VOCES Y VISIONES

HIGHEGHTS EBEM EINIVIEISEGFBELE BABRIE'S
PERMANENT COLLECTION




FOREWORD

Thirtyfive years ago, a group of Puerto Rican artists, educators,
community activists and civic leaders got together and decided that the
time had come fo have a cultural institution that the Latino community
could call its own.

The rest is history.

By staying true to its mission and vision, El Museo del Barrio has
become one of the most important heritage museums in the country. Iis
impressive and diverse holdings range from pre-Columbian to
contemporary collections.

To celebrate its 35th anniversary, and fo share its cultural treasures with
a national audience, El Museo has organized a travelling exhibition
entifled Voces y Visiones: Highlights from El Museo del Barrio’s
Permanent Collection. Featuring more than one hundred important
works from noted artists and a variety of cultures, this unique ensemble
marks the first national tour of the museum’s finest holdings. Voces y
Visiones's accompanying publications, which include this fivevolume
fully illustrated catalogue, promise fo be a valuable contribution to
scholarship and a very useful educational resource.

Metlife Foundation is proud fo be the national sponsor of Voces y
Visiones. VWe congratulate El Museo for its extraordinary achievements.

Sibyl Jacobson
President and Chief Executive Officer
Metlife Foundation




INTRODUCTION

Voces y Visiones: Highlights from El
Museo  del
Collection is both a nationally

Barrios  Permanent
travelling exhibition and the fitle of
this multivolume publication. These
closely entwined projects are timely
accomplishments that auspiciously
mark El Museo del Barrio’s thirtyifth
anniversary year. Founded in
1949, the mission of El Museo del
Barrio is fo present and preserve the
art and culture of Puerfo Ricans and
all Latin Americans in the United
States.  From the earliest years,
collecting was a priority that
depended on the generosity of
artists and donors, fo whom we
indebted.  The
collected by El Museo del Barrio

remain works
have been consistently at the
heart of its educational mission;
these objects have always been
understood as confainers  of
meaning—frequently multivalent,
always complex—that resulted from
the maker's personal, cultural,
historical, and  geographical
condition. As such, the art and
artifacts accepted for the Permanent
Collection cary meaning beyond
their form and beauty. They serve as
both chroniclers and  signifiers of

complex moments, places and fimes.

At over 6,500 pieces, El Museo's
Permanent Collection is nationally
recognized for both the diversity
of its objects—spanning from
pre-Columbian  archaeological
materials to surprising, mixed-
media, contemporary works—as
well as its particular areas of
strength. The collection  sfrongly
reflects El Museo's history. Thus it is
primarily comprised of works by
Puerto Rican creators, and it will
always  proudly reflect  this
founding visionary community. As
well, the collection includes
objects by an array of Caribbean,
lafino, and Latin American artists.
These works serve fo place the
strong core of Puerto Rican art
in art historical context, as well
as reflect the everexpanding
community of El Barrio. A rich
multiplicity of cultures, histories,
and formal languages have met
and cross-pollinated in New York,
across the United States, in the
Caribbean, and throughout Latin
America. El Museo welcomes all
that is often enveloped by the
overarching category of "latino.”
Through these objects entrusted
to our care, we seek to educate
both

a broader public to

the parallels among our many
constituencies—but also the fine

nuances and diversifies.

Voces y Visiones is organized in
five volumes. The first presents the
institutional history and exhibition
chronology of El Museo del
1969 to 2004.
Following, four volumes are
each dedicated fo the highlights
of the four major areas within the

Barric from

Permanent Collection: Taino pre-
Columbian materials;  Popular
Traditions (including santos &
devotional arts, masks, textiles,
ceramics, and objects relating to
Dia de los Muertos); Graphics;
and Modern and Contemporary

Art of varied media.

The exhibition and publication
are extremely important to us in
that they disseminate information
about  the

collection for the first fime, thus

contents  of our

making the wedlth of materials
more broadly occessible. As well,
Voces y Visiones allows us to
expand our walls. The consraints
of our current facility—at the top of
New York's fabled “Museum
Mile” and at the western edge of




the thriving,  vibrant,  latino

neighborhood  known as  Fl
Barrio—does nof, unforlunaiely,
ollow us to share many of the
iewels of our Permanent Collection
on any kind of a continuing basis,
as many other museums do. While
this is the dream of aur next facility,
in the both  the

iravelling exhibition, and  this
landmark publication, allows that

meanwhile,

dream fo take shape.

It was under the leadership of my
predecessor, Susana Torruella leval,
that the Curatorial  Department
inifioted an  orchestroted  effort
to create this publication. | would
like to acknowledge
Bercht, Chief
Deborah Cullen, Curator, for their

Fatima
Curator,  and
dedication in the work required to
undertake this major effort, It was
through their skiltul leadership that
o large team of varied friends and
specialists collaborated to make
this o reality. | join the coeditors
in thanking them. As well, |
would like to acknowledge the
outstanding devation of the ofher
members of the Curatorial sioff:
Assistant

Margarita Aguilar,

Curator, Noel Valentin, Registrar,

and  Melisa Curatorial

Assistant and Project Coordinator,

Lujdn,

who lock core of the myriad
details necessary fo successfully
bring Voces v Visiones to fruition.

On behalf of the Board of Trustees
and the staff of Ef Museo del
Barrio, | commend the stong
sponsorship role token up by the
Metlife Foundation. The Mellife
Foundation has most generously
underwritlen the entire national
tour, an exhibition catalogue,
and this scholarly, fivevolume
Permanent Collection highlights
boxed publication. Without their
commitment, this critical undertaking
would not have been possible.

Additional
provided

support  was  also

by the
Endowment for the Ars, the New
York State Councll on the Adts, s

well as the Commonwealth of

Nationd!

Puerto Rico - Puerto Rico Federdl
Affairs which
supported the volume dedicated to

Administration,
the insfitutional history.
Baric fakes this

Fl Museo del

opportunity  fo  salule  these

governmental sources for their
over the

consistent  suppart

decades. Special recognition must
go fo the llo WallaceReader's
Digest Collections  Accessibility

Inifiative.  El Museo del Barrio
received a substaniial five-year grant
from this program in 1996,

allowing the seminal research,
conservafion, photography, and
prepaiclion of our collection thet
formed the basis of Voces v Visiones.
As well, the Reed Foundaiion
provided essential and early support

for work on Taino materials.

Voces y Visiones is a ibute
fo the many people—founders,
community  members,  arfists,
directors, Board members, staff,
volunteers, scholars, educators,
donors, sponsors, and visitors—
who have helped in ways large
and small, offen over many years,
to advance the work of our
institution. We lock forward 1o the
continuation and expansion of
thase efforts. But at this moment, we
invite you fo pause with us to enjoy
these highlights from the Permanent

Collection of El Museo del Barrio.

Julian Zugazagoitfia, Ph.D.
Director




THE ARTIST AND THE COMMUNITY

The community that | have felt
loyalty to, and idenfity in, has been
the Puerto Rican underclass. The
reason is simple enough: | am from
a typical, disfranchised, underclass
Puerto  Rican-American  family.
My father and mother were
both  bluecollar  workers in
New York City. My father was
a factory elevator  operator,

until  he became a factory
superintendent. My mother worked
in the sweatshops of Manhattan,
making belts and handbags.
However disenfranchised my

mother might have been, |
remember her repeating over and
over fo my sister: “You're not going
to end up behind a sewing
machine for all your working
years, like | did. You're going fo
college, you're going to be a
teacher . . . “ | wondered why she
never said that to me. | figured it
out years later: my mother believed
that we guys had no problems

making our way in the world.

Of course |, too, wanted a good
life. 1 spent many years being
educated and with each degree,
status  and

achieving  more

opportunity, and with that status

and opportunity came class

mobility.! Education made it
possible for my life to be better. |
wanted the life of my mother and
father to be better. My dad had
dropped out of school when he
was nine. During the Depression,
he had to help the family survive.
My father served in the Second
World War. Upon his refun from
Europe, he did not take advantage
of the G.I. Bill that would have
paid his tuition, books, and a

food

refurning  war

monthly  housing  and
allowance to dll
veterans. He could have enfered
a fechnical training program
or complete a high school
equivalency, and go fo college.
He simply refused, tearing up the
lefer. | could not understand. |
wanted the life of all my Puerto
Rican relatives—cousins, aunfs
and uncles—o be better. | wanfed
them to all graduate from high

school and go to college.

| believed that my mother’s advice
was the best advice that |, as an
artisreducator, could give. And
so | faught in the New York
City Public School system, in
elementary, junior high, and high
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There

underclass Puerfo Ricans in my

school. were  many
classes. They called me “mister
finish high school—go fo college.”
| insisted | would be more than the
fraditional savant-creator-artist, and
that my high school, college, and
university education both prepared
me to be an artist and art educator,
and dlso matured my infellect. My
need fo understand culture and
art as processes of cognition,
analyzing how those processes
form and effect identity, had, in fact,
become the focus of most of my
research. There were setbacks on
the way. Ifs not that easy to raise
such challenges within the context

of an underclass experience.

