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Abstract
Creating 1968:
Art, Architecture, and the Memory of the Mexican Student Movement
By Mya Dosch
Advisor: Dr. Anna Indych-López
The student movement of 1968 in Mexico City staked a claim to urban space. Through
mass gatherings in the Zócalo, posters in the streets, and marches past prominent landmarks,
student activists countered the spectacles of national unity designed in preparation for the 1968
Olympic Games. These competing claims to space came to a head on October 2, 1968, when
government agents fired on activists and bystanders gathered in Tlatelolco Square, killing dozens
and imprisoning thousands more. Scholars and essayists have since framed 1968 as a watershed
moment in twentieth-century Mexican history and the massacre at Tlatelolco as a “wound” in the
national consciousness. I analyze how artists, architects and activists subsequently
commemorated—or erased—the history of 1968 from three spaces in Mexico City that were
central to the movement: Lecumberri Prison, the streets of the Centro Histórico (Historic City
Center), and Tlatelolco Square. I argue that many of these interventions troubled both the
government’s teleological timelines of progress and those canonized by movement leaders,
offering alternative afterlives for 1968.
Chapter one considers the renovation of Lecumberri Prison, which held movement
protestors in the aftermath of 1968, that transformed it to become the Mexican National Archive.
I contend that, through selective demolition and performances of progress, the Institutional
Revolutionary Party-government attempted to reclaim Lecumberri’s history from the movement
activists who used it as a symbol of state repression during and after 1968. Several prison spaces
and artist interventions, however, escaped these tidy timelines. Chapter two analyzes artworks
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made by the collectives Grupo Germinal, Grupo Suma, and Grupo Proceso Pentágono for the
commemorative march on the tenth anniversary of the massacre, arguing that these opaque
works offered a new paradigm for protest art and used the aesthetics of bureaucracy, muralism,
and agrarian indigeneity against state claims to these strategies. The third chapter considers both
La Grieta, the design that won the 1988 competition for a memorial in Tlatelolco Square, and the
1993 stela that activists eventually built in its place. I argue that both monuments proposed a
“critical pre-Columbianism” against the state, and that the stela’s widespread condemnation as a
“failure” offers a locus of resistance. Chapter four returns to the street and the Square in 2008,
considering the ephemeral and participatory artworks commissioned by the newly opened
museum Memorial del 68, and arguing that their itinerant, archeological strategies refuse the
nostalgic homecoming to Tlatelolco Square offered by the Memorial itself. Poetic protest
banners, abstract monuments, and fleeting art installations escaped from the canonical timelines
and territories of 1968, proposing new temporalities.
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Introduction
In the papers of the Mexico City-based artist collective Grupo Proceso Pentágono (1976ongoing), filed amid the trappings of the groups’ extensive self-archiving, is a single,
unassuming page (fig. 0.1).1 Scrawled on a scrap of paper next to some sundry calculations is the
following reflection, part poem, part call-to-arms:

From a given order, whichever one you want
do you believe that the result will always
be the same?
Do you think that in spite of facts
that are so convincing
1

While several members of the group began collaborating in 1969, Proceso Pentágono was
officially founded in 1976. They were most active between 1976 and 1985. See Chapters 2 and 3
for a more thorough discussion of the group’s process and output. Julio García Murillo has
written lucidly about Proceso Pentágono’s archival strategies and their anti-institutional
ramifications in Julio García Murillo, "Grupo Proceso Pentágono. Fragmentos de azar y de
guerra sucia," in Grupo Proceso Pentágono: Políticas de la Intervención, 1969-1976-2015, ed.
Ekaterina Álvarez Romero (Mexico City: Editorial RM, 2015).

you could visualize another beginning and another end?
The order can be altered2
without detriment to coherence?
You yourself have the capacity to alter order
and give history a different structural coherence
if you propose it, if you analyze
thoroughly, if you assume an attitude that is
critical3
“Order” is clearly the central element around which the poem-note revolves. The term, in
Spanish as in English, can take on a variety of meanings: an order can be a command, an
organizational scheme, or a sequence. Proceso Pentágono’s musing, like the arrows sketched in
to shift the word order, proposes an artistic strategy of temporal transgression—taking things out
of order, going against orders. This approach, I argue, was fundamental to the collective’s
artworks that responded to the 1968 student movement in Mexico and subsequent state violence.4

2

Arrows in the original text switch the sequence of this statement, so that it also reads: “can the
order can be altered.” With this addition, the sentence becomes both declarative and
interrogative.
3
De un orden, el que ud. quiera
¿cree ud. que el resultado será
siempre el mismo?
¿Cree ud. que a pesar de hechos
tan contundentes,
podría visualizarse otro principio u otro final?
El orden puede ser alterado
sin detrimento de la coherencia?
Ud. mismo tiene la capacidad de alterar el orden
y dar a la historia una coherencia estructural
diferente si se lo propone, si analiza
detenidamente, si asume una actitud
critica
GPP1.1P.72, Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo
Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.
4
Though art historian George Flaherty argues that the uprising should be referred to as “the ’68
movement” instead of “the ’68 student movement” because of the alliances forged between
workers and students, I maintain the traditional student-centered language. The movement began
after violence within and against several vocational and preparatory schools; was centered on
student organizing by the CNH; and was understood by the government, the press, and the
leaders themselves as a youth movement. Furthermore, Jaime Pensado cautions against
2

As this dissertation argues, Proceso Pentágono took their musing to heart, “visualizing another
beginning and another end” to the student movement.5 This shifting of temporalities is also
central to the work of other artists, architects, and activists discussed throughout this dissertation,
who attempted to make 1968 present, once again, across Mexico City. Proceso Pentágono and
fellow artists working in the 1970s and 80s rejected calls from the highest levels of government
to move on from 1968, altering the order of history privileged by the state.6 Instead of
maintaining a linear timeline of progress, they doubled time back, connecting the present to
1968, and 1968 to the pre-Columbian past, wresting it from nationalist rhetoric. Later artists and
collectives also allowed memory to breach its conventional boundaries within Tlatelolco Square,
overflowing throughout Mexico City.
The student movement of 1968 itself staked a claim on urban space, an attempt to alter its
order.7 Through mass gatherings in the Zócalo (the city’s central plaza since Mexica
Tenochtitlán), posters in the streets, and marches past prominent landmarks, student activists
participated in a politics of visibility and experimented with new ways of inhabiting the city.8 As
George Flaherty argues, the streets were a vital platform for political action, as other forms of
overstating the public support for the movement, and argues that the allegiances between
students and other sectors of the left were fleeting. George Flaherty, Hotel Mexico: Dwelling on
the '68 Movement (Oakland: University of California Press, 2016), 229n1; Jaime M. Pensado,
Rebel Mexico: Student Unrest and Authoritarian Political Culture During the Long Sixties
(Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2013), 232.
5
I discuss their protest performance La Milpa (Loosely translated, “the cornfield,” 1978) in
Chapter 2 and their design for an architectural memorial, La Grieta (The Crack, 1988) in Chapter
3.
6
Most famously, in his 1978 speech before Congress, president José López Portillo proclaimed
“enough already” (“Ya basta”) with 1968. I discuss this speech in more detail in Chapter 2.
7
Susana Draper, "Las prisiones del archivo: pasado y presente de Lecumberri en Cementerio de
papel," MLN 128, no. 2 (2013): 362-63; Flaherty, Hotel Mexico: Dwelling on the '68 Movement,
10, 133-54.
8
Lessie Jo Frazier and Deborah Cohen, "Mexico '68: Defining the Space of the Movement,
Heroic Masculinity in the Prison, and 'Women' in the Streets," Hispanic American Historical
Review 83, no. 4 (2003): 641-44.
3

citizenship had been eviscerated by the PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional, Institutional
Revolutionary Party) government: elections were foregone conclusions and Mexico City was
administered at the federal level.9 In the early 1950s, the construction of a new Universidad
Nacional Autónoma de Mexico (UNAM, National Autonomous University of Mexico) campus
on the volcanic landscape at the southern edge of the city distanced students from the heart of the
government and tourism in the Centro Hístorico (Historic City Center), discouraging protest by
requiring long bus commutes.10
The specific events of 1968 are shrouded in both mythos and melodrama as they are
continually erased and reinscribed.11 Indeed, one of the central concepts driving this project is
that the events are perpetually absent. 1968 is a text that is recreated with each subsequent
translation.12 The brief history I offer here is therefore one visualization, a sketch intended to
anchor but not determine this study.
The beginnings of the student movement are generally traced to late July of 1968, spurred
by police brutality against prepa (high school) and vocational school students.13 Though early
student protests featured Che Guevara and Ho Chi Min banners, the movement’s leadership
strategically pushed for a visual rhetoric more nationalist than communist, evoking Mexican
independence leaders and revolutionary martyr Emiliano Zapata to combat the claims that

9

Flaherty, Hotel Mexico: Dwelling on the '68 Movement, 145.
Ibid., 141-44.
11
On melodrama in the interpretation of Tlatelolco, see Sam Steinberg, Photopoetics at
Tlatelolco (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2017).
12
My idea of translations stems from the Benjaminian notion of the afterlife of texts, as I discuss
in more detail later in this introduction.
13
As a corrective to the common assertion that the Mexican student movement rose and fell
within a four-month period, recent scholarship by historian Jaime Pensado compellingly situates
the movement within a longer trajectory of student politics since the mid-1950s. Pensado, Rebel
Mexico: Student Unrest and Authoritarian Political Culture During the Long Sixties.
10

4

foreign infiltrators led the movement.14 Their explicit demands were not radical but reformist:
police accountability, the dissolution of sedition laws, justice for the victims of recent state
violence, and the release of political prisoners.15 Their protests were also part of a broader,
international countercultural movement that questioned US imperialism, patriarchal values and
everyday patterns of life in Mexico City.16
The student movement held creative, growing protests, imagining new configurations of
urban space. They held a mass gathering in the Zocalo, during which students sounded the bells
of the Cathedral, symbolically claiming the heart of the city. They also masterminded a
disciplined silent march down Reforma Avenue on September 13, 1968 as a means to counter the
media characterization of the movement’s participants as undisciplined rabble-rousers.17 By
taking to the historic plazas and thoroughfares of the city, they poached “government-ritualized
domains,” remaking the city’s circuits.18
The student movement’s engagement with the urban was, in part, a response to spectacles
of national unity that appeared throughout the city in preparation for the 1968 Mexico City
Olympics.19 As historian Eric Zolov suggests, the visual and spatial rhetoric of the games
attempted to counter foreign discourses about Mexico’s “underdevelopment” and domestic

14

Alvaro Vázquez Mantecón, ed. Memorial del 68 (Mexico City: Turner, 2007), 107-08.
These demands were issued as part of the August 8, 1968 Pleigo petitorio. Students also
requested an open meeting with then-President Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, so their requests could not
be twisted through closed-door dealings or media misrepresentation.
16
Eric Zolov, Refried Elvis: The Rise of the Mexican Counterculture (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1999), 1; Elaine Carey, Plaza of Sacrifices: Gender, Power, and Terror in 1968
Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2005).
17
Vázquez Mantecón, ed. Memorial del 68, 108.
18
I draw on the work of Eric Zolov here, who in turn looks to Michel de Certeau. Zolov, Refried
Elvis: The Rise of the Mexican Counterculture, 126; Michel de Certeau, The Practice of
Everyday Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984).
19
Luis M. Castañeda, Spectacular Mexico: Design, Propaganda, and the 1968 Olympics
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014), 151-96.
15

5

concern about decadent Olympic spending. Organizers emphasized a rhetoric of modernity and
newfound women’s mobility.20 They highlighted Mexico’s folklore and “exotic” color. Yet, as
Zolov argues, the most pervasive imaging was that of Mexico as international peacemaker, a
non-aligned force amid the chaos of the Cold War. A distinctive dove outline graced banners
along the major avenues of Mexico City, signage at the Olympic venues, and posters in
storefronts across the city (fig. 0.2).21 Student movement activists incorporated these dove
images into their critique, quickly tagging the dove posters around the city with red paint to look
wounded and depicting the dove of peace skewered by a bayonet (figs. 2.28, 2.29).
These competing claims came to a head on October 2, 1968. An estimated 5,000 students
and supporters gathered in Tlatelolco Square. The Square was also known as the “Plaza of Three
Cultures” for its combination of pre-Columbian ruins, colonial church-convent, and modern
housing development (the Mario Pani-designed Conjunto Urbano Nonoalco Tlatelolco or
Nonoalco-Tlatelolco Urban Complex, inaugurated 1964). Students and curious bystanders sat on
the Plaza’s stairs and crowded its ruins, as movement leaders gave speeches from the balconies
of the Chihuahua apartment building. For the students, the Plaza was strategically close to the
Santo Tomás campus of the Instituto Politécnico Nacional (IPN, National Polytechnic Institute),
and the group had planned to march there after the gathering, but a heavy army presence around
Tlatelolco led student leaders to call off the march.22 Not long after this announcement, at 6:15
P.M. on October 2, 1968, someone gave the order to open fire, altering the order of the evening.
There is evidence that then-president Gustavo Díaz Ordaz (in office 1964-1970) and his
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Secretaría de Gobernación (Minister of Internal Affairs) and successor, Luis Echeverría
discussed the plans that morning.23 A helicopter released flares, and soldiers and granaderos
(plainclothes police officers) fired into the crowd. Much of what happened after is opaque, and
this opacity, as I show, is a central element in later representations of the movement.24 Chaos
ensued, as thousands of people looked for a way out of the Square amid the gunfire.25 The
soldiers killed dozens of citizens and imprisoned thousands more.26 They pushed the movement
into hiding; the Olympics went on as scheduled.
In the aftermath of Tlatelolco, the PRI government did everything it could to control the
narrative of October 2. The government held press conferences blaming unknown gunmen for
opening fire and newspapers ran stories portraying the massacre as a battle between two equal
forces.27 As Grupo Proceso Pentágono mused in the poem that began this chapter, “in spite of
facts that were so convincing,” the government put forth their own ending to the story.
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Yet this was not the only story. Activists, artists, authors, and filmmakers countered the
official narrative.28 In many ways, the massacre became a stand-in for the entire movement, its
violent end superseding its ambitious tenor. Literary scholar Sam Steinberg has critiqued the way
in which many interpretations of 1968, including those of prominent leftists, have codified a
narrative of sacrifice in which the students were martyred to regenerate Mexican democracy and
ignite the eventual downfall of the PRI.29 Such narratives of martyrdom, Steinberg shows,
uphold the longstanding logic of the Mexican state and obscure the movement’s real potency
through a “canonization of disaster.”30
In art history, the literature on 1968 takes two forms. First, there is significant writing on
the art of 1968 itself: the prints, posters and films of the student movement,31 the architecture and
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design of the 1968 Olympic Games,32 and photographic representations of the massacre.33
However, unlike in film studies and literature, little has been written about the afterlives of 1968
in the visual arts: that is, the artworks that create histories of 1968, the emphasis of this
dissertation. My work differs from the recent publications by Luis Castañeda and George
Flaherty, as both emphasize the architecture and design leading up to and during the 1968
Olympics, with less on what came after.34 Flaherty does compellingly discuss the legacies of the
student movement in film, testimonial literature, and novels related to Lecumberri prison and
Tlatelolco Square, yet his work reiterates cinema and literature as the primary academic fields in
which to discuss the subsequent negotiation of 1968. In contrast, I pay attention to visual artists’
engagements with 1968 during the understudied 1970s, 80s, and 90s in Mexico.
Mexican scholar, curator, and critic Cuauhtémoc Medina is the exception to this trend of
“art in 1968, literature and film after,” and has written three short, foundational articles on visual
art and the memory of 1968.35 My work builds on Medina’s notion that it is impossible to write a
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linear history of artistic engagements with 1968.36 He proposes a series of discontinuous,
episodic studies: a format that I take up here, as well. This discontinuity is fundamental not only
as method, but also as subject of analysis: it is a tool taken up by artists, as well. Medina’s texts
offer an important sketch of the field of artistic engagement with 1968, but only provide a
cursory discussion of each project and do not explore each design’s commission nor situate each
in its contemporary milieu. Furthermore, his essays were written for presentation at Memorial
del 68, the memorial museum, and Medina fittingly celebrates the works commissioned by the
museum in 2008 for “activating memory,” while dismissing the memorial stela erected in
Tlatelolco Square in 1993 as a failure.37 My dissertation refuses this framework by showing the
relevance of the stela when it was erected, while also complicating the widespread celebration of
later participatory works.
A second thread in the art historical literature on 1968 frames the student movement as a
conceptual turning point that radically altered subsequent practice. For example, in their
foundational 2007 exhibition La era de la discrepancia: Arte y cultura visual en México, 19681997, Medina and Olivier Debroise positioned 1968 as a point of departure, arguing that the
student movement encouraged artists to work collectively and reject institutional support.38
Recently, scholars have questioned this historiographical insistence on 1968 as a “watershed,”
acknowledging the overdetermined nature of the events.39 Art historian Arden Decker, for
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example, complicates this origin myth by highlighting the pre-1968 precedents for the
interventions by the Mexican artist collectives known as “Los Grupos” (The Groups) active in
the 1970s and 80s.40 My work continues this critique by highlighting the specific ways in which
Los Grupos and other post-1968 artists engaged with the history of 1968, countering
homogenizing origin stories.
In the chapters that follow, I examine the visions of 1968 proposed, privileged, and erased
by artists and architects working in urban spaces in Mexico City between 1976 and 2008. I
emphasize spaces that were fundamental to the student movement: Lecumberri Prison, the streets
of the Centro Histórico (Historic City Center), and Tlatelolco Square.41 Two institutional shifts
frame the study. In 1976, the government closed Lecumberri Prison, which held student
movement activists in the aftermath of 1968, offering new possibilities for its resignification, as I
discuss in chapter one. In 2008, the fortieth anniversary of 1968 saw a new level of
institutionalization for the movement. The museum Memorial del 68, inaugurated in 2007,
commissioned participatory, temporary artworks that, as I show, pushed against the
institutionalization and territorialization of 1968.
As these bookends suggest, the project cuts across often-discreet realms of scholarship on
20th-century Mexican art, as I consider monumental public sculpture and participatory art,
architectural renovations and the legacies of muralism, “retrograde” memorials and “vanguard”
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collective practice, protest banners and state-sponsored urbanism. Though I take a fundamentally
interdisciplinary approach, there are many artworks on 1968 that fall beyond the scope of this
project, as I do not intend to write a survey of the artistic commemorations of 1968. By selecting
cases that engage with the spaces of the movement, I exclude a number of prominent artworks on
1968, including Francisco Moreno Capdevilla’s prison woodcut series Luz y tinieblas (Light and
Shadows, 1972) and the Homenaje al movimiento estudiantil popular de 1968 (Homage to the
1968 Popular Student Movement, 1988) posters issued on the 20th anniversary of the
movement.42 This project does not address Grupo Mira’s modular mural Comunicado Gráfico
(Graphic Statement, 1978), nor Arnold Belkin’s mural Tlatelolco, lugar del sacrificio
(Tlateloloco, Place of Sacrifice, 1989) nor Rafael Cauduro’s evocation of Tlatelolco in his
staircase mural at the Mexican Supreme Court building (2009).43 Nor do I take up the works
shown within the Memorial del 68 museum, including Victor Muñoz’s 2 de octubre (October 2,
1973) and Francis Alÿs’ Cuentos Patrióticos (Patriotic Tales, in collaboration with Rafael
Ortega, 1997). My framework also excludes recent works on 1968 by Spaniard Fernando
Sánchez Castillo for his 2016 exhibition Hoy también fue un día soleado (Today was another
sunny day, Sala de Arte Público Siqueiros, 2016) and the Austrian Heidrun Holzfeind’s Mexico
68 (2009).44 These works brought narratives of 1968 into other realms: museums, galleries, and
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government buildings. In contrast, my study remains focused on the primary spaces of
communication for the movement, considering how artists mobilized these spaces, creating 1968
in the process.
In spite of this focus, I do not wish to imply that works for the gallery and the museum
are cloistered from the “authentically political” realm of the street. Such thinking relies on the
fantasy of public space as a perpetually egalitarian vessel, waiting to be filled. Therefore, though
my work engages with various, disparate threads in the history of “public art” in 20th century
Mexico—from the backlash against state-sponsored muralism to monumental midcentury
abstraction to Los Grupos and ephemeral neoconceptual artworks—I use the phrase “public art”
sparingly. This is, in part, because realms of public and private cannot be clearly delineated, in
Mexico City as elsewhere. Artists have highlighted the ways in which public and private meld
within the city, as claims to space come into conflict. Tepito Arte Acá’s community murals,
which halted the government’s proposed redevelopment of the Tepito neighborhood (1972), and
Francis Alÿ’s series Sleepers (1999-2011), which documents the “private” uses of public space,
offer examples of the ways that disparate claims shape the idea of “the public” in Mexico City.45
These artists posit that public space is not a universal, utopian constant, but instead, a space that
is produced in conflict, as understandings of the social are negotiated and renegotiated.46
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Another term that is notably absent in my study is “collective memory.” In discussing the
means by which these projects create the past, I offer an alternative to the often-repeated theories
of collective memory. The concept of collective and social memory stems from the work of
sociologist Maurice Halbwachs and art historian Aby Warburg, respectively. Halbwachs posited
a vital concept for this project: the notion that memory is a shifting social phenomenon, in which
individual memories are an “echo” of the thoughts of others.47 His theory, however, suggests that
the individual “yields without struggle to external suggestion,” and thus sets up the collective as
the fundamental unit of study.48 In art historical practice since the 1990s, imprecise references to
such “collective memory” have proliferated, often coupled with the concept of trauma.49 In their
crudest iterations, they translate Freudian individual memory onto an amorphous collective.
Much is lost in this translation. First, the notions of “trauma” and “repression” developed by
Freud in his writings on individual consciousness—and often cited in art historical studies of
memory—do not function when generalized, even metaphorically, onto a collective.50
Traumatized groups can only affect national narratives if they have political and social capital
and mirror other contemporary interests; nations can repress memories without adverse
psychological consequences.51 Additionally, the “collective” for which collective memory
studies speaks is often ill-defined and assumed to be synonymous with the nation-state. Thus,
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collective memory fails to consider the various cleavages within a given collective.52 Finally, and
most importantly for me, it fails to account for the role of discourse and the performative in
imagining, visioning, and contesting the past.
Warburg’s theories offer more to my analysis, as Warburg attended to the work of art as a
“solution that emerges from conflicting possibilities which the historical situation presented.”53
This attention to the contemporaneous tensions registered in artwork is useful in thinking
through the art of 1968. Warburg’s writing, however, relies heavily on an ordering and sifting of
“the primal,” a far cry from the temporal transgressions and disorderings that are discussed here.
Instead of discussing the artwork of 1968 in terms of collective memory, I employ the
concept of afterlives. My use of this term draws upon the work of scholars of 1968 in other
disciplines. However, I offer a more precise definition of afterlives here, as it is a term that such
scholars employ but rarely define.54 Comparative literature scholar Kristin Ross utilizes
“afterlives” in her study of May ’68 in France to denote that “the events…cannot now be
considered separately from the social memory and forgetting that surrounded them."55 This idea
that individuals (and, I add, artworks) constantly reformulate the events of 1968, privileging
some aspects while erasing others, is central to my understanding, as well. “Afterlives” suggests
the kind of active conflict and renegotiation of history that theorizations of collective memory
lack. However, I disagree with the temporality of Ross’s statement. She states that events
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“cannot now be considered separately” from their subsequent renegotiations, suggesting that at
one point—prior to “now”—the event could be considered autonomously, in its pure form. This
implies that a historical progression gradually severs the event from our understanding of it,
upholding the fantasy that historical proximity lends “authenticity.” In contrast, my definition
draws from Benjamin’s discussion of the afterlives of texts in “The Task of the Translator.” For
Benjamin, the original text—the text to be translated—is perpetually absent.56 It is in translation
itself that “the life of the originals attains its latest, continually renewed, and most complete
unfolding.”57 The events of 1968, then, do not exist historically independent of their translations,
including in the visual arts. No translation can strive for true “likeness to the original,” (or, in this
case, no representation of 1968 can replicate the events), but instead each is a product of its
perpetual transformation.58 The past is only knowable from the ever-shifting present.
More important to my concept of afterlife, however, is an inherent questioning of the
temporality of after. Here, my reading is informed not only by Benjamin’s resistance to
narratives of the historical progress implied by after, but also by the translation of the term
“afterlife” itself. Benjamin’s term Überleben could be translated into English as “over-life”
rather than afterlife, as über is a preposition meaning “over, on, or above,” rather than the
temporal “after.”59 Therefore, we have to consider afterlife as something that is not secondary to
the original, but instead, something that goes beyond it, exceeding the original. The relationship
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between original and afterlife is therefore non-hierarchical. This temporal playfulness—after, but
not secondary; above and beyond, but not superior to—can also be read in many of the artworks
on 1968 discussed here.
My understanding is further complicated by the fact that there is no single word for
“afterlife” in Spanish. Instead, a similar concept is described with the phrase “el más allá,”
which awkwardly translates into English as “the beyond” or, more literally, “the further away.”60
This again suggests something that is not after, in a linear sense, but instead “beyond,” in tense
and somewhat distant relation to the life of the original. “El más allá” also adds a vital spatial
element to the conception of afterlife: some of the most compelling artistic afterlives of 1968
resist an easy territorialization of 1968, going “beyond” the usual districts of memorialization. In
sum, my conception of afterlife suggests that the events of 1968 are absent and never fully
translatable, and instead are constantly renegotiated thought contestatory processes. 1968 is
therefore created in art and architecture, beyond and outside previous creations.
My intervention into memory studies is not just theoretical, but also geopolitical. First,
amid the growing literature on “global 1968,” I refuse the kind of center-periphery models in
which information—and revolution—flow outward from European and U.S. hubs in 1968 and
after.61 At its worst, scholars frame Mexico’s student movement artwork as derivative of French
Atelier Populaire May ’68 graphics, claiming, for example, that the caricatures of president Díaz
Ordaz on student posters in Mexico were “directly tied” to posters of French president Charles
60
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de Gaulle, while not fully acknowledging the Mexican graphics tradition as a precedent.62 My
work, instead, weaves artworks on 1968 into the history of late 20th and early 21st-century
Mexican art, while also putting them in a nonhierarchical dialogue with select cases throughout
the Americas and beyond.
In placing these artworks in conversation with examples from outside of Mexico, I have a
specific aim in mind. While Mexico has a rich “public art” tradition, it is rarely included in
studies of memorial art in Latin America, which tend to focus on memorials to the victims of
dictatorships in the “Southern Cone” (Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay) and Peru.63 There is a
particularly extensive literature on Buenos Aires’ Parque de la Memoria (Memory Park,
inaugurated in 2007) and Santiago’s Villa Grimaldi Parque por la Paz, Villa Grimaldi Peace
Park, inaugurated 1997) as the emblematic memorial spaces in Argentina and Chile,
respectively.64 The lack of literature on Mexican state violence is not unique to art history.
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Historians Fernando Herrera Calderón and Adelia Cedillo note that scholars marginalize Mexico
in most discussions of political violence during the period.65 The chasm between Mexico and the
Southern Cone in the literature can be attributed to several factors. First, though governments in
Argentina, Chile and Mexico all repressed dissent through the kidnapping, torture, and
disappearance of activists during the Cold War period, and all received military training and aid
from the United States, Argentina and Chile were ruled by explicit military dictatorships.66
Mexico, in contrast, never had an explicit dictatorship, but instead functioned at the federal level
as a one-party state from 1929 until 2000, employing electoral fraud and bribery to maintain its
hold, and the PRI returned to power again in 2012.67 Additionally, Argentina and Chile had
Truth and Reconciliation Commissions after their transition to democracy, publishing extensive
testimonies on state violence and, in so doing, unintentionally reaffirming nationalist myths of

Jelin and Victoria Langland, Memorias de la represión (Madrid: Siglo XXI de España, 2003);
Michael J. Lazzara, "Tres recorridos de Villa Grimaldi," in Monumentos, memoriales y marcas
territoriales, ed. Elizabeth Jelin and Victoria Langland, Memorias de la represión (Madrid: Siglo
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Michael J. Lazzara and Vicky Unruh, Palgrave Connect (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
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3,000, with another 38,000 imprisoned or tortured. In Mexico, 788 known cases are cited in the
official report, while scholars suggest there could be upwards of 3,000. "Informe de la Comisión
Nacional de Prisión Política y Tortura (Informe Valech)," (Santiago: Ministerio Secretaría
General de Gobierno, 2004); ibid; "Nunca más: informe de la Comisión Nacional sobre la
Desaparición de Personas," (Buenos Aires: EUDEBA, 1984). I discuss the government use of
forced disappearance in Mexico in more detail in Chapter 2. On CIA aid to Mexico during the
period, see James D. Cockcroft, Mexico: Class Formation, Capital Accumulation, and the State
(New York: Monthly Review Press, 1983), 244-45.
67
I discuss PRI electoral fraud in more detail in chapters 3 and 4.
19

