VOCES Y VISIONES
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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
entiled 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 to be a valuable contribution to
scholarship and a very useful educational resource.

Mellife Foundation is proud to 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

Barrio’s  Permanent
travelling exhibition and the fitle of
this multirvolume 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 to present and preserve the
art and culture of Puerto Ricans and
all Latin Americans in the United
States. From the earliest years,
collecting was a priority that
depended on the generosity of
arfists and donors, to 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 s confainers  of
meaning—irequently 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 car.y 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 fo 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,
latine, and Latin American arfists.
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 crosspollinated 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
fo our care, we seek to educate
both

a broader public to

the parallels among our many
constituencies—but also the fine

nuances and diversities.

Voces y Visiones is organized in
five volumes. The first presents the
institutional history and exhibition
chronology of El Museo del
1269 1o 2004.

volumes are

Barrio from
Following, four
each dedicated fo the highlights
of the four major areas within the
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 exheme|y important to us in
that they disseminate information
about  the

collection for the first time, thus

contents  of our

making the wealth of materials
more broadly accessible. As well,
Voces y Visiones allows us fo
expand our walls. The consfraints
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 El
Barrio—does notf, unfortunately,
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 our next facility,
in the both  the

iravelling exhibition, and this
landmark publication, allows that

meanwhile,

dream to take shape.

It was under the leadership of my
predecessor, Susana Tomuella Leval,
that the Curatorial Department
initiated an  orchestrated  effort
to create this publication. | would
like 1o acknowledge Fatima
Bercht, Chief
Debaorah Cullen, Curator, for their

dedication in the work required o

Curator,  and

undertake this major effort. f was
through their skilful leadership that
a large team of varied friends and
specialists collaborated o make
this @ reality. | join the coeditors
in thanking them. As well, |
would like to acknowledge the
outstanding devotion of the other
members of the Curatorial staff;
Assistant

Margarita  Aguilar,

Curator, Noel Valentin, Registrar,

and  Melisa Curatorial

Assistant and Project Coordinator,

Lujan,

who tock care of the myricd
defails necessary fo successfully
bring Veces v Visiones to fruition.

On behcif of the Board of Trustees
cnd the slaff of El Museo del
Barrio, | commend the strong
sponsorship role fcken up by the
Metlife Foundation. The Metlife
Foundation has most generousty
underwriten the enfire natfional
four, an exhibition catdlogue,
and this scholarly, fivevolume
Permanent Collection highlights
boxed publication. Without their
commitment, this criical undertaking
would not have been pessible.

Additional
provided

support also

by the
Endowment for the Ars, the New
York State Council on the Arts, as
well as the Commonwealih of

WS

Nationa!

Puerto Rico - Puerto Rico Federal
Affairs which
supported the volume dedicoled fo

Administration,
the insfituional history.
Barric takes this

El Museo del

opportunity  fo  salutle  these

governmental sources for  their
over the

consistent  support

decades. Special recognition must
go to the llo WallaceReaders
Digest Collections Accessibility

Inifiative. Bl Museo del Barrio
received a substantial fiveyear grant
from this program  in 1996,

allowing the seminal research,
conservation, photography, and
preparation of our collection that
formed the basis of Voces v Visiones.
As well, the Reed Foundation
provided essential and early support

for work on Taino materials.

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

Collection of El Museo del Barrio.

Juliar Zugazagoitia, Ph.D.
Director



THE ARTIST AND THE COMMUNITY

The community that | have felt
loyalty to, and identity in, has been
the Puerfo 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 o faclory
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 o sewing
machine for all your working
years, like | did. You're going to
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. | spent many years being
educated and with each degree,
stafus  and

achieving  more

opportunity, and with that status

and opporfunity 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 fo help the family survive.
My father served in the Second
World War. Upon his return from
Europe, he did not take advantage
of the G.I. Bill that would have
oaid his tuition, books, and a

food

refurning war

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

school and go fo college.

| believed that my mother's advice
was the best advice that |, as an
artisteducator, 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 Puerto Ricans in my

school. were  many
classes. They called me “mister
finish high school—go to college.”
| insisted | would be more than the
traditional savantcreatorartist, 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 cognifion,
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. If's nof that easy to raise
such challenges within the confext

of an underclass experience.

However, | got what | have come
fo see as my historic opportunity in
earlly 1969, while feaching 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 culture

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

explored these issues in my




undergraduate  and  graduate
studies in education and art. My
proposal was fitled "El Museo del
Barrio”  {The  Neighborhood
Museum): the soluiion rang lke «
pell in my head. The community
needed ¢ powerful cullural instituion
that would reveal its past; affirm
and guide its present {critically, and
with resped}; and inspire ifs future,
with integrity and intellectual
authorily. The community needed @
museum thai explored the natural
history, anthropology, culture, and
art of the Puerfo Rican people, and
that joined it to the world of
latino/a ait, as well as the larger
world of artists. The founding of El
Museo was a mindful process. |
nad fo foke off my hybrid-shamanic,
artmaking hat, and put on my
abstrackcognitive  researcher’s-
ieacher’s hat. | had fo engage the
community and its cultural needs
intelligently, and think about what
would  best serve the needs
of o disenfranchised, underclass
communilty. What culture and art is
the communily being exposed 8

What are they being deprived of2

f you had the opportunity fo

design an insfitutional framework

that would support and alffim a
culiure, and arf process, an esthetic
famework, and experience in art
and cullure  within which  the
community is enfranchised—if one
had the opporiuniy to serve o
community’s evolution, is polential,
its cognition—would you lake the
challenge? | took on that challenge
when | founded £l Musec del
Barrio. It was my “social contract,”
my relalionship as an orist to my
Latino/Latina community. With oll
due respect, then, El Museo was
not the “brainchild” of the-then
Superintendent of Distict 4, as
Grace Glueck reported in her
New York Times article—if was my
“brainchild.” In early 1969, the
principal of the High School of
Music and Arf inviled me 1o his
office. He had
from  District 4
Superintendent Martin® W, Frey,

received

communiqué

who was searching for a Puerto
Rican to initicte the culture project.
| had a preliminary meeting with
Superintendent Frey, in which |
suggested a community museum.
Me raised his eyebrows, smiled,
and said, “You are ambitious.” |
simply answered, “Yes, | am.” |
added, “If | were o mountain
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climber, | would be the first Puerto
Rican fo climb Mount Everest.” |
fold the Superintendent | was
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 to seek an

aducation,

By mid-1969, | had founded
El Museo del Bario on paper
i became the communitys
District

Superintendent Frey accepted my

institution  the  moment
proposal. He shook my hand,
asking me how it feels to be the
and first
Ei Museo del Barrio. | pinched

founder director of

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




role of art and cultural identity. It
was no accident that | would see
a museurs as a solution. After ol
it was the solulion of the
economically  and  politically
empowered upper and middle
classes in affirmation of their
cultural identity,  when  they
founded the Museum of Modern
Art, the Solomon R. Guggenheim
Museum, the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, and the Whitney Museum
of American Art, fo mention only a
few institutions in New York. The
American  Museum  of Natural
History can be undersiood as the
excepiion, with ifs rich range of
arfifacts and objects from all
ancient and cboriginal  world
cultures. This institution makes clear
the diversity that culture, nature,
and fhe evolution of our species
land all creation] are on this
plonet, from the micro- o the
macrocosmos, from the virus to the
mefeor and the distant galaxies

one can view af their planefarium,

In fact, in 1970 the American
Museum of Naiural  History's
education department called upon
me, in my role os Direcfor of £

Museo, to conceive and organize

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

and  informative  framework.