However, | got what | have come
fo see as my historic opportunity in
earlly 1969, while teaching at
the High School of Music and Art.
The Puerto Rican community east
of Columbia University, in District
4, wanted Community Education
funds to be

organize an educational culure

Center used to
project for their constituency. | was
called upon fo present a proposal
for such an endeavor. | had

explored these issues in my




undergraducte  and  graducte
studies in education and art. My
proposal was fitled "Fl Museo del
Barrio”  (The  Neighborhood
Museum): the soluion rang fke o
bell in my head. The community
needed o powerful cultural insiitution
that would reveal its past: cffirm
and guide ils present {crifically, and
with respect; and inspire its future,
with integrity and  intellectual
authority. The community needed o
museum that explored the natural
history, anthropology, culture, and
art of the Puerfo Rican people, and
that joined it to the word of
latino/a art, os welt as the larger
werld of arlists. The founding of El
Musec was a mindful process. |
had to toke off my hybrid-shamanic,
artmaking hat, and put on my
abstractcognitive  researcher’s-
ieacher’s hat. | had to engage the
communily and its cultural needs
infelligently, and think about what
would best serve the needs
of o disenfranchised, underciass
community. What culiure and art is
the community being exposed o

What are they being deprived of2

£ you had the opportunity to

design an insfitutional framework

that would support and affim «
culiure, and arf process, an esthefic
framework, and experience in art
and culture  within - which the
community is enfronchised—if one
had the opportunily to serve o
communily's evolution, ifs potential,
its cognition—would you iake the
challenge? { tock on that challenge
when | founded &l Museo del
Barrio. It was my "social contract,”
my relationship as an orfist to my
Latino/latina community. With ol
due respect, then, El Museo was
not the “brainchild” of the-then
Superintendent of District 4, as
Grace Glueck reported i her
New York Times arlicle—it was my
“brainchild.” In early 1969, the
principal of the High School of
Music and Art invited me fo his
office. He had
from  District 4
Superintendent Martin® W, Frey,

received «

communiqué

who was searching for o Puerto
Rican to inificte the cullure project.
| had a preliminary meeting with
Superintendent Frey, in which |
suggested a community museum.
He raised his eyebrows, smiled,
and said, “You are ambitious.” |
simply answered, "Yes, | am.” |
added, If | were a mountain

climber, | would be the first Puerto
Rican fo climb Mount Everest.” |
iold the Superintendent | wos
working on a more detailed
proposal for the creation of the
community  museum  which |
insisted be named “El Museo del
Barrio,” and that the more detailed
oroposal would soon be on his
desk. My proposal of a community
museum, and the thoroughness
with which | presented if, was
possible only because | responded
fo my mother's advice fo seek an

education,

By mid-1969, | hod founded
El Museo del Barrio on paper.
communify’s
District
Superintendent Frey accepted my

it became the
institution  the  moment
proposal. He shoock my hand,
asking me how it feels fo be the
and first
El Museo del Bariio. | pinched

founder director of

myself to make sure | was awake,
and answered, "GREAT . . . " But
there is more 1o this design of a
proposal founding @ community
museum than meets the eye. As an
art student, ariist, and art educator
| had dlready, for over twelve
years, concemed myself with the




role of art and culiural identity. It
was no accident that | would see
a museurn as o solution. After cll,
it was fhe solution of the
economically  and  politically
empowered uvpper and middle
classes in affirmation of their
cultural  identity,  when  they
founded the Museum of Modem
Art, the Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum, the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, and the Whitney Museum
of American Art, to mention only @
few insfitutions in New York. The
American Museum of Natural
History can be understood as the
exception, with ifs rich range of
arfifacts and objects from all
ancient and aboriginal  world
cultures. This institution makes clear
the diversity that culiure, nature,
and the evolution of our species
land all creation) cre on this
plonet, from the micro o the
macrocosmos, from the virus to the
mefeor and the distant golaxies

one can view i their planefarium.

In fact, in 1970 the American
Museum of Natural History's
education depariment called upon
me, in my role os Direclor of £

Museo, to conceive and organize

an exhibition that would speck to
the Puerto Rican community thar
El Museo served. | proposed o
multi-media  exhibition o be
presented in their galleries, which
would permit a visually exciting

and  informative  framework.

Entiled Boricua: Agqui y Alld
(Puerto Ricans: Here and There], o
defailed  description  of  the
exhibilion appeared in the press:

Boricua: Agui v Alld is a tweny-
minute audiovisual show

composed of 486 color slides. . .
The show takes the viewer from the
tropical scenery of Puerto Rica fo the
tenements of New York City, and
from the world of o Puero Ricon
professional boxer to the paiitical
platform of New York City's first U.S.
Congressman  of Puerle  Rican
ancestry.  Ancient  arlifacts, an
evangelist meeting, o schoolyard
filled with voungsters playing
basketball, o political stest rally, a
baptism, a grocery sfore, foods, the
life of o factory warker, arfists and
their work and many other aspects of
life in El Barrio {(Puerto Rican
neighborhood] are explored in the
hundreds of photos, many of which
were  icken by Puerio Rican
photegraphers . .. Shown by means
of six linked computerprogrammed
slids projectors . . . The sound
rack accomponying  the  slides
is another element helping to
provide authentic flovor. Hundreds of
cameorconversations  with  artists,
shopkeepers, polificians, cnd the
man in the street were recorded and
edited. These were coupled with
music and street sounds played from
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overhead speakers in the exhibiticn .
.. Boricua .. is shown in o ovadl
20 X 30 foot room equipped with
three 9 X 6 foot screens and five 10
X & foot minors. The viewer is thus
completely surrounded by the images
and sound of Puerto Rican life . . .
Prasented In a speciclly construcied,
stand-up theater equipped with three
screens ond five mirors to provide
museum goers with a feeling of fotal
immersion in the subject matier—
the Puerto Rican community and
culture . . . Borcua: Agqui y Al
opened in the Comer Gallery of the
Museum  of Nalural History  on
Tuesday, March 2nd, 19712

Something imporiant was left out of
the description: the exhibition,
which ran continuously, ended with
a flutering image of the flag of
Puerto Rico on every screen,
reflected in every minor, with @
recorded chorus of children singing,
"Que bonita bandera, que bonita
bandera, que bonita banderc, es
lo bandera puertoriquefic . .. " It
was uplifing. The audience would

albways join in.

With the Civil Rights movemeni of
the 1960s, the “minority pecples,”
or the "peoples-of-color” made
their voices for equity heard,
aspecially in the cittes with the
larger minority populations, within
which  museums with o euro-
cenirist, palriarchal, mainsiream




focus were ignoring their history in
culure and conlributions o the
evolving of culture within that
history. The eurocentric culturai
bicses in  the adminisfrating,
collecting and exhibiting of these
major museumns began fo respond,
slowly, attempling to correct the
existing bicses. But within all these
biases, there ore people of
goodwill, and in the early 19705,
| met such people of goodwill at
the Museum of Natural History.

n the middate 1960's ncthing
relevant was happening fo change
the eurocentric, mainstream focus
of art museums in New York City,
and the solution fo the cultural
needs of the Puerto Rican El Barrio
community was clear to me. Just as
neighborhood  had  its
library, | believed that every

every

neighborhood  should have iis
community museum fhat speaks o
the culiure end cultural  history
of that community: addressing
the post, the presert, and most
imporianily, the future developments
of cutture. Such ideas did not come
aut of thin air. My education and
experience made it possible for me
fo design a larger solution fo the

culiural needs of the Puerto Rican
community than the less ambitious
educational cullure-project suggested
by the Public School District

Superintendent’s office.

When my proposal fo crecte a
community museumn was dccepted
oy the District Superintendent,
he explained that it might be
a while belore my request of
space  adeguate  fo  house
El Museo would be realized,
ond  that

would be utifized until then. Thus,

schoolroom  spaces
Bl Museo's first location was ¢
large classroom  connected  to
the Disirict 4
Superinfendent. Keep in mind, El

he offices of

Museo was still an extension of
my mind, o conjured spirit: it
had no "body” as of vet, other
than the body | imcgined in
my proposal. There was no
museum collection, no  museum
guards . . . But there was much
research fo accomplish, siudying
the past and present culture
and art of the Puerio Rican here
and in Puerto Rico, identifying
the community’s fine and folk
artists, locating and organizing art
works for exhibition.
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The first stage was devored entirely
lo reseaich, io the gathering of
information that speaks of the
notural and cultural history  of
BoricugPuerto  Rico, and  the
Borinquen-Puerlo Rican people.
detail  the
languages of the Arawak-Talnos

Dictionaries  that

had fo be located and copied for
El Museo’s archives and library.
Materials that spoke of the way of
life, the ritual, music, artifacts, and
art history of the ArawakTaino-
Puerto Rican had to be located os
well. Information was documented
in filn and slides, for educational
purposes within El Museo  and
the public  school  system.
El Museo’s projected permanent
collection of objects and art works

was planned.

| had presented o detailed script of
what the museum would be, giving
an oufline of the research materials
(slides, films, audio recordings,
and inferviews with scholars and
elders of the community) and
music, books, arlifocts, ohjects,
folk, craft, and fine art works that
B Museo would need to gather
and share with the communify and
public schools. This inventory was




conceived fo educate and inspire
the larger Puerto Rican community
and other Lating /o members of the
community. Thus, the cultural and
artistic history of Puerto Rico,
produced In the indigenous past,
the Spanish colonial past, and the
American  protectorale  past
and present, was to be shared
with the enfire community, so that
they might be inelligenty and
authentically informed.

| imagined the naturathistory
component of El Museo as a multi-
screened slide preseniation sef up
in its own gallery, that would
include pre-conquest natural history
elements of Boricua-Puerto Rico, a
rain forest environment, including
its wild life, and @ presentation of
their religious practice, warrior
culture and weapons, the batey or
sport site, an Arawak-Taino home,
the food they harvested from the
sea and the land, food preparation,
thetr hygiene, use of herbs and
other heafing techniques, clothing,
body oraments,  decoration-
painting and fatiooing, as well
as  examples of succeeding
generations, from conquest o post
conquest condifions.