unity.68 As I go on to discuss in chapter 1, such narratives of transition are suspect, as there exist
undeniable continuities between dictatorship and post-dictatorship periods. However, such
performances of transition opened ample space for scholarly inquiry into the dictatorship period,
as it was properly formulated as a “history past.”69 Indeed, memory studies have flourished in
Argentina and Chile from the 1990s to the present, while they have not found a home in the
Mexican academy.70
In contrast to its Southern Cone counterparts, Mexico’s timeline is ambiguous. Though the
PRI put forth a narrative of progress and transition after 1968, they remained in power until
2000, making the continuities much more explicit in Mexico than in Argentina and Chile.71
Similarly, the Mexican Truth and Reconciliation process of 1993 is largely considered a failure,
as the government blocked access to vital documents. Thus, the history of state violence is
particularly unruly in comparison to Argentina or Chile: the country was functionally, but not
officially, dictatorial, and its repressions were not neatly in the “past,” preventing Mexico from
being considered alongside other Latin American countries with histories of Cold War-period
state violence. Yet in Mexico, artists grappled with how to represent disappearance and state
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terrorism just like their counterparts in the Southern Cone. They worked in dialogue with artists
and activists from across the region. For example, alongside the 1978 hemispheric exhibition
America en la Mira, Muestra de Gráfica Internacional, (American in Sight, a Show of
International Graphic Arts) there were lectures on the disappeared in Mexico alongside
presentations on similar cases in Chile, Peru, and Nicaragua.72 Similarly, Grupo Proceso
Pentágono highlighted state terrorism throughout Latin America, and its US roots, in their
installation Pentágono, a recreated torture room, as representatives of Mexico at the 1977 Paris
Youth Biennial. My study thus brings Mexico back into a pan-Latin American dialogue about art
and memory during the period, refusing to see Mexico as an outlier or a remnant of nationalist
art history.73
The proceeding project is necessarily and inherently interdisciplinary, as the artworks
engage themes more readily discussed in comparative literature, history, sociology, urbanism,
and film studies, among other realms. Many of its objects exist only as phantoms in the
literature—their existence acknowledged or illustrated but not analyzed—therefore, I rely
heavily on archival materials: blueprints of Lecumberri that had yet to be unrolled, photographs
of Suma’s street interventions that sat in boxes. I also completed interviews with many of the
artists, architects, and patrons themselves, in order to gain a deeper understanding of their often-
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ephemeral works. These narrators, on occasion, offered an imprecise timeline: openly
contradicting each other, visualizing other beginnings and ends in dialogue with my positionality
as an outside scholar. I strove to reach a balance in which their voices are honored but not
privileged, to sort through the chaos while also maintaining it. The internal integrity of any
historical narrative is a creation of its author, and any errors and omissions are my own.74
Translations in the text are also my own, unless otherwise noted.
My narrative begins, in Chapter 1, where many think the movement ended: in prison.75
“Performing Progress” closely analyzes the 1976-1982 renovation of Lecumberri prison in
Mexico City to become the Mexican National Archive, the most important repository in Mexico.
Lecumberri housed inmates from 1900 until 1976, and among the incarcerated were over 460
political prisoners held after the Tlatelolco massacre. The preservation and renovation of the
structure provided an opportunity for the PRI government to reclaim the narrative of Lecumberri
from the activists who used it as a symbol for state violence and a node of resistance during and
after the student movement. By proclaiming that Lecumberri’s architecture had been “inverted”
and was now “open,” the Mexican government could perform progress. Drawing on theories of
post-dictatorship developed by Cristina Moreiras-Menor, I show that, in spite of narratives of
transition, the fundamental power structures of the institution, and their related architectures,
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remained unchanged.76 Though the PRI attempted to impose a discourse of transition and
progress, I argue that the former prison’s guard tower and the circular cellblocks confounded
official narratives, staging alternative, dissident temporalities. Similarly, subsequent artistic
interventions at the National Archive by Gina Arizpe and Ángela Bonadies escaped state
proclamations of progress, doubling time back against itself. This critique is particularly timely,
given that the National Archive is currently undergoing another renovation, its historic cellblocks
destined to become a museum.
Chapter 2, “The Aesthetics of Protest,” considers artworks made in 1978 by three artist
collectives for the first major protest march to commemorate the anniversary of the Tlatelolco
massacre. By focusing on artworks that directly engage with 1968, I subvert the practice of
broadly attributing all work by Los Grupos (The Groups) to a mythic origin in the movement. I
situate Grupo Germinal’s banner, Grupo Suma’ stencils and wheatpasted prints, and Grupo
Proceso Pentágono’s processional performance within a nascent history of protest art in Mexico,
showing that they were much more opaque than the protest artworks around them and before
them. Here, the temporal strategy was novelty: breaking with the traditions of protest art. Using
theorization of social scientist Jesus Casquete, I argue that these enigmatic works did not intend
to communicate externally.77 Instead, they served an internal function of cohering solidarity
among the activists gathered that day: the bodies in the streets. The chapter goes on to consider
Germinal, Suma and Proceso Pentágono’s use of the “aesthetics of bureaucracy,” muralism, and
agrarian indigeneity, wresting these elements from the state. By connecting the student
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movement to both monumental Mexican histories and ongoing repressions, these protest
artworks made 1968 anachronic, flashing forward and backward in time.
This project of historicizing 1968 continued with the 1988 competition to design a
monument to the student movement in Tlatelolco Square. Chapter 3, “Monumental Failures,”
analyzes the debates surrounding the erection of a memorial in Tlatelolco Square to those killed
in the 1968 massacre. During the 1988 competition to design such a memorial, judges selected
the countermonumental proposal for La Grieta (The Crack), a platform with a deep fissure that
visitors could enter. La Grieta forged what I deem a “critical pre-Columbianism,” an adaptation
of pre-Columbian forms against other indigenista public art in Mexico City and against the
state’s instrumentalization of ruins in Tlatelolco Square. The proposed sculpture aimed to
amplify 1968 both in time and in space, by situating it within a long history of Mexico stretching
back to the pre-Columbian and within the international vogue for countermonuments. However,
due, in part, to the crushing electoral fraud of 1988, La Grieta was never realized. Instead, in
1993, activists dedicated a stone slab inscribed with twenty victims’ names in Tlatelolco Square,
a placeholder for La Grieta.
Since its unveiling, a chorus of voices have denounced the Stela of Tlatelolco as an
aesthetic and historical failure: anachronistic in its monumentality and inadequate in its list of
only twenty dead. The second portion of this chapter considers the Stela’s failure through the
queer theories of José Esteban Muñoz, who argues that inadequacy and imperfection offer
subversive modes for engagement, as success is always framed by repressive systems.78 The
creation of a “successful” memorial would be a public masquerade, implying that the Mexican
government had confessed to its violent acts, while in fact, the government impeded the 1993
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Truth Commission’s access to vital documents. Therefore, the Stela’s failure evokes the ongoing
impunity in Mexico. Additionally, while the Stela forsakes the participatory modes valued in the
transnational art market, it affects public space by functioning as a nexus and an altar for
memory.
Chapter 4, “Nostalgia and Institutionalization” considers the ephemeral and participatory
artworks commissioned in 2008 by the newly opened museum Memorial del 68. The museum
circumscribes the memory of 1968, placing—and placating it—within Tlatelolco Square.
Drawing on Svetlana Boym’s theory of nostalgia, I show how the Memorial del 68 and Rafael
Lozano-Hemmer’s much-lauded installation Voz Alta offer the student movement a triumphal
“return home” to Tlatelolco Square, the site of its repression.79 While Voz Alta has been flatly
celebrated as a participatory platform for free speech, I pay close attention to the aesthetics of
this platform, showing that it forecloses speech in a number of key ways. I argue that itinerant
works by artists Ximena Labra and the members of collectives Teatro Ojo and Tercerunquinto,
in contrast, refuse such a nostalgic homecoming. Instead, Labra and Tercerunquinto rely on
archeological strategies as a way of implying the futility of attempting to recover a mythical past.
Labra and Teatro Ojo also counteracted the ghettoization of 1968 by transposing memory
throughout the city and confronting the ambivalences, ironies, and estrangements of nostalgia.
Each artist and architect discussed here implicitly took up the call that Proceso Pentágono
scrawled in the poem that began this chapter, and proposed a different structure for the Mexican
student movement. In doing so, they created 1968 anew.
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Chapter 1
Performing Progress: The renovation of Lecumberri prison, 1976-1982
A cartoon by Alejandro Pérez Basurto (“Apebas”) in the February 25, 1980 issue of the
news magazine Razones depicts a file cabinet with one drawer hanging open, revealing its
contents (fig. 1.1). The open drawer features the distinctive, imposing façade of Lecumberri
Prison, suggesting the penitentiary’s unlikely destiny. The prison housed inmates from 1900
until 1976. Now, as scholars of Mexican history know well, Lecumberri is home to the Archivo
General de la Nación (AGN, National Archive, fig. 1.2), the most important repository in
Mexico.80 When this cartoon appeared in Razones in 1980, renovations were already underway, a
process that lasted from 1976 to 1982.
The transition from prison to archive was celebrated in newspaper articles, speeches, and
architectural reviews.81 As I outline in this chapter, many such sources heralded the reuse of the
prison as a complete inversion of its penal function and a democratic apertura (opening) of the
space. Similarly, Apebas’s Lecumberri file drawer hangs open, suggesting archival access. Yet
the transition is incomplete, as the renovated space also contains and informs counter-narratives.
80
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Apebas leaves three file drawers closed, security guards surveil the archive from the same spaces
that prison guards once patrolled, and activists interrupt the archival silence.
Through a close reading of the modifications to the building made by architect Jorge L.
Medellín, I argue that the renovation provided an opportunity for the PRI-led (Partido
Revolucionario Institucional, Institutional Revolutionary Party) government to reclaim the
narrative of Lecumberri from the activists who used it as a symbol for state repression and a
node of resistance during and after the 1968 student movement. Yet, in spite of this PRI attempt
to impose a discourse of progress and transition, several prison spaces and interventions escaped
such instrumentalization, exceeding or confounding official narratives and offering alternative
afterlives for 1968.
In discussing progress and escape, this chapter takes as a point of departure the literature
on the concept of transition in “post-dictatorship” Spain and Latin America. In particular, I look
to Cristina Moreiras-Menor, who questions the temporality of transition. She observes that the
progressive, linear logic of transition requires that the past be fractured from the present/future
and become a document.82 In the case of Lecumberri, this is made quite literal: the past is
properly encountered in the documents of the National Archive, not in the disorderly presence of
the former prison itself. Drawing on Benjamin’s connection between fascism and temporalities
of progress, Moreiras-Menor argues that an insistence on rupture masks the fact that the
mechanics of repression remain in the “post-dictatorship era.” Because the notion of transition is
not philosophical, or, as she states, “is empty of signification and, therefore, does not
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conceptualize history,” I add that transition must be performed by the state.83 This
performativity, following Butler, is generative: it brings the very notion of transition into being.
Moreiras-Menor adds that there exist “alternative notions of temporality that signal the
existence and persistence of narratives other than the state’s spectacular tales of democratic
novelty.”84 Thus, in addition to tracing the rationalist narrative of transition at Lecumberri, as
seen in both the built space itself and in the discourses that enframe it, I highlight the escapes,
wanderings, and traps that counter tidy notions of progress.
I offer architectural renovation as a paradigm for such transitional discourse and the
moments that disrupt this temporality. The goal of renovation is to remake a space as new, but
every renovation, by definition, also maintains aspects of the original architecture. Similarly,
performances of transition mask underlying continuities. What is torn down and remade is
celebrated, exposing the goals of the builder in the process; what is left, while perhaps plastered
over, suggests other histories of the structure, and other possibilities. Alternative memories—and
alternative futures—are the subterranean currents of both architectural renovation and political
transition.
Comparative literature scholar Susana Draper provides another critical model and context
for my work through her discussion of “open prisons:” former prisons transformed by postdictatorship governments into shopping malls, museums, or cultural centers. In her work on
reutilized detention centers in the Southern Cone, she contends that the open prison was instead a
Deleuzian space of neoliberal control masked by the fantasy of freedom.85 To this foundation, I
add a close attention to the ways in which architectural choices performed openness at the same
83
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time that they inscribed authority. Additionally, I borrow her terms “official performances of
advancement” to describe the use of prisons as stages for transition and “ruinas molestas”
(troublesome ruins) to describe spaces that countered such performances.86
Some may take exception to my application of frameworks developed by MoreirasMenor, Draper, and others in the study of post-dictatorial societies, as Mexico was not ruled by
military dictatorship during the period prior to Lecumberri’s renovation. However, the one-party
PRIist state functioned as a hegemonic power from 1929 until 2000. Peruvian essayist Mario
Vargas Llosa provocatively deemed this “the perfect dictatorship.”87 PRI hegemony does not,
however, fully explain the need for transitional narratives in the late 1970s and early 1980s, as
the PRI retained its electoral control throughout the period. As I discuss in the introduction to
this project, by the early 1970s, the government repressions of 1968 and 1971 were seen as a
sign of the violent and anti-democratic nature of PRI power. Thus, through transitional
narratives, the PRI looked to distance itself from such critiques. For example, PRI President Luis
Echeverría helped to mastermind the repression and mass imprisonment of student activists in
Tlatelolco as Secretario de Gobernación (Minister of Internal Affairs) in 1968. As president
from 1970-76, however, he acquiesced to a limited number of student demands and increased
funding to public universities, performing progress. Yet he also continued to repress activists
who opposed his regime, preserving prior PRI strategies and structures of power.88
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After a discussion of the literature on the renovation and a brief history of Lecumberri, I
show how the prison was a central space for both the 1968 Student Movement and its early
afterlives. Then, I employ a musing by former Lecumberri prisoner Alvaro Mutis as a blueprint
and an organizational structure for my understanding of the complicated workings of memory at
Lecumberri. In the introduction to his compilation of recollections from Lecumberri, Mutis states
that “…The labyrinths, traps, suspicious erasures and no less suspicious revelations of memory
have left me inhabiting a sort of no-man’s land…”89 I value this formulation for its suspicion not
only of what was erased, but also what is revealed—in architectural terms, what was demolished
and what was constructed—as both are important aspects of my analysis. I discuss the erasures
at Lecumberri, highlighting two important spaces that confounded narratives of transition: the
central guard tower, which functioned as a “trap” for memory; and the panoptical cells that held
political prisoners, a “labyrinth.” I go on to analyze the “revelations of memory:” elements that
were added to the prison to transform it into an archive. The chapter ends with a discussion of
escapes: other moments and spaces that troubled the performance of progress.
Much of the existing literature on the transformation of Lecumberri comes from those
with close links to the AGN or the renovation.90 Louise Noelle is the only architectural historian
to analyze the choices made by lead architect Jorge L. Medellín and his team during the
Activism, ed. Jim Downs and Jennifer Manion (New York: Routledge, 2004), 27; Luna,
"Memoria militante: Crítica de la narrativa sesentayochera," 129.
89
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renovation in a short 1983 article.91 However, she makes great generalizations about the
architectural transformation, stating, for instance, that the renovation “managed to change the
character of the building…without changing or harming the original structure,” a
misrepresentation of the project.92 Furthermore, her discussion of the transformation is highly
celebratory, failing to consider the implications of using Lecumberri as a stage for the theater of
transition.
Several authors have taken up the renovation of Lecumberri from other disciplinary
perspectives. Mexican historian William Brinkman-Clark underscores the functions of the prison
in his writing on Lecumberri: “el recluir, el clausurar, el classificar, y el vigilar” (to lock up, to
enclose, to classify, and to surveil).93 Like Apebas’s closed drawers, organized file folders, and
imposing turrets, Brinkman-Clark highlights the fact that these repressive, carceral functions of
Lecumberri—el recluir, el clausurar, el classificar, y el vigilar—also serve the archive.94
Susana Draper’s lucid analysis of Fritz Glockner’s 2004 novel Cementerio de papel
(Paper Cemetery, film version released in 2007), based in the AGN, also takes up the politics of
the transformation. Draper argues against a mere idealization or demonization of the prisonturned-archive, offering the prison-archive as a double-bind. That is, the archive narrates a
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“private history” that is the result of state violence, but without an archive, there is no material
from which to seek alternative memories that address such violence.95 Her discussion of images
in the novel that interrupt or exceed the spectacle of rationality and openness within the AGN
informs my discussion of architectural elements that serve as a similar counter-archive.
However, while she alludes to the architectonics of the transition, including the destruction of the
circular cells that once held political prisoners, these references to built space are not explored
in-depth.96
George Flaherty also takes up the literary mediations of Lecumberri. He argues that Luis
González de Alba and José Revueltas use the prison against itself in their writings from
Lecumberri in the wake of 1968.97 The two authors deconstructed Lecumberri from within,
employing the prison’s geometries and the grotesque bodies of the prisoners as a means to read
the entire political architecture of Mexico. Flaherty’s work thus offers a prehistory for the postrenovation critical interventions that I discuss in this chapter.

A Carceral-Architectural History98
Lecumberri was born of an early-19th-century desire to replace colonial penal institutions
in Mexico with the penitentiary, an “imported device” that liberal reformers saw as a modern,
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scientific, and “civilized” approach to crime.99 In their foundational text for the study of
penitentiaries in Latin America, Carlos Aguirre and Ricardo Donato Salvatore show that, while
cloaked in humanist, reformist language, the importation of the penitentiary served to reinforce
traditional racial, class, and gender hierarchies.100 As I argue, this maintenance of the
fundamental social-political order while espousing a rhetoric of change can be seen in its
transition to the AGN, as well.
The designs for a penitentiary in Mexico City were first developed by Spanish-born
architect Lorenzo de la Hidalga in 1848 (fig. 1.3). 101 In his Paralelo de las penitenciarías, de la
Hidalga compared the leading penitentiary models of the time: the Philadelphia radial plan, in
which cell blocks designed for solitary confinement radiated from a central observation hub like
the spokes of a wheel (fig. 1.4); the Auburn (NY) plan, characterized by small, back-to back
sleeping cells where prisoners were housed at night inside regular, rectangular cell blocks,
surrounded by workshops where they labored during the day (see, for example, fig. 1.5); and the
“circular” or panoptical system proposed by Jeremy Bentham, in which cells encircle a central
99
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observation point, submitting prisoners to constant visibility (fig. 1.6).102 The design that de la
Hidalga proposed, which would later become the basis of Lecumberri, combined aspects of the
radial and circular plans.103
However, it was not until the Porfiriato (the rule of dictator Porfirio Díaz, 1877-1910)
that such a project became politically feasible. Positivist prison discourse appealed to Porfirian
científicos, urban intellectuals and buisnessmen-cum-bureaucrats, who felt that a reformed prison
could help “stabilize” Mexico’s urban underclass, transforming them into productive workers
and thus encouraging economic development.104 The new Lecumberri prison would eventually
became a celebrated cornerstone of the Porfiriato’s use of “rational” punishment to control
marginal bodies and undesirable behaviors.105 In contrast, Mexico City’s previous national
prison, Belem (1862-1933), was described by científico Justo Sierra as a series of open, 600person dormitories that functioned as schools of crime.106 In 1877, there were over 1,000
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prisoners in a space designed for 600; by 1896, that number rose to 3,300.107 Thus the new prison
would staged a dramatic narrative of transition: from the inhumane, irrational Belem to its
rational, modern predecessor, while controlling the same dissident bodies.
In 1881, Architect Antonio Torres Torija was charged with developing the modern
replacement for Belem.108 He adapted de la Hidalga’s design, creating a hybrid plan (fig. 1.7)
based on Santé prison (1860-67) in Paris. The main structure followed a radial plan, in which the
seven cell blocks meet at a central surveillance hub, forming a starburst or wagon-wheel
shape.109 At Lecumberri, this central space was referred to as the polígono (“polygon,”), and the
hallway around it the redondel (“ring”, fig. 1.8). Looming above was a 124-foot-tall steel torre
central (central guard tower), which served as both a water tower for the facility and a
surveillance post from which guards could monitor much of the prison grounds (fig. 1.9). While
this hub allowed for centralized surveillance, this section of the prison does not follow a true
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panoptical plan, as is frequently suggested in writings on the history of Lecumberri. Foucault
discusses panopticon as the paragon of permanent surveillance, in which power is both “visible
and unverifiable.”110 Thus, not only can a guard in Bentham’s design (fig. 1.6) see into each
prisoner’s cell, but prisoners can also see the guard tower—although the tower is opaque, the
gaze unidirectional.111 Prisoners thus cannot know when guards are indeed surveilling them,
leading to a perpetual state of self-surveillance. At Lecumberri, as in other radial-plan prisons,
guards in the central tower could surveil the long cell block corridors and the surrounding yards,
but they could not see into cells (fig. 1.10), nor could prisoners see the guard tower without
leaving their cells. While not truly panoptical, the guard tower served as a potent symbol of
surveillance, looming over the prison and the surrounding neighborhood. As I go on to show, this
potency led to the guard tower’s demolition.
Torres Torija did include two smaller panoptical structures in his design. These
structures, known as circulares (“circulars”) for their round external walls, sat near the eastern
edge of the prison, between the radial blocks (fig. 1.11). Each of these blocks surrounded a twostory brick guard tower, from which guards could look down into the 30 wedge-shaped cells that
surrounded it (fig. 1.12). These cells were originally intended to serve as exercise spaces, but
later were used as punishment or maximum security cells.112 Eventually, these two surveilled
spaces housed political prisoners arrested in 1968. I argue that this repressive history made it
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impossible for later government architects to reuse the circulares as stages for the AGN’s
performance of transition.
The front facade of the administration building, the imposing public face of Lecumberri,
featured an architectural eclecticism based on European academic models, characteristic of
Porfirian-era public works (fig. 1.13).113 The crenellated roofline and corner towers lend
Lecumberri the imposing facade of a gothic fortification, while the blind oculi and decorative
corbels soften this image. Inside, it held administrative offices, prisoner intake rooms, living
quarters for the prison director and the warden, bunk rooms for prison guards, the archive, and
the “department of anthropology.”114 Later, opponents of the demolition of Lecumberri argued
that it was the unique Porfirian eclecticism of this structure rendered it worthy of preservation.
Construction of the prison began in 1885, and after extensive delays, President Díaz
himself inaugurated Lecumberri in 1900. While originally heralded as a modern facility intended
to uphold the highest standards of social hygiene and social control, the prison population
quickly exceeded its capacity, and thus, its ability to enact such controls.115 The initial plans
called for 766 cells, but additions were underway by 1908, which added 272 additional cells to
the far ends of four cell blocks (fig. 1.14).116 The population of Lecumberri fluctuated between

113

For more on Porfirian architecture, see Enrique X. de Anda, Historia de la arquitectura
mexicana. Nueva Edición. (Mexico City: GG, 2006), 149-62.
114
Rebollar, "Álbum conmemorativo de la construcción e inauguración de la Penitenciaría de
México."
115
Padilla, De Belem a Lecumberri: pensamiento social y penal en el México decimonónico, 2157.
116
This included 714 regular cells, and 52 exercise cells in the circulares. Rebollar, "Álbum
conmemorativo de la construcción e inauguración de la Penitenciaría de México." The exact
number of cells cited in both the primary and secondary literature varies widely: the number
cited here comes from the album distributed to commemorate the inauguration of the prison, but
other contemporary documents cite the number 732. See, for example, "Informe sobre los
trabajos que se efecúan, para la edificación de la Penitenciaría de México," in Lecumberri,
Penitenciaría de la Ciudad de México (Mexico City: Archivo General de la Nación, 2000);
37

2,500 and 3,000 prisoners, although following the closure of Belem, it swelled to over 6,000.117
The opening of the Centro Femenil de Rehabilitación (Women’s Rehabilitation Center, more
commonly known as the Carcel de Mujeres or Women’s Prison) in Iztapalapa in 1954 and the
new Penitenciaria del Distrito Federal (Federal District Penitentiary, also known as Santa
Marta) in 1957, the Departamento de Prevención Social (DPS, Department of Social Prevention)
transferred prisoners to newer buildings, and only prisoners who awaited sentencing remained at
Lecumberri.118 However, even in 1976, some of the cells originally designed for one prisoner
now held up to twelve or fifteen.119 With the inauguration of the new Reclusorios preventivos
norte y oriente (Northern and Eastern preventative prisons) in Mexico City in 1976, Lecumberri
ceased to function as a prison.
The opening of new prisons, and the subsequent closure of Lecumberri, were part of a
time of intense prison reform and debate in Mexico. The Ley de Normas Mínimas, (Law of
Minimum Norms) proposed by President Luis Echeverría and passed in 1971, reaffirmed the
necessity of “social re-adaptation,” including education and vocational training, in prisons.120
Such optimistic, transformational discourse paralleled that of both the 19th-century reformists
who conceived of the penitentiary and the bureaucrats who oversaw its transition to the AGN.
Yet as this history shows, such performances of transformation obscure the underlying
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continuities: overcrowded conditions due, in part, to the use of incarceration as a means of social
and political control.

A Movement History
Lecumberri was dubbed the “Palacio Negro” (Black Palace) around the end of the
Revolution for its combination of regal facade with overcrowded, dismal interior.121 Many
repressions took place inside its walls that helped to establish this reputation. Among the mostcited are the assassinations of president Francisco Madero and vice president José María Pino
Suárez during the Revolution and the incarceration of eminent figures such as Pancho Villa and
David Alfaro Siqueiros, yet the dismal quotidian existence of the thousands of prisoners who
passed through its walls—and through the corrupt penal system—cemented this moniker. Thus, I
do not want to imply that Lecumberri earned the title Palacio Negro only for its connection to
1968. However, throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s, activists framed Lecumberri as a
center of PRI repressions in 1968 and a site of their resistance.
For the student movement, Lecumberri functioned as an emblem of ongoing government
repression and, as such, as a central site for identity formation. As during the Porfiriato, the state
used Lecumberri to control undesirable behaviors: in this case, political dissent. Even before the
infamous massacre and arrests of October 2, 1968, the student movement called attention to the
incarceration of political activists within the penitentiary. In the years leading up to 1968, these
prisoners included Othón Salazar, leader of the Movimiento Revolucionario del Magisterio
121
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(Revolutionary Teacher’s Movement), who was imprisoned at Lecumberri in 1958, and several
key figures in the Movimiento Ferrocarilero (Rail Worker’s Movement): Valentín Campa from
1942 to 1952 and Demetrio Vallejo from 1959 to 1971.122 In April 1968, before the movement
began, Carlos Monsiváis decried “the consummate indifference of the great majority [of
Mexicans] to the phenomenon of political prisoners.”123 The student movement attempted to
confront this apathy.
One of the students’ primary demands, from the beginning, was “Libertad a los presos
politicos” (Freedom for political prisoners). The movement made the existence of such political
prisoners in Mexico visible in public space by pasting posters on the theme around the city (figs.
1.15, 1.16).124 By carrying signs featuring a drawing of Demetrio Vallejo’s face through the
streets, supporters enlivened his image, making his absence present (fig. 1.17). Additionally, the
widely circulated August 8, 1968 pliego petitorio (list of demands) issued by the Consejo
Nacional de Huelga (CNH, National Strike Committee) called for the release of such political
prisoners as the first of its six goals. Thus, the repressions at Lecumberri were central to student
activists’ consciousness prior to the arrest of their own movement leaders on and after October 2.
In making political prisoners central to their demands, the movement also countered the
often-repeated government claim that “There are no political prisoners in Mexico.” The
movement used the image of the prison against itself: activists made the prison visible on the
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streets of the city, through posters showing activists behind bars and pamphlets demanding their
release.125 In 1970, writing from his Lecumberri cell, José Revueltas said that the “recognition, in
public opinion, of the existence of political prisoners [in Mexico]…has been…a victory for the
movement…”126
In the aftermath of the October 2, 1968 attack on protestors in Tlatelolco Square, the
number of political prisoners increased drastically as activists and bystanders alike were taken en
masse to Lecumberri. The exact number of citizens detained in Tlatelolco is unknown, but
sources suggest that between 977 and 2,360 were initially held in Campo Militar no. 1 (Military
Camp no. 1) and, eventually, Lecumberri.127 Most were released within hours or days, and
another 121 were released December 23, 1968.128 However, three years later, over 165 political
prisoners remained in Lecumberri’s circular cell blocks, “M” and “N,” as well as in radial block
“C.”129
Historians Lessie Jo Frazier and Deborah Cohen underscore Lecumberri’s status as
symbol after October 2. They argue that “the space of the movement and the space of the prison
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are collapsed” in subsequent recollections by student activists.130 Lecumberri became the new
front for the movement’s ideological battle against the government. Susana Draper describes the
prisoners’ creation of an autonomous, critical “university” within their cellblocks as the
“unofficial occupation of the prison,” just as movement activists had occupied the UNAM in
September of 1968.131 The political prisoners took up this academic activism with fervor, giving
lectures on their respective areas of study, discussing the state of the movement after October 2,
participating in hunger strikes, and, most importantly for the afterlives of 1968, writing
prolifically. Prisoners in Lecumberri produced the first texts written against the “official story”
of 1968 in their legal defenses.132 While these texts did not circulate widely, others that were
written in the prison, such as José Revuelta’s El apando (1969, film version directed by Felipe
Cazals in 1976) and Luis González de Alba’s Los dias y los años (1971) employed the prison as
an emblem of governmental violence.133 The emphasis is also evident in Elena Poniatowska’s
1971 Massacre in Mexico, as she uses the title “Prisoner in Lecumberri” to identify several
interviewees. 134 Thus, in spite of claims that “there were no political prisoners in Mexico,” the
ruling PRI could not “discipline” the narratives of Lecumberri that spilled forth in films,
pamphlets, novels, and posters, and the site served as a nexus for oppositional histories.
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Sospechosos ocultamientos: The Demolition Debates
After 1976, when the site ceased to function as a prison, notions of symbolically
destroying Lecumberri in order to cleanse the nation of this dark history—and its associated
claims against PRI rule—were relatively common. President Echeverría announced that
Lecumberri would be demolished by 1976, the end of his six-year term.135 An article from El
Día in August of 1976, states that the prison would be replaced by a “gran alameda” (grand
boulevard).136 The PRI-appointed regente (head of government) of the Federal District, Carlos
Hank González, suggested that it be demolished to add more park space to the eastern part of the
city.137 Even art critic Jorge Alberto Manrique, a vocal opponent of the demolition, later
acknowledged that its destruction would have been “..A symbolic act. With the political
prisoners of 68, who lived and recounted the hell of Lecumberri, liberated, to destroy the prison
was a symbolic method of stating that Mexico had entered—more or less—an era of
liberalism”138 As late as 1981, when Lecumberri’s preservation had already been ensured, prison
historian Aldo Coletti suggested that “Lecumberri is a stigma, a mirror. It should be demolished,
buried beneath the flowers of a garden, repudiated like the plague, forgotten like a bad dream,
like a nightmare…”139 Coletti’s employment of “mirror” as a metaphor suggests that the
corruptions represented by Lecumberri were a reflection of ongoing conditions in Mexico under
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the PRI, yet he still claims that it be demolished in an act of symbolic cleansing. The proposed
dynamiting of the structure would be both an act of catharsis and an obliteration of evidence.
Historian Eduardo Blanquel was the first to publically oppose the destruction.140 In a
January 12, 1976 interview in the newspaper Excélsior, Blanquel called on the Secretaría del
Patrimonio Nacional (SEPANAL, Ministry of National Patrimony) to save the former prison,
proposing that the site become a “criminology museum.”141 Blanquel inspired Jorge Alberto
Manrique, then director of the Instituto de Investigaciónes Estéticas (Institute of Aesthetic
Research) at the UNAM and member of the Comité Nacional Mexicano del Consejo
Internacional de Monumentos y Sitios (ICOMOS, Mexican Committee of the International
Council on Monuments and [Historic] Sites), to take up the preservationist case. Blanquel and
Manrique argued that Lecumberri needed to be preserved not only for the history that occurred
there, but also for its architectural significance as an important Porfirian-era public work.142
Blanquel praised the structure’s beauty, and went so far as to state that it was the “Most
important carceral monument in Latin America in its era.”143
Manrique later wrote that then-President Luis Echeverría stated he “detests Lecumberri,
but, if you experts say that we need to conserve it, we’ll conserve it.”144 This declaration is
particularly revealing, as it suggests a level of culpability: would he detest Lecumberri had it not
been used by the student movement as a symbol of (his own) repressions? Furthermore, it reveals
how conservation offered an opportunity to expunge such negative connotations. This notion of
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“preservation over politics” helped to reinscribe the moral authority of the ruling PRI, while also
allowing them to revise the scripts that the student movement attached to the site. Lecumberri
could therefore be remade to perform PRI temporalities of progress. Echeverría used a similar
assimilationist tactic on the student movement during his presidency, giving students and
intellectuals aligned with the movement roles in his government and offering material support to
student activists in hopes of pacifying them.145
This performance of transition while maintaining control is evident in a newspaper image
of then-president López Portillo, Echeverría’s successor, along with other bureaucrats and
security agents staring down at a scale model of the proposed renovation (fig. 1.18).146 While the
caption suggests that a “complete transformation” of the prison is underway, the image says
otherwise. The functionaries enact ongoing government surveillance and control within the
photograph, as they stare down at and enframe the complex.147 The photograph also has an
uncanny resemblance to a 1911 photograph of interim President Francisco León de la Barra
enacting a similar performance of power as he looks over a model of Lecumberri penitentiary
(fig. 1.19). The social control of early-20th-century Lecumberri continues into the 1980s.
The decision to preserve Lecumberri was made at the highest levels of government. A
presidential order paused the destruction, and final decisions were made after a meeting at Los
Pinos, the residence of the Mexican President. The group of architects and historians that
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assembled to advocate the preservation of Lecumberri did not have a clear vision for the site,
beyond its preservation—one suggested it be used as a center for artesanías (folk art).148 They
did, however acknowledge the symbolic power of the site, and used this aspect to convince thenPresident Echeverría, and later López Portillo, to conserve the structure.149 Alejandra Moreno
Toscano, then director of the AGN, recounted that the argument that they presented to President
López Portillo
…was that everything was symbolic, and the most closed place [Lecumberri prison], in
which everything was prohibited, in which there was no communication between anyone,
in which there were those who were outside of politics, outside of society, we would
make the inverse repository: the place where everyone wanted to research, that was open,
that would be an issue to discuss, to construct, to create, etc, and give a socially useful
purpose to something that had such a dark history known by all.150
As I show, this narrative of inversion—a transition from closure to openness, darkness to light—
was repeated throughout the renovation of the site and enacted in its architecture.
The idea of housing the AGN in the former prison is credited to historian and thenSecretario de Gobernación Jesús Reyes Heroles, and President López Portillo approved the plan
on May 27, 1977.151 This reuse of the site as the National Archive added another layer of moral

148

Medellín Sanches, "La transformación del Palacio de Lecumberri de penitenciaría en Archivo
General de la Nación," 99.
149
In addition to Manrique, this group included Edmundo O’Gorman; Sergio Galindo, Director
of the National Fine Arts Institute (INBA); Flavio Salamanca, Director of Architecture at the
INBA; architect Tomás Zurián, and Jorge L. Medellín, the eventual architect of the renovation
and then the director of ICOMOS. Ibid; "La Salvación de 'El Palacio Negro de Lecumberri'."
150
“…era que todo era como simbólico y el lugar más cerrado, en donde todo estaba prohibido,
en donde no había comunicación de nadie, en donde estaban como todos los que quedan fuera
de la política, fuera de la sociedad, lo hiciéramos el repositorio inverso: el lugar en donde todos
querían investigar, que sea abierto, que sea una cuestión para comunicar, para construir, para
crear, etcétera, y darle un sentido socialmente útil a algo que tenía una historia tan negra
conocida de todos.” Toscano, Alejandra Moreno, interview with Concheiro San Vicente,
"Historia, ¿para qué? La respuesta y la pregunta", 163.
151
Patricia Galeana, "Introducción," in Lecumberri: un palacio lleno de historia, ed. Archivo
General de la Nación (Mexico City: Secretaría de Gobernación, Archivo General de la Nación,
1994).
46

authority to the project, as it would be a space for the “public good.” Similarly, when federal
officials tore down Belem prison in 1933, they replaced it with the Centro Escolar Revolución
(Revolution Education Center), designed by Juan O’Gorman. Architectural historian Patrice
Elizabeth Olsen sees this shift as a symbolic inversion, allowing the Centro Escolar to signify
the redeeming educational values of the Revolution instead of the punishment of its dissidents.152
A similar sense of redemption through education was afforded to Lecumberri through its reuse as
the AGN. By the late 1970s, commentators argued that the Archive needed salvation, as well.

An Archival History
By the late 1970s, the National Archive, like Lecumberri prison, was crowded and
chaotic. Government bureaucrats, intellectuals, and journalists decried the conditions in the
AGN.153 A 1978 report on the state of Mexican archives highlighted a number of issues across
the system, including the lack of conservation standards, classificatory systems, skilled
archivists, and consistent policies for the incorporation of new governmental documents.154 A
1977 photo of the archival materials in the Palacio Nacional offers evidence of this sorry state:
the shelves sit near-empty as boxes of documents cascade down a pile in the background (fig.
1.20). Finally, and most dramatically, several essays from the period underscore the tragic theft
of historical documents, arguing that Mexican cultural patrimony had ended up in collections in
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Europe and the U.S. due to a lack of security in national archives.155 As I go on to show, this
concern over theft was one reason that Lecumberri’s vigilance structures stayed intact through
the conversion. Such continuities undermine the official emphasis on transition and inversion.
Prior to the opening of the AGN in the former Lecumberri prison, the Mexican National
Archives had never had their own edifice. The Second Count of Revillagigedo developed the
first National Archive in 1790, housed on the first floor of the Palacio Nacional (National
Palace, the Mexican capitol building). When this space reached capacity in 1823, the Convent of
Santo Domingo housed the overflow.156 During the 1920s, a third space was needed, and
officials selected the Casa Amarilla (Yellow House), a former temple to the Virgin of Guadalupe
in the Tacubaya neighborhood.157 Finally, in 1973, archivists transferred some materials to the
second floor of the Palacio de Comunicaciones in the historical center of the city—the building
that now houses the National Museum of Art (Museo Nacional de Arte, MUNAL).158 This brief
history of the archive suggests that it was not merely the fiscal crisis of the late 1970s and thenPresident Echeverría’s interest in focusing a greater percentage of governmental spending on
infrastructure outside of the capital city that led the government to reuse an existing space for the
archive.159 It was also part of a long tradition of housing the National Archives in repurposed
buildings of historic significance.

155

Luis Gutierrez R., "Saqueo en el Archivo General de la Nación, Dununcia su Directora," El
Universal, July 2 1977; Salvador Corro, "Los funcionarios privatizan y hasta venden archivos
oficiales. Gran parte de la historia documental del país, perdida," Proceso, no. 254 (1981).
156
J. Ignacio Rubio Mañé, El Archivo General de la Nación México, Distrito Federal, Estados
Unidos Mexicanos, Second Edition ed. (Mexico City: Secretaría de Gobernación, 1973), 31. For
a detailed history of the archive, see also Mario Mariscal, Reseña historica del Archivo General
de la Nación (Mexico City: Secretaria de Gobernación 1946).
157
The Casa Amarilla is now the auditorium of the Miguel Hidalgo delegación (urban district).
158
Galeana, "Introducción," 9.
159
Thank you to Gillian Sneed to bringing this issue to my attention. For more on Echeverría’s
infrastructural projects and the financial crisis, see Diane E. Davis, "From Urban to National:
48

Sospechosos ocultamientos: Selective Demolition
A press release about the inauguration of the AGN stated that “…one of the basic aspects of
this transformation was erasing the repressive image that prisons always have…”160 This erasure
was vital to the credibility of performances of progress, and demolition of the structure began
even before the prison was fully cleared of inmates.161 Even after the former penitentiary was
spared from the wrecking ball, selective demolition was used to separate histories that were
“desirable” to the ruling PRI from those that disrupted its temporality.
Contemporary commentators drew clear distinctions between the “luminous” architectures of
Lecumberri and darker ones. In his 1979 book El final de Lecumberri, Sergio García Ramírez,
the PRI-appointed criminal justice scholar who oversaw the prison during its last four months of
operation, stated that the turn-of-the-century structure had pure, well-intentioned origins. He
lauds Lecumberri’s early focus on penal humanism, order, and vigilance, and then asserts that
“architectural disorder” reigned in later years.162 The construction of additional annexes in the
spaces between the radiating cell blocks, a necessity in addressing overcrowding and
accommodating changing penal philosophies, “cluttered” the plan (fig. 1.21 cf. fig. 1.22). García
Ramirez’s words paralleled the rhetoric of the group of architects and historians that lobbied to
save Lecumberri, as they cited its importance as an example of Porfirian architectural modes and
penal modernism. Similarly, architect Mario Bautista O’Farrill argued that Lecumberri’s
Fiscal Crisis, 1973-1982," in Urban Leviathan: Mexico City in the Twentieth Century
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), 219-53.
160
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importance in Mexican architectural history should be privileged over its carceral history in his
1977 report of recommendations for the site.163 He advocated “leaving the true and removing the
false” during the renovation, thus deeming the official performance of progress to be “the truth”
and justifying the demolition of spaces that were “untrue,” and thus unruly, in this schema.164
A parallel emphasis on Lecumberri’s luminous origins is evident in architect Jorge L.
Medellín’s plan for the archive. Medellín, then Director General de Inmuebles y Supervisión
(General Director of Real Estate and Supervision) of the Secretaría de Gobernación, directed the
renovation, with input from the AGN’s director, Alejandra Moreno Toscano.165 He lobbied for
the removal of sections that “lack architectural value” in order to “…discover original openings
and arches,” and stated that he was “always seeking the architectural purity of its era.”166
Medellin later recounted that during an early meeting at Los Pinos to discuss possible uses for
site, the group prominently displayed the original 1886 plan for the penitentiary, suggesting its
omnipresence in re-envisioning the structure.167 Medellín’s appeals to “architectural value”
allowed the redesigned archive to evoke the optimism of the original prison, while
simultaneously erasing counternarrative spaces.
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Because the site was legally considered a historical monument, it was protected under
article 36 of the National Law on Monuments and Archeological, Artistic or Historic Zones,
overseen by the Consejo Nacional de Monumentos Históricos (CNMH, National Board of
Historical Monuments). The CNMH tasked a committee of architects and historians with
approving the designs for the conservation and adaptation of the structure and ensuring the
protection of the space. In his discussions with committee members, however, Medellín
underscored the need to make the prison “useful” in order to save it, justifying selective
demolitions as necessary for preservation.168
In total, 8,236 square meters of buildings were demolished (fig. 1.23).169 The sections
that were removed included several of the post-1900 annexes between cell blocks that García
Ramírez decried in his writing on the structure, including dining halls, kitchens, offices, laundry
rooms, workshops, and restrooms. However, these demolitions also included two original
elements: the torre de vigilancia (guard tower) and circulares (circular cells, two in total). Both
spaces were highly circulated, disruptive symbols of the prison’s repressions, suggesting a very
selective employment of the idea of preservation.
From the early discussions of how to modify the site to accommodate the AGN, members
of the CNMH committee highlighted these two spaces as particularly problematic. In a
September 1977 letter to Medellín, Ramon M. Bonafil Castro, the Director of the CNMH,
requests various designs for the prison, and “especially alternatives for the central nucleus and
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the two circular buildings…”170 The October 3, 1977 minutes of a meeting of the CNMH
committee mentions these same two structures as worthy of additional discussion.171 I consider
these two spaces in detail, as a trap and a labyrinth that disrupted the temporality of transition.