Entiled Boricua: Aqui vy Alla
(Puerto Ricans: Here and There), o
defailed  description  of  the
exhibition appeared in the press:

Boricua: Aqui y Afld is a twenty-
minute audicwvisual show .

composed of 486 color slides. . .
The show lakes the viewer from the
tropical scenery of Puerto Rico fo the
tenements of New York City, and
from the world of o Puerto Rican
professional boxer 1o the poiitical
platform of New York City's first LS.
Congressman  of Puerte  Rican
ancestry.  Ancient  ariifacts, an
evangelist meeting, o schoolyard
filled with youngsters playing
baskethall, a political skeet 1ally, a
baptism, a grocery siore, foods, the
life of o factory worker, arfists and
their work and many other aspects of
life in El Bario {Puerto Rican
neighborhood] are explored in the
hundreds of photos, many of which
were icken by Puerio  Rican
photographers . . . Shown by means
of six linked computerprogrammed
side projectors . . . The sound
rack  accomponying  the  slides
is another element helping 1o
provide authentic fovor. Hundreds of
cameo-conversations  with — arfists,
shopkespers, poliicions, and the
man in the street were recorded and
edited. These were coupled with
music and streef scunds played from
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overhead speakers in the exhibifion .
.. Boricua . . . is shown in o oval
20 X 30 foot room equipped with
three © X & foot screens and five 10
X & foot mirars. The viewer is thus
completehy surrounded by the images
and sound of Puerto Rican life . . .
Presented in a specidlly constucted,
stand-up theater equipped with three
screens and five mirors to provide
museun goers with a feeling of total
immersion in the subject matter—
the Puerto Rican community and
cultore . . . Boricva: Aqui v Allg
opened in the Comer Gallery of the
Museum  of Natural History on
Tuesday, March 2nd, 1971 .2

Something important was left out of
the descripfion: the exhibition,
which ran continuously, ended with
a flutering image of the flag of
Puerio Rico on every screen,
reflected in every mimor, with @
recorded chorus of chiidren singing,
"Que bonita bandera, gque bonita
bandera, que benita banderc, es
lo bandera puertorriquenic . . . " It
was uplifing. The audience would

always join in.

With the Civil Rights movement of
the 1960s, the "minority pecples,”
or the “peoples-ot-color” made
their voices for equity heard,
especially in the cifies with the
larger minority populations, within
which  museums with o euro-

cenirist, pc:triorchai, mainsfream




focus were ignoring their history in
culure and confributions to the
evolving of culture within that
history. The eurocentric culturai
bicses in the administrating,
collecting and exhibiting of these
major museums began fo respend,
slowly, afternpting to correct the
existing biases. But within all these
biases, there are people of
goodwill, and in the early 1970s,
| met such people of goodwill at

the Museum of Natural History,

n the midlate 1960s ncthing
relevant was happening fo change
the eurccentric, 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 it
community museum that speaks to
the culture ond cultural history
of that community: addressing
the post, the present, and most
imporiantly, the future developments
of culture. Such ideas did not come
out of thin air. My education and
experience made it possible for me
fo design a larger solufion 1o the

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

Superintendent’s office.

When my proposal fo crecte a
community museum was accepled
by the District Superintendent,
he explained that it might be
a while before my request of
space  adeguate  fo  house
El Museo would be realized,
and  that

would be utifized until then. Thus,

schoolroom  spaces
B Museo’s first location was @
large classroom connected o
the District 4
Superintendent. 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 Puerto Rican here
and in Puerto Rico, identifying
the community’s fine and folk
artists, locating and organizing art
works for exhibition.

15

The first stage was devoted entirely
to research, io the gathering of
information that speaks of the
natural and cultural history of
Boricuo-Pueric Rico, and  the
BorinquenPuerfo Rican people.
detail  the
languages of the ArawakTalnos

Dictionarias  that

had fo be located and copied for
El Museos archives and library.
Materials that spoke of the way of
life, the ritual, music, artifacts, and
art history of the ArawakTaino-
Puerto Rican had fo be located as
well. Information wos documented
in film and slides, for educational
ourposes  within £l Museo and
the  public  school  system.
£l Museo’s projected permanent
colleciion of objects and art waorks

was planned.

I had presented o detoiled script of
what the museum would be, giving
an oufline of the research materials
(slides, films, oudio recordings,
and inferviews with scholars and
elders of the community] and
music, books, arfifocts, objects,
folk, craft, and fine art works that
B Museo would need to gather
and share with the community 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
arfistic history of Puerto Rico,
produced In the indigenous past,
the Spanish colonial past, and the
American  protectorate  past
and presenl, was o be shared
with the enlire community, so that
they might be inielligenty and

authentically informed.

I imagined the naturathistory
component of El Musec as a muiti-
screened slide preseniation set up
in s own gallery, that would
include preconquest natural history
elements of BoricuarPuerto Rico, a
rain forest environment, including
its wild lite, and a presentafion of
their religious practice, warrier
culture and weapons, the batey or
sport site, an Arawak-Taino home,
the food they harvested from the
sea and the land, food preparation,
their hygiene, use of herbs and
other healing techniques, clothing,
body ornaments,  decoration-
painting and fattooing, as well
as  examples of succeeding
generations, from conguest o posk
conquest conditions,

Of course, the art and culiure of
ihe present was 1o be cne of the
concerns of El Museo, and within
that, folk art and art crected
by seleducoted arfists working
outside the mainstream-international,
But—and this was an imporiant
concern of mine—| wished El
Museo to present these without
compromising its affirmation of art
historicad, relevant, infernational
problem-solving art.  Education
would be sensitively conveyed. |t
was my belisf that  evolving
cognition is the outcome of
educalion, and that it is evolved
cognition within a formal education
thait drives the evolufionary progress
of culture and art for oll peoples.