Ct course, the art and culure of
the present was fo be one of the
concerns of El Museo, and within
that, folk art and art crected
by self-educated artists working
oulside the mainstream-international.
Bul—and this was an imporiant
concern of mine-- wished El
Museo to present these without
compromising its affirmation of art
historical, relevant, infernational
problemsolving  art.  Education
would be sensitively conveyed. It
was my belisf that evolving
cognition is the outcome of
education, and that it is evolved
cognition within a formal education
that drives the evolutionary progress
of culture and art for all peoples.

The majority of El Barrio’s
underclass are linked fo a history
of disenfranchisement, denied
the education that would have made
possible the cognitive and intellectual
development through which to gain
societal  empowerment.  Denied
development in abstraction in
cognition, these groups have been
denied the critical ingredient for
economic and  class  mobility.
Because Bl Musso is located in,
and serves, an historically under-
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class  community—historically
disenfranchised of cultural, economic
and  educational  opporfunity,
generationally  dislranchised  of
developments in abstraction in
cognition—it is  parficularly
important that Bl Museo coniribute
to the analysis of cullure and art
history and seek fo clarify the
relation between  anthropological
history and the continuous potential
of cognition and development in
culture and art. it is clso essenticl
that El Museo clarifies the ways
developments in culure and art
hove served the progress [or the
stasis), by promoting lor inhibiting]
future developments.

It was, and 1s, my belief that a
museum is more than o kind of
high entertainment, more than «
morfuary, more than a repesitory
of objects, art, and culural
arfitacts. | believe o museum must
impart the infellectual tools and
the cognitive science it must
employ itself, while deciphering
art ond culture. Cullure and art
are part and porcel of this
question and ifs answer. El Museo
de! Bario must contribute to
this discussion.



And so here we are over thirty
years later. | thank all who made it
possible for £l Museo fo remain B
Museo del Barrio. As a cultural
institution, it is more alive and well
than ever, thanks to the efferts and
parseverance of all the direclors
Each director that
followed my tenure at El Museo

after me.

made their unique contribution
to the Puerto Rican-latino/a
community. Each served El Museo
del Barrio’s mandate within the
usual budgetary constraints, to the
best of their abiliies, keeping El
Museo alive. | give special thanks
to Isabel Nozario and julio
Nazario, and all whe joined them
from the community, helping in an
hour of need. | give tharks to all
the staff that have served the
Museo through these vears, to the
many private and public funding
institutions and  foundations, and
polificians, museum  members,
donors of art waorks, friends, ond
Board members, All have, in their

way, confributed.

As a collection of art works,
El Museo def Barrio’s Permanent
Collection represents the most

important  stateside  collection

ot the creative expression of
Puerto Ricans, as well as other
latinc/c peoples. Sharing these
accomplishments in the history
of latino/a art and culture,
through exhibitions and narrative
explanations, El Museo educates
and  raises  the culturalart
consciousness and appreciation of
the larger community: both s
diverse inhabitants and fourists whe
make this greai city of New York the

culiural kaleidoscope which it is.

Rafael Montafez Ortiz
Founding Direcior, 1969-1971

Editor's note: An arfist and educator, Rafae) Montafiez
Crtiz sarned both his Mastsr degree 0 Educntion, and
his Docloraie in Edveation, frem Calumbia University
Teachers College (hew Yark), os well as his Bachelor
and Master of Fine Arts from Prat Institule (Brookhyn).
He is o Full Professor of At at Maoson Giross Scheol of
the Arts, Rutgers Unbversity (New Branswick, INJ).

2 Grace Glueck, “Bario Museum: Hope S, Home
No,” The New Yark Timss, 30 July 1970; 38,

3 The Commercial and Financial Chronicle, New York,
March 4, 1971,




A COLLECTIVE VISION

El Museo del Barrio was founded
in 1969, by activists fo provide the
children of School District 4 in El
Barrio with the opportunity fo leamn
about Puerto Rican heritage.!
Several years later, the Collectiva
de Attistas Puertorriquefios, in a
document dated May 19, 1974,
submitted to the Board of Directors
a series of requests regarding El
Museo’s work and s priorities.
Among the issues of great concern
to the Puerto Rican artfists were
greater  participation in  the
development of museum policy
and programs. They recommended
centralized artists’ archives and
an institutional commitment to
establishing cultural alliances with
organizations in Puerto Rico and in

New York. Their
and inferest in Fl Museo's work

involvement

was a significant factor in the
transformation of an educational
program into a complex institution
serving the artistic and cultural
heritage of the Puerto Rican people.

The anti-poverty and anti-war
movements, and the struggles for
civil liberties, were all part of a
rapidly changing society. Puerto
Rican activism reflected the burning

issues affecting our community. The
children of the 1950s migrafion had
come of age. Most would never
fulfill their parents’ dreams of one
day refuming fo their homeland. Like
their parents, they remained isolated
and on the periphery of mainstream
sociely; a people whose origin,
long history, and culture were
basically unknown—or at best,

marginalized.

By the 1960s, the largest political
and economic migration from the
lsland resulled in close fo one
million Puerto Ricans living in
New York City, categorized as
underprivileged and at the boftom
of the economic and social sfratum.
Activists organized and took on the
issues of housing, education, health
care, and legal representation.
Radical organizations like the
Young lords, a group of young
activists, took to the sfreets and
challenged  the  system info
establishing programs  for  the
prevention of lead poisoning,
breakfast programs for children, and
garbage pickup in East Harlem.

By the 1970s, the boundaries
between art and politics had
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disappeared. Puerto Rican artists
and activists challenged established
cultural institutions regarding issues
of inclusion and programming. But
it was not yet the time for these
mainstream institutions to develop
and implement programs that
would reflect the ethnic diversity
of the City. Within the Puerfo
Rican  community, it was
necessary fto creafe insfitufions
like El Museo del Barrio, Taller
Boricua, the Alternative Mussum,
En Foco, Friends of Puerto
Rico, Cayman Gallery, Ballet
Hispanico, and the Puerto Rican
Travelling Theatre as altenative
spaces. These insfifutions fulfilled
the need for relevant cultural
programs for the community and
the need for venues for the
presentation  of  visual and

performing artists.

The issue of aesthefics was
prevalent among a  significant
group of Puerto Rican artists
whose primary concern was
reflecting—in their own particular
style—their national identity and
unique history. El Museo was the
only institution that sanctioned
and validated their heritoge.




By the 1980s, El Museo had
expanded fo include a Main
Gallery, a Sanlos Gallery, the
Fstop  Photo  Gallery,  and
the museum store. In 1982-1983,
the Ricardo Alegria Gellery of
pre-Columbion art, and the West
Wing Gallery, were completed,

and  shert  and  longterm
expansion plans  included a
children’s museum, a theatre,

additional offices, and collection
storage spaces. £l Musec’s onr
going coliaborative  programs
included Misica de Comara {(Eva
de la O classical music series),
Teatro Cuatro {an experimental
theatre group), ond lillian Jimenez's
latino Film & Video Festival.

As Chief Curator, those early
years were full of challenges and
| was committed to achieving

a bclonce between artistic,
historical, and  coliections-based
interpretive  exhibitions. A

professional exhibition program
provided artists  with  the
opportunity o show their waork,
along  with caiclogues which
served both as documeniation
of the event, as well as their

overall accomplishments as artists,

Exhibitions featured artisis  from
Puerto Rico, and latin America, as
well as collaborative  programs
with national and  infernational
cultural institutions.  For master
artists ke Pedro Villarini and Eloy
Blanco, Fl Museo del Barrio would
be the most significant venue for
the presentation of their work
within an art historical context.
Exhibitions like los Tafnos: A Visual
Tradition, o multimedia group
show, brought together artists who
utilized indigenous molifs and
imagery in their work. This project
also celebrated the reprinting of
Matilde de Silva’s book on the
industrial application of Taino
motifs, o publication which had
not been available fo the public
since the 1940s.