Una trampa: The Guard Tower
The proposed demolition of the central guard tower provoked a heated debate within the
CNMH committee in charge of approving the renovation. The debate held up construction plans,
trapping the project in a struggle over what should be remembered at Lecumberri. AGN director
Alejandra Moreno Toscano went so far as to argue that the debate might cause the federal
government to cancel the whole project due to delays and lack of funds.172 The tower, and its
associations, thus disrupted the temporality of progress. Its eventual removal, to use Bautista’s
terms, can be read as an attempt to quitar lo falso (remove the false), that is, to suppress
counternarratives about repression deemed false by the PRI.
The tower was a ruina molesta because it served as a representation of the surveilling
power of the state, visible from outside the walls. The tower was a symbol of the penitentiary
from its early years, as it loomed over the prison. A José Guadalupe Posada print, published by
170
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the Vanegas Arroyo publishing house alongside corridos (ballads) about Lecumberri,
exaggerated the immensity of the structure (fig. 1.24). As cultural historian Juan de Dios
Vásquez suggests, here the tower becomes a Foucaultian icon not only for the surveillance of
those held inside, but also, given its stature, of those outside the penitentiary.173 Just ten years
later, in 1910, Manuel Manilla represented the tower as an ominous stack of skulls and bones
(fig. 1.25). Vásquez argues that both Posada and Manilla depicted the structure in a form akin to
that of the Eiffel Tower, implying that, by 1910, the optimistic francophile modernization project
of Lecumberri had already died, instead functioning as an oppressive monument of state
control.174 How could one claim that the space was reformed, if this trap still existed?
Documents from the first CNMH meeting about Lecumberri show that the committee had
already decided that the tower should be integrated into the new plan, while opening up the
central space and giving it a “completely different character.”175 However, in subsequent
meetings and correspondence, Medellín and Moreno Toscano staunchly advocated removing the
tower. They even attempted to work around CNMH approval altogether, petitioning the INBA
directly while the CNMH committee was stalled in deliberations.176 Their arguments were
various: pragmatically, they maintained that the tower was structurally unsound, that the central
space needed to be covered in order to maintain a consistent temperature and humidity
173
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throughout the archive,177 and that creating a roof around the tower would cost 40% of the total
budget for the renovation.178
However, the argument most often repeated by proponents of the structure’s removal was
that Lecumberri could only be preserved if it was not left in its current state, but instead put to
use. Ironically, they presented this argument after Lecumberri’s reuse as the Archive had already
been assured by the presidential decree of May 27, 1977. They went on to claim that its destiny
as the AGN was fundamentally at odds with the repressive image of the guard tower.179 Medellín
cited architect Mario Bautista O’Farrill’s report, which insisted that the site be preserved as an
example of functionalist architecture, not of “repressive technology.”180 This removal would end
its “dominion over the structure,” performing a break with the past, although the governmental
vigilance of the structure, as newspapers images show, remained consistent.181
Those in favor of leaving the tower intact suggested that it could pass through a roof over
the central space, be encapsulated under a massive dome, or that the top of the tower could be
removed to serve as a lantern atop a dome. They commissioned and circulated six drawings of
possible ways to incorporate the tower into the structure.182 One shows a low ceiling over the
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central space, with the legs of the tower visible in the center (fig. 1.26), and another depicts the
upper portion of the tower erupting through the roof (fig. 1.27). These proponents argued that the
tower was part of the “historical testimony” at Lecumberri, even if it was testimony to “the
repressive system of that era.”183 The repression, however, that these proponents suggest is
distant—of “that era,” not the current one.
After hours of debate and many letters back and forth, Manrique, one of the principal
opponents of the tower’s demolition, admitted that that they were trapped “between a rock and a
hard place."184 On February 22, 1978, the committee finally decided that the project was not one
of restoration, but of adaptation, and approved the tower’s removal. They stipulated that they
would only allow the deinstallation, however, if the tower was preserved and reinstalled in the
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Museo Tecnológico (Museum of Technology).185 Workers disassembled the tower and treated
the pieces with anticorrosive paint in preparation for its reassembly.186 However, the director of
the Museo rejected the tower, stating that it did not fit within their museological goals.187 The
tower was a trap: a barrier to linear narratives of progress, both at the Museum of Technology
and the AGN. In 1980, Medellín was still attempting to find a suitable home for the tower in one
of the parks near the former prison, but it was never reinstalled, and neither Manrique nor
Moreno Toscano knew of its ultimate destiny.188

Un laberinto: The circulares
The panoptical cells in the two circulares were a second ruina molesta, as they housed
political prisoners in the aftermath of 1968. The barred ceilings of these cells and the tower
looming over each circular are a repeated motif in Oscar Menendez’s film Historia de un
documento (History of a Document, 1971, fig. 1.28), recorded illicitly by political prisoners in
Lecumberri.189 The stark parallel lines of the barred ceilings and their shadows take over the
frame, conjuring up the state’s excesses. In the film, the prisoners themselves are an absent
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presence, their faces only visible in the final minutes. Instead, the architecture serves as a
metaphor for their state.
The demolition of these cells was not immediate, as photos dated to January 24, 1978
show the then-director of the archive Alejandra Moreno Toscano and other functionaries touring
the intact circulares (fig. 1.29).190 The interior cell walls were destroyed by January 1979, as a
page of the pictorial records of the renovation attests to their recent demolition (fig. 1.30).
Workers demolished the cells themselves, although the rounded exterior walls and the panoptical
towers in the center of each block remain (fig. 1.31). The only traces of the cells are the stone
foundations that cut through the grass around each tower (fig. 1.32). This renders the space
similar to the memorial site at Villa Grimaldi, a former Centro Clandestino de Detención,
Tortura y Exterminio (CCDTyE, Clandestine Center for Detention, Torture, and Extermination),
where the major structures were demolished upon its passing from government hands into
private develpers. Cultural theorist Nelly Richard evocatively writes that the demolition at Villa
Grimaldi made “an ordered field of vision out of what was once a lacerated texture of experience,
disembodying the lived matter of remembrance, whose deep subjective fractures are
unrecognizable in this flat, serene, uninterrupted map.”191 Similarly, former prisoners at
Lecumberri would struggle to evoke the experiencing of living with and within the worn stone
walls, claustrophobic spaces, and barred view of the sky, while standing in the grassy expanse
now surrounding each torreón.
As in the case of the guard tower, appeals to architectural history made when preserving
other aspects of the site were not privileged here. In his official report, Bautista declared that the
190

Box 11, Folder 112, Dirección General, Historia, Vol. 1, Archivo General de la Nación.
Although these photos themselves are not dated, photos in Box 10, Folder 87 are dated January
24, 1978 and show the same figures visiting the site, wearing the same clothes.
191
Richard, "Sites of Memory, Emptying Remembrance," 177. Emphasis in original.
57

architectural value of the prison resided in its adaptation of Bentham’s panopticon, but the truly
panoptical elements were greatly altered.192 Yet he also asserted that the central towers and the
perimeter walls of the circulares were “in a good state, more or less, to be used differently” in
the archive in 1977, already implying the demolition of the interior cell walls.193
A review of the plans for the site shows that the circulares were a labyrinth for memory,
as they were destined for various disparate uses, but never actually remodeled. I do not employ
the term labyrinth in the sense of a unicursal, circling path for meditative walking, although the
foundations of the former cells do loosely evoke such forms (figs. 1.31, 1.32). Instead, I invoke
Daedalus’s construction from Ovid’s Metamorphoses: a serpentine maze, from which even the
builder could barely escape. Similarly, the designers of the AGN could not resolve the question
of how to use the circulares. Blueprints for the renovation of the north circular variously
reimagine it as a conference hall (n.d.), a restaurant and cafe with exhibition space (Oct. 1977), a
garden (Nov. 1979), a restaurant with a grand piano inside the torreón (Aug. 1980), or a
cafeteria, bookstore and garden (Sept. 1980). Plans for the south circular variously state that it
will become a museum (Nov. 1979 and April 1982) or a conference space (Oct. 1977 and Sept.
1980).194 Yet none of these plans were enacted, and the exterior walls of the circulares remain
empty, save an occasional photography exhibition. This may be, in part, because Medellín
intended these spaces for auxiliary roles, not necessary for the Archive’s functioning; however,
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bookstore, cafeteria, garden, and museum spaces are now present elsewhere in the complex. Yet,
it also suggests that these spaces were a disruptive presence, evoking political prisoners and thus
confounding performances of transition.
These two demolitions of original elements show that designers evoked narratives about
the progressive, international origins of the prison’s architecture very selectively. In his speech
at the reinauguration of the AGN, eminent architect Pedro Ramírez Vázquez briefly mentioned
that attendees sat on the former site of the guard tower, but then immediately affirmed that the
“remodeling criteria gave utmost respect to the original construction systems…”195 Such
selectivity allowed for the erasure of uncomfortable spaces that counteracted PRI narratives of
transition, while still heralding the moral authority of historic preservation.

Sospechosas revelaciones: Inversion
The desire to give the space a completely different character went beyond the demolition
of the guard tower and the circulares. Medellín emphasized a rupture with the past in his
architectural choices, arguing that he had to “invert the system” in place in the prison in order to
make the building viable as an archive.196 The AGN’s director, Moreno Toscano, echoed this
language in her speech at the reinauguration of the site when she stated that the prison’s
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workings had been “totally inverted.”197 Furthermore, the 1982 publication “Obras de la
Secretaría de Gobernación” (Works of the Ministry of Internal Affairs) features a number of
“before and after” images of Lecumberri, visually arguing that the renovation transformed the
space (fig. 1.33).198
One architectural iteration of this inversion narrative was the idea that the prison went
from “closed” to “open,” evidenced in the redrawing of spatial divisions. The majority of the
former prison cells now house archival material, the doors left open as a sign of utopian archival
access.199 As former prison director Sergio García Ramírez wrote, “the greatest testimonies of
the Republic will occupy the place that housed the worst men…”200 Formerly closed cells are
metaphorically “opened” to archival consultation.
A second architectural inversion that commentators frequently cited was the removal of
most metal bars and doors within the structure, and particularly the barred iron gates at the top of
each cellblock (fig. 1.34).201 These elements are a repeated motif in critical representations of the
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prison during the period. For example, in José Revueltas’s 1969 novel El Apando and Felipe
Cazal’s 1976 filmic interpretation, two central motifs are the image of the prisoner "El Carajo"
with his head wedged in the opening to his cell door, and later, impaled by metal bars (fig.
1.35).202 As mentioned previously, the 1970 documentary Historia de un documento features the
barred roofs and metal doors of the panoptical cells prominently (fig. 1.28). The removal of these
gates left the top of each cell block “open,” albeit still guarded. Later, the AGN added glass walls
to cordon off each corridor from the central atrium, evoking transparency while allowing for
control—both climate and otherwise (fig. 1.36).
Finally, architecture critic Louise Noelle heralds the fact that the building no longer has
the “feeling of a prison” due to Medellín’s use of indirect lighting and sensually pleasing
materials such as hardwood flooring.203 First-story walls between the cells, which were plastered
and whitewashed while the prison was in operation, were stripped to expose their brick-andstone construction (figs. 1.37 cf. 1.38). The exposure of the “inner structure” of the prison’s
architecture further evokes a sense of transparency and inversion, and is part of a larger design
trend for cultural centers in historic spaces.
The 2011 renovation of the ex-Cárcel Parque Cultural (ex-Prison Cultural Park, now
referred to as the Parque Cultural de Valparaíso or Valparaiso Cultural Park) in Valparaíso, Chile
shows a similar interest in “exposing” formerly obscured historic details. The firm HPLS

202

José Revueltas, El apando, 1st ed., Alacena (México: Era, 1969); Felipe Cazals, "El apando,"
(Mexico: Conacite Uno, 1976). Similarly, a 1950 Life magazine photo essay featured three
images of men sticking their heads through the hatches in their cell doors, suggesting this was a
repeated motif when representing incarceration at Lecumberri. "The Black Palace: An infamous
cesspool of Mexican crime is being scoured by a vigorous warden," Life, no. April 3 (1950).
203
“Se colocaron pisos de madera, en color natural, y una adecuada iluminación lateral para
reforzar el sentido de galería y ayudar a olvidar el sentimiento de cárcel.” Noelle Gras de
Mereles, "El Archivo General de la Nacion: Transformación de una antigua penitenciaría en
centro cultural," 142.
61

Arquitectos won the competition to renovate the site, which held political prisoners during the
Pinochet dictatorship (1973-1990). Their plan gutted the prison’s long cell block, built in 1906
and used until 1999, leaving only the outer shell.204 This revealed a patchwork of cell outlines on
the interior walls, with pin-up girls and prisoner graffiti intact (fig. 1.39). Inside this shell, HPLS
built new studio spaces, yet the cell walls are still visible in areas. Historical materials become
ornament in such a design, both at the Chilean Parque Cultural and at Lecumberri. The
repressive histories of these structures are thus neutralized, made decorative.
As Apebas’s file cabinet cartoon and Brinkman-Clark’s writing suggest, the inversion of
Lecumberri was fragmentary and fictional: a way of neutralizing the criticisms attached to the
space. The fundamental systems in play in the prison remain active in the archive, and the
prisons’ layout remains unmodified.205 These “inversions” were performative—allowing
governmental figures to celebrate the transition while maintaining the same underlying structures
of control.
First, appeals to openness are suspect, both because the prison was never truly a “closed,”
impervious space, and because the archive never aimed to be fully “open.”206 Sources such as
Arturo Ripstein’s 1977 documentary film Lecumberri, El Palacio Negro, filmed shortly before
the prison’s closure in 1976, show that the walls of the prison were fairly porous in practice, with

204

"Avances de obras abril 2011: Parque Cultural Valparaíso o la re significación del espacio
público," (Dirección de Arquitectura, Ministerio de Obras Públicas, 2011). Thank you to Liz
Donato, whose work brought this example to my attention.
205
Zeynep Kezer highlights a similar continuity of plan in the renovation of Istanbul’s
Sultanahmet Prison to become a Four Seasons hotel, suggesting that it is the practices through
which space is produced and not the architecture itself that fundamentally defines the prison and
the hotel. Zeynep Kezer, "If walls could talk: Exploring the dimensions of heterotopia at the Four
Seasons Istanbul Hotel," in Architecture as Experience: Radical change in spatial practice, ed.
Dana Arnold and Andrew Ballantyne (London: Routledge, 2004), 219-23.
206
Flaherty discusses this porosity in Flaherty, Hotel Mexico: Dwelling on the '68 Movement, 3133.
62

goods and people flowing in and out constantly. Furthermore, it reveals that some prisoners spent
much of their time out of their cells, working in bureaucratic or maintenance positions that
allowed them significant mobility within the prison.
In spite of this porosity, Medellín and Moreno Toscano used the “closed” nature of
Lecumberri’s architecture as an argument in favor of its reuse as the AGN. The pair cited
ongoing concerns about the theft of documents as a reason that Lecumberri would be ideal to
house the National Archive. They lauded its centralized surveillance hub and storage of
documents in individual cells instead of on open shelves, as in the Palacio de Comunicaciones,
as means to protect the collection from its visitors.207 The same bureaucrats that extolled the
openness of the inverted space also heralded its “closed” nature.
“Openness” was a charged political concept during the era. Echeverría frequently cited
an “apertura democrática,” or democratic opening of the political landscape to minority parties,
during his regime. The changes included decreasing the vote threshold that minority parties
needed in order to attain congressional seats, and shifting some municipal power from unelected
officials to local representatives. However, the term “democratic opening” itself suggests the
generally authoritarian nature of PRI rule, and, ironically, many of the structural reforms were
used to legitimize and consolidate the PRI’s power at the grassroots level.208 Thus the apertura
democrática, too, was a performance of transition.
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Additionally, Mexican governmental documents were far from open and accessible in
1982. At that time, researchers, family members of the disappeared, and other interested parties
did not have access to the files of the Dirección Federal de Seguridad (DFS, Federal Department
of Security) nor the Centro de Investigación y Seguridad Nacional (Cisen, Center for Research
and National Security), the key agencies in covert and often-violent operations against dissidents
from the 1960s to the 1980s. PAN-President Vicente Fox only made the DFS and Cisen archives
public in 2002, after the presidential defeat of the PRI. However, Cisen employees were able to
selectively curate these archives before they were released. Furthermore, Vicente Capello, a
former DFS agent, and other Cisen personnel remained custodians of these documents at the
AGN, giving figures allied with the DFS the ultimate say in what could be consulted. These
archival officials have even denied the very existence of documents that have already been made
public. Then, in February of 2015, AGN officials abruptly removed all DFS files from direct
consultation.209 In the 1980s, in spite of the nationalistic displays of openness at Lecumberri, the
public had almost no access to documentary evidence about Mexico’s recent political history,
and the archive remains closed in spite of transitional narratives.

Sospechosas revelaciones: Religiosity and Light
While discussing inversion in political and architectural terms, commentators also evoked
religious language. A 1982 newspaper article described the renovation as the “salvation of
Lecumberri.” The article appeared alongside an image of the circulares with the inner cells
destroyed, suggesting the paradox of salvation through destruction.210 Earlier the same year,
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unomásuno columnist Hujo Hiriart called it the renovation a “transfiguration.”211 Such language
continued to be employed to discuss the renovation years later. For example, the transformation
was referred to as a “redemption” by Julia Estela Ponce in her 2000 text for the 100th anniversary
of the prison’s inauguration.212 These varying Catholic paradigms all suggest a transition, from
the earthly to the heavenly or the sinful to the virtuous, buttressing the PRI’s performance of
progress.
A June 1979 architectural sketch for the end of one of the cellblocks-turned-galleries
exhibits similarly quasi-religious details (fig. 1.40). The drawing shows the wall at the end of the
block punctured by over sixty asymmetrically-placed rectangular windows of varying sizes. Each
window, in turn, consists of rectilinear, abstract stained glass patterns. Such windows suggest
that Medellín was also thinking in terms of religious purification, through an evocation of sacred
space.
While these stained glass windows never came to fruition, elsewhere commentators
emphasized the importance of natural light and its connotations of cleansing and progress. One
1982 newspaper article called this the ability to “extract light and vitality where there was
darkness,” while Ponce said that Lecumberri “shone once again, now with respectful
radiance.”213 The emphasis on natural light is evident in the addition of clerestory windows
running the length of each cell block, allowing indirect light to filter into the archive and
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consultation spaces (fig. 1.36). The intersection of light and religious discourse is also evident in
Medellín’s most prominent addition to the site: the dome over the massive hub connecting the
radiating cell blocks.

Sospechosas revelaciones: The Dome
After the CNMH committee finally approved the removal of the surveillance tower in
February 1978, Medellín subcontracted Triodetic, S.A. to cover the central space.214 The
resulting roof, a triodetic dome covered in copper laminate (fig. 1.41, 1.42), was one of the final
elements completed during the renovation. Although Medellín and others argued that
Lecumberri’s value came from its historic architecture, the new dome became a locus of
meaning, shifting attention from the disruptive histories evoked by the structure.
This de-centering of the Lecumberri’s Porfirian architecture in favor of the dome is
evident in a March 1980 rendering of the renovated site (fig. 1.43). The projection does not
center on the facade or the guard tower, as in many historical drawings and photographs of
Lecumberri (figs. 1.13, 1.24). Instead, the dome is the focal point, breaking the idealistically
even roofline. The architect relegates the 1900 facade of Lecumberri to the left-hand edge of the
drawing. Reading the image from left to right, the dome marks a linear progression from prison
to archive. The past evoked by the regal façade of the “Palacio Negro” recedes into the distance.
Invitations to the August 27, 1982 inauguration of the AGN in its new home also featured
the dome prominently (fig. 1.44).215 Both the sketch and the event itself can be considered
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official performances of transition. While the historic facade appears in a darker ink in this aerial
view, the dome takes up the center of the composition. Here, the artist depicted the dome as a
transparent bubble without any visible scaffolding or support, allowing the viewer to surveil the
open space at the center of the building below. This aspect of the sketch was fantastical, as the
completed dome was opaque. However, early in the dome’s construction it did offer a window
into the site, albeit with a visible triodetic internal structure (fig. 1.45). The fantastical dome on
the invitation thus offers an exaggerated form of the discourse of transparency and light that was
used to evoke transition.
An article about the inauguration in El Universal similarly describes the proceedings
occurring “under the splendid cupola, which filters the morning light.”216 The light filters in
through the central oculus (fig. 1.46). This architectural element is not only pragmatic—both
reducing the weight of the dome and functioning as its keystone—but also has religious
connotations. In examples such as the Pantheon in Rome and the Church of the Holy Sepulchre
in Jerusalem, the oculus represents an apotheosis from the terrestrial realm to the heavenly.217
The AGN’s oculus was dramatically rendered in an undated sketch of the sala central for the
Bicentennial of the Archive (fig. 1.47). The shaft of light from the oculus spotlights the Mexican
national seal and the stage below it, and demands the rapt attention of the seated figures. The
Mexican state, and the stage for its performance of advancement, are elevated to the divine.
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The architect himself cited two other architectural precedents when making the case for
replacing the surveillance tower with the dome: the reading room in the library of the British
Museum (1857, fig. 1.48), and the exhibition hall of the National Archive in Washington, D.C.
(Now known as the “Rotunda for the Charters of Freedom,” 1937, fig. 1.49).218 These projects
both employed a Neoclassical dome and oculus inspired by the Pantheon. Through the dome, and
his argument about its associations with some of the most important repositories in Britain and
the U.S., Medellín attempted to elevate the former prison space to the status of eminent
international archive.
While appealing to the rationality of neoclassical structures, Medellín also nodded to
mid-century Mexican design. The frequent use of the dome as a symbol for the renovated AGN
mirrors the reception of the Sports Palace designed by Felix Candela, Enrique Castañeda, and
Antonio Peyrí for the 1968 Olympics (fig. 1.50). The Palace features a striking faceted dome
plated in copper. As Luis Castañeda argues, the Sports Palace dome was ubiquitous in the
promotional materials for the games, functioning as an “image machine.” That is, the structure’s
distinctive form encouraged its circulation in the mass media, supporting the Olympic rhetoric of
nationalism, technological progress, industry, and architectural modernism.219 Twenty-two years
later, the dome at Lecumberri recalled these 1968 Olympic narrative of peace and progress
against counternarratives of political repression.
However, the dome at the AGN is perhaps better referred to as an aspirational image
machine, as it does not function in the same manner as the Sports Palace. While the dome is
centered in many representations of the AGN, it is actually quite difficult to see the dome from
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outside of the complex. Today, when approaching at street level from the front of the structure,
the historic facade obscures any view of the dome. Therefore, the centrality of the dome in
images that circulated around the renovation does not match the experience of the building. The
material reality of the structure overtakes the optimistic images, questioning the narrative of
openness and redemption that surrounded the triodetic form.
The dome came to represent the cleansing of Lecumberri through light and through a
modernist architectural vocabulary that connoted progress. It is not surprising, then, that early
plans called for two more domes, one over each of the circulares. (Fig. 1.51).220 These ruinas
molestas were to be topped with symbols of transition, sealing in their dissident histories.
The use of the dome also placed Lecumberri well within the discourse of urban renewal
in the Eastern portion of Mexico City. Less than a kilometer from Lecumberri, the Terminal de
Autobuses Pasajeros del Oriente (TAPO, Eastern Bus Terminal), designed by Juan José Díaz
Infante and opened in 1979, also features a massive domed structure (fig. 1.52). The dome was
thus a marker of three major governmental building projects in eastern Mexico City throughout
the late 1960s and 1970s, giving a distinctive, marketable character to this part of the city. All
were public works projects that aimed to breathe new life into the area, usually avoided by
tourists in spite of its proximity to the historic city center.
Medellín and Moreno Toscano made this desire explicit in their 1977 presentation of the
plans for the AGN. One of the nine objectives of the renovation that they list was “creating a
cultural center in an urban zone that lacks these services, and that will therefore benefit from
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them.”221 Though at least one commentator critiqued the new AGN for being far from other
academic resources, this could also be seen as a boon, attracting students, scholars, and visitors
to the area and encouraging residents to use its services.222
An additional goal was to “Utilize a historical building that characterizes one of the
neighborhoods of Mexico City.”223 There was a significant economic impetus for the reuse of
such “characteristic” constructions. David Harvey, in The Art of Rent, shows how such “marks of
distinction,” or “unique, non-replicable qualities,” help to brand a given urban territory, thus
allowing for the extraction of monopoly rents.224 He goes on to state that “…The knowledge and
heritage industries, the vitality and ferment of cultural production, signature architecture, and the
cultivation of distinctive aesthetic judgements have become powerful constitutive elements in the
politics of urban entrepreneurialism in many places…”225 Many aspects of this battle for marks
of distinction are present in the AGN project: it featured a signature Porfirian-era prison
architecture that was revalued aesthetically and designated to become part of the knowledge
industry.

221

“4. Crear un centro cultural en una zona urbana que carece de esos servicios y que por ello
resultará beneficiada.” Alejandra Moreno Toscano and Jorge L. Medellín to Jesús Reyes
Heroles, Secretario de Gobernación, April 18, 1977. Box 8, folder 32, Dirección General,
Historia, Vol. 1, Archivo General de la Nación. This narrative was also repeated in press reports
on the transition. See, for example, "En Lecumberri, el Archivo de la Nación. Decreto del
Presidente," El Sol de México, July 27 1977.
222
Iñigo Laviada, "Medida Absurda. El Archivo, a Lecumberri," Excelsior, June 14, 1977.
223
“5. Utilizar un inmueble histórico que ha caracterizado a una de las zonas de la Ciudad de
México.” Ibid.
224
David Harvey, "The Art of Rent," in Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban
Revolution (London: Verso, 2013), 103-09.
225
Ibid., 106.
70

The Venustiano Carranza delegación (urban district) around Lecumberri needed such
marks of distinction, and the accompanying economic boom.226 In the 1985 book Imagen de la
Gran Capital (“Image of the Greater Capital [Region]”) there are only six buildings in the
delegación listed as “cultural patrimony.” One is the AGN: the other five are Catholic temples.227
Another governmental report states that there are no museums in the zone, stating “Tourism in
this area does not have a great impact, given that it does not have tourist centers.”228 The 19761982 remodel foregrounded distinctive yet assimilable features—Porfirian architecture,
modernist domes—that were comfortable within a touristic, developmentalist view of Mexico.

Escapes
Just as prisoners tunneled out from Lecumberri, just as activist women visited political
prisoners and brought them goods from “outside,” and just as political prisoners disseminated
their writings beyond Lecumberri’s walls, neither the architecture of Lecumberri nor the
government’s media output could fully control the narrative.229 As Draper suggests, though the
archive offers a private, controlled history, it also offers the means, and the space, to seek
counternarratives. I have already shown how the tower and the circulares staged unruly
temporalities: here, I offer other such escapes.
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A 2011 video by Gina Arizpe entitled Cerramiento (Enclosure, 2011) uses the space of
the former cell blocks to counter progressive narratives.230 On a seven-channel closed-circuit
security video, two AGN guards walk down parallel second-story corridors lined with cells (fig.
1.53). The uniformed figures silently progress at the same pace, closing each metal door that they
reach. Their actions are quotidian: regimented, but unremarkable. Yet the sound of the cell doors
closing in near-unison echoes through the cellblock, disturbing the silence and underscoring the
violence implicit in such an act.
The closure that is referenced in the title of Arizpe’s installation and visible in the actions
of the guards offers a counter-narrative to the rhetoric of openness that surrounded the transition.
The video underscores the fact that the repressive, carceral functions of Lecumberri—el recluir,
el clausurar, el classificar, y el vigilar—also serve the archive. During the action, Arizpe
projected the surveillance footage onto the exterior of one of the cell-block-turned-archive
buildings in real time. The clanging of the cell doors thundered through the archive, suggesting a
continuation of state violence, in spite of the renovation.
A double-bind is present in Arizpe’s Cerramiento, however, as it relies heavily on the
archive in order to level its critique. The installation was sponsored by the AGN itself, as part of
the 2011 exhibition memoria y olvido: Reflexiones en torno al concepto de Archivo en el AGN y
su labor de resguardo (memory and forgetting: Reflections on the concept of Archive in the AGN
and its labor of protection).231 This could be seen as yet another performance of transition: by
exhibiting Arizpe’s artwork, the AGN again argued that it was “open,” as Arizpe renders a
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selective view of its security procedures visible, and thus amenable to criticism. Simultaneously,
the piece can be read as a conservative celebration of the archive’s careful “labor de resguardo”
(labor of protection), a theme highlighted in the exhibition title. The security guards, in this
reading, are “defending national patrimony.” Yet the unmistakable prison architecture of the
AGN is uncanny, infusing Cerramiento with a shifty, subversive edge. The building may keep
documents safe, but which documents? And to what end? Arizpe’s performance and installation
obscures any neat boundaries between national patrimony and DFS secrets: both are found
within the former cell blocks.
Similarly, the photographic work of Venezuelan artist Ángela Bonadies disrupts the
temporality of progress, showing, as she states, “the themes that persist.”232. For her 2011 series
Palacio Negro, Bonadies mined the AGN’s collection, photographing an undated strip of
negatives that depicts four women at work sweeping the prison’s hallways (fig. 1.54). She
displays this archival image after her own photograph of a woman performing the same task in
the AGN complex (fig. 1.55). By placing the archival image of janitorial workers after their
contemporary counterparts in the series, Bonadies inverts the traditional timeline, unseating the
“past” from which the archive derives its authority. As the text accompanying Bonadies’ archival
image suggests, the same gendered power structures are present “una y otra vez:” over and over,
once and again. This ambiguous temporality, this una y otra vez, escapes the rigid linear timeline
of transition.
Bonadies’ choice to photograph a latex-gloved hand holding the film negative places the
image firmly within the archive—and its attendant demands on users (“…one should use clean
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white cotton gloves at all times while in direct contact with the photographic material…”).233
This glove suggests the connections between the “low” rituals of cleaning depicted in the film
strip and the “high” rituals of cultural custodianship enacted in most modern archives. Bonadies,
like Arizpe, contaminates the archive with the labor necessary for its maintenance.234 In doing
so, she refuses to see value in documents severed from the present. Instead, she attempts to use
the archive “against itself.” Comparative literature scholar Susana Draper shows how such a
subversive use of the prison-archive is a double-bind. That is, the archive narrates a “private
history” that is the result of state violence, but without the archive, there is no material from
which to seek alternative memories that address such violence.235 Similarly, Bonadies must
submit to the archival regime—gloves, omissions, and all—in order to highlight parallels
between past and present. In the end, her work mimics the strategies of categorization (“images
of women / sweeping / Lecumberri”) that are fundamental to the archive.236 However, her
anachronistic organization of the photographs holds no value in the bureaucratic regime of the
National Archive and its positivist narrative: therein lies Palacio Negro’s subversive power.
Even at the inauguration of the AGN in its new home, the climax of the government’s
performance of transition, unruly narratives emerged. Arturo Martínez Nateras, a communist
activist and post-1968 political prisoner in Lecumberri, interrupted the official program of the
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inauguration by shouting a speech to the gathered dignitaries.237 In his speech, he listed the
names of several prominent political prisoners throughout the history of Lecumberri and called
on the president to release activists currently held in Monterrey, Durango, Guerrero and
Veracruz. He added that those who consult the archive will feel the presence of the sacrifice that
hundreds of young people made in 1968 in hopes of political reforms.238 His presence was
unruly, staging a temporality that the archival documents did not contain and the architecture
attempted to excise.
In 2005, the installation of a plaque with the names of 460 political dissidents imprisoned
in Lecumberri made a fragile counternarrative visible on the site, while also evading a discussion
of culpability (fig. 1.56).239 This plaque was located on the exterior wall of the north circular,
likely due to the fact that this block held political prisoners after 1968. In maintaining this spatial
proximity, however, the plaque was hidden from most AGN visitors. Because it was located on
the outside of the empty circular cellblock in a patio at the back of the complex, there was little
reason that a visitor would pass it, unless on once-weekly tours of the site. The AGN thus
permitted, but also marginalized, this insurgent history of 1968.
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Similarly, the plaque itself does not use the term “political prisoner.” Instead, the
dedication on the list of men’s names reads, “From the Mexican people, to whom, with their
days, nights and years in prison, they contributed democratic freedoms.” The list of women’s
names is introduced with the text: “From the Mexican People: to the women who, with their
days, their nights, and their years in political prison in the women’s prison gave birth to
democratic freedoms.” 240 The contrast between these two dedications on the same plaque is
remarkable. First, men’s experience is universalized, just as Cohen and Frazier suggest it was in
other narratives of the 1968 student movement.241 The list of men’s name is dedicated “a
quienes” (to those), while the women’s list is dedicated “a las mujeres” (to the women), and
uses highly gendered language (“who…gave birth to democratic freedoms”). In spite of this
universalization of male experience, the term “political prison” is only used in the inscription
accompanying the women’s list. This implies that the women’s prison was the site of political
repression, but exonerates Lecumberri. Culpability is pointed outward, not inward.
In preparation for temporary outdoor exhibitions, the Department of Exhibitions at the
AGN refurbished the circulares in 2014 and removed the plaque.242 They replaced it in 2016
with two signs with the same gendered text as before, now divided so that one plaque honored
male prisoners and the other female. Alongside these signs is a new didactic panel featuring
historical photographs and stating that the northern tower was “the space destined to hold
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political prisoners.”243 This text points culpability inward for the first time, albeit tenuously,
addressing the history of Lecumberri. In its wording, this text incorrectly implies that the space
was built for political prisoners, normalizing both their presence and their special status. It does
not specify when political prisoners were held at Lecumberri, leaving the history to float,
untethered and non-specific. Thus 1968 is still being actively negotiated and obscured within the
walls of Lecumberri.