The majority of El Barrio’s
underclass are linked 1o a history
of disenfranchisement, denied
the education that would have made
possible the cognitive and intelleciual
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 El Museo is localed in,
and serves, an historically under
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class  community—historically
disenfranchised of cultural, economic
and  educational  opporfunity,
generationally  distranchised  of
developments in abstraction in
cognition—it is  particularly
important that El Museo contribute
to the analysis of culture and art
history and seek fo clarify the
relafion between  anthropological
history and the continuous pofeniial
of cognition and development in
culture and art. i is clso essenticl
that El Museo clarifies the ways
developments in culure and art
have served the progress lor the
stasis), by promofing [or inhibifing]
future developments.

[t was, and 1s, my belief that a
museum is more than o kind of
high entertainment, more than a
mortuary, more than a repository

of objects, art, and culturdl

arfifacts. | believe a museum must
impart the intellectual tools and
the cognitive science it must
employ itself, while deciphering
arf and culture. Culture and ot
are part and parcel of this
question and its answer. El Museo
dei Barrio must confribute to

this discussion.



And so here we are over thirty
years loter. | thank all who made it
possible for £l Museo to remain £
Museo del Bario, As a cultural
institution, it is more alive and well
than ever, thanks to the effars and
oerseverance of all the directors
Each director  that
followed my tenure at El Museo

after  me,

made their unique contribution
o the Puero Rican-letino/a
community. Each served El Museo
del Barrio's mandate within the
usual budgetary constaints, to the
best of their abilities, keeping Fl
Museo dlive. | give special thanks
to lIsabel Naozaric and Julio
Nazario, and all whe jeined them
from the community, helping in an
hour of need. I give thanks to ll
the stoff that have served the
Museo through these vears, fo the
many private and public funding
institutions and foundations, and
politicians, museum members,
donors of art works, friends, and
Board members. Al have, in their

way, confributed.

As o collection of art works,
El Museo del Barrio’s Permanent
Coliection represents the most
important  stateside  collection

of the creative expression of
Puerto Ricans, as well as other
latinc/c peoples. Sharing these
accomplishments in the history
of latine/a art and culture,
through exhibitions and narrative
explanations, El Museo educates
and raises  the culturalart
consciousness and cppreciation of
the larger community: both its
diverse inhablianis and tourists who
make this great city of New York the

cultural kaleidoscope which it is.

Rafcel Moniafez Ortiz
Founding Director, 1069-1971

Edior's note: An artist and educator, Rafoe! Maniafiez
Onliz earned both his Measter degree in Education, and
his Doclorate in Edvention, from Columbia University
Teachers College fiNew Yark), as well as his Bachelor
and Master of Fine Arls from Prat Institute (Brookhyn).
He is a Full Professor of Art at Mason Gross Schoal of
the Arts, Rulgers University (New Brunswick, MNJ).

2 Grace Gluack, “Barrio Musevm: Hope Si, Home
Na,” The New Yark Times, 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 to provide the
children of School District 4 in El
Barrio with the opportunity to learn
about Puerto Rican heritage.!
Several years later, the Collectiva
de Artistas Puertorriquefios, in a
document dated May 19, 1974,
submitted to the Board of Directors
a series of requests regarding El
Museo’s work and its priorities.
Among the issues of great concern
to the Puerto Rican artists were
greafer  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 interest in El Museo’s work

invalvement

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 sfruggles for
civil liberties, were all part of @
rapidly changing sociely. Puerto
Rican activism reflected the burning

issues affecting our community. The
children of the 1950s migration had
come of age. Most would never
fulfill their parents’ dreams of one
day returning to their homeland. Like
their parents, they remained isolated
and on the periphery of mainstream
sociely; a people whose origin,
long history, and culiure 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, cafegorized 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. Puerfo 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 fo develop
and implement programs that
would reflect the ethnic diversity
of the City. Within the Puerto
Rican  community, it was
necessary to creafe institutions
like El Museo del Barrio, Taller
Boricua, the Alternative Museum,
En Foco, Friends of Puerte
Rico, Cayman Gallery, Ballet
Hispanico, and the Puerto Rican
Travelling Theatre as altemative
spaces. These institutions 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 aesthetics 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 heritage.




By the 1980s, El Museo had
expanded fto include a Main
Gallery, a Santos Gallery, the
Fstop  Photo  Gallery,  and
the museum store, In 1982-1983,
the Ricardo Alegria Gellery of
pre-Columbion arf, and the West
Wing Gallery, were complefed,

and  short  and  longterm
expansion plans included a
children’s museum, a theatrs,

additional offices, and collection
storage spaces. £l Museo’s on
going
included Misica de Camara [Eva

collaborative  programs

de la O classical music series),
Teatro Cuotro {an  experimental
theatre group], and lillian Jimenez's
latino Film & Video Festival.

As Chiel Curator, those early
years were full of challenges and

| was committed to achieving

a balonce  between  arfistic,
historical, and  coliectionshased
interpretive  exhibitions. A

professional exhibition program
provided  artists  with  the
opportunity fo show their work,
aleng with catalogues which
served both as  documentation
of the event, cs well as their

overall accomplishments as artists.

Exhibitions featured artists from
Puerto Rico, and latin America, as
well as collaborative  programs
with naofional and  infernational
cultural institufions.  For master
artists like Pedro Villarini and Eloy
Blanco, El Museo del Barrio would
be the most significant venue for
the presentation of their work
within an art historical confext.
Exhibitions like los Tainos: A Visual
Tradition, o mul-media group
show, brought together artists who
utilized indigenous motifs and
imagery in their work. This project
aiso celebrated the reprinting of
Matilde de Silva’s book on the
industrial  application of Taino
motifs, o publication which had
not been availoble to the public
since the 1940s.

Interpretive  exhibitions like The
Golden Age of Spain: Thealre and
Period Dress, which opened May
2%, 1981, was one of my first
assignments as Chief Curator. It
was an event celebrafing the
300th Anniversary of Calderon de
la Barca, and it flfiled ancther
of E

Researching historically  importani

aspect Museo's  work.

materials that illusirated the primary
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theme of the exhibition—thealre
and customs of the period—
resulted in the preseniation of
prints ilustrating the dress of the
different social classes of sixieenth
and seventeenth century Spain. The
exhiblt included loans of art from
museums throughout Europe and
the United Stales. To illustate the
grandeur of the upper class during
that period, the opening recepiion
included aciors dressed in elaborate
court costumes. The actors included
Puerto Ricans of African decent,
which resulied in extensive discussion
regarding the racial history of the
Puertc Rican people and of E
Museo's priorities. The debate and
confroversy mostly centered on the
issue of slavery as part of our
Puerto Rican herifoge, fraditionally
ignored or all logether negated. At
the same fime, 1t was asked why
should Spanish history be presented
within the confext of a Puerto Rican
museum? Yhat about the Tainos
and our African cultural rools? How
could El Museo begin to safisfy the
need fo document, research, and
inferpret the tofality and diversity of
the Puerto Rican experience as a
Nation, inclusive, and witin the

context of our colonial siatus?