Inferprefive  exhibitions like The
Golden Age of Spain: Thealre and
Period Dress, which opened May
2%, 1981, was cne of my first
assignments os Chief Curator. it
was an event celebrating  the
300th Anniversary of Calderén de
la Barca, and it flfiled another
of El

Researching historically important

aspect Museo's  work.

materials that illusirated the primary
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theme of the exhibition—theatre
and customs of the period—
resulted in the presentation of
prints ilustrating the dress of the
different social classes of sixieenth
ard sevenieenth century Spain. The
exhiblt included loans of art from’
museums throughout Europe and
the United States. To illustrate the
grandeur of the upper class during
that period, the opening receplion
included actors dressed in elaborate
court costumes. The actors included
Puerto Ricans of African decent,
which resulied in extensive discussion
regarding the racial history of the
Puerto Rican people and of H
Museo's priorities. The debate and
controversy mosily centered on the
issue of slavery as part of our
Puerto Rican heritoge, traditionally
ignored or all together negated. Af
the same time, it was asked why
should Spanish history be presented
within the confext of o Puerto Rican
museum? YWhat about the Tainos
and our African cultural roots? How
could El Musec begin fo satisfy the
need to document, research, and
inferpret the Tofality and diversity of
the Puerto Rican experience as a
Nation, inclusive, and within the

confext of our colonial status?




Relevant questions of programming
and content had fo be addressed.
As issues emerged, it was clear
that the museum could redefine
established paradigms that explain
the effects of colonialism on the
orocess of cultural reproduction,
historical  interpretation,  and
national identit.  Our  collective
vision for El Museo was to
someday facilitote consistent and
ongoing scholarly research that
would deal with questions of
migration, poliics, and social re-
organization within the context of
cultural  reproduction  and  the
expression of art forms. E! Museo
had an important role to play in this
area, not only for the Puerfo Rican
community, but as o model for the
newlyemerging latin American
and Caribbear community.

But during those early years of my
tenure as Chief Curator, the work
and prioriies of El Museo went
beyond issues of program and
content. As a developing museum,
it was incumbent to implement
systems for the proper care and
preseniation of its collections and
other historical materials in storage

or on view fo the public. It was

alse o fime during which the
American Association of Museums
joined  with  the  Smithsonian
Institufion, the Metropolitan Museum
of Arf, the CooperHewitt, and
other major cultural institutions in
an effort fo esfablish standards and
overall procedures for all museum
administration  and  operation.
Training and technical assistance
was available to museum stoff. It
was a great opportunily for museum
professionals like myself to develop
a brood range of skills in all
aspects of museum work. The
Board of Directors and the
Executive Director, Jack Agieros,
were commited fo staff training
and collections mancgement; they
recognized that through these
efforts  they would  achieve

instifutional validation.

The 1980s was a great fime for
museums and their professionals,
but it was also a fime during which
the funding environment was
changing rapidly and creating o
crisis for most smatl o medium-
sized organizations. A decade
carlier, anti-poverty and  social
programs provided solid funding
for communitybased organizations
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ike El Museo. Ten years later,
funding had diminished and the
city was toking o hard look of
culural organizations within the
context of the cily's overall
sconomic  development  plan,
determining  whether it was
necessary to  support  small
museums like El Museo del Barrio.
The private funding establishmenis
were demanding more for their
contributions,  and  emerging
organizations like Fl Museo were
required to lake on greater
program  responsibilities, while
simultaneously serving the interests
of a more diverse segment of the
populetion. Dwindling  resources,
an overzealous program schedule,
and administrative inefficiencies
resulted in o serious crisis that cut
short Bl Museos  progressive
development. In 1986, the museum
was forced by the Depariment of
Cultural Affairs to temporarily close
its doors to the public.

That year, while working in City
Hall in the New York City Art
Cormmission, | was asked by the
Office of the Mayor to return fo E
Museo del Barrio on o sixmenth
assignment as Interim Direcfor. Fl




Museo was endangered, and my
ole was fo open Bl Museo,
implement programs, and assist the
Board of Directors in establishing a
sustoinable infrastructure, one that
would ensure El Museo's continued
growth and development, It was @
difficult period for the museum, its
staff, and supporters. It was o
defining period In Ef Museo's
history and yet ancther transition,
one that would enfail many
years of infrospective review of

programs, mission, and rescurces.

But once again, El Museo survived
the challenge, but it had an impact
on the museum’s work and its
future.  This experience certainly
ilusirated  the  wulnerabiliy  of
instifutions  like El Museo, which
continue fo be affected by economic,

political and secial reqlities.

The demographics and character
of the Puerio Rican people are alsc
constanily  changing. The census
of the new millennium indicate that
there are three million Puerto
Ricans dispersed  throughout the
United States with  established
communities from New York to
Hawail. The Puerfo Rican diaspora

has made major contributions to cll
aspects of North American society.
As a community, we conlinue
to stuggle with the same issues
ot identity, inclusion, political
representation, culture, and hisfory.
Fl Museo is, more than ever, o
source of inspiration, national
pride, end—most imporfantly— a
symbol of empowerment. It is the
collective  vision of  many
direciors, curators, arfists, and
scholars  that  throughour  the
years have mode many major
contributions 1o ifs development. It
represents the desire for a better
life of cll of cur communities,
new and old, El Museo del Barrio
symbolizes the determination of
activists who dared to take
responsibility for o community,
whose reach now  extends
beyond specificities, regional
boundaries, and state lines.

Gladys Pefia Acosta
Chief Curator 19/79-19084
Interim Director 1986

1 Editors’ note: In 196%, as a result of community
petiioning, ond due ta the general culturel activism of
the time which demanded more inclusive
programming and representation, the Cammunity
Education Center of School of District 4 made funds
availcble for an educationalculural projedt o serve
El Barria. Superintendent Martin W, Frey locked for
an approprials sducator, ond e principal of the
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High School of Music of A recommended one of his
teachers, the arlist Reloel Maontafiez Ortiz, Afer
maating with Frey, Monlafiez Ortiz retumed with o
wiltten proposal for @ much mere ambitious and
visionary project: a fullkscale mussum o serve El
Barrio, which he christened with the logical name, £l
Muzea def Bario, A combination of factors, including
newsgaper articles, the vicissitudes of history, and
vartious persenalities aver the years, have conlributed
to biurring the histary of the founding of E Museo into
a legendary sportanecus group action. Mo doubt,
Mantadez Orliz's inifiol and founding conception and
undertoking waos immediately complemented ty the
contributions and participations of many arfists,
educators, communisy members, ard supporters, who
hove sustoined B} Musee ovar the yecors,




IMAGE IN THE COLLECTIVE MEMORY

“To Puerto Ricans, my fellow
counirymen and women, an invitafion
fo name your new warld through a
Museo in El Barrio."!

The insightful quote from educator
Antonia Pantoja resonates with the
force of a prediction. In my case it
became true; El Museo del Barrio
marked the way | see the world.
After more than two decades of
participation at different levels with
various administrations, | served as
Director of El Museo from 1986 to
1093. My timid approaches
during the early years of Director
Marta Moreno Vega, when |
arrived in New York tfo study in
1973, led to my work as Curator
with Director Jock Agteros from
1977 to 1978. Affer my fenure
as Director, | mainfained @
relationship as colleagues  with
Susana Torruella Leval, who | had
recruited as Curator in 1990, and
who directed El Museo from 1993
to 2002. | feel a rewarding
obligation fo a fradition that has
influenced my professional choices

and my personal convictions.

Preamble

El Museo del Barrio was founded
in 1969 under the auspices of
District 4

because of the outery of parents,

Community  School

bilingual teachers, and cultural
leaders. They denounced the
absence of teaching resources and
didactic materials relevant to the
Puerto Rican student population
that was overflowing the public
schools in El Barrio. El Museo's first
director, Rofeel Montafez Ortiz,
incorporated it as an independent,
non-profit organization in 1971.
Montafiez Ortiz, a vanguard arfist
and teacher at the High School for
Music and  Art,
institution foward museology: the

oriented  the

presentation, study and interprefation
of Puerto Rican artistic legacies,
especially the indigenous and
Alfrican contributions.

In 1973, under the vigorous
leadership of Marta Moreno Vegg,
El Museo presented the benchmark
exhibition, The Art " Heritage of
Fuerto Rico: Pre-Columbian fo the
Present, in collaboration with The
Metropolitan Museum of Art. The
anthological  presentation  was

shown in both museums. This
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unprecedented event in the cultural
history of New York City was a
result of the political juncture from
the massive wave of Puerto Rican
migration in the 1960s. Different
from other groups, Boricuas? were
American citizens and enjoyed all
the constitutional guaranties, in
theory. This included the right to
vole in spite of their language,
Spanish, and their cultural make-
up: Caribbean, of mixed ancestry.