Postlude: From Archive to Cultural Center
The relationship between architecture and historical memory will be dramatically
renegotiated in the coming years, as workers continue to move archival materials from the
historical building into a new, climate-controlled space, a task begun in January 2016. This latest
renovation began in 2010, when representatives from the AGN, the Secretaría de Gobernación,
and the Fondo Nacional de Fomento al Turismo (FONATUR, the National Trust for the
Promotion of Tourism) convened 11 architects to submit proposals for the renovation of
Lecumberri. FONATUR’s presence on this panel is particularly notable, as the organization’s
mission is to identify and facilitate “sustainable investment” in touristic enterprises.244
FONATUR is best-known for plans that encouraged the rapid development of beach cities
Cancún and Los Cabos in the late 1970s. Their involvement implies a recognition of the “unique,
non-replicable qualities” of Lecumberri, and the coincident potential for monopoly rents.
The architectural firm at.103, made up of Julio Amezcua with Alejandro Hernández,
Francisco Pardo and Hugo Sánchez, won the design contest with their plan to convert the historic
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site into a cultural center, prison museum, library, and park (fig. 1.57).245 The museum aspect of
the plan places Lecumberri within the international “boom” of memory museums—that is,
museums that address histories of state repression or genocide—since the early 1990s.246 Other
former prisons in Mexico have been caught up in this impulse, as well, including 19th-century
penitentiaries in San Luis Potosí (now El Centro de las Artes de San Luis Potosí, San Luis Potosí
Center for the Arts, inaugurated in 2008) and Puebla (now the Centro Cultural Poblano, Pueblan
Cultural Center and the Archivo General del Estado, State Archive).
The winning design extends several of the principal narratives from the 1976-1982
renovation even further. In their proposal, at.103 advocates a “return to the original state” of the
prison, continuing the quest for 1900 origins begun by Medellín.247 The plan calls for a further
removal of post-1900 structures and a return to the basic radial form. This is dramatically
visualized in the proposal. Later additions are highlighted for removal in red, leaving a sparse
radial plan, although the proposed intervention is much more complex than this image suggests
(fig. 1.58).
Similarly, in their call for participation, the AGN, Secretaría de Gobernación and
FONATUR suggested that designers remove the building’s iconic dome. They encouraged
designers to add a raised vantage point to the center of the complex, to “evoke the former guard
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tower with Contemporary Architecture [sic].”248 The notion of symbolically returning the tower
to the site stands in stark contrast to the outcome of the CNMH committee’s heated debates in
1977. This suggests that the international models were a powerful force in conceiving the
project, as spaces of repression have been controversially rebuilt in other such museums. For
example, the association in charge of Parque por la Paz Villa Grimaldi (Villa Grimaldi Peace
Park) on the site of the former Villa Grimaldi detention center in Santiago, Chile reconstructed
the wooden tower used for torture and solitary confinement, arguing that generations not familiar
with its Pinochet-era repressions would need such reconstructions to understand the space.249
Curators at Robbin’s Island in South Africa recreated Nelson Mandela’s prison cell; the U.S.
National Park service rebuilt the iconic water tower at Alcatraz, complete with the same graffiti
left by the island’s Native American occupiers. While some groups, particularly those in charge
of ex-Centros Clandestinos (Clandestine Detention Centers) in Argentina, have rejected the
notion of reconstruction, the model is prevalent. Thus, the Mexican government entities involved
in formulating the competition did not see the guard tower’s oppressive symbolism as a threat to
narratives of progress. If anything, this rebuilding of the structure could be seen as a progressive
gesture, placing Mexico among other countries who had “come to terms” with their recent
violent pasts through the gesture of museum-building. At.103, however, decided not to rebuild
the guard tower symbolically, although their plan gestures to its function. A curving staircase at
the center of the complex leads to a roof deck, allowing visitors to look out on the former cell
blocks from above (fig. 1.59).
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This idea of surveillance and transparency continues throughout the proposal. Many of
at.103’s additions are elevated glass walkways, reaching from the surrounding sidewalks and
parks into and over the historical prison (fig. 1.60). These spaces would allow visitors to observe
the activities going on in the museum and cultural center below. According to the architects,
these walkways are intended to “invert” or even “explode” the formerly inward-looking space
outward into the adjacent park, giving the site a new level of metaphoric, and suspicious,
openness.250
The plan also makes museological interventions more prominent than previously, as two
of the cellblocks will house museum displays. It thus encourages new revenue streams from
tourism, by adding a museum to a zone that lacks such draws. These spaces will replace the
invisible logic of the penitentiary with what Tony Bennett calls the museum’s “logic of
visibility.” According to Bennett, the museum, like the prison in Foucault’s writing, conceals its
own power through evocations of objectivity. He goes on to argue that museum displays about
the barbarities of past prisons imply that historical penal abuses are visible to the public,
intimating that contemporary prisons, though closed to the public gaze, are free of such excesses.
This move is condemned by Bennett, who states that “[museums] serve a critical role in
institutionalizing amnesia with regard to contemporary practices of punishment…contemporary
forms of punishment are bereft of any public history except that which, axiomatically, declares
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their benevolence”251 By adding a museum to the site, prison abuses will be framed as historical
excesses, rupturing past from present and thus performing temporal transition.
At.103’s rendering of the wing that will house the permanent exhibition shows a figure
looking out over the torreón of one of the circulares (fig. 1.61). The visitor surveils the space
through a large window at the end of the passage, with the aid of the interpretive panels below.
Whether the Centro Cultural - Palacio Lecumberri will mention the political prisoners who
fought, wrote, studied, filmed, and lived behind the bars of the cells below remains to be seen.
Perhaps, as Bennett’s theory suggests, it is better if they remain insurgent voices, traps for the
museum to navigate.
Another mock-up shows the same space, but from outside (fig. 1.62). The area around the
torreón remains vacant, save a rather inhumane garden of nopales (prickly pear cactus). The gray
passage that projects from the museum is visible in the background, its tunnel-like form giving
visitors inside a blinkered view of the former prison. Even with this renovation, Lecumberri
would remain a labyrinth, not fully assimilable to any tidy story of transition. Though the
government attempted to perform progress by symbolically cleansing the site of its guard tower
and circular cells and reopening the space with a more inviting interior, its afterlives could not be
so neatly contained. Unruly architectures, interrupted speeches, and evocative art installations
kept Lecumberri’s past present.
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Chapter 2
The Aesthetics of Protest: Germinal, Suma, and Proceso Pentágono at the 1978
Commemorative March
A single stalk of corn wavered above the heads of a mass of people chanting and carrying
banners through the streets of central Mexico City on October 2, 1978 (fig. 2.1). Members of the
artist collective responsible for the action took turns pushing the live plant along in a
wheelbarrow, prompting curiosity from those who marched alongside.252 Elsewhere amid the
estimated 50,000 marchers, several artists wheat-pasted a print of two walking figures to the
pavement, their legs mirroring those of the passing crowd (fig. 2.2).253 Around them, protestors
shouted “GOBIERNO/ FARSANTE/ QUE MATA ESTUDIANTES!” (“Fraudulent government/
that kills students!) and “NO QUE NO/ SÍ QUE SÍ/ YA VOLVIMOS A SALIR!” (Loosely
translated, “Even though you don’t believe it/ we are out [in the streets] again!”)254 Working
quickly, one of the artists spray-painted “2 OCT,” on top of the print, connecting the ghostly
figures to the tragedy ten years prior (fig. 2.3). Behind them, another collective held up a banner
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that evoked the hundreds of activists that had disappeared at the hands of the Mexican state since
1968 (fig. 2.4).255 At 6:10 PM—the exact moment when, ten years prior, government agents
opened fire on a similar gathering—the mass stopped moving forward. Fifty thousand people in
the street, along with hundreds of bystanders on the sidewalks, raised their fists in the air and
stood still, together, for a moment of silence (fig. 2.5).256
The 1978 march commemorated the ten-year anniversary of the student movement, and
particularly the violence of Tlatelolco Square. As such, it served a dual purpose: it both claimed
a right to make political demands in the streets once again, and it framed those requests as a
continuation of the 1968 student movement’s work. In other words, marchers made claims for
the present in honor of the past. However, as I argue in this chapter, the march should not only be
considered in terms of its external appeals to the authorities, but also as a means to create
internal bonds of solidarity around the idea of 1968. Today, the use of 1968 as a means to
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cement political affinity is quite common, as marches and appeals in the name of the movement
have proliferated in the intervening years.257 The October 2 march has become an annual ritual,
and activists often use 1968 as a synecdoche for state violence. In 1978, however, forging a
common identity in relation to ’68 was a nascent project. The group assembled was a motley
mixture of the Mexican left: leaders of the student movement and those too young to have
participated; socialist labor organizations alongside representatives of the incipient gay liberation
movement.258 The meaning of the student movement was still in question, debated in limited
leftist pockets but effaced in media discourses and presidential decrees.259 Thus the 1978 protest
was a foundational moment in the commemoration of 1968: it attempted to forge new bonds of
solidarity between activists of 1968 and younger generations, and set the stage for what would
become a yearly protest ritual.
The 1978 march was also a space of artistic experimentation, with several of the artist
collectives known as “Los Grupos” (The Groups) participating. Their contributions spoke to the
emergent nature of the assembled coalition by re-imagining the possibilities for protest artworks:
Grupo Germinal (1977-80) made a genre-bending banner (fig. 2.6), Grupo Suma (1976-82)
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participated with its characteristic offset prints, stencils, and graffiti (figs. 2.2, 2.3), and the corn
plant was part of Grupo Proceso Pentágono’s (1976-ongoing)260 action La Milpa (Loosely
translated, “The Cornfield,” fig. 2.1). The three groups were members of the nascent Frente
Mexicano de Grupos Trabajadores de la Cultura (FMGTC, Mexican Front of Cultural Workers’
Groups, 1978-1980), a loose coalition of visual arts collectives that came together in February
1978 with the explicit goals of aligning artistic practice with proletarian struggles and creating
alternative spaces for the discussion, distribution, and circulation of their work.261 Minutes from
a February 18, 1978 meeting suggest that another group, Mira (1977-1982), brought the idea of
commemorating 1968 to the attention of the FMGTC. Mira suggested that the commemoration
be twofold: to assemble an anthology of the graphics made by the student movement in 1968 and
to create new works alluding to the events of 68.262 Mira spearheaded the publication of this vital
compendium of movement graphics (La Gráfica del 68, 1981).263 The artist collectives discussed
in this chapter, Germinal, Suma, and Proceso Pentágono, in contrast, took the issue of 1968 to
the streets.
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While several members of the group began collaborating in 1969, Proceso Pentágono was
officially founded in 1976. They were most active between 1976 and 1985, but continued
working on occasional projects, including their 1988 design for the memorial La Grieta,
discussed in Chapter 3. García Murillo, "Grupo Proceso Pentágono. Fragmentos de azar y de
guerra sucia," 82. See also the chronology in the same book.
261
“Declaración del Frente Mexicano de Grupos Trabajadores de la Cultura,” Folder FMTC,
Subfolder Documentación, Fondo Grupos de los 70 - Archivo Agrupaciones Artísticas,
CENIDIAP-INBA.
262
“Frente Mexicano De Grupos Trabajadores de la Cultura. Acta” Folder FMTC, Subfolder
Documentación, Fondo Grupos de los 70 - Archivo Agrupaciones Artísticas, CENIDIAP-INBA.
263
Grupo Mira, La Gráfica del '68: homenaje al movimiento estudiantil. Mira also created
Comunicado Gráfico No. 1 (1978), a modular seriographic work addressing the history of
repression and resistance in 20th-century Mexico that the group exhibited in schools and union
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appear in the march of 1978, and thus falls outside of the scope of this chapter.
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After a brief discussion of the state of protest in Mexico City in 1978 and the literature on
protest art and “Los grupos,” this chapter takes up each of the three artist interventions in turn. I
argue that these collectives modified existing aesthetics of protest, employing modes of
communication in which meaning was more opaque than in past banners and actions. They
appropriated the aesthetics of bureaucracy, muralism, and agrarian indigeneity, using them to
nurture solidarity against the very state that claimed a monopoly on such forms. Finally, these
artworks imparted 1968 with the hallowed status of historical object, situating it as an event of
national significance. Only ten years after the student movement, the place of 1968 in Mexican
history was far from canonized. However, in addition to historicizing 1968, the protest artworks
of Germinal, Suma, and Proceso Pentágono put forth an anachronic reading of 1968, flashing
backwards and forwards in time to suggest that both the movement and state violence were
ongoing.
In spite of the relatively unfixed 1978, a newspaper editorial suggested that “Soon,
[October 2] will be one more commemoration, with rhetorical speeches, like that of May Day.”
Another proclaimed “Tlatelolco, October 2, was an incident we all would like to ignore and to
bury in oblivion.”264 In seeking new aesthetics of protest and new meanings for 1968, Germinal,
Suma, and Proceso Pentágono actively worked against such standardization and erasure.

Against Oblivion: The 1978 March in Context
The commemorative march of 1978 not only reflected a shifting artistic approach to protest
and the memory of the student movement, but also a change in the government’s approach to
264

“Pronto será una conmemoración más, con discursos retóricos, como la del 1o de Mayo.”
Iñigo Laviada, "Los Mitos del 68," Excelsior, October 4 1978. “Tlatelolco, el dos de octubre, fue
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Diez Años," Excelsior, October 2, 1978.
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dissent. During his six years in office (1970-76), President Luis Echeverría escalated the violent
repression of dissident social movements:265 the so-called Mexican “dirty war.”266 The ongoing
state repression and the example of liberation movements elsewhere in the world, led some urban
leftist groups to radicalize and seek allies among the agrarian poor. A subset of these groups
came to see guerilla tactics such as kidnapping and bank robbery as their strongest recourse
against the violent one-party state. Echeverría employed paramilitary forces to infiltrate and
extinguish both insurgent groups and non-violent leftist movements more generally. These forces
frequently employed extra-judicial methods such as torture and forced disappearance as a means
to quell dissent.267
Government forces also targeted protest in the streets. During the infamous Halconazo of
July 1971, a U.S.-trained governmental paramilitary group known as los Halcones (the Falcons)
attacked a student demonstration of over 8,000 people in Mexico City, killing at least 18,
injuring at least 120, and arresting between 150 and 300.268 The 2006 government report on the
violence of the 1960s and 70s states that “being young and being in the streets in certain parts of
265

Dolores Trevizo, Rural Protest and the Making of Democracy in Mexico, 1968-2000
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011), 72n7. Trevizo calls the
evidence for this intensification “categorical.” As discussed in chapter 1, Echeverría was also
implicated in the violence of 1968 as Secretarío de Gobernación (Minister of Internal Affairs).
266
Following the example of activists and scholars from the Southern Cone and Mexico, I avoid
using the term “dirty war” to describe the repression of leftist social movements by Latin
American governments in the name of anti-communism from the 1960s through the 1990s. The
use of the term “war” implies a battle between two relatively equal powers, a mischaracterization
of the government’s inordinate use of force against small-scale violent resistance and nonviolent
dissent alike. Furthermore, the term evokes the patriotic national security rhetoric employed by
the state. For critiques of the term in the Mexican context, see Alfonso Díaz Tovar, "Prácticas de
conmemoración de la Guerra Sucia en México," Athenea Digital 15, no. 4 (2015): 202; Federico
Mastrogiovanni, Ni vivos ni muertos. La desaparición forzada en México como estrategia de
terror (Mexico City: Penguin Random House, 2014).
267
For a thorough discussion of the various guerilla groups’ ideologies and tactics, as well as the
government’s repression of dissent, see Procurduría General de la República, Informe Histórico
a la Sociedad Mexicana.
268
Ibid., 192, 201.
87

the city on Thursday, July 10, 1971 was sufficient motive…to be detained, regardless of whether
you were a student [or not].”269 To take to the streets was a dangerous practice during this period.
By the late 1970s, the government shifted its strategy, as the PRI turned to electoral
reforms as a means to assimilate urban dissidents.270 A November 15, 1975 electricians’ march
against union corruption attracted between 150,000 and a quarter million people, the largest such
gathering since 1968, although it was blocked from entering the Zócalo (main plaza) by soldiers,
riot police, and armored vehicles.271 Government forces prevented a similar electrician’s march
the following year.272 In 1977, ten thousand people took to the streets to protest the appointment
of former president Gustavo Díaz Ordaz as ambassador to Spain.273 The late 1970s, then,
heralded a resurgence in urban protest in Mexico City that continued throughout the 1980s.274 In
the days leading up to October 2, 1978, media outlets forecast possible violence between the two
march contingents, encouraging people to “take proper cautions,” and thus discouraging

269
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attendance.275 Yet tens of thousands did turn out, and several artists described the atmosphere as
“festive,” a sign of the relaxing of repression of protest and the growing community bonds
around the memory of 1968.276 Germinal member Mauricio Gómez Morín emphatically stated
that the march was important because the realm of cultural production “escaped from the damned
tide of fear” at last, boldly taking the streets.277 In spite of this euphoria, police presence was still
palpable: between 18,000 and 32,000 patrolmen were sent to the march, some stationed in tanks
and other vehicles around Tlatelolco and others as plainclothes officers, infiltrating the march
itself.278
Similarly, the festiveness did not mark a new willingness by PRI politicians to
acknowledge the events of 1968. Then-president José López Portillo (in office 1976-1982) took
an evasive approach, urging Mexicans to leave the conflicts of the past behind them. While he
rarely spoke on the subject, in his September 1, 1978 annual speech before Congress he
attempted to discredit continued protest as harmful and opportunistic, stating, “[After 1968] the
spokespeople of national self-contempt proliferated, as did those who attempted to make a
profession out of complaining and a celebration out of failure. After 1968, everything was
focused on discovering and describing horror and deficiency, exploitation and misfortune… we
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passed from the Mexican Miracle to the Mexican mess. Enough already!”279 By marching in the
streets a little over a month later, the protestors rejected this silencing.280 They also rejected the
concurrent discourse of progress associated with the midcentury “Mexican Miracle,” a period
from the 1940s to the late 1960s in which the Mexican economy grew steadily due to importsubstitution industrialization, though its bounty was centered among the emergent middle class
and industrialists. Artist collectives fought back against López Portillo’s notion that the
movement celebrated Mexican failings by appropriating exalted national symbols, parading them
through the streets in an act of defiance.

Taking the Streets
The street, then, was a charged space of conflict and communication, where police,
protestors, and passers-by negotiated the afterlives of 1968 through banners and patrol vehicles,
raised fists and warnings of violence. The streets of the Centro Histórico (historic city center)
similarly served as a counter-circuit for information during the 1968 student movement. The
space historically has been—and remains—a theater for struggles over memory, as the locus of
governmental and religious power since the pre-conquest period. The neighborhood is rich in
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museums and historic architecture, from the colonial to the art deco, making it a tourist hub.
Until 1952, it was also home to the major buildings of the National Autonomous University’s
(UNAM) diffuse campus; as a result, its streets were a stage for student protests. In that year, the
UNAM relocated to its new, showpiece campus on the far southern edge of the growing
metropolis, ten miles south of the Centro Histórico, a move that effectively limited student
demonstrations in the heart of the city during the 1950s.281 In 1968, however, student activists
understood the importance of mobilizing in the center of Mexico City instead of at the periphery,
and many of their protests focused on its major sites: the Alameda (July 26), the National
Preparatory School (July 27), and the Zócalo (July 26, August 13 and 27, September 13). One
student activist, Salvador Martínez de la Roca, stated, “We had to make it to the Zócalo; we had
to deconsecrate the Zócalo—and we did, three times.”282 Art historian George Flaherty shows
how the 1968 movement aimed to “ganar la calle” (“win the street”), using the Centro Histórico
strategically, as both an accessible means to disseminate their demands and a rebuttal to the
public spectacle of the Olympics.283 He argues that, because elections were noncompetitive and
Mexico City’s municipal officials were appointed by the federal government, these prominent
urban spaces were one of the few avenues of redress.284 To this foundation, I add that the streets
were a site for rituals of solidarity in 1968 (and 1978), from the disciplined togetherness of
281
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marching silently en masse to the collective catharsis of ritually burning an effigy of the Mexico
City police chief.285
Germinal, Suma, Proceso Pentágono, and their fellow marchers took up the street as a
counter-circuit of information and identification again in 1978. Germinal described the street as
“the space for collective communication,”286 while Suma put it more poetically:
Salir a la calle,
Mirar a la calle,
Querer a la calle,
Ser calle,
Calle,
Calle,
Calle,
No calle,
Hable,
Cuestione,
Manifieste.
(Go into the street,
Watch the street,
Love the street,
Be street,
Street, [/be quiet]
Street, [/be quiet]
Street, [/be quiet]
Don’t be quiet,
Speak,
Question,
285
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Protest.)287
By playing with the double meaning of “calle,” both as the noun “street” and an allusion to the
desire or command to “be quiet” (que lo calle/cállese), Suma’s poem highlights the conflictual
nature of communications in the street. Through the course of the verse, the repeated censorship
(“Calle,/Calle,/Calle,”) eventually yields to speaking up, questioning, and protesting in the
street—just as protestors defied presidential admonishments to “move on” from 1968. Suma also
includes the line “ser calle” (be [the] street), alluding to the importance of the street to dissident
identity-formation.
In spite of this, little has been written within either art history or the social sciences to
analyze the aesthetic aspects of 20th-century street protest. Thus, this study offers a model for
considering the visual aspects of social movement cultures by weaving together the teachings of
both fields.288 In the social sciences, scholars tend to focus on the textual traces of social
movements,289 while art history often devalues ephemeral protest actions and materials that are
rarely archived in museums. Social movement prints and posters, on the other hand, have
received extensive art historical interest, though exhibition catalogs often serve the important
role of amassing and documenting the long history of these forms, but rarely offer critical visual
analysis.290 While posters have received art historical and curatorial interest, ephemeral protest
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actions and objects remain at the margins of study.291 The Seattle World Trade Organization
Protests (1999), Occupy Wall Street, and the Arab Spring uprisings (both 2011) prompted
greater art historical interest in these creative components of resistance, but scholars lack a prehistory of more recent modes.292 T.V. Reed’s The Art of Protest: Culture and Activism from the
Civil Rights Movement to the Streets of Seattle, attempts to redress this by offering a survey of
the post-1945 history of various movement cultures in the United States, but he relies on familiar
objects of study (Civil Rights songs, ACT UP posters, Chicano murals) instead of more unusual
protest actions and objects.293 Similarly, in the Mexican context, there is extensive
documentation of the graphics of 1968, with limited critical analysis of protest artwork beyond
posters.294 George Flaherty’s examination of the 1968 movement’s visual-spatial strategies is an
important first step.295 There are also significant studies of the visual output of the Zapatista
movement (1994 - ongoing) and the Oaxacan teacher’s movement/APPO (Asamblea Popular de
receiving significant art historical analysis. See Dugald Stermer and Susan Sontag, Art of
Revolution: Ninety Six Posters from Cuba (London: Pall Mall Press, 1970); Lincoln Cushing,
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los Pueblos de Oaxaca, Popular Assembly of the Peoples of Oaxaca) occupation of Oaxaca City
(2006).296 This chapter is a first step toward filling the chronological gap between these two
literatures, considering protest aesthetics from 1978, a time in which protest was overlooked but
present in Mexico, while also connecting artistic actions in the street to earlier precedents.297
In bridging these literatures, I draw upon social movement scholar Jesus Casquete’s
theorization of the “power of demonstrations.”298 Social scientists tend to emphasize the
outward-directed functions of protest: namely, the ability to communicate with, and ideally
influence, both authorities and public sentiment.299 When judged by these criteria, the three
artistic projects at the 1978 march would likely be deemed failures, as none served such a direct,
transparent function.300 Against this instrumentalizing view, I argue that the artworks discussed
here explored the possibilities of solidarity instead of seeking concrete results. Casquete shows
that demonstrations perform the vital, if overlooked, internal function of forging a collective
identity, primarily through ritual behavior. Such ritual often employs familiar symbolic objects,
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acts, events, or qualities that condense ideologies, serving “expressive, not merely instrumental
purposes” and helping to create bonds of shared understanding.301 The artworks discussed in this
chapter often served these internal movement functions. They did not, however, always offer the
clear messages that Casquete cites as vital to ritual, instead utilizing opaque and innovative
protest forms. In spite of this overarching opacity, however, the artist collectives discussed here
did employ known symbols, from the mug shot to the corn stalk, to offer moments of meaning,
thus condensing community. Furthermore, Casquete shows that a sense of “we” can also be
created by defining an adversarial “other,” or by encouraging informal fellowship.302 Thus, in my
analysis of these artistic actions, I consider all three strategies: ritual, othering, and fellowship.
While it is vital to consider how Germinal, Suma and Proceso Pentágono’s works
functioned within the context of the 1978 protest, their strategies for creating ritual and
fellowship in the street also have to be analyzed as part of larger artistic trends in 1970s Mexico
City. Though the banners, stencils, and actions by these collectives broke with long-standing—
and rather staid—traditions of protest art in Mexico, they show close affinities with other urban
artistic interventions during the period.303 Like many of their fellow visual artists, they saw the
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street as not only a space of communicative potential, but also as a means to circumvent the
institutional parameters of official artist circuits. Yet, as literary scholar Ruben Gallo points out,
the potential of the street as a social space was also a space of conflict, profoundly threatened by
the urban development schemes of the late 1950s and 1960s that privileged freeways over the
pedestrian, communitarian ethos of the sidewalk and the plaza.304 Proceso Pentágono used the
street as a laboratory as part of their 1973 exhibition A nivel informativo (For informational
purposes). During the exhibition, members of the group used the vaunted Beaux-arts exhibition
space at Bellas Artes as a laboratory, contaminating it with the aesthetics of the surrounding city.
For example, José Antonio Hernández Amezcua’s La calle (The Street, fig. 2.7), simulated an
exterior urban wall, with an exhibition poster covered by hastily-scrawled political graffiti: the
quotidian alternative to the “official” muralism on display elsewhere in the building.305 They also
let the exhibition spill over into the street in front of Bellas Artes, by staging both a hit-and-run
and a kidnapping. Finck’s El hombre atropellado (Man hit by a car) underscored the sinister side
of automobile-driven urban planning, and the group’s El secuestro (The Kidnapping) brought the
violence of disappearances in Mexico to the steps of Bellas Artes, implicitly connecting the
state’s violence to its cultural institutions.306
Other artist collectives and individuals also used the street as a means to reach an audience
without relying on official institutions. Art historian Arden Decker shows that José Luis Cuevas’
Mural Efímero (Ephemeral Mural, 1966) was among the pre-1968 precursors to the Grupos’
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later interventions.307 Cuevas cheekily rented a billboard in the bohemian Zona Rosa
neighborhood of Mexico City and then unveiled a decidedly anti-Mexican-School mural/selfadvertisement as dozens of young people gathered below to witness the spectacle. The Mural
efímero re-imagined muralism by taking it out of government buildings and into the ebb and
flow of the commercial streetscape, by using the street as a space for institutional critique, and by
embracing transience; all strategies taken up by the artists discussed in this chapter. In
subsequent years, the Fotógrafos Independientes (Independent photographers, active 1976-1984)
similarly eschewed state museums and commercial galleries, setting up mobile exhibitions by
hanging photographs on clotheslines along Mexico City’s sidewalks and carting them through
the city on wheeled display cases. In 1980, Grupo Março made “topographic poems” by
attaching words to city surfaces and “urban poems” by handing out words to passersby to create
collective verses on plazas and sidewalks. Similarly, the Polish-Mexican artist Marcos Kurtycz,
as part of his ongoing institutional critique, called the streets a Museo de Arte Directo (MAD,
Museum of Direct Art). His performance La Rueda (The Wheel, August 1976) involved pushing
a large wooden Newtonian color wheel through the streets of Mexico City, taking color theory
out of the academy and making it playful and roving. His Exprocesión (A combination of the
Spanish terms for “exhibition” and “procession,” 1977) involved dozens of people marching
with Kurtycz’s vibrant, abstract banners and playing music in a ritual inspired by religious
processions. As I go on to show, Proceso Pentágono, too, explored procession as a dissident
artistic form. Thus the October 2, 1978 works by Germinal, Suma, and Proceso Pentágono, in
addition to infusing staid protest art traditions with new life, are part of a larger 1970s moment in
which many Mexican artists turned to the street a site for vanguard practice.
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Los Grupos and Mythic 1968
Ironically, though much of the existing art historical literature on Los Grupos, including
Germinal, Suma, and Proceso Pentágono, traces the roots of these artist collectives to a mythic
origin in the student movement, no study has analyzed these three 1978 protest works.308 In their
foundational 2007 exhibition La era de la discrepancia: Arte y cultura visual en México, 19681997 (The Age of Discrepancies: Art and Visual Culture in Mexico, 1968-1997), curators Olivier
Debroise and Cuauhtémoc Medina positioned 1968 as a point of departure for later Mexican art
history, arguing that the student movement encouraged subsequent artists to work collectively
and reject institutional support.309 Recently, scholars have questioned this historiographical
insistence on 1968 as an artistic “watershed,” acknowledging the overdetermined nature of the
events.310 I build on this critique by eschewing generalized narratives about the relationship
between 1968 and Los Grupos, instead analyzing the specific ways in which each of the three

308

In the few publications that include the three works, they are illustrated with little, if any,
accompanying description, let alone analysis. Ekaterina Álvarez Romero, ed. Grupo Proceso
Pentágono: Políticas de la Intervención, 1969-1976-2015 (Mexico City: Editorial RM, 2015),
23, 137; Cristina Híjar, Siete grupos de artistas visuales de los setenta (Mexico City: INBA,
2008), 115.
309
Olivier Debroise and Cuauhtémoc Medina, "Genealogía de una exposición," in La era de la
discrepancia: arte y cultura visual en México, 1968-1997, ed. Olivier Debroise (Mexico City:
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 2006), 21. See also Shifra M. Goldman, "Elite
Artists and Popular Audiences: The Mexican Front of Cultural Workers," in Dimensions of the
Americas: Art and Social Change in Latin America and the United States (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1994), 123-24; Edward J. McCaughan, Art and Social Movements: Cultural
Politics in Mexico and Aztlán (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2012). McCaughan goes so
far as to collapse the phenomena, discussing them as “the student and grupos movements.”
I offer a more thorough historiography of art’s relationship to 1968 in the introduction to this
project.
310
Arden Decker thoroughly debunks this origin myth by analyzing the many pre-1968 artistic
precedents for Los Grupos in Decker, "Los Grupos and the Art of Intervention in 1970s
Mexico". Medina himself recently critiqued the notion that Los Grupos were a direct result of the
student movement, calling this narrative an “origin myth.” Medina, "Problemas de memoria,"
53-54.
99

groups involved in the 1978 march engaged with the student movement as subject matter in their
work.
While scholarly overviews of Los Grupos served the vital function of recovering the
histories of artist collectives within Mexico, they tend to focus on this collectivity and offer brief
summaries of each group’s practice, with limited critical analysis or discussion of individual
artworks.311 This literature upholds the notion, pervasive in recent art historical writing on
collaboration, that all collective production is “good,” while individual authorship is suspect.312
While there was a notable boom in artists working collectively during the 1970s and 1980s, it is
part of a much longer tradition of Mexican artist collectives stretching back to the estridentistas
and experiments in collaborative mural-making of the post-Revolutionary era.313 Compilations
that emphasize the collective practice of Los grupos obscure this artistic tradition by framing
collectivity the main contribution of the 1970s period, influenced by the political reawakening of
1968. In her revision of this literature, art historian Arden Decker warns against considering Los
Grupos to be a singular, cohesive movement that was only responsive to political issues, not
artistic precedents.314 This chapter, in its attention to the art histories of the modes employed by
each group—Germinal’s banners; Suma’s prints, stencils, and spray-painted graffiti; and Proceso
Pentágono’s actions—takes up Decker’s call for close attention to the artistic trajectories of each
311
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collective, in dialogue with their political aims. It builds on her critique by further complicating
such general narratives of Los Grupos with close visual analysis of selected projects. In doing so,
I offer a complementary corrective to the earlier body of literature on Los Grupos.
This chapter also recuperates several works of art that were ephemeral and extrainstitutional, and therefore rarely appear in art historical discussions of Los Grupos. Instead of
classifying these works as broadly “conceptual,” I focus my discussion on specific strategies
that, while sometimes considered part of conceptualism, were here employed as a part of objectbased practices best contextualized within the field of protest art. Through the course of the
chapter, I show how these collectives explored language and bureaucracy in a manner distinct
from conceptual artists in the U.S. and Europe, and its framework in the art historical literature.

Grupo Germinal and Manta-making
On October 1, 1978, members of Grupo Germinal arrived at the Centro Proceso Pentágono
to create a banner to represent the FMGTC the following day.315 Other FMGTC members
pitched in, dropped by, and offered opinions on how to best memorialize 1968 ten years later.316
Grupo Germinal’s selection to represent the FMGTC is not surprising, given that their artistic
production focused on making banners on behalf of unions, Central American solidarity
movements, and other leftist causes, although the October 2, 1978 banner (fig. 2.6) was among
315
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their first.317 Members Joaquín Conde, Mauricio Gómez Morin, Orlando Guzmán Soriano,
Yolanda Hernández Alvarez, Carlos Oceguera Ramos, and Silvia Ponce Jasso were students at
“La Esmeralda” national art school when they began making protest banners in the hallways of
the academy, eventually skipping classes to focus entirely on this practice.318
Mantas, protest banners named for the low-cost cotton or canvas cloth from which they
were made, were a staple of marches in Mexico throughout the 20th century. They harken back
to the use of religious standards in protest actions during the 19th century, as Mexicans rallied
behind banners depicting the Virgin of Guadalupe during the struggle for independence (18101821). Other precedents include the large-scale woodcuts and lithographs done by the Taller de
Gráfica Popular at midcentury.319 In his brief overview of the development of the manta, public
art scholar Bruce Campbell argues that there are two different histories of the form: that of the
common text-based banner allowing protestors to state their demands, and that of the
monumental image on cloth, as employed by Germinal.320 This strict division fails to account for
the ways in which both types of banners circulated together in marches, were labeled mantas,
and were popularly considered the same form. Furthermore, it fails to address the relative
novelty of the image-based manta.
Campbell’s history correctly emphasizes that the “mobility and monumentality [of the
manta]…make it a powerful tactical weapon to be deployed against the encroachment of
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commercial and official propaganda on the public space of the urban center.”321 Germinal
similarly highlighted the importance of the manta as a working-class instrument of
communication that functioned outside of the highly-controlled Mexican mass media circuits.322
As such, it offered a means to form bonds of solidarity outside of networks of censorship.
Oceguera later stated that they “appropriated” the manta form, modifying it for their own artistic
and political ends.323 Germinal’s banners of 1978 and 1979 revised the pre-existing manta
aesthetic, using it not as a means to directly communicate demands. Instead, they employed
known symbols and the interplay of text and image to open possible meanings to an active
spectator. Germinal’s members were too young to have participated in the 1968 movement,
instead, they sought to commemorate it for their own generation by continuing its critique of
state violence. They appropriated the aesthetics of bureaucracy to expose state repressions and
build solidarity. Their mantas also evoked the Mexican muralism tradition, using muralism
against its co-optation as official culture.

desaparecidos…:the 1978 Manta and the Manta Tradition
Germinal’s October 2, 1978 manta (fig. 2.6) defied the standard manta mode. The design
featured two oversized, bust-length portraits of anonymous male figures, one frontal and the
other in profile.324 This format obviously evoked the photographic mug shot, suggesting that the
figure was a single person, viewed from two different angles in side-by-side portraits. Germinal

321

Ibid., 153. This notion draws from his interview with Mauricio Gómez Morín (Germinal).
"Germinal," Artes Visuales, no. 23 (1980): 31.
323
Carlos Oceguera, interview with Cristina Híjar, published in Híjar, Siete grupos de artistas
visuales de los setenta, 45.
324
The three dark rectangles that appear on either side of the faces are holes cut into the cloth to
make it easier to carry in windy conditions. By 1979, the group had begun using slits or flaps that
were less disruptive of the design.
322

103

member Mauricio Gómez Morin stated that in the group’s mantas, “There always was what we
called an ‘imagen eje’ [‘central image’]… that had to generate the main impact, the initial
interpretation.”325 He also stated that there were various levels of interpretation for a manta: from
the imagen eje that given viewer sees at first, from afar, to the interplay when she is closer and
can see all of the elements.326 In the October 2, 1978 manta, the text below complicated the
initial reading of the image as a single person viewed from two different angles. Under each face
was a date: the left read 1968 and the right 1978, a bureaucratic labeling implying that the figures
were apprehended and documented ten years apart. A single word, “desaparecidos” (disappeared
persons), took up the bottom quarter of the banner, followed by an ellipsis. The use of the plural
furthers the interpretation of the figures as two different men among the hundreds of
desaparecidos in Mexico during the 1970s, but they remain ambiguous.327 The lower-case “d” of
desaparecidos and the ellipsis suggest that the text is a fragment of a fleeting thought or an
interrupted conversation, evoking the ongoing censorship. Yet none of these readings are certain,
and meaning in the banner remains unfixed.
The inclusion of the word desaparecidos, however, means that the literate viewer does not
encounter the anxiety of pure polysemy—that is, the terror that comes from images with
uncertain meaning—when viewing the mugshot images. Barthes discusses the ways in which
texts “fix the floating chain of signifieds” of co-present images in his classic essay Rhetoric of
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the Image.328 He argues that captions either function as an anchor, explaining the image’s
meaning in a straightforward manner, or dialogically, as a relay, encouraging the viewer to see
the image within other realms of meaning not inherent in the image itself. In relay, text and
image can only be linked when placed within a broader narrative. While a strict anchor–relay
binary is deceptive (as Barthes himself acknowledges, both can coexist), the effect of the manta
was certainly weighted toward relay: it offered a dynamic unfolding of possible meanings, unlike
the more direct didacticism of most protest banners.329 Therefore, instead of the anxiety of
polysemy provoked by an image without a caption, viewers were confronted with a more
politicized anxiety, which stems from the possible narratives suggested by the relay: are both of
these individuals among the disappeared? Or is this one person who has been trapped in the
mechanics of state violence since 1968? What, if anything, did they do to be declared criminal?
What is the state’s definition of criminal? Germinal had previously explored the interplay
between text and image in the pedagogical aspects of their practice, using it to open new ways of
thinking and relating. While facilitating Paulo Friere-inspired arts workshops for children in
Escuinapa, Sinaloa in the summers of 1977 and 1978, they realized that if students started by
expressing a concept in writing before drawing an image, they were more likely to break
representational norms (no longer just drawing “apple [trees], when there are mangoes,
coconuts…”).330 Thus the more dynamic relationship between text and image in the 1978 manta
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was part of a larger exploration of the possibilities of communication that required an active,
critical viewer.
In addition to encouraging this relay, Germinal’s use of the single word, desaparecidos,
rejected the long tradition of text-heavy mantas. This tradition is evident in images from marches
in the previous decade. An aerial image from the July 14, 1968 protest in support of the textile
worker’s strike, for example, shows dozens of horizontal banners featuring text in capital letters
against white backgrounds (fig. 2.8). A similarly-composed photograph of the October 2, 1978
protestors in Tlatelolco Square shows that this norm went unchallenged ten years later (fig. 2.9).
The succession of horizontal banners at a march would give the effect of lines of text “scrolling”
past the bystander, as suggested by a photograph of the electricians’ contingent on May Day,
1975 (fig. 2.10).
These manta texts often served to identify the group marching with the banner. In the
photo from the 1968 textile march (fig. 2.8), the largest font on many banners is dedicated to the
abbreviated names of various unions and worker’s groups (the C.R.O.C., the S.M.E.), or the text
itself starts by identifying the group (“The Union of Manual and Technical Cinematographic
Workers supports their compatriots in the Textile Industry”).331 Even the FMGTC itself had
previously marched with a text-heavy, group-identification manta during the 1977 STUNAM
(Sindicato de Trabajadores de la Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, Union of National
Autonomous University Workers, fig. 2.11) strike.332 In 1978, however, Germinal bucked this
tradition of using mantas primarily for group identification by marginalizing the initials of the
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collective, the FMGTC, to a much smaller font in the lower left-hand corner of the banner (fig.
2.6). By doing so, they transformed the desaparecidos into an issue that was not exclusively
theirs, but instead a collective concern of the crowd.
Gómez Morin later claimed that “the popular, street nature [of the manta] was vertically
incorruptible, and therein lay its subversive power.”333 However, official, pro-government
marches, such as those to commemorate May Day, employed the same manta strategies. Such
banners also prominently named each participating union, but instead of criticizing the
government, often congratulated the president directly.334 Thus, in spite of Germinal’s optimism,
the manta was co-optible and corruptable. Yet the fact that this overall march aesthetic—a
succession of text-heavy, horizontal banners—remained quite similar for those unions and
collectives marching both in favor of and against government initiatives underscores the novelty
of Germinal’s approach.
Mantas also tended to make a direct claim or demand, frequently beginning with the term
“exigimos” (“we demand”): for example, one banner made by the Coalición de Mujeres
(Coalition of Women) for their 1977 demonstration outside the Mexican legislature building
stated “We demand open and free abortions.”335 Other demands from marches during the 1960s
included “Johnson Asesino - Paz Vietnam” (“Johnson is an Assassin-Peace in Vietnam,” fig.
2.12), or “La Huelga Textil debe terminar con el triunfo de los trabajadores!” (“The textile
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strike should end with the triumph of the worker!” fig. 2.8).336 While a photograph published in
the October 3 edition of El Día makes it clear that Germinal was not the only group at the march
to address the issue of forced disappearance through the manta form, the banners included in the
photo are much more direct (fig. 2.13). Two call for the “REAPPEARANCE OF THE
DISAPPEARED.”337 Such mantas performed what sociologists Robert Benford and David Snow
called the “prognostic” and “motivational” framing tasks of social movements: they articulated a
proposed resolution of the issue at hand, or served as a call to arms. In contrast, Germinal’s
banner was “diagnostic,” albeit enigmatically, in that it simply highlighted the existence of an
issue: here, ongoing state violence.338
Germinal was certainly not the first group to use figural imagery in mantas: the ’68 student
movement’s artistic brigades designed banners in addition to posters and pamphlets. However,
the few figures depicted in previous mantas often took the form of heroic portraits or caricatures:
tropes common in politicized Mexican art since the 19th century.339 As Campbell points out,
manta-makers employed portraits of leftist heroes on political banners, and these figures ran the
political gamut from Vladimir Lenin (fig. 2.14) to Benito Juárez (fig. 2.12) to Demetrio Vallejo
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(fig. 1.17).340 In addition to these heroic likenesses, artists occasionally drew large-scale
caricatures of prominent opponents, as in the image of U.S. President Lyndon B. Johnson with
bloody vampire teeth at the 1968 march in solidarity with Vietnam (fig. 2.12). Finally, protest
artists occasionally drew on working-class “everyman” or “everywoman” images. For example,
in the September 1968 march in support of the student movement, the National Union of
Mexican Women carried a banner featuring the image of a woman, with traditional plaits and a
rebozo, holding the hand of a young man dressed in a suit, representing the humble mother and
upright student of Mexico (fig 2.15).341 Similarly, Germinal’s image also represented an entire
class of people (the desaparecidos), yet it did so through the mug shot “portraits” of two specific,
if anonymous, figures without nationalist costumes or attributes. Thus, from its evocative text to
its use of anonymous portraits, Germinal’s October 2, 1978 manta did not conform to the
strictures of the traditional manta, instead offering new possibilities for text and image in the
streets.