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 culiurcl reproduction,
historical  interprefation,  and
national identity,. Our  collective
vision for El Museo was fo
someday facilitole consistent and
onrgoing scholarly research that
would deal with questions of
migration, polifics, and social re-
organization within the context of
cultural  reproduction  and  the
expression of art forms. Bl Museo
had an imporiant role to play in this
area, not only for the Puerfo Rican
community, buf s a model for the
newlyemerging Latin American
and Caribbean community.

But during those early years of my
tenure as Chief Curator, the work
and priorities of El Museo went
oeyond issues of progrem and
confent. As a developing museum,
it was incumbent fo 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 @ time during which the
American Association of Museums
joined  with the  Smithsonian
Institution, the Metropslitan Museum
of Art, the Coopertewit, and
other major cultural insfitutions in
an effort fo esfablish standards and
overall procedures for all museum
administration  and  operation.
Training and tfechnical assistance
was available to museum stoff. It
was a great opportunity 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, Juck Agiieros,
were commited fo staff training
and collections management; they
recognized that through these
efforts  they  would  achieve
institutional validation.

The 1980s was a great fime for
museums and their professionals,
but it was also a fime during which
the tfunding environment was
changing rapidly and creating @
crisis for most small o medium-
sized organizations. A decade
earlier, antipoverty and  social
programs provided sofid funding
for community-based organizations
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ke El Museo. Ten vyears later,
funding hod diminished and the
city was taking o hard look af
culural organizations within  the
context of the cily’s overall
economic  development  plan,
defermining  whether it was
necessary to  support  small
museumns like El Museo del Barrio.
The private funding establishments
were demanding more for their
confributions,  and  emerging
organizations like El Museo were
required 1o foke on greater
orogram responsibilities, while
simultaneously serving the interests
of a more diverse segment of the
population.  Dwindling resources,
an overzealous program schedule,
and administrative  inefficiencies
resulied in o serious crisis that cut
short £l Museo’s progressive
development. In 1986, the museum
was forced by the Depariment of
Cultural Affairs fo temporarily close
its doors to the public.

That year, while working in City
Hall in the New York City Art
Commission, | was asked by the
Office of the Mayor fo return fo Fi
Museo del Barrio on o sixmonth

assignment as Inferim Director. El




Museo was endangered, and my
role was fo open El Museo,
implement programs, and assist the
Board of Directors in establishing
sustoinable infrastructure, one that
would ensure El Museo's continued
growth and development. It was o
difficult period for the museum, its
staff, and supporters. It was «
defining period in Fl Museo's
histery and yet another transition,
one that would entcil many
years of infrospective review of

programs, mission, and resources.

But once again, El Museo survived
the challenge, but it had an impact
on the museum’s work and ifs
future. This experience cerfainly
lustrated  the  wulnerability  of
insiituions  like El Museo, which
confinue to be affected by economic,

polifical and secial reqlities.

The demographics and choracter
of the Puerto Rican pecple are also
constantly  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 1o
Hawail. The Puerfo Rican diaspora

has made major contribufions to cil
aspects of North American sociely.
As a communily, we confinue
to struggle with the same issues
of identity, inclusion, political
representation, culture, and history.
Fl Museo is, more than ever, a
souvrce of inspiration, national
pride, cnd—most imporianty— a
symbol of empowerment. It is the
collective  vision of  many
directors, curators, arfists, and
scholars  that  throughout  the
years have mode many major
contributions to ifs development. It
represents the desire for a befter
ife of dll of cur communities,
new and old. £l Museo del Barrio
symbolizes the determination of
aclivists who dared 1o 1ake
responsibility for @ community,
whose r1each  now  extends
veyond specificities, regional
boundaries, and state lines.

Gladys Pefia Acosta
Chiet Curator 1979-1984

Interim Director 1986

| Editors’ note: In 1969, as o resul of communiry
petifioning, ond due fo the gereral culturel cativism of
the fims which demanded more inclusive
pragramming and representation, the Community
Education Cenler of School of Distict 4 made funds
available for an educationalcubural project to serve
El Barrio. Superintendent Martin W Frey fooked For
on appropriale educator, and the principal of the
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Righ School of Music of A recommended one of his
teachers, the artist Rofael Montafiez Ortiz, After
meeting with Frey, Montafiez Ortiz refured with o
wiiten propasal for @ much more ambitiows and
visianary project: a fulkscale museum o serve El
Barrio, which he christered with the logical name, El
Museo del Bario, A combination of factors, including
nessispcipsr arlicles, the vicissirudes of history, and
vatious parsenclilies over the years, have contribured
iz blumring the history of the founding of B Museo into
o legendary sportanecus group action. Ne doubt,
Montafier Ortiz's inifial and founding concapsion and
undertaking was immediately complemented by the
contributions and participations of many arsists,
edicators, community members, ard supporiers, who
have sustoined Ef Musec over the years,




IMAGE IN THE COLLECTIVE MEMORY

"To Puerto Ricans, my fellow
counirymen and women, an invitation
fo name your new waorld through @
Museo in El Barrio."!

The insightful quote from educator
Anfonia 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
1993. My timid approaches
during the early years of Director
Marta Moreno Vega, when |
arrived in New York fo study in
1973, led to my work as Curator
with Director Jock Agieros from
1977 to 1978. After 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 to a tradition that has
influenced my professional choices

and my personal convictions.

Preamble

El Musec del Barrio was founded
in 1969 under the ouspices 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
Puerfo Rican student population
that was overflowing the public
schools in El Barrio. El Museo's first
director, Rafoel Montafiez Ortiz,
incorporated it as an independent,
non-profit organization in 1971,
Montanez Orfiz, a vcmguard artist
and feacher at the High Scheol for
Music and Art,

instituion toward museology: the

oriented  the

presentation, study and interprefation
of Puerto Rican arfistic |egocies,
especially the indigenous and
African contribufions.

In 1973, under the vigorous
leadership of Marta Moreno Vega,
El Museo presented the benchmark
exhibifion, The ArfHerilage of
Puerto Rico: PreColumbian 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
vote in spife 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 Stafes, the
Civil Rights movement, the anti-
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 to the “communities”
that had received very litile
in exchange for their growing
contributions  as city, state and
federal taxpayers. Cultural activists
organized profests and picket lines
in front of the Museum of Modem
Art and the Mefropolitan Museum
of Art, demanding more presence
of female, Afro-American, and
their

exhibitions and collections, as well

Puerto Rican artists in




as represeniafion 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 hove the same
access fo the arfistic treasures
hoarded in Manhattan.