In the midst of an era of political
change in the United Stofes, the
Civil Rights movement, the ant-
Vietnam war protests, and feminist
and gay activism, the time-honored
cultural institutions  that  benefited
from generous allocations of
public funds were required fo offer
programs fo the “communities”
that had received very litile
in exchange for their growing
contributions as city, sfate and
federal taxpayers. Cultural activists
organized profests and picket lines
in front of the Museum of Modemn
Art and the Mefropolitan Museum
of Art, demanding more presence
of female, Afro-American, and
their

Puerto Rican artists in

exhibitions and collections, as well




as represenfation of these groups
in the boards of directors and the
professional ranks of the museums’
employees. They also called for
the decentralization of the
collections so that the other, more
populous four boroughs in New
York City would have the same
access to the arfisiic treasures
hoarded in Manhattan.

As Director, Moreno Vega, a
teccher in the public school system
and a cultural leader of exceptional
qualities, projected this polifical
dimension in  the catalogue
for The Art Herifage of Puerto
Rico  exhibition.  She

‘Puertorriqueios  must

wrote,
design
educational  solutions  for  the
continuity and progress of our
communifies. We can no longer
permit the utilization of ineffective
teaching methods and programs to
destroy the inherent creativity and
desire fo leam that cur communities
possess. The sirenglhs of our past
and present will certainly defermine

our future strengths.”?

The young museum’s growing
pains began fo surface by 1973;

the organizational and  fiscal

structure of El Museo had not
developed at par with its
programmatic stength. in 1974,
Moreno Vega resigned amidst a
struggle between factions.¢ Hiram
Maristany, photographer of E
Museo who had been o militant
in the polifical organization the
Young Lords,s eventually assumed
El Museos direcfion during the
transifional period that lasted until
1976 with the installation of a new
Board of Directors. Alter a search
for a new director, Jack Agiieros
was recrulted in 1977 he had
been working as Director of the
Caymén Callery in Soho.

For nearly a decade, Agiieros's
vision projected El Museo beyond
El Bomio, but frem El Barrio, in
both a litera! and metaphoric
instilled  with
El Museo's original mission, he

sense.  Firmly
mainiained the institution’s  well-
known fradition of presenting the
arfisiic contributions of Borlcuas
ond added other latinos and
latinas who hod  also  been
ignored by the dominant culturcl
current, that is, the mainstream.
Agleros strengthened El Museo's
multi-disciplinary  programming,
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expanded ifs presence in New York
City, promoted the organization as
a national institution in the United
States, and as o internctonal
producer with frue presence In

Latin America.”

The disparity between Fl Museo's
maturity in programming and the
vulnerability of its organizational
structure reached a crisis level for
the second time in the museum’s
history in November of 1985.
Bess Myerson, commissioner of
the Department of Cultural Affairs
of the City of New York, suspended
the disbursement of Ei Museo's
assigned funds until an audit and
investigation of the institution’s
fiscal aoffairs had concluded. It
was a painful woiting  period
which  the

presented his resignation.

during Director

Adlist Rafael Colén Morales, who,
at the time wos Curator of E
Museo, assumed the position of
Interim Director without a salary; o
small group of employees followed
his example and kept El Museo's
doors open fo the public. In April
1986, Depuly Mayor Robert
Esnard appointed Gladys Pefia cs




Interim Director of El Musec. Pefia,
who had successtully acted as El
Museo's Curator in the past, fook @
paid leave of absence from her
position as Director of New York
City's Public Art Program. The
Board of Directors, presided over
with defermination and affability by
Carmen P. Nelson, had the arduous
task of stabilizing the institution without
adequate resources.® Nonetheless,
the Board remained steadfast in its
projection of a sfrong Museo, and
announced the recruitment of an
Executive Director in mid-1986.
Return to El Barrio
| sought the position with the
cerfainty that the insfitution would
endure because El Museo'’s
mission was relevant and because
it was imporfant fo many secfors of
the Puerfo Rican community. El
Museo didn't depend on a
specific leader; four directors, all
Puerfo Rican New Yorkers or
Nuyoricans, had guided it since
its foundation in 1969.9 Likewise,
it had surpassed fifteen years of
existence: a generation, and the
typical longevity of many Puerto
Rican community organizations in
the United Stafes.10

Nearly a decade had transpired
since my initiation as Curator of El
Museo del Barrio in 1977. During
this time, | worked for two years
at the Community Education
Department of the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, serving as the
museum’s Bilingual Educator, a
position that Puerto Rican and Afro-
American cultural activists  had
fought for in the 19/0s. In 1986,
| was in my sixth year at the New
York State Council on the Arts,
working as a Program Analyst in
the Visual Arts Program, where |
had been thanks to

affirmative action policies aimed at

recruited

including groups who had little or
no representation in the personnel
rosfer of this state agency.

Challenges of the Time

| began working as Executive
Director in October 1986, while
the investigation into El Museo's
financial affairs was sfill in process.
inquiry

concluded without any charges

One year later, the
ever being brought. Nevertheless,
the process had undermined the
prestige and leadership of one of
the most visible institutions in the

Puerto Rican community.
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Other aspects of the institution had
equally suffered. There was a
basic inventory of the collection,
which had grown significantly in
the early 1980s, but it had been
neither catalogued nor  sfudied.
There were few public events or
educational programs scheduled
on a regular basis. Whereas
the offices were undergoing
renovations, the rest of the facilities
had deferiorated due to the lack of
funds for upkeep. The security and
environmental control systems were
non-existent and various legal
aclions by former employees and
suppliers were pending. The security
and administrative employees were
anxiously waiting to negotiate
their first collective bargaining
agreement as part of the municipal
employees union, District 37.

El Museo's only source of funds at
that time was an allocation of
hundred
dollars from the Department of
Cultural Affairs of the City of New
York. This grant did not allow for

about four thousand

programming cosfs; it covered, in
part, salaries, equipment, facility
maintenance and rent. The latter

consumed nearly half of the funds




and was reverted to the City's
coffers via its Buildings Department.
Furthermore, El Museo was on
probation with the government's
could

cultural  agencies; it

receive funds from the National
Endowment of the Arts (NEA) and
the New York State Council on
the Arts [NYSCA)

condition that the

under the
insfitution
use a reimbursement system. This
required El Museo fo incur
expenses and request restitution
afterwards, a difficult situation for

a financially-poor institution.

Shared Accomplishments

The new Finance Direcfor, larry

Turner  (who  was  African
American|, and | shut ourselves up
in the offices of the Cily's

Department of Investigations, until
we unearthed the documents
necessary fo request reimbursement
of nearly seventy thousand dollars
in expenses for exhibitions and
programs that had been subsidized
by the NEA and NYSCA. In this
way, we gradually began fo
reestablish our credibility with the
When

Turner left, Anita Leach (also African

government  agencies.

American, and ¢  vivacious

South),
replaced him. She eamed the
the Board of
Finance Committeg,

personality  from  the

confidence  of
Director’s
which included two formidable
professionals: @ brilliant accountant,
Michael Janicki, and o superb
lawyer and accountant, Héctor
Willems. leach implemented o
computerized system and wisely
managed the financial reins during
a period when El Museo's annual
budget quickly increased from
$400,000 to  $1,400,000
through donations from foundations,
corporations, and individuals that

complemented the municipal funds.

El Museo’s Curator, Rafael Colén
Mordles, a respected artist and
scholar, along with four office and
security employees, had survived
the transition, but they were
demoralized. With the unyielding
hope that we immigrants nurfure,
coupled with a generous dose
of irony, | thought, “Since the
situation can't get worse, it's

bound fo get befter.”
| remembered my frajectory as a

privileged "minority.” Thanks to the
political struggles of the past
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| had access fo

decades,
opportunities that had been denied
to millions of people due to their
lack of economic means, their
educational limitations, their sex or
sexual preferences, their color or
appearance, their origins, religion,
speech, accent, or language. |
had the encouragement of Irvine
Mac Manus, a Nuyorican who had
recommended me for employment
on several occasions in the field of
arts and museums in New York. El
Museo del Barrio had offered me
my first job and | infended to create
opportunities for Puerto Ricans and
other people from “marginal”
groups who were interested in
working in the area of culture, which
had systematically excluded them.

| recruited an  outstanding
colleague, sculptor Federico Ruiz,
as Operations Manager. With
an outpouring of energy and
generosity, he offered the institution
the depth and variety of his talents,
exceptional leadership qualities,
and an unwavering commitment fo
the community. Without salaried
personnel, Ruiz successfully put
together a team comprised of
who were

welfare recipients



required to work in order to
receive their modest monthly
checks. To this day El Museo
depends on this system for its
support stalf. The appearance of
the galleries and administrative
immediately.

offices  improved

Museological  security  and
environmental control systems were
installed for the safety and
preservation of the collection. With
sensitivity and good sense, Ruiz
supervised the installation of al
kinds of artwork, both conventional
and experimental.  Over  six
years, with his coliaboration, we
negotiated a forty-percent increase
in administrative space, and H
Museo's  public  spoce  was
expanded as we fook management
of a 650seat theaire in the
ouilding. Likewise, municipal funds
were commited to renovate the
galleries according to @ master
plan  designed by architect

Jonathan Marvel,

We enrotled artist and writer Brenda
Algjandro as Education Curator. Af
the time, she was ¢ doctoral student
at Teachers College, Columbic
University; todoy she s a faculy

member of the Fine Arfs Depariment

of the University of Puero Rico.
Alejandro restructured the education
program and it grew rapidly, given
her professional and  systematic
approach fo children’s inventive
qualiies and the careful study
of the works of art on exhibit.
El Museo's
Pepdn Osorio, also became part

Artistin-Residence,

of the education program. An
exceptional creator and recipient
of the prestigious MacArthur
Fellowship in 1999, Gsorio is also
a talented educater. Together with
Alejandro, he developed the
Caring Workshops,!! @ program
of hands-on collective creating for
children, which was recognized
as o model in education and
mental health publications,

In 1987, a magnificent fouring
exhibiiion, Puerto Rican Painfing:
Between Fast
announced the beginning of a new

and  Present,1?

chapter in the history of El Museo.
The opening gathered some seven
nundred  Boricuas  and  non-
Boricuas from all walks of life.
They aftendec 1o celebrale not
only more than one hundred years
of pictorial expression on the
Island, but also the endurance and
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continuity of Fl Museo, and the
patrimony of El Barrio.