desaparecidos…:the 1978 manta and the Aesthetics of Bureaucracy
By using a mug shot-inspired drawing as the banner’s imagen eje, Germinal appropriated
one of the bureaucratic mechanisms that facilitated state violence. Social anthropologist Don
Handelman shows how modern bureaucratic logic depends on Linnean taxonomies, in which
each individual is only permitted one category of classification on each level of a given
taxonomic scheme (for example, one is either criminal or law-abiding citizen, but not both).342
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He further argues that classification systems are normalized through a bureaucratic aesthetics of
“lineal organization, arithmetic modularity, exclusivist classification, and exactitude in
itemization.”343 These means of accumulating information are discussed by Foucault as
classificatory regimes in the service of biopower.344 Building on Handleman’s work, I define
“the aesthetics of bureaucracy” as the visual elements that help to perpetuate control at low
levels of a given institution, normalizing and legitimizing categories, while also rendering power
imperceptible in its banality.345 Mug shots are one of these normalizing visual forms. By taking a
mug shot, a low-level police officer can place an individual, convicted or not, into the category
“criminal” and, in classifying them with the perceived exactitude of photography, justify the
underlying logic of criminality.346 Other such forms include organizational charts, graphs,
ledgers, spreadsheets, questionnaires, postmarks, and stamps. As I discuss later in this chapter,
for Grupo Suma, the aesthetics of bureaucracy also included now-outmoded technologies, such
as punch cards and ledgers printed on continuous-feed paper. Through their use of mugshots,
Germinal drew marchers together by presenting a recognizable symbol, while also defining the
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bureaucratic mechanisms of the state as a common foe, exposing the constructed nature of
criminality.
Germinal was not alone in their subversive use of an aesthetics of bureaucracy. Artists who
are often placed within the rubric of “conceptualism” began to engage critically with these forms
in the 1960s and 1970s.347 In Latin America, Peruvian artist Teresa Burga (1935- ) created
Autorretrato Estructura Informe 9.6.72 (Self-Portrait Structure Report 9.6.72, 1972) by
fragmenting her face, heart, and blood into various classificatory schemes: medical forms,
diagrams, blueprints and photographs;348 Similarly, Brazilian Leticia Parente’s (1930-1991)
installation Medidas (Measurements, but also signifies “self-control measures,”1976) invited
visitors to classify their own bodies, charting their height, weight, face shape, and lung capacity,
among other metrics. Fellow Brazilian artist Cildo Meireles (1948-) appropriated the rubber
stamping of bureaucratic paperwork (Insertions into Ideological Circuits 2: Banknote Project,
1970) and the format and language of official bulletins (Insertions into Newspapers, 1969-70).
Chilean Eugenio Dittborn’s (1943-) Airmail Paintings (1980s to present) employ ethnographic
images, identification photographs, and mug shots organized into grids, as poetic, veiled
critiques of the Pinochet regime and its monumental histories,349 while another Chilean,
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Guillermo Núñez (1930- ), used Xerox technology and rubber stamps to intervene in the very
governmental documents that facilitated his own imprisonment in the series Libertad
Condicional (Conditional Freedom, 1979-1982).350 Germinal and Suma are part of a larger,
trans-Latin American interest in the aesthetics of bureaucracy during the 1970s. While these
artists, like many conceptual artists, envisioned their work resisting commodification and
engaging with extra-artistic languages, they did not conform to strict definitions of
conceptualism as formulated in the United States.
Though art historian Benjamin Buchloh’s essay on the aesthetics of administration has
become a touchstone within the U.S. scholarship on Conceptual Art, few of his conclusions
about European and U.S. artists during the 1960s apply to the Mexican artists of the 1978 march.
Although he argues for the heterogeneous nature of Conceptual Art, he defines conceptual
practices as exchanging the spatial-perceptual elements of art for linguistic definition.351 Yet
Germinal, on the contrary, reasserted the visual potential of the manta, rejecting the linguistic
manta tradition. Buchloh goes on to show how conceptual artists sullied the perceived autonomy
of art by introducing administrative strategies into their artworks. Germinal’s protest works,
however, were never intended to function as autonomous artworks in a gallery or museum—
indeed, they were deeply embedded in the history of street protest. Like Buchloh’s chosen artists,
Germinal employed the violence of bureaucratic aesthetics against “the ideological apparatus
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itself,” though their critique was aimed at state institutions in addition to cultural ones.352
However, Germinal did not utilize the “bureaucratic rigor and deadpan devotion to the statistic
collection of factual information” that Buchloh attributes to artists such as Hans Haacke, who
incorporated an aesthetics of administration in their institutional critique.353 Germinal’s banners
were far from the forms that Buchloh describes as impassive “analytic propositions,” having both
a hand-painted quality and a dedication to traditions of dissident graphic design.354 Furthermore,
Buchloh calls Andy Warhol’s use of mug shots (Thirteen Most Wanted Men, 1964, fig. 2.16)
“random sampling and aleatory choice from an infinity of possible objects,” failing to recognize
the subversive nature of decontextualized mug shot images. Warhol, after all, infamously
displayed prints of these images as part of a mural on the exterior of the New York State Pavilion
at the 1964 World’s Fair.355 The individuals were not randomly sampled: they were taken
directly from a NYPD publication of the same title.356 Warhol was thus exposing the choices of
the state, not arbitrarily selecting images. The resulting work was deemed unfit for a building
intended to glorify New York on an international stage, and was painted over. Germinal’s use of
mugshots, like Warhol’s, renders the “logic” of criminality illogical.
A more appropriate framework for Germinal’s bureaucratic borrowings comes from art
historian Julio García Murillo. He compellingly argues that Proceso Pentágono, Germinal’s
fellow FMGTC collaborators, employed “bajo conceptualismo burocrático” (“low bureaucratic
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conceptualism”) in their intertwined practices of creating art and archiving their processes. They
appropriated the tactics of low-level bureaucratic management (cataloging, stamping, filing),
“digesting” these repressive mechanisms to create non-official, fragmented histories.357 For
example, the group’s well-known work Pentágono (1977, fig. 2.17), made for the tenth Bienalle
de Paris, simulated a torture room. In the space, everyday elements—ID cards, finger prints,
punch cards, jars labeled with numbers—take on sinister undertones (figs. 2.18, 2.19). These
elements are then re-processed by the group through their archiving of newspaper clippings and
administrative correspondence about the installation. García Murillo shows that, in employing
this strategy, Proceso Pentágono exposed the violence and control that permeates low-level
bureaucratic management and is overlooked in grand national narratives. Echoing Proceso
Pentágono’s self-archiving, Germinal also kept their own loose archive of source photographs
gleaned from newspapers and magazines.358 In so doing, they drew on the strategies of
government and media bureaucracies, but then used the archived images to expose the corruption
of these entities. While Proceso Pentágono’s October 2, 1978 work did not directly engage these
aesthetics of bureaucracy, Germinal used the mug shot and Suma incorporated ID photographs,
stamps, and photocopy aesthetics in their interventions.359
As part of the photographic aesthetic of bureaucracy, the mug shot serves as a stand-in for
the human body, and enables the state to classify individuals within a criminal/non-criminal
binary.360 In their contemporaneous marches, the Argentine Madres de Plaza de Mayo subverted
the mug shot by carrying non-criminal identification photographs of their disappeared children,
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highlighting their innocence and reanimating their presence in urban space (fig. 2.20).361
Performance studies scholar Diana Taylor shows how, in the Madres’ protests, identification
photos went from indexical images, valued for their status as evidence of the missing, to iconic
images, in which one figure could stand in for the multitude of desaparecidos.362 Less than a
year and a half after the Madres began their protest, Mexican activists and family members of
the disappeared similarly carried identification portraits of the missing in the October 2, 1978
march (figs. 2.21, 2.22).363 Germinal’s image, too, functioned in an iconic manner. The Madres
and their Mexican counterparts employed these ID photos to reassert the citizenship of an entire
group of people that had been arrested without documentation, photographic or otherwise.364 By
appropriating mug shot images, they highlighted the cadre of citizens that the state had
extrajudicially declared criminal and held or murdered illicitly.
Scholars of sociology and political science have shown how citizenship is not merely a
legal category, but also comprises the practices that disrupt norms, mediate between individuals
and institutions, and highlight disjunctures between the rhetoric of inclusion and inevitable
exclusions. Among these acts of citizenship are public demonstrations.365 Thus, through
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marching with the banner, Germinal and the FMGTC both reasserted their own citizenship
alongside that of the desaparecidos. The fact that the government suppressed both the ability to
protest and the memory of 1968 in the years prior to the march made this claim of citizenship
even more potent.
Like the Madres, other Mexican marchers on October 2, 1978 used photographs of the
disappeared to highlight their citizenship. One manta was composed of eight side-by-side, frontal
likenesses of disappeared individuals, with text demanding their reappearance (figs. 2.13, 2.21).
Posters carried at the march and pasted around the city on October 2 similarly incorporated
identification photographs of the disappeared (figs. 2.22, 2.23). Germinal, however, did not use
photographs themselves. Instead, the manta’s mug shots were rendered in stylized, high-contrast
drawings, influenced by Germinal’s interest in Mexican popular printmaking, post-revolutionary
Cuban poster art, and U.S. comic book art.366 This stylization questions the assumed objectivity
of the photographic mug shot by infusing it with forms commonly considered subjective.367
Though it evoked the technologies of the mug shot, Germinal’s manta featured rather simple,
sign-painters’ techniques: cheap, exterior acrylic paint on cloth.368 The hand-painted nature of
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the images further exposed the subjectivity of the legal system.369 The PRI and the media had
long worked together to cast members of guerrilla groups as delinquents, savages, and
terrorists.370 Through their adaptation of the mug shot, Germinal peeled away the facade of
objectivity from these claims, and from the state bureaucratic apparatus as a whole. As legal
scholar Michael King suggests, any act that classifies according to the binary of lawful/unlawful
can be considered part of the legal system.371 By questioning the mug shot, Germinal questioned
the entire Mexican legal system that deployed it as a technology of power and a means to
facilitate disappearance. They made bureaucracy a common enemy, encouraging bonds of
solidarity in the face of the system.
Such solidarity would assist in building consensus around the meaning of 1968, working
against state narratives. By the late 1970s, the issue of disappearance was increasingly connected
to the memory of 1968. While the use of forced disappearance by the Mexican government
reached its peak in 1974-75, The Comité de Familiares de Presos, Perseguidos y Exiliados
Políticos (Committee of Family Members of Political Prisoners, Persecuted Peoples, and Exiles)
only began using the term desaparecidos in 1976, as family members did not know whether their
loved ones were fugitive and did not want to risk incriminating them.372 Once this conversation
began, however, organizations of family members like the Comité Eureka drew connections
between the disappeared and the student movement, even arguing by 1988 that the
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desaparecidos were the “heirs of 1968.”373 Germinal and their fellow marchers made both visible
in the streets of Mexico City. The manta rejects both López Portillo’s admonition to “move on”
from the past and the use of disappearance as a strategy in the present.

Amnistía: The 1979 manta
A year later, Mexicans took to the streets again in honor of the student movement.
Germinal created another banner for October 2, 1979 (figs. 2.24, 2.25) that shows a significant
shift in their aesthetic, venturing farther from the traditional manta format with a more dynamic
composition. Unlike their previous October 2 manta, this banner implicitly encourages action.
The manta featured the large black boots of a military figure as the imagen eje, facing a surging
crowd carrying red flags and behind a stylized banner featuring the word AMNISTÍA
(“AMNESTY”) in all capital letters (fig. 2.26). This central figure was likely derived from a
high-contrast black and white photo of similar boots in front of a protest that was used in a 1979
poster calling for return of the disappeared (fig. 2.27). The manta, however, included several
notable additions surrounding this imagen eje. The lower third of the manta simulated the effect
of a film strip. Here, a series of five brightly-colored squares frame repeated images of a hand
bending a vertical bar, evoking prison liberation. This progression culminates on the right-hand
side of the banner, where two hands pry parallel bars apart. Above this image, a white dove flies
out of the warped bars, the year 1979 repeated in the background. The sequence shows that
Germinal had further embraced the bold, flattening color, strong outlines, and visual
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intelligibility of Cuban poster art and comic strips, further distancing themselves from the
decontextualized caricatures, heroic portraits, and white backgrounds of previous mantas.
Amnesty, including the release of political prisoners, was a potent issue closely
connected to the memory of 1968.374 In 1970, José Revueltas, writing from his cell in
Lecumberri, argued that an amnesty law for political prisoners would be a “victory” for the
movement.375 After continued pressure from leftist activists throughout the 1970s, president
López Portillo sent an amnesty law to the legislature, where it was approved on September 28,
1978, just days before the October 2 march. The amnesty released over 1,500 political prisoners,
but did not address over 1,000 reported cases of disappearance. Communist activist Aurturo
Martínez Nateras, who had written dozens of articles in the newspaper Excelsior advocating
amnesty, argued that the 1978 law “was the most conservative [possible]…it lacks generality,
both in its scope and in not strictly specifying the events, the groups, or the subjects that it takes
up. Everything remains in the subjective wishes of those governing, equating amnesty with
pardon.”376 Therefore, “general amnesty” remained a demand even after the 1978 law was
passed. Through the manta, Germinal took up an issue that was both a focus of leftist appeals in
1979 and deeply connected to the aims of the student movement eleven years earlier.
While echoing the student movement’s demands, Germinal’s manta also drew on the
movement’s graphics traditions, particularly through the use of the dove. In 1968, the
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government distributed bold prints of the stylized white dove that was one of the central symbols
of the Cultural Olympiad’s graphic design to shop owners across the city.377 Passing activists
would quickly mark the dove prints with red spray paint, rendering them bloody and questioning
their message of peace and unity (fig. 2.28).378 Similarly, movement graphic artists appropriated
the dove of peace in their posters and prints to show the sinister underside of Mexican
governmental initiatives.379 One of Jesús Martínez’s 1968 screenprints featured a bloody bayonet
impaling the Olympic dove (fig. 2.29). Ironically, another one of his designs reclaimed the avian
as a positive symbol of the movement, using a group of flying birds overlaid with the V for
victory alongside the text “ADELANTE!!” (“ONWARD!!” fig. 3.26).380 In Germinal’s manta, the
dove is similarly part of a more optimistic, future-oriented narrative: much more optimistic than
the poster from which they derived the central image (fig. 2.27). The banner, read left to right,
suggests that the surging crowd is victorious in achieving amnesty, and thus in freeing political
prisoners, represented by the dove escaping on the right. The addition of the dove complicates
the viewer’s initial reading of the imagen eje. The dove suggests that the central boots of the
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disembodied soldier or police officer, which at first seem to be an insurmountable barrier, will be
overcome by the masses. This made the banner motivational, in that it encouraged action, in
contrast to the diagnostic, non-narrative 1978 banner.
As part of this motivational framework, Germinal’s 1979 banner argues for the efficacy
of protest art. The manta features an image of another stylized banner—this one more
traditionally text- and demand-focused—at the front of a march. This makes the work a sort of
“metamanta:” it comments on the manta form itself, showing its potency: the marchers depicted
on the banner are successful in attaining the amnesty they seek. Within the context of the
October 2, 1979 march, the manta thus justifies the presence of marchers in the street, with
banners in their hands, as an tool for affecting external change, not only internal bonds of
solidarity.
The 1979 manta also suggests that 1968 had become a historical object, a representation
of something larger than itself. The serial repetition of the number “68” on the left side of the
banner without any related images or text told viewers that the importance of 1968 was, or
should have been, well known. It also evokes the 1968 Olympic logo by Lance Wyman, in which
the number 68 radiates outward, offering a backdrop for the Olympic rings.381 On the right side
of the banner, however, 1979 is written out in full, lacking this same status as historical object.
When reading, once again, from left to right, 68 becomes a shorthand, marking the “beginning”
of the struggle for amnesty that continues in the present and will be victorious in the future.
Scholars also began to see 1968 as an object of historical inquiry by the late 1970s. In
1978, sociologist Sergio Zermeño published the first academic study of the movement, and other
authors began to question the hegemony of testimonial literature, calling for further analysis of
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the movement.382 Germinal was thus part of a larger push to frame 1968 as the point of departure
for later histories.

Murales con patas: Mantas against official muralism
Germinal discussed all of their mantas as murals of a sort, variously referring to them as
“murales con patas” (“murals with legs”) and “murales móviles” (“mobile murals.”)383 In
keeping with these labels, their banners were large scale, and sometimes hung on walls like
“portable murals,” as in the 1978 FMGTC exhibition “Muros frente a muros: Confrontación de
arte público” (Walls facing walls: Public Art in Comparison, at the Casa de la Cultura de
Michoacán, Morelia, Michoacán, fig. 2.30).384 Yet Germinal was careful to distinguish mantas
from muralism, arguing that their practice addressed several of muralism’s shortcomings. They
highlighted the fact that mantas, unlike murals, could be cheaply made, could not be
commodified or institutionalized, and were accessible to non-specialized creators and viewers.
Germinal also stated that the manta did not “wait, like the mural, for the public to come to it, but
instead communicates artistically for and with the public in the concrete historical moment that
created it.”385 Thus, Germinal actively positioned themselves as critical descendants of the
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Mexican mural tradition, building on its cultural weight while rejecting its static, bourgeois,
institutional nature.
Germinal’s stance was based on their informal study of muralism. La Esmeralda had not
had a muralism instructor since the departure of Arnold Belkin, but members of the group read
works by muralist David Alfaro Siqueiros and his collaborator Josep Renau, discussed the topic
with political art historian Ana Cecilia Lazcano, and met with Angélica Arenal, Siqueiros’s
widow.386 Germinal was also aware of projects outside of Mexico that used muralism as a
cultural strategy, including the Brigada Ramona Parra (1968-1973) in Chile and Chicano
muralism in the US.387
Of these precedents, Germinal was particularly drawn to Siqueiros for the notions of the
dynamic composition and the mobile spectator he developed alongside his collaborators.388
Germinal member Mauricio Gómez Morin underscored the importance of Renau and Siqueiros’s
Portrait of the Bourgeoisie mural in the stairwell of the Sindicato Mexicano de Electrecistas
(SME, Mexican Electrician’s Syndicate) building, both for the artists’ interest in the spectator’s
multiple points of view as she moved through the space (fig. 2.31) and their emphasis, if
rhetorical, on collective practice.389 Germinal took this idea of the mobile spectator and inverted
it, instead considering the mantas themselves to be mobile murals with mobile spectators. Gómez
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Morin theorized this relationship, positing that there were various levels of reading a manta,
from the previously discussed imagen eje that provokes the initial interest from afar, to the
detailed images seen as manta and viewer move closer to each other.390 Siqueiros himself helped
to create banners for the US Communist Party during his time in New York in 1936, although
they were heroic portraits hanging stationary as wall coverings instead of circulating like
Germinal’s mantas (fig. 2.32). However, the various parade floats that Siqueiros and his
Experimental Workshop designed for May Day, “anti-[William Randolph] Hearst Day,” and
anti-war protests in the same year served as mobile kinetic sculptures, offering various levels of
reading as they moved thorough the streets (fig. 2.33). These works were designed collectively
on behalf of patrons including the Farmer-Labor Party, the Communist Party-New York District,
and the American League Against War & Fascism, just as Germinal made mantas for other
unions and leftist coalitions. Because of these affinities, Germinal saw their mantas as fulfilling
Siqueiros’ call to making monumental public artforms for a mass audience.391
In using mantas to spread critiques of government violence, Germinal deployed muralism
against the state. The muralist movement began in the early 1920s as one facet of a government
plan to educate, “regenerate,” and assimilate the largely indigenous population of Mexico into a
modern state after the Mexican Revolution (1910-20). Yet muralism in Mexico was never a
singular, hegemonic force, and the Mexican state sponsored—and abandoned—muralism in
response to varied political situations.392 Starting in the mid-1940s, however, the state steadily
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worked to institutionalize muralism, and thus capitalize on the fame of its most prominent
practitioners. In 1943, president Ávila Camacho invited José Clemente Orozco and Diego Rivera
to join the honorary Colegio Nacional de México, and in 1947 Miguel Alemán formed a
Commission on Mural Painting, paving the way for president Echeverría to declare murals
national patrimony in 1972.393 Art historian Mary Coffey traces how muralism became
thoroughly depoliticized official culture and a “technique of exercising power” through
commissions at state museums such as the Palacio de Bellas Artes (Rufino Tamayo murals 195253) and the Museo Nacional de Antropología (National Anthropology Museum, inaugurated
1964).394 Thus muralism’s cultural weight was enfolded into the aegis of the Mexican state,
through both arts institutions and prominent commissions. Germinal recognized this, stating in
1978 that Mexican muralism had “suffered a process of distortion similar and parallel to that of
the political objectives of the revolution: they have been institutionalized.”395 By using a muralinspired format, Germinal appropriated a mode that was, by then, used to buttress grand national
narratives, and instead employed it to counter the official erasure of 1968.
Yet while the post-war period is often discussed as the “decline” or “death” of politicallycommitted muralism in Mexico,396 public art scholar Bruce Campbell distinguishes the decline
of the “Mexican school of muralism,” connected to the state and characterized by the work of
Mexican Muralism: A Critical History, ed. Alejandro Anreus, Leonard Folgarait, and Robin
Adèle Greeley (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2012).
393
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Rivera, Orozco, and Siqueiros, from muralist practices more generally.397 He shows how the rise
of muralism as official culture did not mark the end of mural painting as a dissident practice, in
spite of narratives to the contrary: Germinal’s interest in the mural form certainly confirms this.
Campbell discusses how other oppositional groups mobilized the mural as a “vehicle for cultural
authority” throughout the 1970s and 1980s.398 Collective Tepito Arte Acá (Mexico City, 1973-)
used muralism’s newly protected status to save the working-class Tepito neighborhood from a
state redevelopment project, and Taller de Investigación Plástica (TIP, Michoacán, 1974-present)
taught muralism workshops as a means of community mobilization.399 Building on Campbell’s
work, I contend that Germinal, by creating mural-scale works and publicly discussing their work
as a critical progeny of muralism, similarly drew on existing cultural weight of muralism.
Germinal’s 1978 manta defined a common enemy in the bureaucratic state, while
wielding the cultural status of muralism against that same state. They altered traditions of mantamaking, producing an innovative version of mobile muralism that evocatively combined comic
art, dissident graphics, and bureaucratic aesthetics. Suma’s works strayed even further from
protest traditions than Germinal’s, into the realms of printmaking, xerox, stencils and graffiti,
while still drawing on the visual codes of bureaucracy that were central to Germinal’s manta.

Grupo Suma and Neographics of the Street
Grupo Suma, too, framed their work as a variation of dissident muralism. The group was
born in the muralism workshop led by Ricardo Rocha at the Escuela Nacional de Artes Plásticas
(National Visual Arts School, also known as San Carlos). Ironically, Rocha had never actually
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created a mural when appointed to teach the course.400 His lack of a dogmatic muralist pedagogy
led his students (and eventual collaborators in Grupo Suma) to experiment with notions of
muralism.401 Like Germinal, Suma created a banner for a rally in support of the Sandinistas at the
Auditorio Nacional (National Auditorium) in Mexico City (fig. 2.34), although this was one of
their few experiments with the manta mode. In a 1977 catalog text, Suma questioned their
contemporaries’ focus on the “form and content” of mural painting, instead considering the
function of historical muralism its most important lesson—that is, its “attempt to reconcile art
with society, which would respond to collective needs by penetrating the national reality.”402 To
this end, they practiced diffuse, guerilla tactics in the streets, stenciling repeated, high-impact
images across the city in the manner of advertising.
In striving to insert its dissident images into the national psyche, Suma created what I
term a neográfica de la calle (neographics of the street). The group’s work is most often
discussed as purely “neográfica,” in spite of its affinities with muralism and its unique use of the
street as support. Artist and instructor Felipe Ehrenberg (1943-2017) defined neográfica as
“those techniques for reproducing images that draw upon instruments, technology, and methods
not utilized by conventional graphics and that, in so doing, look to create a new visual
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language.”403 Art historian Raquel Tibol is more specific about these unconventional means,
citing stencils, photocopies, mimeography, and stamps as neographic techniques.404 While
SUMA engaged with all of these techniques, simply referring to their body of work as
neográfica privileges the works on paper that are still extant in museum collections, while
downplaying the importance of muralism to their practice and their sustained engagement with
the street as subject, matrix, and substrate.405 Here, though I consider Suma’s neográfica de la
calle in dialogue with their works on paper, I show how they function quite differently in the
context of the street and the march. In their writing from the period, Suma emphasized the
ephemeral nature of their work, linking it to their interest in the immediacy and collectivity of
urban space.406 These issues prominently played out in their street neographics. After a brief
discussion of the group’s earlier work and its engagement with muralism, I show how Suma’s
interventions, like Germinal’s banner, evoked an aesthetics of bureaucracy, alluding to the
repressive power of the state, while also creating a recognizable, if opaque, dissident identity.
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“Saca la pintura a la calle:” Suma’s Early Murals
After beginning in Rocha’s muralism workshop, the group of students decided to “sacar
la pintura a la calle” (“to take painting to the streets.)”407 They appropriated the spaces, and the
strategies, of advertising and political propaganda. Suma often sought out bardas (external walls,
usually to delineate the edge of an empty lot), implicitly criticizing the use of these spaces for
government communications and political sloganeering. Suma later wrote that these
whitewashed bardas were often used “either by political parties, the Department of the Federal
District, and other government institutions, with trivial, deomogogic sayings, and conformist
slogans; or they were used to express typical phrases of non-conformity.”408 By surreptitiously
painting murals on the same walls often used for state communications, they took over public
space, bringing attention to the banal use of murals to serve government interests. Yet by
rendering these bardas ephemeral artistic spaces, they also looked to enter dialogue with a nonartistic audience and break from the commodification of art.409
The completed one of their earliest barda projects on October 2, 1976 at the high-traffic
Tasqueña bus station in southern Mexico City (fig 2.35).410 The choice to illicitly paint bus
station bardas on the anniversary of October 2, 1968 shows an affinity with the 1968 student
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movement’s use of guerrilla insertions into existing urban circuits, from posters on buses (fig.
2.36) to spray painted slogans on walls (fig. 2.37). A Suma Curriculum Vitae from 1977
prominently states that their October 2, 1976 work was “painted over by the authorities,”
suggesting that this conflict over public space was something welcomed by the group: the
murals’ erasure a sign of the importance of their dissident actions.411
While the act of painting on bardas itself was subversive, most of the mural paintings at
Tasqueña did not have an explicit political message. As in other early works, Suma was not yet
working in a group style. Instead, each member was given a two-meter section of the wall,
leading to a disjointed series of murals that stretched along the length of the barda. Most of the
young artists experimented with informalism, which offered a means to critique both the
geometrism favored at La Esmeralda and the indigenist realism associated with the Mexican
Muralist school.412 For example, a photograph of the Tasqueña installation shows three murals,
variously featuring gestural brushstrokes, layering of paint, and abstracted figural elements (fig
2.38). One of the Tasqueña works, however, offered a more explicit textual denunciation of the
government, echoing the later critique of the 1978 march. In his two meters, José “Pepe”
Barbosa layered fragmentary words and letters (fig 2.39). Amid less-charged words
(“MI/FA/SO/LA”), Barbosa included “POLICIA“ (“POLICE”), “CONCIENCIA”
(“CONSCIOUSNESS”), “SE BUSCA” (“Looking for”), and the name “TANIA.” These last two
elements made a thinly-veiled reference to government violence: the “Se Busca” alluding to
disappeared activists, and “Tania” referring to Tamara Bunke, known as “Tania la Guerillera,”
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an Argentine communist spy ambushed and killed by CIA-backed forces in Bolivia while
fighting alongside Che Guevara. The first two letters of her name are repeated three more times
in large letters, rhythmically referring to her in a verbal play. Additionally, Barbosa’s
incorporation of “GRINGO/GO/GO” and “ALAMO” in the work, albeit in smaller letters,
suggest a larger critique of U.S. imperialism. Thus, like the single word and elipsis of Germinal’s
deaparecidos… banner from 1978, Barbosa’s short-lived mural evokes fleeting thoughts,
censorship, and government violence.413

Suma’s Protest Interventions and Communication in the Street
These veiled evocations of state violence, and particularly disappearance, were also
central to Suma’s work exactly two years later, on October 2, 1978. To create a recognizable
identity in the street, Suma appropriated the visual strategies of advertising, limiting their
repertoire to only three designs: the peatones (pedestrians), the desaparecida (disappeared girl),
and a series of handprints. As the march progressed, Suma wheatpasted the offset prints of the
legs of two pedestrian figures, depicted from the waist down, onto walls and sidewalks (fig. 2.3,
fig. 2.40).414 The figure in male business clothing walks in front, while the figure wearing a skirt
follows slightly behind. The image, like many of Suma’s works, provokes Barthes’ anxiety of
polysemy: that is, the anxiety of an image with no fixed meaning and no associated caption.
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Indeed, this openendedness was something that Suma fostered throughout their oeuvre.415 Within
the march context, the walkers could evoke the mass of marches marking alongside, and atop,
the images—the constant movement of the urban. The headlessness of the figures, however,
suggests a loss of presence, not a joyous revolt.416 The suit jacket, dark slacks and oxford shoes
of the male figure imply that he is a bureaucrat or businessman, not a young activist. This
reading is furthered by the similarity between the figure on the left in this image and an oftenused Suma stencil of a man’s legs and feet, wearing similar oxford shoes and carrying a
prominent briefcase, which the group referred to as “the bureaucrat” (fig. 2.41). The ambiguity
provokes reflection: are these figures walking “with” the marchers, or are they being trampled by
the power of the people? Are the two indifferently meandering through the city, are they
marching in response to government repressions, or are they the very people who ordered and
executed such repressions? The visual affinities between this print and the bureaucrat stencil
suggests that Suma saw the latter: these banal figures were responsible for carrying out state
violence. On top of the wheatpasted print, Suma used a stencil and spray paint to add the logo of
the group. The emblem was a play on the “Hecho en México” (“Made in Mexico”) logo used on
consumer commodities, replacing the text with the name of the group (fig. 2.42).417 Finally, they
spraypainted “2 oct” freehand across the image (fig. 2.3), connecting it to the event yet also
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serving as a textual relay, launching the viewer into various scenarios that could connect this text
to the image.
Elsewhere in the march, Suma stenciled a high-contrast image of a woman’s face onto
the sidewalk (fig. 2.43). The group variously referred to this figure as “la niña” (“the girl”) or “la
desaparecida” (“the disappeared woman”), and she proliferated in their works (figs. 2.44, 2.45,
2.46). The original image was taken from print media, likely a newspaper.418 The group
increased the contrast by repeatedly copying it on a Xerox machine to create the striking and
graphic outline.419 Like Germinal, Suma used a high-contrast, large-format portrait as a stand-in
for the disappeared; however, without any explanatory text, their desaparecida image is more
enigmatic, a haunting presence in the streets of the city.
Finally, the group used blood-red spray paint to create ghostly negative images of their
hands on walls, marking them with the Suma logo, as well (fig. 2.47). These handprints were
executed in the style of rupestrian paintings, using only the artists’ bodies as stencils (fig.
2.48).420 As with the spray painting of Olympic dove posters in 1968 to render them “bloody,”
the red spray paint evokes the violence of 1968, while the repetition of the image suggests both
the scale of the violence and the collectivity of the movement and its legacy. Like the pedestrian
figures and la desaparecida, hands made using the human body as a positive stencil are found
elsewhere in Suma’s ouevre, as well (see, for example, fig. 2.49).
This repetition of key images throughout the group’s body of work imitates the saturation
of urban space with recognizable commercial images. Instead of imitating familiar protest art
forms, Suma “created” familiarity through repetition, both of the three central images themselves
418
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and of the group’s logo. Suma’s use of a characteristic, limited color palette of black, white, and
red, also intended to mimic the attention-grabbing color of advertising—and the specificity of
brand recognition. Yet unlike advertising, Suma’s works teeter between opacity and legibility,
and the group mobilized this tension to provoke interest. Though Suma’s stencils and prints on
October 2, 1978 did not communicate a clear message, they offered a distinct and recognizable
aesthetic of resistance, and thus encouraged group identification. The reappearance of these
unorthodox images throughout the march associated them with a new dissident identity, formed
in relation to the 1968 student movement by a younger generation of artist-activists: most of
Suma’s members, like Germinal’s, were too young to have participated in the student movement
itself.
The strategy of repeating opaque paintings on public walls echoes that of the Argentine
event Tucumán Arde. Activists spray-painted and posted the word Tucumán around the city of
Tucumán, later adding Arde to provoke reflection on the crushing effects of mulitnational
corporate control over industry in Tucumán province—and to stir up interest in the related
consciousness-raising event (fig. 2.50). While Suma similarly used repetition in the streets to
pique curiosity, their enigmatic iterations do not have the clear ambitions of those of their
Argentine counterparts. For example, a repeated print of two figures from the waist down,
walking, seems to have little of the urgency and violence implied in the phrase Tucumán Arde.
These bureaucrats, however, were central to Suma’s critique at the 1978 protest: as I show, they
became the faceless antagonists against which dissidents marched.