As Director, Moreno Vega, «
feacher in the public school system
and a cultural leader of exceplional
qualities, projected this polifical
dimension in  the cofologue
for The A Heritage of Puerto
Rico  exhibition.  She

o . o~
Puertorriquefios  must

wrole,
design
educational  solutions  for  the
confinuity and progress of our
communifies. We can no longer
permit the utilization of ineflective
teaching methods and programs to
destroy the inherent crectivily and
desire to leam that cur communities
possess. The sfrengths of our past
and present will cerfainly defermine

our future strengths,”

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

the organizational and fiscal

structure of El Musec had not
developed at par  with it
programmatic stength, In 1974,
Moreno Vega resigned omidst a
struggle between factions ¢ Hiram
Maristany, photographer of El
Museo who had been o milifan:
in the polifical organization the
Young lords,5 eventually assumed
El Museo's direciion during the
transifional period that lasted until
1976 with the installation of a new
Board of Directors. After a search
for a new director, Jack Agiieros
was recruited in 1977 he had
peen working as Director of the
Caoyman Galiery in Soho.¢

For nearly o decade, Agieros’s
vision projected El Museo beyond
El Barrio, but from El Barrio, in
both a litera! and metaphoric
instiled  with
El Museo’s original mission, he

sense,  Firmly
maciniained the institution’s well-
known fradition of presenting the
arfisfic contributions of Boricuas
and added other latinos and
latinas who had  also  been
ignored by the dominant cultural
current, that is, the mainstream.
Agleros strengthened El Museo's
multi-disciplinory  programming,
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expanded ils presence in New York
City, promofed the organization as
a national insfitution in the United
States, and as a international
producer with frue prasence in
latin America.”

The disparity between Fl Museo’s
maturity in programming and the
vulnerability of its organizational
stucture reached a crisis level for
the second fime 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 El Museo's
assigned funds unfil an audit and
investigation of the institution’s
tiscal aoffairs had concluded. It
was a painful waiting  period
which  the

presented his resignation,

during Director

Artist Rafael Colén Morales, who,
ot the time was Curator of E
Museo, assumed the position of
Inferim Director without a salary; o
small group of employees followed
his example and kept H Museo's
doors open fo the public. In April
1986, Deputy Mayor Robert
Esnard appointed Gladys Pefia cs



Interim Director of El Museo. Pefa,
who had successfully 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
fask 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 institufion would
endure because El Museo’s
mission was relevant and because
it was important o 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 fiffeen years of
existence: a generation, and the
typical longevity of many Puerto
Rican community organizations in
the United Stafes.10

Nearly a decade hod franspired
since my initiafion 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 acfivists had
fought for in the 1970s. 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 litle or
no representation in the personnel

roster of this stafe agency.

Challenges of the Time

| began working as Executive
Director in October 1986, while
the investigation into El Museo's
financial affairs was still in process.
inquiry
concluded without any charges

One vyear later, the
ever being brought. Nevertheless,
the process had undermined the
presfige 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 studied.
There were few public events or
educational programs scheduled
on a regular basis. Whereas
the offices were undergoing
rencvations, 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
actions by former employees and
suppliers were pending. The security
and administrative employees were
anxiously wailing 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 Depariment 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 reverled 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
institution
use a reimbursement system. This
required El Museo to incur
expenses and request restitution
afterwards, a difficult situation for

a financially-poor institution.

Shared Accomplishments

The new Finance Director, Larry

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

Department of Investigations, until
we unearthed the documents
necessary to 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 a  vivacious

South),
replaced him. She earned the
the Board of
Finance Committee,

personality  from  the

confidence of
Director’s
which included two formidable
professionals: a brilliant accountant,
Michael Janicki, and a superb
lawyer and accountant, Héctor
Willems. leach implemented @
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
Morales, 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 to get better.”

| remembered my trajectory as @

privileged “minority.” Thanks to the
political struggles of the past
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decades, | had
opportunities that had been denied

access to

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 hod offered me
my first job and | infended to create
opportunities for Puerto Ricans and
other people from “marginal”
groups who were inferested in
working in the area of culture, which
had systemafically excluded them.

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

welfare  recipients



required 1o work in order fo
receive their modest monthly
checks. To this day El Museo
depends on this system for its
support staff. The appearance of
the galleries and administrarive
immediately.

offices  improved

Museological  security  and
environmenial conirol systems were
inslalled for the safety and
preservation of the collection. With
sensitivity and good sense, Ruiz
supervised the installation of all
kinds of artwork, both conventional
and experimental.  Over  six
years, with his collaboration, we
negotiated a forly-percent increase
in administrative  space, and
Musec’s  public  spocce was
expanded as we fook management
of a 650seat theatre in the
ouilding. Likewise, municipal funds
were commilfed o renovate the
galleries according to o master

plan  designed by architect

lonathan Marvel.

We enrolled artist and wrriter Brenda
Algjandro as Fducaiion Curator, Af
the time, she was ¢ dodloral student
at Teachers College, Columbic
University; today she is a faculy
member of the Fine Arfs Depariment

of the University of Puerto Rico.
Alejandro restructured the education
progrom and it grew rapidly, given
her professional and  systemalic
approach fo children’s inventive
qualiies and the careful study
of the works of art on exhibif.
Bl Museo's
Pepdn Osorio, also became part

Artistin-Residence,

of the educclion program. An
exceptional creator and recipient
of the prestigious MacArthur
Fellowship in 1999, Osorio s also
a talented educator. Together with
Alejandro, he developed the
Caring Workshops,11 a program
of handson collective creafing for
children, which was recognized
as o model In education and

mental health publications.

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

and  Present,12

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

Puerto Rican artists worked virtually
without support in New York. As
Director, 1t became o priorily fo
give these artists exposure and
resources to continue their work.
They lacked opportunities  fo
exhibit in mainstream museums or
in the alfernative spaces that had
sprung up in Soho, Tribeca and
the Lower East Side. The Museum
of Contemporary Hispanic Arls,
operative until 1989, was an
excellent forum, clthough meainly
through collective exhibitions, for
the giowing number of Llatin
American artists who had seffled in
New York in the 1980s and other
latinos  and  lafinas  residing
throughout  the  United  States,
including Chicanos and Bericuos.