Puerto Rican arfists worked virtually
without support in New York. As
Director, it became o priority to
give these artists exposure and
resources fo confinue their work.
They lacked opportunities  to
exhibit in mainstream museums or
in the alternative spaces that had
sprung up in Soho, Tribeca and
the lower East Side. The Museum
of Confemporary Hispanic Ars,
operative until 1989, was an
excellent forum, although mainly
through collective exhibitions, for
the growing number of latin
American artists who had seffled in
New York in the 1980s and other
latines  and  lafings  residing
throughout the United States,
including Chicanos and Boricuas.

El Museo's curalors had established
an  excellent  trojectory  of
well-documented  retrospective
exhibitions that examined the
mature production of contemporary
arlists, mainly Puerto Ricans. These
shows alternated wilh less frequent

exhibitions of historical interest or

projects that presented a broader




culiural context, similer to those
organized at the beginning of the
1970s under the direction of
Marte Moreno Vega. Following
that tradition, El Musec continued
o organize retrospective exhibitions
of artists who had reached maturity
in their work including Rafael
Montafiez Ortiz {the first director of
El Museo},'s Edgar Franceschi
(painter and set designer], and the
artists’ collective, Tafler Boricua .14
A variety of media was showcased:
phologiophs by Sophie Rivera,
three dimensional pieces in wood
oy Antonio Navia and Melquiades
Rosario, and ceramic scuiptures

by Jaime Sudrez.15

There were opportunities for more
experimental work such as the
video installation by Catalonian
Eugenia  Baleells and  the
performances and  sitespecific
installations  of  Up  Tiempo!
Performing & Visval Arists of the
latter was an
with

one of the

Americas. The
ambitious  collaboration
Creative  Time,
influenticl  alfernative presenting
organizations located in Lower
Manhattan.

was not left behind; Emblems of

The historical  focus

His City: José Campeche & Son
Juan, erganized by Susana Toruella
leval, recreated the milieu of
José Campeche, eighteenth-century
Puerio Rican painter, through
documents, paintings, funiture, and

other objects of daily fife.

Media coverage of El Museo del
Barrio improved considerably,
both in guantity and quality. The
exhibitions received highly coveled
posifive reviews from The New
York Times, as well as write-ups n
all the other city newspapers. The
Spanishspeaking radio  stations
and news programs on both
English and Spanish  television
covered the Three Kings Day
Parade every year. A Public
Relations office was  created
to promoie this positive image, fo
increase the number of visitors,
and lo reorganize the membership
program.  This initialive  also
reinforced El Museo's fundraising

and resource development plan.

A successful proposal 1o the Ford
Foundation in 1989 provided El
Museo with generous funding over
a threeyear period fo establish a
Curctorial Depariment for the care
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and study of the collection. These
funds were used to update the
security and environmental conrol
systems and in 1990, fo recruit
Susana Torruella Leval, the highly
respected Curator of the Museum of
Contemporary Hispanic Art, which
had closed ifs doors in 1989.

Torrvella leval  immediately
designed a system for the reference
archive for latine artists, one of the
most imporiant of ifs category. She
clso supervised o curatorial feam
who developed o manual for
managing the collection and who
began studying and cafaloguing
the museum’s holdings. These
excesded five thousand pieces that
covered from the pre-Columbian
period through the 1980s, in o
great variety of media and siyles.
Puerto Rican artists  produced
eightyfive percent of the artwork;
it clecrly reflected the infentions
of Bl Museo’s odministrations fo

collect 1 this area.

| was concerned that the works
created by Puerto Rican arfists
since the 19/0s were not being
collected in @ systematic way by

public institutions, either in Puerto



Rico or in the United States. The
problem was more severe in the
case of arfistic production by
Nuyoricans, which continved to
improve in quality and quanfity.
To address this imbalance, we
identified obvious gaps in the
collection and garnered an
acquisitions fund. Important pieces
were purchased from Marina
Gutiérrez, Pepdn  Osorio, Juan
Sénchez, Antonio Mariorell, Edgar
Franceschi, and Armaldo Roche-
Rabell, among others, helping tfo
establish a market value for the work

by some of these arfists in New York.

My effort to support Puerto Rican
artists in New York resulted in
unforeseen benefits in the case
of Pepon Osorio. To conclude
Csaorio’s fenure as El Musea's Artist-
1991, Susana

proposed an

inResidence in
Torruella  Leval
exhibition that would include his
previous installations and objects/
sculptures. It was to be tilled Con
to’ los hierros, which could be
translated as “equipped to the
max.” An adequate budget for this

project allowed us to commission

the artist with a new installation,
which he entitled, El Velorio,
inspired by the masterpiece of
nineteenth-century Puerto Rican

painter, Francisco Oller.

Osorio’s El Velorio obliged us to
rethink the relationship of the
museum with its visitors. Osorio
recreated the sefting of a funeral
home with a sofa, very low room
temperature, soft lighting, and a
thick carpet to muffle sounds.
Nine coffins surrounded by floral
arrangements were  distributed
throughout the room, not unlike
sculptures in a gallery. The sfories

had died
prematurely—by murder, the AIDS

of Boricuas who
epidemic, and the Persian Gulf
War—were written on the walls
and on fransparent laminates
prinfed with photographs and
texts. These were positioned in
place of a body in each coffin.
When the visitor entered El Velorio,
this house of mourning, it was like
aftending a play that required the
audience’s participation. It had

enormous emotional im pact.

We made sure fo prepare the
visitors, both young people and
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adults.  Before entering the
installation, @ guide spoke to
school groups and their teachers
could decide whether or not to
visit this part of the exhibition. A
nofice at the entrance of the
gallery forewarned visitors about
the intensity of this visual
presentation on the theme of death
and a notebook was provided so
that people could express their
views. The result was surprising.
The notebook filled with positive
comments and memories of loved
ones who had passed away; it
had to be replaced weekly.
Visitors would often spend long
periods of time sitting on the sofa
in prayer or in a manner of
mourning, at fimes crying. | have
never again seen such a deeply-
felt response to a work of art with

such fragic content.

Con to’ los hierros was successful
with El Museo’s public as well as
with the art critics. John Handhart,
then Curator of Video and Film at
the Whitney Museum of American
Art, visited the exhibition and
invited Osorio fo partficipate in the
prestigious Whitney Museum  of
American Art's 1993 Biennial. His




installation would occupy ample
space and have oufstanding
visibility in the galleries. Osorio’s
career finally took off and today,
his work has earmed infernational

recognition.

Change in Administration

By the mid-1980s, the winds were
changing in local politics. It
appeared that the difficult struggles
for equality in the previous
decades were beginning to pay
off. The first African American
mayor of New York City, David
Dinkins, appointed Dr. Mary
SchmidtCampbell, then-Director
of the Studio Museum in Harlem,
as Commissioner of Cultural Affairs
in 1989. Given her experience
at an insfitution with a similar
path to El Museo, Dr. Schmidt
Campbell was sympathetic to
the needs of community-based
cultural organizations.

reached an
maturity  that
allowed its Board of Directors and

El Museo had
organizational

personnel to make longterm
projections. By 1991, the process
of developing El Museo's first

strategic  plan  was initiated;
in addition, a personnel manual
was drafted. The Natfional Arts
Stabilization Fund  selected El
Musec to participate in o program
that fostered financial stability of
various cultural instfitutions based in

underdeveloped communities.

Toward the end of the 1980s,
New York City

serious crisis in its

nonetheless,
suffered @
financial markets. This was reflected
at the beginning of the 1990s in @
significant decline in private sector
funding of cultural organizations.
Small non-profits like El Museo had
little margin to absorb budget cuts.
We had to redouble our efforts to
secure new sponsors with whom
we had to negotiate carefully so as
not to turn into o display case for
their products. The job of the
Executive Director transformed into
pure administration and fundraising,
increasingly distanced from the
study of art, dialogue with the
artists, and contact with the
constituents of El Barrio.

