses that large-scale exhibitions may be knowledge- and world-making practices 

that potentially reflect the many worlds in the world.

Notes

 1 FEMSA Foundation works in three main areas: water sanitation and security, early 
 childhood development and a cultural programme that promotes Latin American  modern 
and contemporary art.

 2 The title of the 2018 FEMSA Biennial referenced Bruno Latour’s epistemological 
 critique in We Have Never Been Modern, first published in French in 1991.

 3 Another instance of friction between the SEP and the DAPP surrounding notions of 
propaganda was the film production programme that various post-Revolutionary gov-
ernments, including that of Cárdenas, had implemented as part of their plans for educa-
tion. The programme aligned with the ‘Mexicanisation’ project and the formation of 
a national imaginary, originally developed by the SEP (see Aobites and Loyo, 2010, 
p. 246). However, by 1938, it had been taken over by the DAPP, which understood 
it as less a cultural issue than one of interior propaganda in which a good amount of 
documentary films promoting the works of the Cárdenas administration be funded and 
created in a very short time (see Dümmer-Scheel, 2018, p. 294).

 4 Despite muralism’s focus on the masses, it was simultaneously for elite ‘initiates’, as 
González Mello (2008) demonstrates in his detailed reading of the masonic and occult 
elements of murals by Rivera and Orozco from the 1920s to the 1940s.

 5 As the museum’s website states, its purpose was to ‘assert the economic and aesthetic 
value of products by Purépecha people’ native to the state of Michoacán (INAH, 2020). 
The first Museo de Arte Popular in Mexico City opened in 2006.

 6 So ingrained was this kind of reading of murals that Philip Guston and Reuben Kadish’s 
work in Morelia about fascism and racism in the US came to be popularly known as The 
Inquisition, with its hooded figures understood as representations of Spanish Catholic 
torturers.

 7 A detailed visual analysis of the mural is available from Canal Crefal (2018). Conoce el 
Mural de Juan O’Gorman. 24 October. [Online video]: https://youtu.be/4j79zVo5f_o

 8 The school was founded in 1574. It belonged to the Jesuits until 1767. It subsequently 
held diverse functions until around 1960, when it was abandoned. The building was 
restored between 1990 and 1994 and is now a dependency of Michoacan’s Culture 
 Ministry (Sistema de Información Cultural, 2017).
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