El Museo's curators had established
an  excellent  trajectory  of
welldocumented  retrospective
exhibitions that examined the
mature production of contemporary
artists, mainly Puerto Ricans. These
shows alternated with less frequent
exhibiions of historical inferest or

projects that presented a broader




cultural context, similar 1o those
organized at the beginning of the
1970s under the direction of
Marta Moreno Vega. Following
that fradition, El Musec continued
fo organize relrospeciive exhibilions
of arfists who had reached maturity
in their work including Rafael
Montafiez Crtiz {the first director of
El Museo},'® Edgar Franceschi
(painter and set designer), and the
artists” collective, Taller Boricua.14
Avariety of media was showcased:
photographs by Sophie Rivera,
three dimensional pieces in wood
oy Antonic Navia and Melquiades
Rosario, and ceramic sculptures

by Jaime Sudrez 15

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

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

was not left behind; Emblems of

The hisiorical focus

His City: José Compeche & San
Juan, organized by Susana Toruella
leval, recreated the milieu of
José Campeche, eighteenth-century
Puerio Rican painter, through
documents, paintings, furniture, and

other objects of daily fife.

Media coverage of Bl Museo del
Barrio  improved considerably,
both in quantity and quality. The
exhibitions received highly coveted
oositive reviews from The New
York Times, as well as write-ups in
all the other cily newspapers. The
Spanish-specking radio  stafions
and news programs on both
English and Spanish television
covered the Three Kings Day
Parade every vear. A Public
Relations office was  created
to promote this positive image, fo
increase the number of visitors,
and to reorganize the membership
program. This initiative also
reinforced Bl Museo's fundraising

and resource development plan.

A successtul proposal 1o the Ford
Foundation in 1989 provided El
Museo with generous funding over
a threeyear period fo eslablish o
Curatorial Department for the care
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and study of the collection. These
funds were used fo update the
security and environmental confrol
sysems 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 Latino artists, one of the
most important of its category. She
also supervised o curatorial feam
who developed a manual for
maneging the collection and whe
began studying and cafaloguing
the museum’s holdings. These
exceeded five thousand pieces that
covered from the pre-Columbian
period through the 1980s, in a
great variety of media and styles,
Puerto Rican arlisis  produced
eightyfive percent of the artwork;
it clearly reflected the intentions
of El Museo's administrations 1o

collect in this area,

| was concerned that the works
created by Puerto Rican arfists
since the 1970s were not being
collected in @ systematic way by

public institutions, either in Puerlo




Rico or in the United States. The
problem was more severe in the
case of arfisic production by
Nuyoricans, which continved to
improve in quality and quantity.
To address this imbalance, we
identified obvious gaps in the
collection and garnered an
acquisitions fund. Important pieces
were purchased from Marina
Cutiérrez, Pepdn  Osorio, Juan
Sénchez, Antonio Marforell, Edgar
Franceschi, and Armaldo Roche
Rabell, among others, helping 1o
establish a market value for the work
by some of these artists in New York.

\ Vision of Life and Death in

El Velorio |The Wake)
My effort to support Puerto Rican
artists in New York resulted in
unforeseen benefits in the case
of Pepdon Osorio. To conclude
Osorio’s tenure as El Museo's Artist
1991, Susana

proposed an

in-Residence in
Torrvella  Leval
exhibition that would include his
previous installations and obijects,/
sculptures. It was to be titled Con
to’ los hierros, which could be
franslafed as “equipped to the
max.” An adequote budget for this

project allowed us to commission

the artist with a new installation,
which he entitled, El Velorio,
inspired by the maslerpiece of
ninefeenth-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 transparent  laminates
printed with photographs and
texts. These were positioned in
place of a body in each coffin.
When the visitor entered El Velario,
this house of mourning, it was like
attending a play that required the
audience’s participation. It had

enormous emotional impact.

We made sure to 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 nof fo
visit this part of the exhibition. A
notice at the enfrance 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 fime sitfing 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 tragic content.

Con fo’ los hierros was successful
with El Museo's public as well as
with the art critics. John Handhart,
then Curafor 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 eamed international

recognition.

Pure Administration,

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 Direcfors 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 addifion, a personnel manual
was draffed. The National Arts
Stabilization Fund  selected El
Museo to participate in a program
that fostered financial stability of
various cultural institutions based in

underdeveloped communities.

Toward the end of the 1980s,
New York City

suffered a serious crisis in its

nonetheless,

financial markets. This was reflected
at the beginning of the 1990s in a
significant decline in private sector
funding of cullural 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 a display case for
their products. The job of the
Executive Director transformed info
pure administration and fundraising,
increasingly distanced from the
study of art, dialogue with the
arfists, and contact with the
constituents of El Barrio.

The lack of enjoyment for the tasks

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.  Forfunalely,  three
magnificent colleagues, accustomed
fo the team work that we had
cultivated at El Museo, assumed
leadership when | had fo 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,

In Retrospect
My experience as Direcfor 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 1o 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. Qur sister
organization, the exceptional
Mexican Museum and Fine Arts
Center of Chicago, directed with

resolve by Carlos Torfolero, is



another example of success in
promoting this paradigm  of

museums rooted  in urban

communities of immigrants.

| begar fo see the resulis of
focusing on the priorities thot | had
esfablished for El Museo. Work
and fraining  opportunities  were
created in the field of museclogy
for Boricuas in New York and for
other groups who had  similarly
been absent from museums. As
such, we would have professionals
in the future o Interpret cnd
administer the artistic legacies that
had been historically disparaged.
Macny arfists  received  direct
institutional support from El Museo
through the ocquisition of their
Artistin-
Residence program. Influential New

work and  from the

York art crifics consistently began fo
review Bl Museo's welldesigned
and documented exhibiiions and
catalogues on the work of Puerto
Rican and other latino ariists. The
contemporary art of Puerto Rico and
the work created by Nuyericans,
significant for its qualily and an
essential part of our collective
memory, was finally being preserved

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

In this era of franchise museums, it
is difficult 1o imagine El Museo del
Bario. Anchored in a humble
communily, El Museo is o botlefield
where the confradictory forces
inherited by the insfitution constantly
clash: the struggles for social justice
and equality of the 1960s and
1970s, with the ingrained, elifist

tradifion of museums.

The issue of protecting the cultural
heritage of the invaded, the
refugees, the immigrants, and the
most vulnerable groups—which
are by no mecns the minority—
has ramifications of unforeseen
magnitude that affect all regions of
the planet. The cdll for a place
such as El Museo del Barrio, by a
besieged community of Puerio
Ricon immigrants, their children,
and grandchildren, was visionary.
That moment of prophetic clarity
never ceases fo amaze me.