134

Suma’s Protest Interventions and the Aesthetics of Bureaucracy
Suma’s critique went beyond the literal image of the bureaucrat. Suma often appropriated
the aesthetics of bureaucracy in their work. In seeming contrast to their stated interest in “the
street,” Suma’s works on paper often employed materials associated with “the office.” They used
the stuff of bureaucratic paperwork as a substrate for their prints: continuous-feed ledger paper,
tax forms, and the punch cards of early computers (figs. 2.44, 2.45). Their experiments with the
distortive effects achieved by copying and recopying images (fig. 2.51) led their work to often
take on what Rida Eder poetically dubbed “the grisalle of Zerox.”421 They also frequently used
stenciled letters and numbers to simulate bureaucratic classifications, and members Almandina
Lozano, Jaime Rodríguez, Santiago Rebolledo, and Gabriel Macotela all composed images using
repeated rubber stamps (figs. 2.52, 2.53). The works on paper offer a sustained engagement with
the various menial, yet normalizing, forms employed within low bureaucracy. Some of these
works implicitly criticized the power of these classificatory instruments. For example, Suma
member Lupe Sobarzo repeatedly xeroxed images of women until they become faint or
unrecognizable, suggesting that bodies could disappear with the help of Xerox machines, leaving
only haunting traces (fig 2.51; 2.54).
When Suma transposed the aesthetics of bureaucracy into the streets, they shifted
administration out of its conventional context. By taking the stamp to the street, they made it
strange, casting doubt on the motives of the vast bureaucracies in Mexico. On top of the
wheatpased pedestrians and their handprints, Suma used a stencil to add the logo of the group.
This logo evokes the aesthetics of the rubber stamps and seals that appeared in their work on
paper: an image in the center surrounded by text and an oval border (fig 2.42). In fact, they had a
421
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rubber stamp of the logo that they could use in lieu of the larger stencil (fig. 2.55). Their
appropriation of the nationalistic “Made in Mexico” seal takes on sinister undertones when
superimposed over images of headless pedestrians and bloody handprints. It implies that
desubjectivity and disappearance are locally produced—and given a governmental stamp of
approval.
In their elemental aesthetics, Suma’s handprints themselves seem removed from the
workings of bureaucracy. Yet they also conjure up the fingerprinting used to classify citizens as
criminal. Both, after all, are indexes of a bodily presence. Bodily tracings were similarly used in
the later Argentine Siluetazo (Buenos Aires, 1983, fig. 2.56) to evoke the disappeared. In that
action, artists, activists, and passers-by made tracings of their entire bodies on large sheets of
paper, then lined city streets with the resulting outlines to evoke the thousands of people
disappeared at the hands of the state. In both Suma’s intervention and the Siluetazo, the resulting
negative images are ghostly, haunting the public space by referring back to a living body. The act
of tracing connects the living stencil to the disappeared person they represent, creating a ritual of
solidarity between the missing activists and those people still circulating freely.
Suma made the connection between state violence and the bureaucratic aesthetics that help
to facilitate it more explicit in their works on paper. For example, at the 1979 Salón Nacional de
Artes Plásticas, they paired stencil referred to as “the bureaucrat” with a smaller version of the
niña/desaparecida stencil, so that her ghostly face appeared on his briefcase (fig. 2.57). This
image suggested that information on the missing could be found in the bureaucrat’s papers, or
that their fate was in the hands of this faceless representation of state power. Similarly, Suma
printed la niña/la desaparecida on computer punch cards, then stamped the cards with the text
“SE BUSCA” (“Looking for” or “Wanted,” figs. 2.45, 2.58). Punch cards stood in for the
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alienation and dehumanization of mechanized and automated bureaucracy: here, Suma
superimposed them with the human victim of this system.422 The text that Suma stamped on the
cards is particularly evocative and ambiguous, as SE BUSCA has layers of meanings, each
which offers a different relay relationship with the image. These meanings range from the
banal—the words “Se busca” start most employment fliers and job advertisements—to the highly
provocative—the same words are also used on criminal wanted posters. Thus the female figure
depicted oscillates between being a “productive” employee and a wanted criminal. This criminal
reading is further complicated by the idea that loved ones could be looking for the desaparecida
herself. That is, se busca suggests both that the state could have designated this individual a
criminal (as in posters with se busca prominently printed across the top), and, as a result, she
could now be disappeared, with loved ones looking for her. This ambiguity makes what appears,
on first glance, to be a simple image seem highly contingent. While this critique is veiled, it
alludes to the connection between the administrative apparatus, state definitions of criminality,
and disappearance— the same themes that are central to Germinal’s October 2, 1978 manta.
Most of the protestors and passers-by that saw Suma’s work on October 2, 1978 would
have been unfamiliar with these other works on paper. They were, however, accustomed to the
portrait format for representing the disappeared—it was present around them at the march in
more explicit banners and posters (figs. 2.21, 2.22, 2.23).423 The high-contrast format of Suma’s
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desaparecida image mimics a photograph that had been repeatedly copied on a Xerox machine,
leaving a striking outline.424 By repeating the image of the niña/desaparecida on surfaces
throughout the city (fig. 2.43), Suma reminds viewers of identification photographs xeroxed and
filed in government archives or carried through the streets by loved ones.
In her landmark book on the use of disappearance under the Argentine military junta,
political theorist Pilar Calveiro shows how military and police institutions facilitated
disappearance and torture by giving it the semblance of routine bureaucratic proceedings. They
turned even the processes of kidnapping and torture into discreet, impersonal tasks: registering
names, processing information, filling out forms, checking boxes. This fragmentation of tasks led
to a fragmentation of responsibility, allowing those involved to continue their work without
fundamentally challenging its morality.425 In their catalog for the 1979 Salón de
Experimentación, Suma also alludes to this mindless conformity (fig. 2.59). The text that
appeared alongside an image of the group wheatpasting their “pedestrian” prints to the street
reads: “Steps repeated one, another, a thousand times, on the walls, the sidewalks.”426 The
repeated, mindless steps suggest conformity: the same small, repeated locksteps that facilitated
violence.
The desaparecida image also engages with another fundamental aspect of disappearance,
according to Calveiro. When disappearance is a reality that is denied, deliberately not seen, this
fear converts a passive, stunned society into a voicebox of power, circulating a terror that
424
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facilitates control.427 Suma’s shadowy desaparecida figure, however, appears unexpectedly on
the walls and sidewalks of Mexico City, forcing viewers to see her and to chose whether to
accept the reality of her disappearance. Like the violence of the state, the stenciled desaparecida
is encountered, without warning, in public spaces. The work offers a reminder of identities
obscured by Xerox copies and filed away as subversive.
Similarly, Suma underlined the “concealed presence” of the memory of 1968 by pairing
images of their October 2, 1978 stencil action (fig 2.2) with one stanza from Jaime Sabines’s
poem Tlatelolco 68 in the same 1979 Salón catalog. The text states:

The crime is there
concealed in newspaper pages
with televisions, with radios,
with Olympic flags.
The air is dense, immobile
the terror, the disgrace.
Around are voices, traffic, life.
And the crime is there.428
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El aire denso, inmóvil,
el terror, la ignominia.
Alrededor las voces, el tránsito, la vida.
Y el crimen está allí.
Jaime Sabines, Tlatelolco 68, as printed in Grupo Suma, La calle, Salón Nacional de Artes
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By placing the photographic record of their October 2, 1978 interventions alongside this text, the
group underscores their interest in subtly exposing hidden violence in the historic streets of
Mexico City. Suma’s work underscores the fact that, from bureaucratic stamps to ID
photographs, “the crime is there.” As such, they define the state, and its bureaucratic apparatus,
as a common, omnipresent foe against which to organize.

Suma’s Protest Interventions and Traditions of Protest
Suma’s members were not the first Mexican activists to use graffiti techniques as part of
a protest march. Photographs from 1968, for example, show spray-painted texts left in the wake
of the October 2 protest in Tlatelolco Square (fig. 2.37). Political scientist César Gilabert shows
how these graffiti scrawlings were used as a means to counter official proclamations throughout
the course of the student movement.429 Suma remixed these techniques, using spray paint both
freehand, like their predecessors, and to produce stenciled images with limited text.
Spray paint also gave their practice a dissident edge. Suma had previously employed
aerosol paint to deface their own exhibition at the 1979 Salón Nacional: Sección de
Experimentación after being awarded first prize, scrawling “Is this what the INBA thinks about
experimentation?” on the wall of their section of the exhibition with an arrow pointing to the
poster for the Salón (fig. 2.60), and underscoring their use of the medium as an anti-institutional
gesture. In the 1978 march, Suma combined wheatpasted prints, stencils, and freehand text using
spray paint, often combining all three strategies in one piece, as in the case of the pedestrian
image (figs. 2.3, 2.40). These techniques allowed the group to work fast, moving along with their
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fellow marchers and marking a variety of surfaces.430 Ironically, the efficiency of spray paint and
stencils stands in contrast to the “inefficient” communication of Suma’s images, at least when
viewed in comparison with traditional demand-based banners and graffiti. The image would
materialize rapidly as other protestors looked on, and then were left to decode a rather dense,
allusory artwork. Yet the act of witnessing this process of creation was also formative: image
from the march show fellow activists watching intently as Suma worked (fig. 2.2). Their
practice, in its novelty, drew the attention of the surrounding crowds, in turn associating those
gathered with the vanguard nature of the intervention.
Suma also experimented with the formal aspects of the stencil and the offset print in
novel ways. In the 1978 march, they spray painted only around the edges of the desaparecida
stencil to create a soft, ghostly outline instead of a solid figure (fig. 2.43), and used the negative
space around their hands as a kind of reverse stencil (fig. 2.48). They wheatpasted various
iterations of the same print in a row, highlighting both the seriality of the printing process and the
banality of the image (fig. 2.3). They also played with the idea of artistic support, printing
images on horizontal surfaces—the street itself—in addition to vertical walls, offering a surprise
encounter in a space not generally associated with communication. In using the street’s surface
itself as a substrate, they imagined the communicative potential of spaces not yet fully harnessed
by the state or the market. Their work rejected assumptions about each media: that spray paint
was solely for text; offset prints are for posters with clear messages to be hung on the wall. In so
doing, Suma created moments of disjuncture in the visual fabric of urban Mexico City,
discouraging complacency and animating the streets. Unlike the traditional banners around them
and before them, they did not intend to make direct demands of the government. Instead, they
430
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offered imaginative modes of protest art fitting for the non-traditional, multigenerational
gathering around them.

Grupo Proceso Pentágono and the Action-Altar La Milpa
In perhaps the most poetic of the works from the 1978 march, La milpa (The cornfield),
several members of Grupo Proceso Pentágono pushed a live corn plant through the streets in a
wheelbarrow.431 Eventually, they planted it in a small wooden crate in the Zócalo (fig. 2.1). The
artists adorned the base with a simple, hand-lettered sign stating “2 de octubre no se olvide”
(“Do not forget October 2,” fig. 2.61). Soon, bystanders began lighting candles at the base of the
plant as memorial tributes to those killed ten years earlier (fig. 2.62).432
I show that, as a participatory altar-offering, La milpa represented a significant departure
from the traditional effigies carried in Mexican protests in its small scale and optimistic tone. By
also engaging with Mexican religious rituals and agrarian imagery, the action took on both
personal and national implications. It allowed individuals to ritually connect with one another
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There is some confusion about which members of Proceso Pentágono participated in the
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and with the memory of 1968, while also situating the student movement as a moment of broader
national significance.
Unlike most of their younger counterparts in Germinal and Suma, the members of Proceso
Pentágono were college students in 1968. Finck and Muñoz were involved in student organizing
at La Esmeralda art school; Muñoz was the third, “alternative” esmeraldino representative to the
National Strike Committee (CNH), called up if the first two delegates were unable to attend.433
Grobet was a student at the Universidad Iberoamericano, but had also just given birth to her first
child, so therefore supported the movement by setting up a clandestine printing press in her
home.434 This firsthand knowledge of the movement made the group’s relationship to the events
more intimate than that of their younger counterparts. While Germinal and Suma connected 1968
to more recent political violence in their works, Proceso Pentágono’s La milpa serves as a quasireligious homage to the movement and sees it as a living force.

La milpa and Traditions of Protest and Procession
Carlos Finck contrasted La milpa to other protest artworks, stating that it “was not a
manta with texts and everything, it was something else…a symbol with all of its weight of
meaning.”435 At its core, the use of objects in performative protest actions was not a new strategy
in Mexico, though Proceso Pentágono significantly shifted the scale and the tone of such acts.
433
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Protestors often carried symbolic items through the streets, frequently in the form of papermache effigies (later symbolically burned) or caskets.436 For example, in 1968, students created
an effigy of General Luis Cueto Ramírez, the Mexico City Chief of Police, in the form of an ape.
The figure stood atop a casket with the word “Constitution” printed on the sides. They then
marched the Cueto effigy-coffin through the streets, later burning it as an act of public theater
(fig. 2.63).437 The October 2, 1978 march featured a coffin similarly labeled “PRI” (fig. 2.64).
This tactic was not new: dissident railworkers in 1958 carried a noose and a coffin containing an
effigy of Samuel Ortega, the national union leader, through the streets before burning it.438 In
1960, protesting teachers pushed a massive marionette of “El burro Lozano” (“Lozano the
Donkey,” a caricature of Alfonso Lozano Bernal, the SNTE Secretary-General) through the
streets on a frame.439 The protest actions drew upon the Catholic Holy Saturday ritual of the
“burning of the Judases,” in which devotees parade larger-than-life paper-mache figures of Judas
through the streets, later burning them or exploding them.440 The dramatic protest gestures that
modified this tradition were equally aggressive and large-scale, in comparison to Proceso
Pentágono’s more intimate action in 1978.
Such effigies emphasized death or destruction, either ironically mourning core national
values or celebrating the imagined downfall of common enemies. Proceso Pentágono’s work
436
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took a more optimistic tone. Member Lourdes Grobet stated that for La Milpa, “The idea
was…life, germination.”441 Pushing a live plant through the streets implied that the 1968
movement was still alive and growing, an act of defiance against a regime set on uprooting
dissidents. At least one contemporary account of the protest echoed this metaphor, stating “We
sow the dead; they are seeds.”442 This optimism also stands in contrast to Proceso Pentágono’s
earlier engagements with the street, such as the 1973 actions Man hit by a car and Kidnapping,
which thematized the brutal violence of chance encounters in the city.
By carrying the corn plant through the streets between highly charged spaces of national
ritual, Proceso Pentágono also evoked traditional Catholic patron saint processions in Mexico, in
addition to the Judas tradition. In these acts, devotees carry images or sculptures of saints
through the streets from one sacred location to another, accompanied by a crowd of the faithful.
This made La milpa legible, its ritual an accessible means of fomenting cohesion among those
marching.
Once Proceso Pentágono arrived in the Zócalo and situated the plant in the southern
portion of the plaza, protestors began to place candles in the crate at the base of the corn stalk.
The plant and its crate became an altar: an offering to the dead like those assembled for Dia de
los Muertos.443 Like a Day of the Dead altar, the presence of candles next to a symbolic offering
made the act of mourning intelligible. It translated the domestic ritual of the altar for deceased
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family members into a more politicized, constitutive act. As they lit candles in the Zócalo,
protestors became a “family of mourning,” their connections to the dead of 1968—and thus to
each other—primarily ideological instead of genealogical. The act of lighting a candle
represented the community in formation, as various generations came together around the
cornstalk, with even young children taking part (figs. 2.1 and 2.62). It also offered a moment of
collective reflection and catharsis: a feeling that those gathered were “doing something” to honor
and remember those who died ten years prior.
Through the agrarian symbolism of La milpa, Proceso Pentágono also allied this
community-in-formation with lower class field workers, the “popular” classes so often evoked
by leftist movements in Mexico. In doing so, they also gestured to the geography of violence,
bringing the rural into urban space. By the mid-1970s, the state exercised most of this violence
outside of Mexico City, against organizations of rural farmers and their guerilla allies.444 The
contrast between the agricultural periphery and the urban seat of power were evident in La
Milpa’s uneasy relation to the urban space around it. Photographs show the corn stalk with the
Palacio Nacional in the background, the only organic material amid the Zócalo’s vast field of
stone (figs. 2.1, 2.65). The corn stalk, like the ’68 movement itself, appears overwhelmed by the
surrounding structures of state and ecclesiastical power. It will certainly die if left in this
inorganic wasteland, yet it stands comically upright, even righteous. Its base glows with
candlelight, inadvertently indicating its vitality. Two years later, Proceso Pentágono called urban
Mexico City a “purgatory of the dispossesed lumpenproletariat of agrarian origins.”445 By
contaminating the Zócalo, the center of Mexican state power, with a symbol of rural, indigenous
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labor, Proceso Pentágono alludes to both the suppression of rural dissent and the presence of a
large urban underclass that migrated to Mexico City during the industrialization of the so-called
“Mexican Miracle.”

La milpa and National Identity
In addition to engaging with religious rituals embedded in national identity, La milpa also
invoked the deep symbolic associations of corn. As Finck stated, “Corn is Mexico… since
thousands of years ago.”446 His colleague Grobet connected La milpa to the Popul Vuh, the
Mayan creation narrative, in which people are created from corn dough, again underscoring the
notion that the Mexican people are deeply intertwined with the cultivation of corn.447 Like the
student movement’s appropriation of national heroes such as Benito Juárez and Olympic design
elements such as the dove of peace, Proceso Pentágono refigured a nationalist symbol into a
subversive form.448
The group’s use of corn to represent an optimistic future parallels earlier Mexican art. In
the 1926-27 fresco The Blood of Martyrs (fig. 2.66), Diego Rivera depicts the buried, supine
forms of two “martyrs” of the Mexican Revolution, Emiliano Zapata and his co-conspirator,
Otilio Montaño, underneath a verdant, mounded cornfield. The roots of the corn reach into the
martyrs’ graves below, suggesting that their struggles continue to be fruitful in their absence. Art
Historian Mary Coffey further suggests that the Zapata figure represents the concept of “deep
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Mexico,” that is, the notion that the pre-Conquest indigenous cultures undergird the modern
nation, sprouting forth through the racialized body of the revolutionary.449 The use of corn
symbolism by Proceso Pentágono therefore gestures to a revolutionary, rural indigenous tradition
often mobilized by the state. However, within the context of a march highlighting forced
disappearance, La Milpa functions beyond and against the state timeline from pre-Columbian
past to revolutionary present by gesturing to the rural activists who faced the brunt of state
violence by the late 1970s.
Because of corn’s centrality to the pre-conquest Mesoamerican diet, religion, and
cosmovision, La Milpa instead places 1968 as a moment of significance within a long history of
the oppression of the Mexican working and underclasses.450 Octavio Paz famously drew this
parallel in his 1970 essay Posdata, stating that the massacre of October 2, 1968 was part of a
Mexican tradition of using sacrifice as a means of exercising absolute power stretching back to
Mexica (Aztec) rule.451 Indeed, the ritual behavior encouraged by La milpa is not wholly
Catholic, but it evokes the syncretic religious traditions of Mexico. In the action, Proceso
Pentágono replaced the saint figure with a corn plant, evoking the pre-Conquest worship of the
corn god. Additionally, the word milpa comes from the Nahuatl and is associated with
Mesoamerican agricultural practices. Thus like Paz, La milpa suggests a long history of the
repression and rebirth of the Mexican populace. By framing 1968 as part of this history, the
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event could neither be ignored nor forgotten, as some Mexicans implored: instead it was
presented as central to the Mexican psyche.
Proceso Pentágono went on to complete several other participatory works in the Zócalo
which are rarely mentioned in the literature, but that also engaged with acts of violence through
pre-Columbian and Catholic rituals. In Ruta 521 (Route 521, August 13, 1990, fig. 2.67), they
invited the public to participate in an action commemorating the defense and fall of Tenochtitlan
in 1521.452 They instructed participants to bring a flower and a flashlight and form a circle in the
middle of the Zócalo. At the organizers’ signal, participants would shine the flashlights in unison
at the center of circle, then raise their arms to the sky, joining hands in silence. Three minutes
later, they would turn off the flashlights in unison, a ritual of silent commemoration.453 Seven
years later, Proceso Pentágono collaborated with the group Tiempo imaginario for the
installation Acteal (1997, fig. 2.68), hauling truckloads of dirt into the Zócalo to create a
temporary cemetery with graves for each of the indigenous people killed by paramilitary forces
during a massacre in Acteal, Chiapas that year.454 Each grave mound featured a rudimentary
cross with the name of one of the dead, and mourners left flowers, candles, and remembrances.
These two works, like La milpa, transposed acts of mourning and remembrance that are often
private into the Zócalo, the symbolic heart of the nation.
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The overt use of national symbols in La milpa stands in contrast to another subsequent
project, La grieta (The Crack, 1988, figs. 3.1, 3.2), the pared-down design for a memorial to the
student movement developed by three members of Proceso Pentágono, with architects Sergio
Palleroni and Rodolfo Santa María. According to Finck, the group hoped to underscore the
international significance of 1968 through La grieta by not including elements that were “merely
national” in character.455 The group explicitly rejected allusions to Aztec heroes and Mexican
eagles that proliferated in existing works of public art.456 As I discuss in the next chapter, the
resulting design was a streamlined architectural space in line with the international vogue for
countermonuments. This suggests that, by 1988, the artists aimed for a monument that placed
1968 in Mexico alongside other international tragedies of the 20th century.
Ten years earlier, however, the national significance of the student movement was central
in the conception of La Milpa, as it was still an open question in discussions of 1968.
Interventions by Germinal, Suma, and Proceso Pentágono framed 1968 as a historical object,
while also connecting it to contemporary struggles for amnesty and the return of the
desaparecidos. Unlike the banners around them and before them, they did not intend to make
direct demands of the government. Instead, they offered new ways to build collective cohesion,
through “othering” the bureaucracy and ritually uniting protestors in acts of procession and
mourning. As the chant stated, “Ya volvimos a salir.” We—a new “we,” defined in relation to
1968—were out in the streets again.
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Chapter 3
Monumental failures: La Grieta and the Stela in Tlatelolco Square, 1988/1993
They had no permission, but they were going to build a monument.457 A monument in
Tlatelolco Square, no less, honoring those who died there during the 1968 massacre. The
boldness of the call put forth in 1988 by former student movement leaders Raúl Álvarez Garín
(1941-2014), Roberto Escudero (1941-2016), Rolf Meiners (1939-2015) and Marta Servín
(unknown) is striking.458 They launched a competition to design a work of art commemorating
the victims of state violence in Tlatelolco Square, the very space that the state had frequently
mobilized to define national identity.
This ambitious proposal reflected an ongoing restructuring of political alliances in Mexico
City and across the country, slowly eroding PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucional,
Institutional Revolutionary Party) hegemony. In the aftermath of the devastating 1985
earthquake, new neighborhood coalitions in Mexico City reshaped local relationships to public
space, with solidarity networks filling the voids left by unresponsive government entities.459 As I
discuss in the next section, the memorial design competition was premised on a similar
reclaiming and remarking of the space of Tlatelolco Square.
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Even more importantly, in the months leading up to the competition’s August 1988
deadline, left-wing Frente Democrático Nacional (National Democratic Front) candidate
Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas looked promisingly close to taking the presidency away from the PRI, the
party that had held the office since 1929 and whose leaders were widely considered responsible
for authorizing the 1968 massacre. This was a major shift from the election cycle six years prior,
in which there had been no strong leftist candidate to counter PRI dominance.
Former student movement leaders were optimistic on the eve of the July 6, 1988 election.
Alvarez Garín and others involved in the memorial competition had worked on Cárdenas’s
candidacy, and Herberto Castillo, a former student movement leader and Socialist candidate for
president, withdrew from the race to throw his support to Cárdenas, who he saw as a figure who
would, at last, take up the movement’s struggles on a national scale. Paradoxically, Octavio Paz
heralded the candidacy of PRI leader Carlos Salinas as a continuation of the student movement’s
trajectory of democratization, as well. Thus, for the first time, the two major parties in the
presidential election saw 1968 strategically mobilized on their behalf.460
In spite of this atmosphere, the 1988 “International competition for a monument to the
fallen during the movement of 1968, to be realized in Tlatelolco,” retained a speculative edge:
the winning monument’s design would be revealed as part of the 20th-anniversary observance to
kick-off fundraising, but not completed until the organizers secured sufficient funds.461 The
organizers convened nine well-known Mexican artists, architects, and critics to make up the jury:
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Arnulfo Aquino (1942- ), Juan Luis Díaz (1939- ), Angela Gurría (1929- ), Mathias Goeritz
(1915-1990), and Mario Rendón (1941- ); architectural historian Ramón Vargas Salguero (1934); industrial designer Ernesto Velasco León (1941- ); historian Jorge A. Manrique (1936-2016);
and art historian Ida Rodríguez Prampolini (1925-2017).462 The competition’s coordinators
mobilized the eminent stature of these jury members to try to ensure that their chosen monument
would be created. Press releases listed the jurors’ names, which were then repeated in article
after article written about the competition, connecting its fate to their renown.463 Vargas Salguero
himself admitted that there was some uncertainty around the viability of the project, stating “we
are all putting in a vote so that our current and future government officials recognize the
historical magnitude of 1968 that, upon permitting the construction of the monument, will
represent an increased awareness of what happened there.”464 Thus, the planners—and the jury
themselves—used their eminence as a way of putting pressure on officials and making a claim to
the space of Tlatelolco. However, Vargas Salguero’s statement also indicates a faith in
representative democracy, suggesting that government officials would one day act on a popular
will to memorialize 1968. This faith would crumble with the fraudulent elections of 1988, and, as
I argue later in this chapter, bring down the project, as well.
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The jury reviewed the 20 proposals that they received, most by Mexican artists.465 The
design entitled La Grieta (The Crack, fig. 3.1) quickly became the jury’s favorite, and the group
was unanimous in its decision.466 La Grieta was a collective project, developed by artists Carlos
Finck (1946- ), Lourdes Grobet (1940- ), and Víctor Muñoz (1948- ) of the collective Grupo
Proceso Pentágono (1976-ongoing), along with architects Sergio Palleroni (1955- ) and Rodolfo
Santamaría (1947- ).467 The plan called for a 27-meter-square platform, raised slightly above the
surface of the plaza. One edge of this platform would open up into a ramp, leading visitors
downward until they were below the level of the plaza in a long, linear “crack” lined with the
names of the dead (fig. 3.2). After separating visitors from the sights and sounds of the Plaza, the
passage would come to a dead end with a narrow, jagged opening looking out over the adjacent
Tlatelolca archeological site. After having this encounter with the past, visitors would return, up
the ramp, to the activity of the Square.
The organizing committee revealed the results of the competition with a certain amount
of fanfare: the designers were invited to lead the commemorative march on October 2, 1988
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The group that collaborated on La Grieta was an ad hoc gathering of friends and
collaborators. The architect Rodolfo Santamaría was a close friend of Víctor Muñoz, who in turn
had worked with Finck and Grobet as a part of Proceso Pentágono, which was most active
between 1976 and 1985. See chapter 2 for a more thorough discussion of the group, and Álvarez
Romero, ed. Grupo Proceso Pentágono: Políticas de la Intervención, 1969-1976-2015.
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projects after the earthquake of 1985.
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alongside leaders of the ’68 student movement and unveiled their design at the subsequent rally,
kicking off fund-raising efforts for the project in earnest.468 Yet the ambitious vision for La
Grieta remained on paper. The memorial was never realized, and in 1993, Aquino and Álvarez
Garín coordinated the installation of a monumental stela in its place (fig. 3.3). As I outline in the
second half of the chapter, critics have largely panned the 1993 Stela of Tlatelolco as a failure:
inadequate for both its retrograde aesthetics and its partial list of victims of October 2. I,
however, posit that such “failure” also offers a moment of resistance to the dominant paradigms
for memorial art.
Thus the objects of this chapter are, admittedly, quite elusive: an unbuilt memorial and a
“failed” monument. Yet though unrealized, La Grieta forged a form of abstract
countermonumentality with historicist referents later taken up by the Stela.469 I term this mode
“critical pre-Columbianism,” drawing upon Octavio Paz’s use of the concept of “crítica”
(criticism) as the culmination his treatise on 1968, Posdata (1970).470 Paz argues that crítica
allows for an imaginative escape from the idols of Mexican history: idols that allowed for the
perpetuation of totalizing power, and that, according to Paz, were profoundly present in
Tlatelolco Square.
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I show how La Grieta shared Paz’s interest in nonlinear time, drawing connections
between the violence of 1968 and that of the pre-Columbian social order. The memorial aimed to
expand the importance of the 1968 student movement by stretching the event through time and
space: its pre-Columbian form and connections to the adjacent archeological site placed 1968
within a long history of Mexican violence not unlike Paz’s. Its countermonumentality framed the
project within the international vogue for such abstract, pared-down, negative-form memorials,
transforming 1968 in Mexico as a moment of global significance. La Grieta, like Paz’s essay,
forged a pre-Columbian history that ran counter to the museums and archeological sites overseen
by the Mexican state, inserting a vital criticality. In a more playful move, I take Paz’s
proclamation that crítica is “the acid that dissolves images” rather literally, as critical preColumbianism generally eschews figuration.471 In doing so, it rejects monumental preColumbian pastiche in favor of abstract, pre-Columbian-derived forms with clean lines and
polished surfaces. Yet, as I go on to show, critical pre-Columbianism is susceptible to many of
the same criticisms as Paz’s writing.
La Grieta, though unbuilt, was vital in formulating this model. The Stela adopted central
aspects of La Grieta’s critical pre-Columbianism, though without the antimonumentality of its
predecessor. The Stela also looks to distinctly local precedents—student movement graphics,
testimonial literature—to create a memorial with conflicting narratives, that looks both backward
and forward, and thus is subversive in less-recognized ways.
Because La Grieta is an unbuilt project that is quite atypical within Proceso Pentágono’s
body of actions and installations, scholars have not critically considered the plans. It appears in
the art historical literature fleetingly, in the one-paragraph texts of museum displays and catalog
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entries, with a distinctive longing for what could have been.472 Critic and curator Cuauhtémoc
Medina offers the most sustained discussion of the project as a short section in a 2010 essay,
listing the potential parallels between the work an the tradition of the cenotaph, land art, and
Maya Lin’s 1982 Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial (VVM, fig. 3.4) in Washington D.C.473 I examine
these affinities with the VVM in more detail in this chapter, as such strategies helped to position
the memorial as an antidote to staid traditions of monumentality in Mexico.

An Interloper on the Stage
Both La Grieta and the Stela show the desire to mark Tlatelolco Square at last,
countering state narratives of its history. Since the inauguration of Mario Pani’s NonoalcoTlatelolco housing development in 1964, official discourse gave The Plaza of Tlatelolco a
privileged role as “la Plaza de las Tres Culturas” (The Plaza of Three Cultures, fig. 3.5) for its
mixture of pre-Columbian, colonial, and modernist architecture. Because it was the site of the
Mexica (Aztec) “last stand” against Cortés’s forces, the government mobilized Tlatelolco Square
to buttress nationalist rhetoric about Mexico as a unified, mestizo nation. The area formerly
served as the ceremonial center of the pre-Conquest Tlatelolca city-state, then as the Imperial
School of Santa Cruz de Tlatelolco, a center of missionary training (1536 to late 16th century),
and later the Church of Santiago (dedicated in 1610). The 1960s Nonoalco-Tlatelolco project
“remade” the remains of these structures into the perfect emblem of the modern Mexican state at
the same time they bulldozed working-class informal housing in the neighborhood, displacing
472
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poorer inhabitants in favor of regulated housing intended for the middle class and state
bureaucrats.474 During the construction of the Pani housing development, architect Ricardo
Robina made drastic changes to the facade of the historic Church of Santiago and the attached
convent, to give it what architectural historian Elisa García Barragán calls a “scenographic”
character.475 That is, Robina adapted the various palimpsest layers to create a unified stage set of
nationalist vistas. The addition of the Pedro Ramírez Vásquez-designed Secretaría de Relaciones
Exteriores (Ministry of Foreign Affairs) skyscraper in 1966 (fig. 3.6) further underscored the
role of the plaza as a “demonstration piece” for foreign diplomats and tourists alike, as the
Miesian building both proclaimed that Mexico was “modern” and overlooked the ruins of its
storied past.476 Luis Castañeda traces how, in the years leading up to the 1968 Olympics,
prominent publications encouraged the touristic consumption of Mexico through images of
Tlatelolco that juxtaposed “modern Mexico” with a more “traditional, folkloric” view.477 Even
after the cracks in this narrative of unity became more prominent with the Tlatelolco massacre of
1968 and the destruction and destabilization of several buildings during the earthquake of 1985,
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the Mexican government continued to celebrate the Plaza as an exemplary national space. For
example, in 1990, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs published a lavishly illustrated book on the
history of Tlatelolco. The glossy photographs juxtapose the pre-Columbian and colonial
architectures with the Foreign Affairs building, continuing to instrumentalize the space as part of
the national rhetoric.478
Proposing a memorial for the Plaza was a means of reclaiming the space from its
continued use as a government stage set. In a full-page newspaper announcement in 1987, the
group of student movement activists organizing the project called for a monument in Tlateloloco,
“a plaza that is ours, that belongs to all the Mexican people.”479 Such a monument would mark
this public space anew, recognizing rupture amid the scenography.480

La Grieta: Re-siting 1968 in Time
The proposal selected by the jury was the result of Finck, Grobet, Muñoz, Palleroni, and
Santamaría’s weekly brainstorming meetings in cafes and living rooms over the course of three
months in 1988. Their initial ideas, outlandish and iconoclastic, set the tone for their approach to
the traditions of Mexican public sculpture. They recounted in their proposal that early concepts
478
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interview with the author, Portland, Oregon, May 20, 2016; Jorge Alberto Manrique, "Who
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and Paolo Gori (New York: Abbeville Press, 1989), 179. In this way, the project aimed to
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included creating an “ironic” zompantli, or Aztec skull-rack, a scaffolding made to hold tidy
rows of human crania.481 Several of their plans were destructive: cutting a trench through the
plaza or lacerating it with a laser, upending the nationalist rhetoric of revolution by removing the
massive dome of the Monument to the Revolution and submerging it into the paving stones, or
knocking over a gigantic monolith and leaving it horizontal in the square.482 These early ideas
expressed violence toward existing public spaces and hostility to official monumentalism, but the
zompantli suggests an understanding of the critical potential offered by pre-Columbian forms not
fully harnessed by the state’s official scenographies. The pre-Columbian and negative forms of
these initial schemes gradually morphed into a set of concepts, and later the group’s winning
proposal.
Though contemporary descriptions of La Grieta’s design did not explicitly draw
connections to pre-Columbian elements, the austere monument clearly engages in a dialogue
with the pre-Columbian in its form, its orientation, and its position overlooking the adjacent
archeological site.483 This was not the first time that members of Proceso Pentágono had used
pre-Columbian elements to amplify the chronological significance of 1968: as I discuss in
chapter 2, their 1978 action La Milpa (The Cornfield) connected 1968 to the Mesoamerican
staple food and agricultural practices. Ten years later, in their proposal for La Grieta, they
connected 1968 to a Pre-Columbian site itself, drawing on the symbolic charge of this adjacency.
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La Grieta’s design featured a large square platform (fig. 3.1), raised 70 centimeters above
the plaza and evoking the rectilinear horizontality of the reconstructed Precolumbian pyramid
bases in the archeological site alongside it, albeit in a pared down, polished aesthetic akin to the
Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial (fig. 3.4).484 In contrast to the massive, reconstructed pyramid
topped by an eternal flame imagined in Pani’s initial plans for the Square, La Grieta was to be,
as Finck suggested, a pyramid “cut off at the roots.”485 This sense of subtle dissonance with the
space, and its attendant myths, continued throughout the proposal. The platform was not square
with the edges of the plaza; instead, its corners pointed toward the cardinal directions (fig.
3.7).486 Nor was it flush: a thin channel separated the edges of the platform from the surface of
the plaza, giving the sense that it could rise up or sink down into the space (fig. 3.8).487 A 1.7meter-wide cut sliced through this platform, its flat, parallel sides eventually becoming irregular
and tapering together.
Visitors could enter this namesake “crack” via a triangular ramp that funneled them
downward into the narrow space, until they were completely subsumed by the platform (fig.
3.2).488 No longer able to view the rest of the plaza, their attention would turn to the walls of this
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fissure, made up of panels with the names of victims. As visitors walked farther into this space,
the panels would become less legible, the names stopping mid-panel to suggest an interruption,
and the remaining panels bearing blank lines, intended to evoke the dozens of victims whose
names were unknown.489 The crack would then dead end, offering visitors a jagged window
through which to view the pre-Columbian ruins. Visitors would then need to turn around and
retrace their steps up and out of the space.490 Publications about La Grieta emphasized the
processional, ritualized experience in the space: a visit would be a journey from the present (the
plaza, the city, the modern housing complex) to the past (1968 and then the Precolumbian site)
and then back again.491 The designers emphasized the hopefulness in this fictional journey—that
a visitor could be touched by the past and return to the present changed, in some way, by the
experience.492
The orientation of the platform and the crack was, according to Palleroni, “a cosmic
relation, which, like a compass, establishes references to our past,” mediating between the

bringing this parallel to my attention). In the US context, artist Richard Serra was invited to
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Countermonuments," Sculpture Journal 26, no. 2 (2017).
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cosmos, the grid of the colonial city, and the historic event of October 2, 1968.493 They oriented
the platform to the cardinal directions, which were central to the perfect order of Mesoamerican
cosmology. The ramp, on the other hand, aligned with the geometry of the plaza, and, by
extension, the colonial city grid. The main axis of this ramp was based on a line running from the
southwest corner of the plaza to the northeast, and the top edge of the ramp ran parallel to a line
bisecting the plaza in the other direction (fig. 3.7). Finally, the crack itself sat 28 degrees from
true west, so that the setting sun each October 2 would align with the fissure and illuminate the
panels of names inside. Mesoamerican builders often positioned sacred structures to correspond
with the movement of celestial bodies, so even the orientation of the crack to the setting sun
echoes pre-Conquest building concepts.494
Through these formal references—and visual sight lines—to pre-Columbian architecture,
La Grieta’s design offered an architectual-sculptural counterpart to the literary tradition of
historical continuity: that is, the tradition connecting the state violence of 1968 to the brutality of
Mexica (Aztec) rule and of the conquest. Such narratives collapse history while simultaneously
amplifying the importance of 1968.495 Paz engaged this literary trope in Posdata, stating that “the
massacre at Tlatelolco shows us that the past which we thought was buried is still alive and has

493

“La orientación es una relación cósmica, que como un compás establece la referencia a
nuestro pasado.” Palleroni et al., ""La Grieta". Plaza de las Tres Culturas, Tlatelolco, Ciudad de
México.", and elaborated in Sergio Palleroni, interview with the author, Portland, Oregon, May
20, 2016.
494
Anthony F. Aveni, Skywatchers (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001), 222-300.
495
I borrow this term from Vania Markarian, who defines historical continuity (“continuidad
histórica”) in relation to 1968 as the notion that “We are the sum of past struggles and the
antecedents for the resugence of student activism today.” (“Somos resumen de luchas anteriores
y antecedentes del resurgimiento de la lucha estudiantil actual”) Markarian, "Los debates
públicos sobre el movimiento estudiantil mexicano de 1968. Treinta años de debates publicos,"
14.
163

burst out among us.”496 Similarly, Elena Poniatowka parallels testimony of the bloodshed on
October 2 to recollections of the violence of the conquest and the Mexican Revolution (19101920) in her landmark book La Noche de Tlatelolco (1971).497 By the 1980s, many former
Student Movement leaders had embraced this “historical continuity” narrative, which historian
Vania Markarian notes became “more of an oppositional banner than an affirmation based in the
analysis of the past.”498 By re-situating 1968 among other landmark moments in history, these
authors and activists created and reinforced historical narratives in which 1968 was part of the
central pattern of Mexican history, not a foreign incursion or an aberration, as in government
statements.499 They used history imaginatively.
The collective’s use of the pyramid base as the central form for La Grieta further evokes
Paz’s Posdata. Paz argues that Mexican social reality and myth are both pyramidal: built upon a
foundation of the masses, but with power concentrated at the pinnacle.500 La Grieta, then,
decapitates this pyramid, unseating the political powers that engineered the massacre and leaving
only the base—“the people.” Paz later extrapolates poetically, stating that Mexico’s geography is
like a truncated pyramid, a plateau with four sides in the four directions of the compass.501
Similarly, La Grieta’s corners are oriented to the cardinal directions. Finally, Paz suggests that
the pyramid is a cosmic model for the axis of the universe, dividing the four ages of the world.502
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Following Paz’s progression, then, the cracked pyramid base of La Grieta positions 1968 as a rift
in both the bedrock of the Mexican nation and its cosmovision.
Thus the monument looked to amplify 1968 to situate it among the most important events
in Mexican history. This was a bold strategy, as many official histories of Tlatelolco Square did
not yet admit to the events of 1968. For example, even the 1990 Ministry of Foreign Affairs
history features essays on Tlatelolca and colonial-period histories and references to the
earthquake of 1985, but contains no mention of the massacre.503
Yet the monument, in its critical pre-Columbianism, is also subject to some of the same
critiques as Paz’s writing. In Posdata, Paz finds the historical continuity longed for in his earlier
work, El laberinto de la soledad (1950) in violence. Such a totalizing line of inquiry naturalizes
violence at the same time it critiques it.504 In charting this long history, both Posdata and La
Grieta risk making the massacre of 1968 seem historically inevitable.
Paz concludes that the pyramid is an “edifice made of time: what was, what shall be,
what is.”505 La Grieta would similarly have been a memorial made of time: forging a story of
historical continuity from both its own critical pre-Columbianist referents and its relationship to
the surrounding ruins. In so doing, it would have extended 1968’s temporal scope. Yet its
creators also aimed to amplify the geographic relevance for ’68, as well.