The lack of enjoyment for the fasks

that took up nearly all my time, and
the stress of the position that
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increased day by day, led me into

depression.  Fortunately,  three
magnificent colleagues, accustomed
to the team work that we had
cultivated at El Museo, assumed
leadership when | had o resign at
the beginning of 1993: Anita
leach, Fiscal Manager, Federico
Ruiz, Operations Manager, and
Chief

leval was

Susana  Torruella  Leval,
Curator.  Torruella
subsequently appointed Executive

Director in November of 1993,

My experience as Director of
El Museo del

complex, but not void of enormous

Barrio  was

satisfaction. As Director, | had the
opportunity fo participate in the
advancement of a patrimonial
institution of the Puerto Rican
community. It also belonged to a
select group of organizations that
had established new paradigms
with respect to the “cenferversus-
periphery,” in the developing
field of museology in the United
States in the 1960s. Our sister
organization, the exceptional
Mexican Museum and Fine Arts
Center of Chicago, directed with
resolve by Carlos Tortolero, is



another example of success in
promoting  this  poradigm  of

museums rooted  in urban

communities of immigrants.

| began to see the results of
focusing on the priorities that | had
esfablished for El Museo, Work
and training  opportunities were
crected in the field of museology
for Boricuos in New York and for
ofner groups who had similarly
been absent from museums. As
such, we would have professionals
in the fulure fo interpret cnd
administer the artistic legacies that
had been historically disparaged.
Many arfists  received direct
institutional support from El Museo
through the ocquisiion of  their
Artistin-
Residence program. Influential New

work and from the

York art critics consistently began to
review El Museo's welldesigned
and documented  exhibiions and
catalogues on the work of Puerto
Rican and other Latino aorfists. The
contemporary art of Puerto Rico and
the work created by Nuyericans,
significant for its quality and an
essential part of our collective

memory, was finally being preserved

and studied in a public collection,
that of £l Museo del Barrio.

[n this era of franchise museums, it
is difficult fo imagine El Museo del
Barrio. Anchored in a humble
community, El Museo is a batflefield
where the contradictory forces
inherited by the institution constantly
clash: the struggles for social justice
and equality of the 1960s and
1970s, with the ingrained, elifist

tradition of museums.

The issue of protecting the cultural
heritage of the invaded, the
refugees, the immigrants, and the
most vulnerable groups—which
cre by no means the minority—
has romifications of unforeseen
magnitude that affect all regions of
the planet. The cdll for o place
such as El Museo del Barrio, by o
besieged community of Puerto
Rican immigrants, their children,
and grandchildren, was visionary.
That moment of prophefic clarity

never ceases o amaze me.
Peira Barreras del Rio

Curator, 1977-1978
Director, 1986—1993
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} Antonia Panioja, quoted in the exhibition catalogue,
The Art Heritage of Puerta Rico: Pre-Columbion to
Present [Mew York: The Metropalitan Museum of Art
and El Museo def Barrio, 1973), 106, Pantoja Is an
educator and outstanding teader who was honored
by thenPrasident William lefferson Clinton with the
Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1997

2 Ward used for Puatto Rican adtionals. It s derived
from Bariquén, the criginal name given o the Iskand
by the Taino Indicns and recorded by the Spanish in
the fiieenth century.

3 Mo Mereno Yaga, Tha Art Harltage of Pusrto Rico,
17, "Pueritaticuefios’ is wiitten this way in the
aiiginal English version of the catalogue

4 Upon leaving Ef Museo, Mareno Yega created the
Association for Hispanic Ats with the mission of
seiving Hisponic orgonizotions in the Unied States.
She later founded the Caribbean Culural Center that
has developed excelient progromming reloting fo the
African dicspora in e Americos

5 The Young Lords was founded by Puerto Rican youth
in Chicogo in the early 1960s. The New York
Chuopter was established in 1969, The orgonization
fought against racism, economic and secial injustics,
lznd speculation, and developers in peor communitiss
untl it was disbanded in 1972, Several of its leaders
became pubiic figures in the mass media: Juan
Gonzdlez, Pablo (Yoube) Guzmén, Felipe Luciana
and Iris Morales, See www.palants.org for more
information,

& Cayman Gallery, a project of the non-profit
arganization, Friends of Fuerto Rico, loter became the
Museum of Contemporery Hispanic Ars under the
direction of Nilda Peraza.

7 At the beginning of the 1980s, Agiieros oganized two
importent events with the Public Theatter, which was sl
directed by its founder, the legenclary Joseph Papp. The
Latiro Fim ard Video Fesfival was coordinaled by Lifian
Jiménez and the Festival del Teatre Pobre de América
ond was coordinated by Argentinean Oscar Clecone
and Pueno Rican Cecilia Vega. The association with the
Public Theater, a prestigious avankgards instiian in
tower Manhatan, was o brilliant srategic coup

8 A this time the Boord, was comprised of the
follewing Puerto Ricans: Agusfin Alamo [community
leader), Angela Cabrera [leminist leader and palifical
activist], Jehn Carro (judge), Michas! Janicki
[accountant], Irvine Mac Manus [consultant for cultueal
organizations], Carloio Maduro (human resources
specialisll, José Moscoso [lawyerl, Carmen P. Nelson
lcarperate human resources specialist], Josephine
MNieves [educator and public cdministraior), Marionne
Roig lof collectar and businesswoman), Cormen Ada
Rosaly [busimesswoman in the music industryl, ond
Héctor Willems llawyer and accauntant)

< Ralnel Monsafiez Oniz [1969-1971), Maria

Muoreno Yega (197 1-1974), Hiram Maristany
119741978, and Jack Aglisros [1577-1986].



13 A Interview with Amilear Tirado Aviles on June 11,
2003. Professor Tirado Aviles is on historian and
librerian at the tdzaro Library of the University of
Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras Campus. He spacializes in
topics related to Puerio Rican immigration to the
United States.

11 A colloboration between El Museo del Barrie, with
Dr. lan Conine and interns from Columbia Universiny
School of Physicians and Surgeons.

12 Ciganized by Dr. Mari Carman Ramirez, then-
Director of the Museum of Anthropology, Histary
and Art of the University of Pueno Rico, Rio
Piedras; today she is Curator of Latin American art
at the Houston Museum of Fine Arts, Texas.

13 The exhibition was crganized in colloboration with
Raloel Colen Morales, El Museo’s Curator.

14 Under the leadership of artists Marcos Dimas and
Femande Salicrup, El Taller Boricua, founded in
1969, successtully carries on its artistic and
community work. Artist Didgenes Ballester
coordinated the exhibition.

15 The exhibition of works by thiee contemperary
sculplors wos organized by Curater MNelson Rivera,
Ph.D., professor at the University of Puerte Rico,
Humacae Campus, and coordinated by Annie
Sanfiago, thenDirector of the Museum of
Anthrapology, History and At of the University of
Puerto Rico.




EL MUSEO DEL BARRIO’S PERMANENT COLLECTION: REVEALING A TREASURE

Nothing could have prepared me
for the piragua cart. Not my
traditional education as an art
historian at the Institute of Fine Arts,
nor my experience at the Museum
of Modern Art, my first and best
classroom in the care of art
collections. My mind was sfill full of
dichotomies  regarding  the
comparative value of “fine” arts
and folk arts, beaux arts and
popular ars. And the traditional
media | had declt with by then
simply did not include anything as
complex as the piragua cart, @
baby carriage converted info @
cart to sell delicious snow cones
on hot summer days on the streets of
El Barrio. Piraguas (Puerfo Rican for
snow cones) cost five cents when the

cart enfered El Museo's collection.

My four years as Chief Curator of
El Museo del Barrio (1990-1993),
under Director Pefra Barreras del
Rio, were a fascinating education
in the rich complexity of art
collections. They developed my
understanding and conviction of
the importance of collections to a
museum'’s core functions. A
collection is the most tangible form

of a museum’s cultural preservation

function, as well as of its highest
responsibility and public trust.
Collection objects are a museum'’s
most powerful educational tools,
as well as a museum’s most
compelling  instruments  to
document and engage the life of
its various consfituencies.

What is most significant about
El Museo’s collection is that it
embodies the cultural patrimony of
the youngest and fastest growing
populations—Puerfo Rican, Latino,
and latin American—at a given
moment of their history within U.S.
society. During El Museo’s early
days, there was much debate
about whether to foke on the
enormous  responsibility of a
collection. Artists, the group that
advocated most strongly on ifs
behalf, won the day. In 1990,
when | became Chief Curafor, the
collection consisted of around
6,000 objects documenting
the generosity of its founding
arfists, trustees, eorly constituents,
and supporters.