Petra RBarreras del Rio

Curctor, 19771978
Directer, 1986-1993
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} Antonia Pantoja, quoted in the exhibition catalogue,
The Art Heritage of Puerla Rico: Pre-Columbion to
Present [New York: The Metopolitan Museum of Art
ond El Museo dei Bario, 1973], 104, Fantoja is an
educator and outstanding teader who was honored
by thenPresident Vvillam Jefferson Clintan with the
Presidenticl Medal of Freedom in 1997

2 Woard used for Puerlo Rican nationals. 1t is derived
from Baoriguén, the criginal nome given o the Iskand
by the Taino Indicns and secorded by the Sparish n
the fifteenth century.

3 Muora Mereno Yega, The At Herdtoge of Puerto Rico,
12, "Puericriquefios” is written: this wary in the
original English version of the catalogue

4 Upon leaving Ef Museo, Mareno Vega crected the
Association for Hispanic Ars with the mission of
serving Hispanic organizations in the United States.
She later founded the Carbbean Cultural Center that
has developed excelient programming reloting o the
African diaspora in the Americas

5 The Young Lords was founded by Puarto Rican youth
in Chicago in the early 1960s. The New York
Chapter was established in 1969, The organization
fought against mcism, sconomic and social injustics,
lsnd speculation, and developers in poor communities
uriil it was disbanded in 1972, Severcl of its leaders
became public figures in the mass media: juan
Gonzalez, Pablo [Yowba) Guzman, Felipe Luciara
and lis Morales, See wew.palants.org for more
intormation.

& Cayman Gallery, a project of the nonprofit
arganization, Friends of Puarto Rico, later became the
Wuseum of Contemporary Hispanic Ars under the
direction of MNilda Peraza.

7 At the beginning of the 1980s, Agileres oganized wo
important events with the Public Theater, which was sl
directed by #5 fourdsr, the legendary loseph Papp. The
latino Film and Video Festival was coordinated by Lifian
Jiménez and the Festival del Teatro Pobre de América
ond was coordincted by Ageninean Oscar Ciecore
and Puerto Rican Ceciia Vega, The association with the
Fublic Thecler, a prestigious avanigarde instiuon in
tower Manhafion, wos o briliont srategic coup

& At this fime the Boord, was comprised of the
folleswing Puerte Ricons: Agustin Alame [community
leader), Angela Cabresa ffeminist leader and polifical
aclivist], John Carro (judge), Michae! Janicki
[accountant], ivine Mac Manus (consultant for cubtural
arganizations), Corlota Madure (human resources
specialist], Jos& Moscoso [lawyer], Carmer P. Nelson
[corporate human resources specialist], Josephine
Nieves [educator and public administraior], Marianne
Roig (ot collector and businesswoman), Carmen Ada
Rosaly (businesswoman in the music industryl, and
Héctor Witlems llawyer and occouniant).

Q Ratoel Mantafiez Orfiz (1969-187 1), Marta

Moreno Yega [1971-1974), Hiram Maristany
{1974-1978), ard Jack Aglieros [1977-1986),



10 A Interview with Amilcar Tirada Aviles on June 11,
2003, Prolessor Tirado Awites s an historian and
librarian af the tdzara Library of the Universiny of
Puerto Rico, Rio Piedras Campus. He spacializes in
topics related 1o Puerio Rican immigration to the
Unlted States.

11 A collabaration between El Museo del Barris, with
Dr. lan Canine and interns from Calumbia University
School of Physicians and Surgeons.

12 Organized by Dr. Mari Carmen Remirez, then-
Director of the Museum of Anthropology, History
and At of the University of Puerto Rico, Rio
Piedras; teday she is Curatar of Latin American art
at the Houston Museun of Fine Arts, Texas.

13 The exhibition was organized in coliaboralion with
Ralael Coldn Morales, El Musea's Curator.

14 Under the leodarship of artists Marcos Dimas and
Femande Salicrup, El Taller Boricua, founded in
1969, successhully carries on its aristic and
cammunity work. Artist Dicgenes Ballester
coordinerad the exhibifion.

15 The exhibition of warks by three cortemporary
sculptors wos erganized by Curator Nelsen Rivera,
Ph.D., professor at the University of Puerto Rico,
Humacao Campus, and coordinated by Annie
Santiago, thenDirecior of the Museum of
Anthropology, History and An 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 af the Museum
of Modern Art, my first and best
classroom in the care of art
collections. My mind was still 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, a
baby carriage converted info a
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 entered El Museo’s collection.

My four years as Chief Curator of
El Museo del Barrio (1990-1993),
under Director Petra 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 @
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 o museum’s most
compelling  instruments  to
document and engage the life of

its various constifuencies.

What is most significant about
El Museo’s collection is that it
embodies the cultural patrimony of
the youngest and fasfest growing
populations—Puerto Rican, Latino,
and latin American—at a given
moment of their history within U.S.
sociely. During El Museo's early
days, there was much debate
about whether to fake on the
enormous  responsibility of a
collection. Artists, the group that
advocated most stongly on ifs
behalf, won the day. In 1990,
when | became Chief Curator, the
collection consisted of around
6,000 objects  documenting
the generosity of its founding
arfists, frustees, eorly constifuents,
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,
Director Petra Barreras del Rio had
taken major steps fo ensure its care
by securing a spectacularly
generous, multiyear collections
grant from the Ford Foundafion,
the largest of any kind El Museo
had ever received. As she entrusted
me with its 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 o
longrange exhibition 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 to hire El Museo’s first fulHime
registrar, Marcela Clavijo, who
was to be my able partner in all
the collections work realized

during my curatorial tenure.




At first, it was very much like
detective work. We were not even
sure of the full parameters of the
collection. Because of previous
maoves, chronic understaffing, and
underfunding, flles and records
either never existed, were lost,
or were in fragmenfary, poor
condition. We found some good
work previously done as sporadic
special projects on aspects of the
collection, such as Carlos Suefios’s
catalogue of o 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 collection.
But, mostly, we were on our own.

We started  with
looking at every obiect in the

the basics,

collection and giving it a number.
This process is called accessioning
in museological jargen.  This
numerical systemn, employed by
museums, provides a running fally
of ccquisitions, and reveals both
the year and the order in which
works are accessioned Info the
collection. Within the next four
years we accessioned all works in
the collection; hired experts to do

overall conservation assessments
of almost all parts of the collection
(paintings, prints, photography,
Taino  objects, and  sanfos);
performed stabilizing conservation
for some works, which were o be
exhibited, such as sanfos and
Mexican masks; hired experts to
autheniicate portions of the Tano
collection; and began fo install The
Museum Syslem, a computerized
collection records program used
by many institutions, such as the
Whitney Museum of American Art
and the Metropolitan Museum of
At In addition, foilowing  the
censervation  experts’  advice,
the Registrar and inferns began fo
sort and properly house works:
prints and photographs, separated
by glassine sheefs, in acid free
folders; paintings, on racks or
comportmeniaiized sections; santos,
in special museum slorage cabinets;
and  traditional  artworks,  on

spacious metal shelves.