La Grieta: Re-siting 1968 in space
Along with architectural renderings of the monument itself, the group’s proposal included
a packet of four postcards cheekily entitled “Lo que no queremos” (“What we don’t want”). Each
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card featured a black-and-white photograph by Lourdes Grobet of a public monument in Mexico
City: The Monumento a la Raza (Monument to the Race, Francisco Borbolla with Jesus F.
Contreras sculpture, 1940, fig. 3.9), in the median of Insurgentes Avenue in two kilometers
northwest of Tlatelolco Square, the Monumento de la Patria a sus Heroes (Monument from the
Nation to its Heroes, fig. 3.10), along the highway in the far south of the city, near the Colegio
Miltar (Military Academy), Federico Silva’s Ocho Conejo (Eight Rabbit, 1980, fig. 3.11) on the
UNAM campus’s Paseo de las esculturas (Sculpture Walk), and a tiny bust of Independence
leader Miguel Hidalgo at the top of a oversized concrete plinth (location unknown, fig. 3.12).506
The narrative on the back of each postcard, addressed to their “Comrades of 68,” explained both
what they were rejecting and how they reached their proposed design (fig. 3.13). Through these
postcards, the designers of La Grieta dismissed two major currents in 20th century Mexican
public sculpture: neoclassical indigenism and “geometricism,” opening the way for a memorial
that fit within international memorial art paradigms. Nonetheless, the resulting piece engages
with concepts from both indigenism and geometricism, questioning strict historiographic
boundaries between the “retrograde national” and the “progressive international” by
contaminating both.507
The first line of the postcard series states, “Within the context of sculpture trapped by
ornament, we can’t imagine a monument that dilutes itself in pompous language…that lets loose
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the grandiloquent phrases of a supposed and imposed identity.”508 This denunciation of
“supposed and imposed” identities applies particularly to the Monumento a la Raza (fig. 3.9), as
a paradigmatic example of the neoclassical indigenist public art prominent since the Porfiriato.509
The pyramidal structure is bedecked with serpent sculptures inspired by those at the Teotihuacan
archeological site, serpent reliefs like those at Xochicalco in Cuernavaca, and Neoclassical
sculptures of Cuauhtémoc and leaders of the Mexica Triple Alliance. Such indigenismo
celebrated ancient cultures in order to forge a national identity unique to Mexico, but in the
classical European mold; at the same time, politicians and intellectuals cast contemporary
indigenous populations as pathetic or barbaric.510 While La Grieta also implicitly celebrates preConquest Mesoamerican culture through its platform design, its form is truncated, its aesthetics
pared down. The Monumento a la Raza pyramid, unlike La Grieta, leaves the pinnacle/power
intact, topped by the eagle and serpent sculpture that evokes the national shield of Mexico: an
identity forged in Aztec myth.511 The designers of La Grieta struck back against such “evident,
Mexican” and “officialist” monuments by proposing an abstract, horizontal, intimate form rather
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than creating a pastiche of pre-Columbian referents.512 They simultaneously invoked the postRevolutionary state violence obscured by such officialist monuments.
La Grieta rejected another prominent mode for monumental public art in 20th-century
Mexico, this one centered on large-scale abstract forms, often made from cement. A 1976
exhibition dubbed this trend “geometrism,” and it became the major style for public commissions
and shorthand for “modernity.” However, geometrism lacked any coherence as a movement,
sloppily grouping together many forms of artistic innovation.513 As art historian Jennifer Josten
outlines, by mid-century such “modernist monuments” replaced muralism as a new typology for
Mexican public art: freestanding, nonobjective, painted forms that were privately-funded and
created on an architectural scale.514 These ideas echoed the “New Monumentality” put forth by
the CIAM (Congrès Internationaux d'Architecture Moderne) in 1943, which called for placing
monuments as “accent[s] in the urban scheme” and celebrating of the modern velocity of the
highway. Such strategies offered a means of avoiding the pitfalls of nationalism writ large in
monuments, and were thoroughly embraced in Mexico.515 The paradigmatic Mexican examples
of this model are Goeritz’s Torres de Satélite (with Barragán, 1957, fig. 3.14), which served as
an emblem of the suburban development Satellite City, and the sculptures of the Route of
Friendship, a series of monumental works by international artists designed for the 1968 Olympic
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Games.516 Both were located alongside highways (or, in the case of the Torres, in the median),
made to be seen while zipping past in a private vehicle.
Lo que no queremos does not take aim at these two projects specifically; after all, Goeritz
was on the jury for the competition. However, the postcards condemn public artworks that
“remain in aesthetic appearances, in saccharine ‘plasticity,’” and singles out less-canonical
works that follow many tenants of this paradigm.517 For example, the Monumento de la Patria a
sus Heroes (fig. 3.10) is made up of abstract vertical forms in cement like the Torres de Satélite,
though imbued with bellicose, nationalistic undertones due to its dedication and its location next
to the Military Academy. Like the Monumento a la Raza, the Torres de Satélite, and the Ruta de
la amistad, it was a “drive-by sculpture,” intended to be seen from a private automobile. Instead
of erecting such works in pedestrian plazas or parks, they were located in highway medians and
traffic circles, inhabiting a kind of “no-place,” an area defined by movement but not human
presence.518 The postcards of Lo que no queremos emphasize these desolate highway locations,
as the barren road surface takes up much the foreground of Grobet’s photographs of both the
Monumento a la Raza and the Monumento de la Patria a sus Heroes (figs. 3.9, 3.10). Such
automobile-mediated spaces stand in marked contrast to the intimate, pedestrian engagement
proposed by La Grieta.
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Silva’s Ocho Conejo (fig. 3.11) offers a synthesis of these two predominant trends in
Mexican public art, as a monumental cement abstraction with a title alluding to the preColumbian figure Ocho Conejo from Veracruz. Yet its monumental scale and figural referent
still put it at odds with the La Grieta designers’ iconoclastic, anti-spectacular impulses.
In critiquing monuments in both the nationalist-precolumbianist and the geometrist vein,
the La Grieta proposal parallels a sardonic book published one year later by Helen Escobedo and
Paolo Gori entitled Mexican Monuments: Strange Encounters.519 The book, like Lo que no
queremos, critiques the banal pomposity of public sculptures by juxtaposing images of such
works with cutting commentary. Though they avoid the most famous, well-funded public
installations—after all, Escobedo contributed sculptures to the Route of Friendship and the
Paseo Escultórico—they take aim at the cement sculptures commissioned by local governments
to adorn traffic circles and plazas. For example, the authors jest at the proliferation of national
hero sculptures in their “Hidalgo Identikit” section, pairing dozens of images of Hidalgo
sculptures—some quite crude, others immense and even grotesque—with texts sarcastically
noting their requisite attributes.520 Similarly, La Grieta’s designers rejected the ubiquity and
absurdity of national hero imagery by including a photograph of the tiny Hidalgo bust among the
postcards of Lo que no queremos (fig. 3.12).
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Like Mexican Monuments and Lo que no queremos, Honduran-Guatemalan writer
Augusto Monterroso, working in Mexico City, used irony to unmask public sculpture and heroworship in his 1969 microstory “La Oveja Negra” (“The Black Sheep”):
Many years ago, in a faraway country there was a black sheep.
He was shot.
One century later, the penitent flock erected an equestrian statue of him, which looked
great in the park.
From then on, every time that black sheep appeared they were promptly shot so that
future generations of common sheep could also get practice in sculpture.521
Though this ironic antipathy to the monumental was not unique to Mexico, it flourished in 1990s
Mexico City. For example, Eduardo Abaroa’s Obelisco roto portátil para mercados ambulantes
(Portable Broken Obelisk for Outdoor Markets, 1991-93, fig. 3.15) mocked the self-importance
and normatively monumental aspirations of Barnett Newman’s Broken Obelisk (1963-67) by
remaking the form using the pink plastic tarpaulin and metal poles widely used by street vendors
to fashion their stalls in Mexico City. The work rendered a formerly impassive public sculpture
portable and salable.522 In 1993, the feminist collective Polvo de Gallina Negra (“Black hen
powder,” Maris Bustamante and Monica Mayer, 1983-1993) published a flippant condemnation
of the machismo of the statues along the Paseo de la Reforma, suggesting, among other things,
that the heroic male sculptures be stripped of their clothing to match the nudity of the female
figures along the route.523 Similarly, Abraham Cruzvillegas assembled denunciations of public
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sculpture and architecture by prominent artists and critics in his 1998 book Ruta de la enemistad
(Route of Enemy-ship), an overt rejection of the nationalist-internationalist aspirations of the
Route of Friendship. These practices continue to attract attention, as images from Mexican
Monuments and the works by Abaroa and Cruzvillegas mentioned above were all part of the
2017 exhibition Monumentos, anti-monumentos, y nueva escultura pública (Monuments, AntiMonuments and New Public Sculpture) at the Museo de Arte de Zapopan, curated by Pablo León
de la Barra, alongside dozens of other artists who looked to subvert monumental practice.524
Thus, the designers of La Grieta formulated the beginnings of an ongoing critique of
monumentality in Mexican public art.
Yet in spite of their rejection of public sculpture as nationalist ornament, the designers of
La Grieta ultimately shared with the 1968 Route of Friendship sculptures the desire to
symbolically make Mexico a part of an international cultural community. Finck stated that
because the 1968 student movement “had an international impact, [so the monument] would
have to contain elements that were not merely…nationalist.”525 This implies that the memorial
would have served to situate Mexico within an international memorial discourse. In order to
achieve this, the design for La Grieta engaged with international paradigms for
countermonumental memorials codified during this period. The trend was initiated, according to
art historian James Young, by Maya Lin with her design for the VVM, but also taken up in
several Holocaust commissions during the late 1980s.526 These countermonumental memorials
privileged non-heroic, negative forms, like La Grieta’s descending void. Such works attempted
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to foster embodied, ephemeral experiences, rejecting the more distanced spectatorship of earlier
urban adornments.527 La Grieta, too, intended to take the viewer on a journey into, and then back
out of, the Plaza and its history. The memorial thus emphasized experience over the visuality of
traditional monuments. Thus, La Grieta fits many elements of the countermonumental paradigm,
though it did aspire to permanence, and its list of names suggested a level of didacticism. Yet its
dogma was imprecise, as the names petered out into unsettling blank lines. The implication that
the memorial could change with the addition of future names was a further countermonumental
gesture.
By engaging with these modes, La Grieta aimed to make Mexico part of the international
community of mourning that had developed in the 1980s and 1990s with the rise of ex-centric
Holocaust memorials and memorial museums.528 That said, La Grieta’s proposal came much
earlier than other, now-canonical memorial projects in Latin America, such as the Parque por la
Paz Villa Grimaldi (Villa Grimaldi Peace Park) outside of Santiago, Chile (inaugurated 1997) or
the Parque de la Memoria (Remembrance Park) in Buenos Aires, Argentina (2007).529
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While the designers reject the idea that they took inspiration for their design from Maya
Lin’s Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial (VVM, fig 3.4), a number of design aspects resonate with the
genre-defining Washington, D.C. memorial.530 They described La Grieta’s design as a “wound”
in the Plaza, echoing the discourse around the VVM, which commentators often describe as a
scar or a cut in the National Mall.531 As with the proposed Grieta design, the VVM’s linear
progression removes a visitor from the space of the present, taking them below the horizon level,
and thus away from the everyday. The notion of La Grieta as a procession from present to past
and then back to the present echoes the chronological journey made by visitors to the VVM as
they descend along the wall and ascend once again on other side.532 La Grieta, like the VVM,
was intended as an intimate, pedestrian space for embodied experience, in contrast to the carbound experiences of the Monumento a la Raza and the Monumento de la Patria a sus Heroes in
Lo que no queremos. Finally, La Grieta also would have a reflective top surface of polished
stone and walls of names like those of the VVM. Muñoz said that the work was not explicitly
modeled with reference to the Washington, D.C. memorials.533 Yet in rejecting the explicitly
indigenist and geometricist forms of public art, the group came to solutions that mirrored those
of major international projects, placing Mexico’s ’68 on par with the mourning of the U.S. dead
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in Vietnam. After all, the US interventionist war in Vietnam served as an important point of
reference for anti-imperialist protests during 1968 in Mexico.534
Palleroni played an important role in the design, as he had knowledge of debates about
monumentality and memorial art in Europe and the United States from his years of doctoral
study at MIT.535 Palleroni was drawn to Rem Koolhaas’s controversial 1982 proposal for Parc
de la Villette in Paris, especially his non-monumental engagement with layered histories, to be
discovered over time.536 La Grieta, too, took up this notion of layering, with its journey “into”
the plaza and its history. Thus the proposal engaged in a dialogue with vanguard art and
architectural modes, making its history relevant within an international art paradigm: the very
thing that the Stela would later lack.
Though the designers strove to align the massacre with international instances of state
violence, the proposal was also deeply connected with the space of Tlatelolco Square, beyond the
pre-Columbian referents. The designers immediately understood, upon wandering around
Tlatelolco and taking photographs in preparation for their proposal, that their design could never
compete in scale with the surrounding buildings: the verticality of the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs building and the mass of the housing complex and the church (Fig. 3.5).537 The group
did, however, include one vertical element that they felt could hold its own with the surrounding
buildings: every night, a light would shine from the crack into the sky, continuing upwards “to
infinity”538 (fig. 3.16) While avoiding the monumental pomposity of the surrounding structures,
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they still looked to overcome them with a fleeting, life-giving light.539 They referred to this
element as the “stela of light”—eventually built, however, as a much more modest stela of stone.

La Grieta: The memorial that could have been
The wall text at the Memorial del ’68 tersely and evasively states that La Grieta was not
built due to “difficulties economic in nature.”540 The difficulties in raising the required 100,000
pesos to build La Grieta were not only due to the lack of government funding, but also the fact
that the committee did not want any money from business interests, hoping to avoid the potential
commodification of 1968 by ensuring that all funds came from “the people” — that is, individual
donors.541 In addition to soliciting donations through newspaper ads and by “passing the bucket”
at rallies, the committee also raised funds by selling Grupo Mira’s book La Gráfica del 68 (The
Graphic Arts of 1968) and a folio of works on paper coordinated by Finck, Grobet, and
Muñoz.542 Yet Aquino reported that, by 1993, they had only raised 17,000 of the 100,000 pesos
necessary for construction of La Grieta.543
Although economics certainly played a role, the memorial’s fate was primarily the result of
a collapse of leftist optimism after the elections of 1988. The PRI government infamously and
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ominously claimed “se cayo el sistema” (“the system crashed,”) and declared their candidate,
Salinas, the winner in what is widely considered to be an act of massive voter fraud, later
burning the paper ballots as a cover-up.544 Because of Cárdenas’s close connections to former
student movement activists and thus his implicit support for the memorial, Palleroni stated that
as soon as Salinas’ victory was announced, the designers knew it was the end of the 1968
memorial project—or at least, of an easy path to completion.545 Cárdenas still played a prominent
part in the rally on October 2, 1988 at which movement leaders unveiled the winning design, but
the energy of the pre-election moment had fractured and fizzled. La Grieta, with its ambitious
plans that symbolically extended 1968, reflected the boldness of the pre-election moment for the
left. Its replacement, the Stela, is a much more pragmatic, cobbled-together project.
There remains a lingering interest in La Grieta, particularly within the last ten years. The
museum Memorial del 68 in Tlatelolco Square includes a panel on the project in its permanent
exhibition. In 2007, then-director Sergio Raúl Arroyo reached out to several of the artists
involved, who gave him permission to commission a new architectural model (fig. 3.17) and a
video rendering of the design.546 This same model was included in the 2015 Proceso Pentágono
retrospective organized by the Museo Universitario de Arte Contemporáneo (University
Contemporary Art Museum, MUAC) in 2015. Thus La Grieta, though unrealized, circulates as a
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melancholic reminder of the optimism of 1988: the ambitious, international-caliber memorial
that could have been.

La Estela de Tlatelolco: Reconsidering Failure
In 1992, with the 25th anniversary of the student movement approaching and La Grieta still
unbuilt, Álvarez Garín approached Aquino about the possibility of installing a bronze plaque in
Tlatelolco Square with the funds they had raised. The project would ensure that there was a
monument in the Square in time for the 25th-anniversary commemorations in 1993. The sculptor
with whom they discussed the project, Salvador Pizarro (1959- ), suggested that they could
create a free-standing stone stela with a cement core for only a slightly higher cost than a bronze
plaque. Thus, the Stela of Tlatelolco became a collective project, spearheaded by Álvarez Garín,
coordinated and designed by Aquino, and executed by Pizarro.547 Thanks to heroic efforts to
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finish on schedule, it was unveiled as part of the commemorative rally on October 2, 1993 (fig
3.18).548
The Stela sits in the open space of the southern portion of the plaza, its clean rectilinearity
setting it off from the more organic stonework of the Church of Santiago Tlatelolco behind it.
The five-meter-tall slab is faced with pink cantera stone, and sits on a wide base made of brick
covered in black volcanic stone.549 Its design features a heterogeneous mix of elements: a dove
relief adapted from a student movement poster, a list of the names of twenty victims of the
massacre, and an excerpt from a poem by Rosario Castellanos (fig 3.3), all of which I analyze in
more detail later in this chapter. Though the Stela was initially intended as a placeholder until La
Grieta could be completed, it remains the primary marker of 1968 in the plaza.550 Though
formally distinct, the Stela must be considered as part of the conversation initiated with La
Grieta: after all, it was designed by Aquino, one of the jurists on the original project, built with
money raised to construct La Grieta, and embraces a similar critical pre-Columbianism.
Yet while La Grieta’s design retains a melancholic but celebrated presence in recent
museum exhibitions, the Stela has been widely panned by leftist activists and art critics alike.
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Immediately after its unveiling, Aquino heard from visitors who questioned the inclusion of only
20 names on the monument.551 They argued that this short list upheld official death tolls, which
were widely thought to have underplayed the scope of the tragedy by several hundred deaths.552
Some critics even called the Stela a Pyrric victory: that is, a project that was ultimately a failure,
celebrated as a victory.553 These critiques of the Stela reveal what I term its historic failure: that
is, its inability to “adequately” narrate the historical event that it aims to commemorate.
The memorial has suffered further artistic criticism since 2008, when the Centro Cultural
Universitario-Tlatelolco (University Cultural Center at Tlatelolco, or CCU-T) commissioned
several ephemeral artworks in Tlatelolco Square that addressed the histories of 1968. In the most
discussed of these works, Voz Alta (“loud voice,” but also implying “out loud,” and, quite
literally, “voice [from on] high,” figs. 4.2, 4.4, 4.5, 4.7), Rafael Lozano-Hemmer installed a
megaphone in the Plaza and invited members of the public to say anything they wished.554
Equipment set up by the artist’s technical team transformed the rhythm and frequency of
participants’ voices into flashes of light from enormous searchlights, abstractly projecting their
words through the sky across the city. Additionally, the UNAM’s radio station transmitted their
discourses live.555 Medina and art historian Robin Adèle Greeley championed this and the other
2008 projects by contrasting them with the “failures” of the Stela.556 In his writing for the CCU-
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T catalog, Medina lambasted “the artistic and historical failure inherent in the existing monument
for the victims of 1968” before stating “It seems impossible that the current stela that
commemorates the dead in Tlatelolco Square could, at some point, activate the social memory of
1968.”557 Like Medina, Greeley argues that, “Whereas Voz Alta mobilized the ephemeral,
luminosity, sound, and the active involvement of the spectator, the 1993 memorial clings to
heavy sculptural anachronisms and a rigid separation of object and viewer. An inert monolith
reiterating the outmoded tenets of commemorative statues and plaques, it has proved unable to
rejuvenate the plaza as a symbolic public space.”558 The language of “activation,”
“involvement,” and “rejuvenation” used by Medina and Greeley suggest a very specific idea of
what a memorial “should do.” These notions are clearly tied to the international vogue of the
countermonument in the late 1980s and 1990s and its attendant demand for active-affective, as
opposed to passive-didactic, engagement, as discussed earlier in this chapter. They also engage
with international discourse surrounding the “social turn” in art in the late 2000s.559 This
resurgence of participatory art—that is, artwork “in which people constitute the central medium
and material”—further made active engagement the unequivocal standard against which
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politically engaged art was to be judged.560 Yet the Stela was never meant to function within
these countermonumental or participatory discourses: critics resoundingly declared it the loser of
a competition that it never intended to enter in the first place.
Instead of employing the framework of failure as a means to proclaim the “successes” of
other memorials, this chapter analyzes the Stela outside, in between, and against such
hierarchical notions, reclaiming the subversive potential of the “failed” monument. Drawing on
the work of queer theorists José Esteban Muñoz and Judith/Jack Halberstam, I reconsider failure
as a locus of resistance, as “success” is defined within repressive (capitalist, racist,
heteropatriarchal, colonial) systems, artistic or otherwise. Failure, according to Muñoz, is the
“always already status” of marginalized, minority subjects.561 According to Halberstam, it is “a
story of art without markets, drama without a script, narrative without progress.”562 The Stela, as
I show, is an artwork without a market, a contradictory, multivocal narrative. It employs the
critical pre-Columbianism of La Grieta, but without its clear teleological progression. The
inadequacy and imperfection of the Stela thus offers a subversive alternative to the dominant
forms of memorial art, not unlike La Grieta’s more explicit rejection of public art paradigms in
“lo que no queremos.” I argue that the creation of a “successful” memorial in Tlatelolco Square
would have been a public masquerade. Such a memorial would imply that the Mexican
government had confessed to its violent acts, while in fact, the government actively resisted such
an admission by impeding the 1993 Truth Commission’s access to vital documents. Therefore,
the Stela’s aesthetic and historical “failures” evoke the ongoing impunity in Mexico much more
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effectively than a vanguard monument that risks replacing justice with aesthetics, while its
improvisational, scrappy strategies signal what is needed to resist.563
I approach this rereading in two parts, following Medina’s bipartite condemnation of the
monument as an “artistic and historical failure.” First, while the Stela forsakes the visual modes
that were (and are) valued in the transnational art market, I show how the project drew on student
movement artworks and pre-Columbian forms, opening up multiple readings and countering the
state instrumentalization of Tlatelolco’s palimpsest archeology,564 Next, instead of reading the
Stela as a historic failure for bowing to official death tolls, I show how it served as a necessary,
if incomplete, register of the dead. While I do not feign to produce something as tidy and
totalizing as a “period reading” of the Stela, I consider the monument as part of the contentious
discussion of 1968 in 1993.
It should be absolutely clear that a focus on these dual failures does not amount to a
condemnation of the Stela and its designers, as has been the focus of other art historians. The
monument’s creators themselves acknowledged the unruly nature of the project, although they
did not intend it to fail outright. Shortly after its unveiling, Aquino said “In reality, this project
overcame us: we wanted to construct a crack [“una grieta”] and it became a stela, we wanted to
make a plaque and it became a headstone, we wanted to construct a monument and it became an
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altar.”565 The duplicitous, shape-shifting nature of the Stela is also part of its nonconformist
vigor. Thus, I end the chapter by proposing that the Stela transforms the space of Tlatelolco
Square in vital—if not vanguard—ways, by functioning as both a nexus and an altar within the
vast plaza, making mourning legible in ways that were subversive in 1993.

La Estela de Tlatelolco: Artistic failure
Greeley’s criticism of the Stela’s form focuses on two interrelated aspects: its aesthetic
anachronism and its privileging of a traditional viewer-artwork relationship instead of a more
participatory mode. Indeed, the Stela at Tlatelolco is not, by any definition, a countermonument.
It is an erect stone slab, striving for the monumental mores of permanence and didacticism
widely considered outdated by the 1990s: although, as I go on to show, its construction was
improvisational and its texts offer various and conflicting testimonies, in contrast to the
monument tradition. The Stela is certainly anachronistic when considering it within the approved
aesthetics of the “international memory boom” of the 1980s-1990s, which, as I discussed in
relation to La Grieta, emphasized affective, countermonumental engagement.566 It also appears
outmoded when considered within the international post-minimal, post-conceptual art market of
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the 1990s, in which Mexico had become a significant player.567 It was even more out-of-sync by
the time Greeley and Medina wrote in 2008, as they celebrate works safely within vogue, since
the 1990s, of participatory art.568 The Stela’s glaring anachronism offers a textbook example of
what Muñoz calls a “modality of being off script, off page, which is not so much a failure to
succeed as it is a failure to participate in the system of valuation that is predicated on exploitation
and conformity.”569 By refusing the “vanguard” international trends that required memorials to
be anti-monumental, austere, and experiential, the marker fails in the context of
countermonuments and participatory art.
And, while critics wielded anachronism as an epithet against the memorial, the Stela’s
creators embraced this backward look as an aesthetic that paid homage to the student movement.
By being “off-script,” it offers a way out of the flattening international rhetoric of the memorial,
by proffering a monument grounded in local precedents, as its designers intended. As I go on to
show, like La Grieta, the Stela reclaims monumental pre-Columbian sculpture and architecture
from government co-optation, while also incorporating the graphic arts of 1968.

La Estela de Tlatelolco and Pre-Columbian precedents
The Stela takes La Grieta’s pre-Conquest architectural references and makes them more
explicit, further connecting 1968 to a long history of sacrifice in Mexico. The upright stone slab
was inspired by Classic-period Mayan stone stelae, which, like the 1993 monument, were placed
prominently in public plazas near ritual sites and often carved with both images and
567
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inscriptions.570 At several Mayan sites, stelae were paired with round, low-lying altar stones,
accentuating the ritual act depicted on the monuments’ faces, often a sacrifice or bloodletting
(see, for example, fig. 3.19).571 As I discuss later in this chapter, the base of the 1993 Stela at
Tlatelolco functions, too, as an altar for annual offerings.
While La Grieta’s pyramid base form gestured at the pre-Columbian, the Stela’s base
more directly mimics the talud-tablero architecture of the adjacent archeological site. Pizarro’s
sketchbooks show that he drew on-site at Tlatelolco, rendering stylized versions of the Altar
Tzompantli (Skull-Rack Altar) and the Temple of Ehécatl-Quetzalcóatl (fig. 3.20, cf fig 3.21).
The Stela’s base, with its single, short stairway framed by talud-tablero elements, echoes the
extant portions of the north Altar Tzompantli (fig. 3.21) and the top tier of the Calendar Temple
(fig. 3.22). Archeologists believe that a rack of sacrificial skulls originally topped the Altar of
Tzompantli. The resulting memorial is thus a conglomeration of Mayan stelae with Tlatelolca
sacred architecture, both alluding to death.
Beyond this allusion to ritual massacre, Mayan stelae served as testimonies to important
historical events more generally.572 Stelae were erected to commemorate important “periodending” rituals related to Mayan calendar cycles. Thus, by creating a stela as a monument to
570
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1968, the designers, perhaps unknowingly, suggested that the student movement was a landmark
ending/beginning in Mexican history. It paralleled the work of contemporaneous writers that
framed 1968 as a watershed moment that ended the era of unquestioned PRI hegemony.573 The
Stela thus attempted, if anachronistically, to emphasize 1968’s status as a landmark historical
event within a long decolonial history of Mexico.
Pizarro’s early renditions of the Stela suggest even more explicit pre-Columbian motifs,
which were rejected in favor of the more pared-down critical per-Columbianism also proposed in
La Grieta’s design. One sketch shows a stela with a skull motif around the base and a serpent
wrapping around the plinth, while another shows the entire monument’s back and sides covered
in skulls (figs. 3.23, 3.24). These iterations combined Mayan stelae forms with Aztec motifs
readily visible in Mexico City: the Tenochtitlán archeological site adjacent to the Zócalo
prominently features stone serpents and skull racks. Yet, just as La Grieta’s designers rejected
the colossal pre-Columbian pastiche of the Monumento a la Raza (fig. 3.9), Aquino and the other
coordinators of the project rejected the more explicit forms of pre-Columbian imagery, arguing
that the design “ha[d] to be clean.”574 Critical pre-Columbianism privileged the pared-down
geometry common in international memorial art by this time.575 Yet the Stela’s design covers
this geometry with local material—cantera rosa—in a manner similar to Abaroa’s Portable
Broken Obelisk (fig. 3.15). Abaroa’s installation reconstructed the geometric form of Newman’s
Broken Obelisk using tarps and poles much more common in Mexico City’s streets due to the
573
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prevalence of informal commerce. Abaroa’s sculpture stands humorously vertical and
nonfunctional amid the sprawling market stalls near which it was first installed. Similarly, the
upright, if dwarfed, Stela form stands out amid the horizontality of the architecture surrounding
it: Mario Pani’s Edificio Chihuahua and the excavated archeological site. The monument
audaciously, if unintentionally, mimics the form of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs building
behind it, as the Foreign Affairs structure features a Miesian rectilinear tower over a wide
horizontal base (fig. 3.6). The Stela thus critically costumes itself in state power within
Tlatelolco Square, while at a scale that is laughable compared to the skyscraper behind it. The
monument also covers its sleek, clean geometry with the poetry and graphics of the student
movement, not unlike Juan O’Gorman, Gustavo Saavedra, and Juan Martínez de Velasco ’s
Central Library building at the UNAM Campus (fig. 3.25), often ridiculed as a “decorated shed”
for its planar form covered in elaborate mosaic murals.576 Commentators saw modernist form
covered in historic references as another another out-of-sync referent.
The Stela’s incorporation of pre-Columbian forms takes on additional subversive import
when seen within the context of the Plaza de las Tres Culturas. As discussed in the opening to
this chapter, the government promoted the Plaza in touristic publications and advertisements, to
create an image of Mexico’s past that could be easily consumed. Thus, the Stela’s use of preColumbian forms to convey a history of state violence helped to destabilize the state’s
instrumentalization of such architectures.
Yet while the slab’s talud-tablero base and rose-brown stone echo the Pre-Columbian
architecture adjacent to it in Tlatelolco Square, it does not succeed as a historicist monument,
either. Monuments aim for immutability, but the stela is a slight 40 centimeters thick, and made
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of thin slabs of stone hung on a visible concrete core. Mayan stelae also served as displays of the
spectacular power of the ruler, who could mobilize his charges to the labor of quarrying, hauling,
carving, and erecting massive slabs of solid stone, sometimes weighing several tons.577 The Stela
at Tlatelolco, in contrast, offers an improvisational antithesis to this show of might. Builders
used the architectural technique almost exclusively employed in Mexican vernacular
architecture: a framework of re-bar poured with concrete (fig. 3.26). The monument is
precarious: edges of the facing have chipped off, and the explanatory plaque on the back of the
monument, which credited the collaborators on the project and nodded to La Grieta’s designers,
was stolen not long after its inauguration, leaving a void that exposes the cement construction
underneath (fig 3.27). Though this cobbled structure fails at the ruse of permanence implied by
the term “monument,” it offers a local, agglomerated, and subversive alternative to the
monumental nationalist scenography around it.

La Estela de Tlatelolco and the art of the Student Movement
While the monument’s form is undeniably pre-Columbian, its collaged face draws on
codified strategies for representing the student movement from other media. The graphic at the
top of the Stela is a low-relief rendering of a 1968 student movement linoleum cut by Jesús
Martínez, featuring the outline of several doves in flight, one overlaid with the “V for victory,”
(fig 3.28).578 On the Stela, the text bordering this image states, “1968-1993 / …ADELANTE!!”
(“…ONWARDS!!” fig. 3.3).
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Aquino, the Stela’s designer, suggested that each of the three parts of the memorial—the
names of the dead, the dove graphic, and the poem—serve a different purpose, each necessary to
the memory of 1968. The names offered a concrete remembrance of the historical event. The
doves, on the other hand, with their optimistic message of victory “ONWARDS!!,” suggest the
living legacy of the movement.579 This optimistic, future-oriented message led activists to
reproduce Martínez’s image frequently in the years leading up to the Stela’s design; it was one of
the few movement graphics to receive this kind of renewed circulation. Aquino and Miguel
Ángel Guzmán incorporated it prominently into two posters for the 1988 commemorations (fig.
3.29). Organizers also included the image on the massive manta (banner) that former student
leaders carried at the front of the October 2 commemorative march that year, and on smaller
vertical banners (fig. 3.30, 3.31).580 Additionally, it was one of ten ’68 prints included in the
catalog for the October 1988 exhibition of movement graphics at San Carlos, and one of three
reproduced in the catalog for a similar October 1993 exhibition at the Escuela de Cultura Popular
Revolucionaria (ECPR, School of Revolutionary Popular Culture).581 Thus, amid the dozens of
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student movement graphics compiled by Grupo Mira, published in their text La Gráfica del ’68
(1981), and exhibited around Mexico City, Martínez’s image had a resonance with the
contemporary desire to continue the movement adelante.582
This optimism flies against the notion of a “narrative without progress” that Halberstam
associates with discourses of failure. The notion of progress is tempered, however, by other
elements on the Stela. According to Aquino, the Castellanos poem serves as a way to refer, if
indirectly, to those responsible for the massacre.583 The memorial features only one of the
poem’s six stanzas:
Who? Who are they? No one. The next day, no one.
The plaza awoke swept clean;
The newspapers’ lead story
was the weather.
And on television, on the radio, in the movie theaters
not a single change to the schedule
No announcement between shows.
Nor a minute of silence at the banquet.
(The banquet went right on).584
The poem is not particularly explicit in its finger-pointing, instead evoking the general
atmosphere of silence and complicity. It underscores the government control of the media, and
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also refers, if indirectly, to the uninterrupted Olympic celebrations (“the banquet”), which began
just ten days after the Tlatelolco massacre.
Castellanos’s poem, too, had become a prominent representation of the movement before
the construction of the Stela. Originally written for Elena Poniatowska’s landmark book La
Noche de Tlatelolco (1971), the poem appears on the opening pages of the section on the
massacre, before Poniatowka’s own introductory text.585 The book was a bestseller, and, by
1991, was in its 50th reprint edition, with over a quarter-million copies sold.586 The poem then
circulated in other accounts of the movement, as well, many of which also included Martínez’s
print: for example, the 1981 book La Gráfica del 68 and the 1993 ECPR exhibition catalog both
included the text.587
By combining movement graphics with both a poem and a more didactic list of names, the
Stela recalls the multivocal approach to the memory of ’68 that was common by the early
1990s.588 For example, amid the dozens of student movement graphics printed in La Gráfica del
68 are texts, poems, photographs from ’68, and more recent illustrations of the events.
Poniatowska herself most famously employed the strategy in La Noche de Tlatelolco. The book
counters official narratives through its cacophony of voices, decentering a single authorial
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presence.589 Poniatowska’s work also includes official voices, often by reprinting evasive
newspaper headlines that refuse to acknowledge government culpability.590 The collage effect
creates what Diana Sorensen, drawing on Bataille, calls “a limit experience.”591 That is, the
intensity of the juxtaposition of voices goes beyond the coherence of everyday subjectivity. The
Stela does not have the same extremity in its collage effect, as it was only intended to concretize
narratives that went against the official story. However, the monument’s juxtaposition of a list of
names followed by a stanza from Castellanos’s poem that begins “Who? Who are they? No one.
The next day, no one,” has a deeply contradictory effect, juxtaposing two temporalities. The
names serve as a contemporary counterpoint to the governmental effacement immediately
following the massacre, evoked by Castellanos. Thus, the Stela both acknowledges and counters
the logic of silence that state violence creates, and which enables further violence.592 This
contrast encourages the critical reading of official texts on 1968, just as the reader of La Noche
de Tlatelolco questions the official sources, as they are interspersed with the voices of mothers,
activists, and bystanders that contradict them. On the Stela, the intertextual relay destabilizes
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what memorial art scholar Karen Elizabeth Bishop calls the “hermeneutic expectations of
immediate legibility and abiding symbolism” of memorials, offering a more dialogic model.593
By drawing upon familiar images and strategies for the representation of 1968, the Stela’s
creators sought to make the work legible and meaningful, if not vanguard. At the same time, the
Stela’s texts question the very notion of historical veracity that is fundamental to the traditional
monument. By failing to offer a totalizing, monumental history, the Stela proposes a more
contingent memorialization.