At this time, the importance of El

Museo's collection’s was  fotally

unrecognized. This only heightened
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my sense of our awesome
responsibility in caring for such an
undiscovered freasure. Already,
Direcfor Petra Barreras del Rio had
token major sfeps fo ensure its care
by securing o spectacularly
generous, multi-year collections
grant from the Ford Foundation,
the largest of any kind El Museo
had ever received. As she entrusted
me with ifs implementation, | would
finally learn the full meaning of the
word “curator,” from the Latin root
curare, to care for. In addition to
my responsibility for projecfing a
longrange exhibifion program for El
Museo, | had the collections work

cut out for me for the next four years.

When | think back to those four
years, and how much we
accomplished, | don't know how
we did it. There were around eight
of us on the professional staff then,
with no computers, working in very
close quarters and with hardly any
resources beyond the Ford grant.
Nevertheless, the grant allowed
me fo hire El Museo’s first fulliime
regisirar, Marcela Clavijo, who
was fo be my able partner in all
the collections work realized

during my curatorial tenure.




At first, it was very much ke
detective work. We were not even
sure of the full parameters of the
collection. Because of previous
moves, chronic understaffing, and
underfunding, flles and records
eifher never existed, were lost,
or were in fragmeniary, poor
condition. We found some good
work previousty done as sporadic
special projects on aspects of the
coliection, such as Carlos Suefios's
catalogue of a large portion of the
print collection. Carlos, an arfist,
had served as El Museo's first part-
time Registrar. Margaret Fay had
accomplished a fine, preliminary
cataloguing of the Taino coflection.
But, mostly, we were on our own.
We started with the basics,
oking at every object in the
collection and giving it a number.
This process is called accessioning
in museclogical jargon.  This
numerical system, employed by
museums, provides a running fally
of cequisifions, and reveals both
the year and the order in which
works are accessioned into the
collection. Within the next four
years we accessioned alt works in
the collection; hired experts to do

overall conservation assessments
of almost all parts of the collection
(paintings, prints, photography,
Taino  objects, and  santes);
performed stabilizing conservation
for some works, which were o be
exhibited, such as sanfes and
Mexican masks; hired experts to
authenticate portions of the Tano
collection; and began fo install The
Museurn System, a compuierized
collection records program  used
by many institutions, such as the
Whitney Museum of American Art
and the Mefropolitan Museum of
At In addition, following the
conservation  experts’  advice,
the Registrer and inferns began fo
sort and properly house works:
prints and photographs, separated
oy glassine sheefs, in acid free
folders; paintings, on racks or
compartmentalized sections; santos,
in special museum sforage cabinets;
and  traditional  artworks,  on

spacious meial shelves.

During this time, | drafted H Museo's
first Collections Mainfencnce Policy.
Fwas able to hire a serfes of fine
young assisiont curators  and
interns who began to research

works in the collection with the
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objective of providing educational
confent for exhibitions. In this confext,
| note the excellent confributions of
Karen Baji, Miriam Basilio, Arene
Dévila, and Nellie Escalante.

Finally—the icing on the cake——the
Ford grant included o designated
amount for our first Acquisitions
fund. Although Pefrc Barreras del
Rio had previously determined aff
the arfists whose work was to be
acquired  with this fund, she
generously allowed me 1o choose
the pieces, a Curaior’s dream.
With the Ford fund, we purchased
works from: Candida Alvarez,
Edgar
Franceschi, ismael Frigerio, Maring

Didgenes  Ballester,
Gutiérrez, Alfredo Jacr, Pepon
Osorio, Armnaldo  Roche-Rabell,
Juan Sanchez, and Nitza Tubifio.

As word got out about our work on
the collection, other gifts began to
come in from arfists ond private
collectors, Netoble group gifts from
this early period were sartos from
the Walter and Lucille Fillin collection,
a series of Taino vessels from Brian
and Florence Mchony, and a fine
collection of Mexican masks from
Guerrero by James Cobb.




During this time, we proudly held
wwo exhibiions 1o show off the
new gifts and the progress of the
collections work:  Another Face:
Mexican Masks in Fl Museo del
Barrio’s Collection  {November
1990-March 1991), and Recent
Acquisitions to the Permanent
Collection [Winter 199 1-August
1992}, Moast of the works Tn these
two exhibitions had been acquired,
accessioned, cared for, and
researched under the auspices of
the Ford Foundation grant.

A few vears later, in my desire 1o
confinue making the collection
more accessible, | organized an
ambitious vecrround series of
exhibifions 1o celebrate El Mused's
25th Anniversory. | felt the public
would enjoy looking at the collection
through the unique perspective
of contemporary artists, and so
| conceptualized the series as a
diclogue, entiled Arlists  Tolk
Back: Visual Conversations with
Fi Museo. Twentyfive 1o thirty
arfists were invited for each
exhibition, and asked to choose a
work from the collection, and
create o diclogue between it
and a work of their own, which

were to be exhibited sideby-side.
The exhibifions” themes arose from
my observotion of frends during the
previous decade; artists were
invited fo participate in the
segment that best fit their work.
The themes were: | Reclaiming
Hisiory [May &-August 14,
1994): Ii Recovering Popular
Culture (September 9-Oclober 30,
1994); Il Reaffirming  Spirituality
(April 7=August 13, 1995,

In 1993, | became Direclor of
El Museo, and by 1995, | passed
the work of the collection into the
capable hands of Curator Fatima
Bercht. In 1997, Nosl Valentin
assumed the position of Registrar.
Fatima's fine supervision and
Noel's extraordinary work have
confinued and updated  the
collections care practices begun
under the Ford Foundation grant,
extending them to this day.

another  multiyear

Happily,
collections  grant  from  the
lila  Wollace-Reader's Digest
Collections Accessibility Initiative
in 1996 permitted us 1o continue
work on El Museo’s collections,

with similarly ambifious parameters
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as the Ford Foundation grant had
allowed. The collections work
achieved between then and now
has completed the work begun
during 1990-1994: continuing
conservation for works to go on
exhibition; updating and input of
The Museums System datcbase
for the entire collection, including
scanning of imoges;, and the
confinuing  cataloguing  and
research of the collection for
scholarly publications.

In foct, the Lila Wallace Fund's twin
goals of collections cccessibility
and audience  diversification
allowed vs to go even further. In
1996, ot the Fund’s invitalion,
Fatima Bercht, Maria Dominguez,
Anita leach, lili Sonfiago Silva,
and —along with the participation
of the entire stalf—conceptuolized
a fiveyear plan for o series of
exhibitions, which would highlight
different portions of the collection,
designed fo engoge everlarger
portions of our Puerto Rican,
latine, and latin - American
constituencies. Ambitious public
programs and community and
school outreach activiies would
contextualize and  disseminate




each  exhibilion,  highlighting
the excellence and breadih of

El Museo's collection holdings.

1996 and 2001,
these splendid exhibitions were

Between

organized and implemented under
the supervision of Fatima Bercht,
who became Chiel Curator in
2000. The exhibitions focused on
the strengths of El Museo's
collections: santos and tradiiional
arts; Taino objects; graphics;
and modem and contemporary
works. These exhibitions were:
The Caribbean and tatin American
Iradifional Arts Series [November
1996~January 14, 2001} including
Sanios: Sculptures Between Heaven
and Earth; Taino: PreColumbian
Art and Culture from the Caribbean
{September 27, 1997-May 3,
1998); Pressing the Point: Parallef
Expressions in the Graphic Arts of
the Chicano and Fuerto Rican
Movements  [September 24,
1999January 9@, 2000}, and
Voices from Cur Communities:
Perspectives on a Decade of
Colleciing ot Fl Musec del Barrio
lune 12-September 16, 2001}
The final exhibiticn was the basis
of this overall collection nighlights

catalogue, completed to honor
Bl Museo’s 35th  Anniversary
with the help of cdditional and
generous funders.!

Of course, in addition to those
mentioned ahove, | remain most
thankful to several early dorors,
supporters and  colleogues who
nave always had the best inferests
of El Museo’s collection in mind,
and have supported our collections
work throughout. | also thank
the Programs and Acquisitions
Commitiee of the Board for their
encouragement of our collections
goals, and especially those
wno have personally contributed
fine gifs 1o our collection.
Complementory to El Museo's
excellent progrom of contemporary
art exhibitions, the major collections
exhibitions over the years not only
atracted  new  publics  and
disseminated  informaticn  about
our litle-known collections, but they
also functioned 1o bring in further
gifts, as well as acquisitions funds

to the museum.
| hope some day the coliection can

expand info new media, and
grow ifs Latin American dimension
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exponentially, as | had hoped 1o
do. | wish El Museo huge collections
grants ond even bigger sforage
spaces, the continued generosity
of artists and friends, and o sense
of discovery and fun while
developing ond  exhibiting the
important Permanent Coflection of

El Museo del Barrio.

Susana Torruella leval

Chief Curator, 1990~-1993
Executive Director, 19932002
Director Emeritus, 2002-prasent

1 The production of a series of Permanent Collection
catalogues was a constan: dream of mine since |
came fo El Museo in 1990, | am most thankiul 1o
Deborah Cullen, whose mtelligence and imincible
determination have made this publication possible. §
ofter my recallections in honor of, and grafitude for,
her sense of history, her great love of books, and her
equally great love for Bl Museo.