During this time, | drafted Bl Museo's
first Collections Mainfencnce Policy.
Fwas cble to hire o series of fine
young assisfant  curciors  and
interns who began to research

works in the collection with the
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objective of providing educationdl
confent for exhibifions, In this context,
| note the excellent confributions of
Karen Bali, Miriam Basilio, Arene
Dévila, and Nellie Escalante.

Finally—the icing on the cake—the
Ford grant included o designated
ameunt for our first Acquisitions
fund. Although Pefra Barreras del
Rio had previously defermined aff
the oriists whose work was fo be
acquired with this fund, she
generously allowed me to choose
the pieces, o Curator's dream.
With the Ford fund, we purchased
works from: Candide Alvarez,
Fdgar
Franceschi, lsmael Frigerio, Marina

Didgenes  Ballester,
Cutiérrez, Alfredo Jaar, Pepon
Osorio, Armnaldo  Roche-Rabell,
Juan Sanchez, and Nitza Tufifo.

As word got out about our work on
ine collection, other gifts began fo
come in from artists and private
collectors. Nofable group gifis from
this early period were santos from
the Walter and Lucille Fillin collection,
a series of Taino vessels from Brian
and Florence Mahony, and a fine
collection of Mexican masks from
Guerrero by James Cobb.



During this fime, we proudly held
o exhibiions o show off the
new gifs 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
Cofleciion (Winfer 1991-August
19921, Most of the works in these
two exhibitions had been acguired,
accessioned, cared for, and
researched under the auspices of
the Ford Foundation gront.

A few vears later, in my desire fo
continue making the collection
more accessible, | orgonized an
ambiticus yecrround series of
exhibifions to celebrate £l Museo's
25th Anniversary. | felf the public
would enjoy locking at the collection
through the unique perspective
of centemporary  arfists, and so
| conceptualized the series as a
diclogue, entiled Artists  Talk
Back: Visual Conversations with
Fl Museo. Twentyfive to thirty
artists were invited for each
exhibition, and asked 1o choose a
work from the collection, and
crecte o diclogue between i
and a work of their own, which

were to be exhibited side-by-side.
The exhibifions’ themes arose from
my observation of frends during the
previous decade; artists were
invited fo partticipate in the
segment that best fit their work.
The themes were: | Reclaiming
History [May &-August 14,
1994} i Recovering Popuiar
Culture (September 9-COctober 30,
1994); i Reaffirming  Spirituaiity
tApril 7—August 13, 1995,

In 1993, | became Director of
El Museo, and by 1995, | passed
the work of the collection into the
capable hands of Curator Fatima
Bercht. In 199/, MNoel Valentin
assumed the position of Registrar.
Fatima's fine supervision and
Noel's extraordinary work  have
continved and updafted  the
collections care praciices begun
under the Ford Foundation grant,
extending them 1o this day.

another  multiyear

Happily,
collections  grant  from  the
lila  WoallaceReader's  Digest
Collections Accessibility Initiative
in 1996 permitted us o confinue
work on Bl Museo’s collections,

with similarly ambitious 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: confinuing
conservation for works o go on
exhibition; vpdating ond input of
The Museums System datcbase
for the entire collection, including
scanning of imoges;, and the
continuing  cafaloguing  and
research of the collection for
scholarly publications.

In foct, the Llo Wallace Fund's twin
goals of collections accessibility
and audience  diversification
allowed vs fo go even further. In
1996, ot the Fund’s invitation,
Fatimar Bercht, Maria Dominguez,
Anita leach, Lili Scntiago Silva,
ond —along with the participation
of the entire staff—conceptualized
a fiveyear plan for a series of
exhibitions, which would highlight
different portions of the collection,
designed fo engoge everlarger
porfions of our Puerfo Rican,
latino, and latin  American
constituencies. Ambitious public
programs and community ond
school outreach activities would
confextualize and disseminale




highlighting
the excellence and breadih of

each  exhibition,

El Museo’s collection holdings.

1996 and 2001,
these splendid exhibitions were

Between

crganized and implemented under
the supervision of Fatime Bercht,
who became Chief Curalor in
2000. The exhibitions focused on
the strengths of El Museo's
collections: santos and iraditional
arts; Taino objecls; graphics:
ana modemn and contemporary
works. These exhibitions were;
The Caribbean and latin American
Tradlifional Arts Series [November
1996~January 14, 2001] including
Santos: Sculptures Between Heaven
and Earth; Toino: PreColumbian
Art and Culture from the Caribbean
{September 27, 199/-May 3,
1998}, Pressing the Point: Parallel
Expressions in the Graphic Arts of
the Chicano ond Puerto Rican
Movements  {September 24,
1999 anuary @, 2000} and
Voices from Cur Communities:
Perspectives on a Decode of
Colleciing ot Fl Museo del Bario
une 12-September 16, 2001}
The final exhibition was the basis
of this overall collection highlights

catalogue, completed to  honor
Bl Museo's 35t Anniversary
with the help of cddifional and
generous funders.’

Of course, in addition to those
menfioned chove, | remain most
thenkful to several early donors,
supporters and  colleagues who
nave always had the best inferests
of Bl Museo’s collection in mind,
and have supported aur collections
work throughout. | also  thank
the Programs and Acquisitions
Commitiee of the Board for their
encouragement of our collections
goals, and especially those
who have personally contribuied
fine gifts to our collection.
Complementory to El Museo's
excellent program of confernporary
art exhibilions, the major collections
exhibitions over the years not only
atacted  new  publics  and
disseminated  information  about
our litleknown collections, but they
also functioned 1o bring in further
gifts, as well as acquisitions funds

to the museum,
| hope some day the collection can

expand info new media, and
grow its Latin American dimension
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exponenticlly, as | had hoped fo
do. | wish El Museo huge collections
grants ond even bigger storage
spaces, the confinued generosity
of artists and friends, and a sense
of discovery and fun while
developing and exhibiting the
important Permanent Collection of
El Museo del Barrio.

Susana Torruella Leval

Chief Curator, 1990-1993
txecutive Director, 1993-2002
Director Emeritus, 2002-present

1 The praduction of a series of Permanent Collection
catalogues was o constant dream of mine since |
came to El Museo in 1990, | om most thankful 1o
Deborah Cullen, whose intelligence oind imvincible
datermination have made this publication possiole. §
offer my recollections in henor of, and groliude for,
her sense of history, her great love of books, and her
aqually great fove for El Muses,