La Estela de Tlatelolco: Historical Failure
The Stela’s list of names of those who died on October 2 in Tlatelolco Square ends with
the qualifier “..and many other comrades whose names and ages we still do not know.”594 In
spite of this, critics lambasted the memorial for bowing to the “official” count of the dead with
its list of only twenty names.595 In contrast, I contend that the very act of compiling a list of
names, if necessarily incomplete, was radical: the contemporaneous 1993 Truth commission had
only been able to conclude that an “imprecise” number had died, and had not produced any such
list.596
Names on memorials have a double effect: they describe the dead as identifiable
individuals, rendering them mournable, and then claiming them as a collective. Art historian
Erika Doss states that memorials that only list names reduce history “to a deceitful narrative of
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national consensus” that occlude vital questions about how or why their deaths occurred.597 Art
historian Harriet Senie similarly states that the VVM competition attempted to eliminate political
sentiment by focusing on naming.598 As discussed in the previous section, the Stela partially
avoids this flattening of history by including the excerpt from Castellanos’s poem, alluding to the
structures that enabled such violence. Doss and Senie contend that a listing of names has become
“de rigeur” in memorials since the VVM design competition made names a required element.599
In this sense, the Stela at Tlatelolco conforms to the dominant international memorial aesthetic.
However, in addition to its prominence outside of Mexico, I contend that the act of naming had a
very specific potency within the Mexican context, given the waylaid 1993 Truth Commission in
Mexico and the growing demands to open archives.
The Truth Commission was not the first acknowledgement of this uncertainty. The
number of dead at Tlatelolco has always been contested. In the aftermath of October 2, military
agents cordoned off hospitals and morgues to impede the compilation of an accurate death toll.
As political scientist César Gilabert wrote, the state wanted to ensure that “there were no victims,
only culprits.”600 Even though the Stela’s critics stated that the work upheld an “official
narrative,” human rights activist Sergio Aguayo points out that there never was a single official
count of the dead.601 In the aftermath of the attack, President Díaz Ordaz’s spokesman stated that
seven people had died, then later raised the number to twenty.602 The DFS stated that 26 died,
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while Division General Javier Vázquez Félix, who was in charge of collecting the remains of the
dead, cited 43.603 Yet students in the plaza and residents of the surrounding apartment buildings
reported seeing dozens more bodies, and activist accounts widely cite 300 deaths, a number that
has been repeated so frequently that it has attained the weight of historical fact. As Aguayo states
“It is terrible to have arrived at a number of those killed by consensus.”604 This number is
frequently attributed to the British sports journalist John Rodda, who was present during the
massacre as part of his pre-Olympic reporting and later wrote in The Guardian that 267 died.605
Mexican scholars have recently questioned his methodology, however, as he spoke limited
Spanish, but stated that he and his informants talked to doctors in hospitals across Mexico City
and used their aggregate numbers to reach their estimate.606 A 2006 investigation by the National
Security Archive at George Washington University confirmed 44 deaths, 34 of whom could be
identified by name, based on information corroborated in declassified government records.607
This does not preclude the existence of other victims that were not documented and thus not
traceable; I do not want to suggest that archival ways of knowing eclipse testimonial narratives.
Even though the list of the names on the Stela is not comprehensive by these more recent
counts, any listing of the dead in the Mexican context was radical in 1993, as even the Truth
Commission could not produce a count or a list. Critics of the Commission argued that, because
it was made up of leftist activists who were antagonistic to the PRI government, it would not
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have the kind of access necessary to reach substantial conclusions.608 This is, indeed, what came
to pass, although it is unlikely that a group more sympathetic to the PRI would have achieved
different results. Government archives, the personal archives of state officials, and media outlets
all refused to respond to the Commission’s requests for materials, and they produced little.609
The commission is widely considered a failure; yet, in its failing, it highlighted the continued
power of those who perpetuated the violence of 1968, and the complicity of the PRI in general,
questioning the notion that this violence was “past.”
This labor of compiling the names—a labor that the Truth Commission itself could not
complete—was an important part of the Stela’s rushed planning process. Álvarez Garín and other
members of the team gleaned this information from personal archives, as state archives remained
unavailable.610 The difficulty of this task, and the constantly evolving nature of the list, is evident
in the August 2, 1993 Stela design sent to the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia
(INAH, National Institute of Anthropology and History) to receive the necessary installation
permissions.611 This version featured only 18 of the 20 names on the final Stela, plus the text
“five unidentified male cadavers, approximately 15, 18, 20, 30 and 35 years old.”612 The removal
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of these unnamed dead in the final version underscores the importance of naming as a means to
render death legible. The August 2 design shows that, even with two months remaining to its
unveiling, the Stela’s list was still in flux, the research ongoing.
The Stela’s final list included eight of the eleven names listed in the newspaper articles
compiled in Poniatowska’s La noche de Tlatelolco. The three exceptions were soldiers who died
that night, but were omitted from the monument.613 The Stela’s list of 20 dead, then, included 12
names not mentioned in Poniatowska’s compilation, showing that it greatly expanded upon the
book, which had previously been the most-available source on the topic.
This sense of naming as an ongoing process instead of a (failed) product is evident
elsewhere. La Jornada republished the names from the Stela upon its unveiling, stating “these
are the 20 names which are, at the same time, according to the organizer’s desires, a call to learn
more [names].”614 Thus the Stela is a concretization of a historical moment, the knowledge
available in August and September of 1993, an imperfect yet important as part of an ongoing
process of recognition.
Therefore, in spite of charges of aesthetic and historical failure, the Stela functioned as a
vital but incomplete public archive, simultaneously standing in for and pointing a finger at the
lack of accessible government documentation of the deaths. It offered a source that corroborated
the names of the dead before government documents related to 1968 were finally made public in
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2002.615 The ongoing importance of the list of names on the Stela is evident in the 2006 National
Security Archive report on the dead. Although the study does not cite the Stela among the
archives consulted, it lists “included on the stela” after each of the corresponding 20 names,
suggesting its importance as an early, if incomplete, compilation.616 Thus the stela’s list of names
attempted to fill a gaping hole in the historical record of 1968. It replaced a vague and nameless
body of 300 victims with 20 concrete individuals, identified by name and age, and thus
mournable both individually and collectively.

La Estela de Tlatelolco as Altar
In addition to serving as an improvised archive, the Stela’s designers readily admitted that
they had unwittingly created an altar. Since shortly after the massacre, family members and
activists sought spaces in Tlatelolco Square at which they could leave offerings and pay their
respects to the dead. Initially, such spaces were hard to come by. The plaza was heavily guarded
in the days after October 2, and the church of Santiago Tlatelolco rejected family members’
requests to set up an altar on November 2, 1968 (Dia de los Muertos) to those who died in the
massacre.617 Family members were instead forced to leave flowers, wreaths dedicated “to the
martyrs of Tlatelolco” and candles on the pavement of the plaza in front of the church (fig 3.32).
They created what witness and anthropologist Maria Nolasco described as “little altars scattered
across the width and the length of the Plaza de las Tres Culturas,” as armed federal police
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officers patrolled the square.618 The remembrance of the night was decentered, helping mourners
to evade the authorities that surrounded them while still acknowledging the public, social nature
of their individual losses.619
This diffuse approach to the locations of memory in Tlatelolco continued until the creation
of the Stela in 1993. An image from the October 2, 1988 commemoration shows students leaving
flowers and other offerings along the walls of the archeological site as part of their ritual of
remembrance (fig 3.33), and others made a circle of flowers in the plaza. The decentered,
changing nature of these memorials was not a negative aspect: indeed, as seen in the heavilypoliced November 2, 1968 commemoration, the lack of a central locus for memory was a matter
of safety, and offered the possibility of a decentralized, decanonized memory of those lost. Yet
by 1993, the gathering was not policed in such a dramatic way. Then, the Stela served as a space
for the condensation of memory, further legitimizing mourning and increasing the visual impact
of this accretion. Images from the October 2, 1993 unveiling of the Stela show the base piled
with red and white carnations and covered in candles of various sizes (fig. 3.34).620 Since then,
mourners and activists have covered the Stela’s base with flowers each October 2 and November
2 (fig. 3.35). Like the Milpa action discussed in Chapter 2, the Stela of Tlatelolco encourages
bonds of solidarity through the highly legible practice of leaving offerings.621 Images from the
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October 2, 2015 commemoration show that visitors offered not only candles and flowers but a
heterogeneous mix of copal incense, hand-written letters, crosses, and both Catholic and preColumbian sacred images (fig. 3.36). This collective ritual act fosters relationships based in the
memory of 1968, and a point of entry for those who were not present during the movement.
While critics derided the plinth for not fostering “activation” or “involvement,” I counter
that the monument, by serving as an altar, is fundamentally participatory, though not in the ways
valued within the art market, instead encouraging visitors to engage with history and memory in
pragmatic, personal ways. This prompts the question: what types of participation are implicitly
valued in discussions of participatory art? Perhaps the ritual of leaving offerings is rendered not
“worthy” of the label “participation” because it stems, in part, from Catholic religious traditions.
Thus, within Marxist frameworks, such participation reinforces alienation, instead of combatting
it. Yet the altar tradition is a profoundly syncretic one, and here it is being carried out not in a
church or a home, but at a monument that blends indigenous forms with movement imagery. The
denial of the Stela’s role as a nexus for participation in memorial rituals within Tlatelolco Square
implies that it is an artist’s intention to create participatory art that makes the resulting piece
participatory. This, in turn, centers the discourse on transnational personalities like LozanoHemmer, who have a certain currency in international circuits that was not afforded to the artists
of 1968 in Mexico. Yet one of these international participatory art practitioners, Thomas
Hirschhorn (1957-), used the altar as a means to question the “status of the monument,” and
particularly its form, location, and longevity.622 Works such as his Mondrian Altar, (Long Island
City, New York, 1997, fig. 3.37) presented accumulations of everyday objects on the sidewalk,
memorials serve as a means of “implicitly protesting the cause of [death],” a function shared
with the Stela. Senie, Memorials to Shattered Myths: Vietnam to 9/11, 40.
622
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evoking spontaneous memorials. A key difference, however, is that Hirschhorn’s monuments are
curated by the artist himself and highlight a fundamental disjunction between the specific place
and commemoration—why Mondrian in Long Island City?—while the Stela is deeply connected
to the history of Tlatelolco Square. Mourning, in both the Stela and Hirschhorn’s installation,
becomes a form of protest against hegemonic art forms.623 While the designers did not intend the
Stela to function as an altar, this was the role that it came to serve within Tlatelolco Square.
Like Greeley and Medina in Mexico, Karen Elizabeth Bishop questions marking sites of
memory in Argentina and Chile with standing memorials. She argues that such projects do not
have the fluidity of spaces of memory that “can be entered into, traversed, inhabited,
experienced; and in this inhabitation…a visitor might glean some cognizance of what comprises
a space of torture.”624 I reject this false binary of marking versus inhabiting, which Bishop
mobilizes to celebrate the spectacular, gentrifying, and blatantly developmentalist impulses of
the proposed Amphibia memorial park in San Antonio, Chile.625 The proposed AGC Concept
Architectes Amphibia project would transform what they refer to as a “wasteland” on the site of
the former prison camp Tejas Verdes into a sleek nature park and eco-resort. Bishop states that
“Turning the ruined space into a functional place” will help “[local residents] construct a new
history,” implying that the space is not functional and histories not constructed without the help
of transnational architectural firms and competitions.626 Furthermore, one wonders how the local
population—who use the so-called “wasteland” for fishing—will “inhabit” the new resort space
in the edifying ways Bishop implies. At Tlatelolco, such binary thinking does not take into
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account the fact that the Square around the Stela is perpetually inhabited and experienced, by
young children on bicycles, teenagers coming home from school, food vendors, residents
walking their dogs, and commuters passing to and from work. The Stela also offers the backdrop
for idiosyncratic performances of history, from the fantastical testimonies told by a man who
claims to be the Carlos Antonio Beltrán Maciel, a man listed among the dead on the Stela, to the
CDs of protest songs and other ’68 memorabilia sold by Roberto Tello from the monument’s
base.627 These everyday ways of inhabiting the space where government violence occurred
allows for the complex relationship with memory that Bishop advocates, without the attendant
developmentalist mindset of the memorial project she champions. Within this dynamic context,
the Stela is a place where memories are provisionally registered and ritually condensed.
The Stela resoundingly fails when considered among memorial artworks that attempt to
contain and represent history in a single box, be it monumental, experiential, or participatory—
yet it intends to be none of these things. Like the contemporaneous Truth and Reconciliation
committee, it does not lead to a singular, immutable set of conclusions. Medina himself
acknowledges the “difficulty of encountering a formal synthesis for an experience [1968 in
Mexico] that precisely epitomizes historiographic uncertainty, the pain of memory, and the
confusion of public responsibility.”628 Through its incomplete list of the dead and its contrasting
written and visual modes, the Stela offers glimpses of this uncertainty, and of the fundamental
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impossibility of fully representing such an event.629 Out of this historiographic void, the Stela
offers a provisional yet vital archive of the dead and a node for mourning within the Plaza of
Tlatelolco. Drawing on La Grieta’s critical pre-Columbianism, it wrests Mexico’s past from the
nationalist theatrics of the PRI. Therefore, the Stela challenges the party responsible for electoral
fraud in 1988—and the resulting loss of optimism about the possibility of a larger-scale
memorial project. It does so, however, in a provisional, vernacular manner, both questioning the
possibilities for contemporary monumental public art and offering an alternative formulation.
They started with no permission, and they built a Stela: a memorial that, through its
monumental failings, offers a new space for resistance.
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Chapter 4
Nostalgia and Institutionalization: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Ximena Labra,
Tercerunquinto, and Teatro Ojo, 2008
Nostalgia is an often-maligned concept. It stands as shorthand for the retrograde and the
unoriginal, the “overly” emotive, and a longing that is easily folded into the mechanics of
nationalism and capitalism.630 Given these negative connotations, I hesitate to employ the term
in relationship to the commemoration of 1968. Ironically, my reluctance is itself undeniably a
product of nostalgia. As theorist Svetlana Boym suggests, nostalgia is a “longing for a home that
no longer exists or has never existed…a sense of loss and displacement, but also a romance with
one’s own fantasy.”631 It is difficult to acknowledge the sense of loss tied up in discussions of
1968: a loss of political potentiality, of unity, of youth. It is even thornier to suggest that these
and other elements of the 1968 narrative are fantastical, particularly given their widespread
employment in the service of present social movements. This longing can transform the events of
1968 into a sacred leftist referent: historian Vania Markarian shows that nostalgia has infused the
testimonial literature on the student movement since the late 1980s.632 I am not immune from
this longing for a fictional past that is also a fantasy of what could have been in the present, nor
are the artists I discuss here.
Yet longing needs to be looked at forthrightly. Nostalgia is a way of thinking—and
potentially rethinking—the nexus of time and place. As Boym suggests, nostalgia revolts against
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the modern concept of time, associated with teleological history and progress.633 She shows that
nostalgia is about both spatial displacement (of the “home”) and temporal superimposition (of
past, present, and sometimes future): the idea that one can revisit time just as we revisit places.634
Nostalgia is not always what Boym terms “restorative:” that is, it is not always a facile impulse
to bring back what has been lost to history, an impulse easily corrupted by nationalist regimes.635
It has the potential to use longing as a means of “inhabiting many places at once and imagining
different time zones.”636 Boym argues that one can be both homesick and sick of home:
nostalgic, but aware of nostalgia’s potentially nefarious effects on the present.637 She calls this
“reflective nostalgia,” a perpetual longing that collapses time, creating narratives that are
idiosyncratic, inconclusive, and antirational. I use this formulation of nostalgia in tandem with
Claire Bishop’s reading of Rancière, which rejects the “didactic critical position” taken by many
political artworks, situating potential instead in the affective and the ambiguous.638 In this
reading, the aesthetic constitutes a space of political potential because the aesthetic experience
functions outside of reason, subverting ordering structures.639
In this chapter, I employ Boym’s formulation of nostalgia as one analytical thread uniting
a heterogeneous group of artworks commissioned in 2008 by the Centro Cultural UniversitarioTlatelolco, in dialogue with their recently-opened permanent exhibition Memorial del 68. For the
40th anniversary of the movement, curator Sergio Raúl Arroyo enlisted two artists and two artist
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collectives to create ephemeral public artworks on the theme of 1968: Ximena Labra (1972- ),640
Rafael Lozano-Hemmer (1967- ), Teatro Ojo (“Eye Theater” or “Warning Theater,” 2002present),641 and Tercerunquinto (“A third of a fifth,” 1998-present).642 The commissioning
process was quite open-ended: each project was developed in dialogue with Arroyo as part of a
spate of activities organized by the CCU-T around the 40th anniversary, including theater
productions and academic conferences.643
All of the visual artists invited were too young in 1968 to remember the events
themselves. As Tercerunquinto member Rolando Flores Tovar stated, “There’s a type of defining
event in your adolescence that has to do with the way in which you related with the ’68
movement.”644 The event was formative for these artists, but also absent. Even one of the
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banners in the commemorative march on October 2, 2008 addressed this precarious generational
relationship to 1968, proclaiming “yo no estuve ahí PERO NO OLVIDO” (“I was not there BUT
I DON’T FORGET,” fig. 4.1). The resulting artworks by Labra, Tercerunquinto, and Teatro Ojo
thematize this absence. They exhibit a self-aware distance or estrangement from 1968,
concurrent with a hope for proximity. Additionally, all four projects also show an awareness that
1968 is a point of multiple, disparate temporalities, against dogmatic readings of the movement.
A second through line of this chapter is precisely this dogma itself: the
institutionalization of 1968. I place the interventions developed by each artist or collective in
dialogue with the Memorial del 68’s exhibition strategies. In contrast to the rigid spatial and
temporal narratives of the Memorial, all four ephemeral artworks questioned the canonization of
a single, nostalgic retelling. Works by Tercerunquinto and Labra resisted the institution’s rigid
temporalities by taking up archeological strategies. Labra and Teatro Ojo also exploded memory
outward from the marginal Memorial, making the memory of 1968 mobile and critically
engaging with the nostalgic and the mundane.
This chapter also offers a corrective to the overwhelming scholarly focus on Rafael
Lozano-Hemmer’s participatory installation Voz Alta (“Loud Voice,” fig. 4.2),645 making it the
paradigmatic—and sometimes the only—work mentioned when considering artistic production
around the 40th anniversary of the student movement.646 After a brief discussion of the

discussed their encounters with 1968 while brainstorming for their ¡No? series. Laura Furlan and
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implications of the Memorial del 68, I turn to this artwork first, complicating histories that have
celebrated the intervention without attention to its aesthetic and spatial implications.

The Institution
The 2007 opening of the Memorial del 68 in the Centro Cultural Universitario-Tlatelolco
(CCU-T) marked the first permanent museum exhibition dedicated to the memory of the student
movement.647 There was now a single space in Mexico City that housed a history of the
movement—which could easily be confused for the history of the movement. The museum
garners authority from its site, just off of Tlatelolco Square in the former Secretaría de
Relaciones Exteriores (SRE, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, fig. 3.6) building.648
The Memorial del 68’s adjacency to Tlatelolco Square, however, enables a pernicious
spatial reconfiguration. Comparative literature scholar José Ramón Ruisánchez Serra contends
that the museum reterritorializes the city beyond Tlatelolco by circumscribing 1968 within the
confines of the Square. He shows how the Memorial makes the movement something localized
and immobile, properly enclosed within the deteriorating Nonoalco-Tlatelolco housing complex.
Following De Certeau, he argues that placing the history of 1968 within the confines of
Nonoalco-Tlatelolco also placates this history.649 Through the Memorial, the movement
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triumphantly returned to the Square from which it was expelled 39 years earlier. It symbolically
reclaimed the former SRE building from the state, which had used it as a command and
surveillance hub during the October 2 massacre.650 In Boym’s terms, the movement’s Tlatelolco
homecoming is an effect of restorative nostalgia: the drive to rebuild what has been lost,
restoring order in the process. Boym argues that nostalgia works along a spectrum between
restoration and reflection. Restorative nostalgia denies that it is nostalgic and instead takes on the
mantle of tradition and origins, longing for a definitive return home. Reflective nostalgia, on the
other hand, inhabits many places at once, denying the homecoming and instead becoming
ambivalent, contradictory, or ironic. This is a nostalgia in which temporalities openly collide,
“imagining different time zones” beyond the teleological.651 By recreating an edifying home for
the movement, the Memorial is a restorative gesture.
In rebuilding a singular space for the movement in Tlatelolco, the disruptive potential of
its history is easily contained. The museum is not advertised as part of either the local or federal
cultural listings for Mexico City, and receives few visitors relative to museums and cultural sites
in the Centro Histórico.652 Ruisánchez Serra argues that such marginalization is an active force,
allowing the rapid gentrification of Mexico City’s core to go on uninterrupted.653 His call is
particularly urgent, given the rate at which the Fundación Carlos Slim, the “charitable” arm of
multi-billionaire monopolist Carlos Slim’s projects, has fueled Mexico City’s gentrification since
650
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2002. Armed with quality-of-life arguments, the Fundación has restored historic buildings and
attempted to rid the Centro Histórico of ambulatory vendors, at the same time increasing the
value of Slim’s many commercial and residential properties in the zone.654 The Memorial keeps
1968 neatly separated from the histories offered by the institutions in the Centro Histórico,
allowing this rebranding to continue.
The installations inside the Memorial del 68 further enable the concretization of memory
in specific places, strategies, and voices. Some of these elements are steeped in a vogue for the
“retro.” At the entrance to the permanent exhibition, visitors are greeted by three photomosaics
made up of portraits of important international figures from the 1960s, peace signs, album
covers, and posters from the student movement (fig 4.3).655 Rock music plays in the
background, adding to the pastiche of predictable 1960s referents. At later points in the
exhibition, visitors are offered free reproductions of 1968 student movement posters to take
home with them.656 Ruisánchez Serra argues that the designs selected reproduce the most
stereotyped, banal visions of 1968—dove imagery and calls for peace—and as such, buy into a
larger 2000s commodity fetish for 1960s “retro.”657
One of the first wall displays, “Los protagonistas” (The protagonists), introduces the cast
of characters central to the Memorial’s narrative: the 57 sesentaocheros (‘68ers, a term for the
activists of ’68 who later became spokespeople for the movement) and prominent Mexicans
whom the museum interviewed for the installation. Video clips from these interviews are
654
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interspersed throughout the installation, sonically recreating a decentered, multivocal approach
akin to that of Elena Poniatowska’s landmark book La Noche de Tlatelolco, as discussed in the
previous chapter.658 Indeed, this was one of the foundational ideas for the museum: to be a space
“where the diverse visions and perspectives on an experience will show the complexity of the
historical narrative.”659 However, as Ruisánchez Serra argues, the Memorial fundamentally
misreads the radical gesture of collage employed by Poniatowska.660 She places undervalued
figures like “a voice in the crowd” and “Perla Vélez de Aguilera, mother of a family” on equal
footing with “Gustavo Díaz Ordaz, President of the Republic” and “Raúl Álvarez Garín, of the
CNH.”661 The book’s decentered testimonials from conflicting viewpoints destabilize any sense
of “top-down historiography,” whereas the Memorial only enshrines the testimonials of
movement leaders and cultural elites who were already canonized as the interlocutors of 1968.662
Furthermore, of the Memorial’s 57 interviewees, only 13 are women, reinforcing the heroic
masculine retelling of 1968. Poniatowska, in contrast, incorporates the testimonies of various
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generations of women who participated in or witnessed the movement.663 The Memorial’s view
of the movement is only novel in that it has been “restored” to its mythic home: it is framed by
voices that had circulated widely in the years prior.
This was not the only museological possibility. The 2015 exhibition Lecciones del 68.
¿Por qué no se olvida el 2 de octubre? (Lessons of 68. Why is it we don’t forget October 2?) at
Mexico City’s Museo Memoria y Tolerancia (MMyT, Museum of Memory and Tolerance)
offered an alternative model to the Memorial del 68, one less steeped in restorative nostalgia.664
In the Memorial, the state is largely an absent, underexplored force, upholding the good-againstevil mythos fundamental to restorative nostalgia. The MMyT exhibition, in contrast, included
government documents and politicians’ speeches, evidence of state attempts to undermine the
movement. Lecciones del 68 also incorporated recent historiography on 1968 that contradicted
typical sesentayochero tellings: it allowed for the possibility that the movement had a violent
faction and that the death toll was lower than the oft-repeated 300. Though the Memorial del 68
provides an institutional space for accounts once marginalized by the government, it focuses on
more doctrinaire retellings.
To Ruisánchez Serra’s critique of the Memorial del 68, I add a temporal element.
Poniatowska not only mixes voices, but also temporalities: newspaper headlines from October 3
come before recollections of Oct 2. She intersperses these testimonies, in turn, with excerpts
from Diaz Ordaz’s September 1 speech before the nation and a Nahuatl poem about the
663
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Conquest, read by a contemporary poet. The Memorial does not employ this capricious,
reflective approach to time. Instead, it draws on the rationality of the timeline as its organizing
structure. One of the explicit aims of the museum was to give a chronologically ample view of
the movement, extending its significance beyond October 2, yet it maintains a rigid
chronological structure.665 The opening room displays a progression of images and texts of
international events year-by-year from 1958 to 1968, as a “preamble” for the movement. Then,
the exhibition is organized as a timeline of key moments in the 1968 student movement in
Mexico, from the founding of the CNH to its dissolution.666 Artists’ installations and artifacts
occasionally interrupt this narrative, but the dominant drive is chronological.667 Thus the
Memorial weaves a canonical leftist story of 1968, drawing from the voices and strategies of
preexisting histories as the sources of its authority and marketability.668 It attempts to rebuild,
reconquer, and re-site 1968, resulting in a homecoming characteristic of restorative nostalgia.
The museum offers a recreation of that which was lost in Tlatelolco Square.

Voz Alta: The Loudest Voice
Rafael Lozano-Hemmer’s artwork also sought a restorative return home for 1968. For Voz
Alta, Lozano-Hemmer and his production team installed a modified megaphone on a stand in
Tlatelolco Square, anchoring the memory of the movement firmly to this site. The artist invited
the public to say what they would: responses ranged from recollections of 1968 to poetry to
665
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political diatribes to marriage proposals. The megaphone was connected to a computer system
that “translated” the rhythm and volume of the speaker’s voice into flashes of light from four
massive 10-kilowatt searchlights. One light, on a scaffold behind the speaker, sent a beam from
the plaza to the top of the former SRE building (fig. 4.4). From the SRE roof, the three other
beams flashed outward through the sky toward major landmarks in Mexico City: the Zócalo, the
Monument to the Revolution, and the Basilica of Guadalupe (fig. 4.5). Lozano Hemmer also
broadcast the voices of participants on the UNAM radio station, with archival recordings about
1968 and works of sound art spliced into the moments of dead air from the Plaza.
Voz Alta received the most art historical interest of any of the CCU-T commissioned
artworks,669 and substantial press coverage. Articles about the work appeared not only in the leftleaning newspaper La Jornada, but also in Excelsior and Universal, following a press conference
by the artist on September 24, 2008.670 The prominence of Voz Alta can be attributed, in part, to
Lozano Hemmer’s international stature, as he had just represented Mexico in the country’s first
Venice Bienale pavilion in 2007.671 Yet much of the critical and art historical writing on Voz Alta
also implies that it was the “appropriate” artistic means to commemorate 1968.672 Eminent art
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critic and curator Cuauhtémoc Medina called it “One of the most brilliant moments in the
creation of social mechanisms in Latin American art.”673 Art historian Robin Adéle Greeley
contends that it inverts spatial control by being “opened outward versus closed-in; [made up of]
fragile, ephemeral pulses of light and sound versus monumental concrete, glass and steel;
performative versus static; anti-hierarchical, inclusive and collective versus coercive…”674 These
pairings carry a clear moral charge, and Lozano-Hemmer falls into the upright category each
time: open, ephemeral, performative, inclusive. Art historian Claire Bishop points out that much
of the writing on participatory art falls into such binary thinking, in which participation is
positioned as the alternative to passivity, and thus seen as a valid strategy in itself.675 In such
thinking, art becomes instrumentalized as solely a means to forge and reforge social bonds—and
thus rendered exempt from aesthetic consideration.676
This line of thinking on participatory art also shirks individual authorship. LozanoHemmer himself has referred to the artwork as a “platform outside of the control of the artist”
giving participants “the responsibility to be the piece” so that people “feel represented.”677 By

Voz Alta in detail, he critiques it as “Too much of a good intention and is almost to sentimental
for the occasion.”
Voz Alta is also discussed by the artist himself and by the art historian Tatiana Flores as an
“uncanny” evocation of the Estridentista broadsheet Magnavoz (Loudspeaker, 1926) by Xavier
Icaza. Flores, Mexico's Revolutionary Avant-Gardes: From Estridentismo to ¡30-30! , 9-11.
While both engage with the megaphone and the radio, Icaza’s text is fundamentally skeptical of
the political potential of speechmaking, in contrast to Lozano-Hemmer’s participatory artwork:
therefore, it becomes a rather forced attempt to find continuity in Mexican art history.
673
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downplaying the presence of the artist, he obscures the fact that the platform is highly
programmed and has an aesthetic.678 Art historians have followed his lead. Tatiana Flores
mantains that Voz Alta “empowers Mexicans to speak for themselves,” and Greeley heralds it for
“tapping the energies of popular unrest…[and] providing these energies with a conduit to a
generative presence in the public sphere.”679 As Bishop compellingly argues, such
“empowering” frameworks for participatory art suggest the impassivity of the working class,
whose “energies” need to be channeled through the liberating projects of artists and their
financial backers.680 Following Bishop’s critique of art histories that discuss participatory art on
generalized moral grounds, I instead analyze the implications of Lozano-Hemmer’s specific
aesthetic choices for the memory of 1968, focusing on the themes of censorship, monumentality,
and collage. I show that Voz Alta did not open a space for “free speech” in the sense invoked by
much of the art historical literature. However, its collage strategy offered an important, if
incomplete, aesthetic rejoinder to the Memorial’s sesentayochero chorus.
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Voz Alta: Censorship
In the description of Voz Alta issued by Lozano-Hemmer’s studio, and in his many lectures
and interviews on the work, the artist highlights its open nature, stating that people participated
“without censorship.”681 Many critics and art historians who comment on Voz Alta also take up
this idea that it was “uncensored” or a channel for “free expression.”682 In this sense, it fostered a
restorative nostalgia, attempting to recover an absolute good, “free speech,” through a strategy
reconstituted from past protests.683 This “free speech” rhetoric implicitly allies Voz Alta with
Tania Bruguera’s paradigmatic performance from the following year, Tatlin’s Whisper #6
(Havana Version), in which the artist offered visitors to the Havana Biennial one minute to speak
at a podium (fig. 4.6). Two individuals dressed in military garb flanked the speaker and a trained
dove sat on their shoulder, evoking Castro’s first speech to the Cuban people and the government
mythology developed around it. Voz Alta and Tatlin’s Whisper do have surface-level affinities as
artist-sanctified and artist-amplified scenarios in which participants spoke unscripted. However,
writing on Voz Alta implies that, like Tatlin’s Whisper, it opened a space for speech that did not
previously exist: an interpretation that belies the reality of censorship’s mechanics in Mexico.
More importantly, discussion of Lozano-Hemmer’s artwork as a space of unfettered expression
implies that the absence of censorship is free speech.684 However, this assumption evades both
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theoretical discussions on censorship and the political and aesthetic particularities of the work
itself.
Academic discussions of censorship take two very different forms. The traditional, liberal
model conceives of censorship as a repressive, external force exercised by the state. It is external
in that the censor is outside the relationship of communication, which, following Enlightenment
thinking, is a free, consensual realm of expression until it is intervened upon.685 This either/or
construction, which sets censorship against free speech, is implied in much of the criticism on
Voz Alta. Medina goes so far in this line of thinking as to argue that it is the fault of the
individual if they don’t take advantage of Voz Alta’s space to air their hopes and discontents.686
More recent theories of censorship, which trace their lineage to Foucault or Bourdieu,
emphasize the fact that censorship is internal: an unconscious, always-already state of
communication, constraining individual agency.687 Theorist Judith Butler argues that implicit
censorship precedes speech, and thus produces its subjects: both the censorer and the censoree.688
This censorship, which Butler deems “foreclosure,” manifests itself in such things as genre
conventions, specialized vocabularies, and market valuation.689 Thus a more nuanced discussion
of censorship in Lozano-Hemmer’s work (and Bruguera’s, for that matter) should not only reject
685
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the fantasy of unfettered “free speech,” but also consider the platform’s relation to both implicit
foreclosure and the overt censorship that is a subset of process.690
The inevitable structural foreclosure of speech brings us back to the aesthetic decisions
made by Lozano-Hemmer. Voz Alta makes leftist speechmaking its platform and medium. The
scenario set up by the artist was flexible enough to allow for other uses—Lozano-Hemmer
frequently notes there were several wedding proposals over the course of the installation, as if
this evidences a freedom of expression.691 Yet his core gesture of installing a megaphone in a
public plaza firmly embeds the work in the aesthetics of political rallies, and thus reinforces a
specific genre of communication: the protest rallying cry or political call-to-arms, with its
attendant exclusions.
Voz Alta thus offers a nostalgic reconstruction of 1968’s speeches in the Square. It
encourages visitors to inhabit the role of a ’68 movement leader while hiding the mechanics that
make this temporal juxtaposition possible: the mediating computer systems were obscured in a
tent behind participants (fig. 4.7), and the most frequently published photograph of Voz Alta
crops out these elements (fig. 4.2), turning the work into a heroic dialogue between the
participant and the state, as represented by the looming SRE structure. This pushes the
installation towards Boym’s restorative nostalgia, framing the past as coherent pageant instead of
a highly mediated exchange.
690
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The film documentation of Voz Alta from the artist’s studio confirms the privileging of
political speech as genre. The film ends with footage from the October 2, 2008 protest marches,
though they are spatially and aesthetically distant from Voz Alta, as daytime mobilizations in the
streets between Tlatelolco Square and the Zócalo. The point of connection between the two
gatherings is the megaphone. At two different moments, the camera closely follows figures using
handheld megaphones like the one mounted in Voz Alta to lead protest chants (figs. 4.8, 4.9).
This juxtaposition collapses the protest march with the artwork, implicitly legitimizing Voz
Alta’s aesthetics as properly political.
This platform, in turn, shaped the ways that visitors interacted with the artwork,
encouraging discourses fitting of a political rally. The megaphone, mounted on a stand and
connected via a cable to the hidden computer equipment behind it, serves as an apt metaphor of
this foreclosure: the speaker was tuned in but tethered (fig 4.10). Although some statements
strayed from the overtly political during the ten nights of Voz Alta’s transmission, the footage
from Tlatelolco overwhelmingly focuses on speeches reflecting on 1968 or making explicit
political claims. Thus the “proper” interactions were conditioned by the artist, the commissioning
institution, and the space of Tlatelolco Square, and participants who spoke on 1968 were
implicitly rewarded with the possibility of inclusion in the filmic documentation.
The outliers, marriage proposals and shout-outs to family members, desacralize the
memory of 1968, exceeding the limits imposed within the Memorial del 68. Yet they too
conform to a genre of spectacular public declarations encouraged by the installation’s aesthetic
choices, such as its simultaneous broadcast on the radio. The proclamatory aesthetics thus exert
other foreclosures, necessarily encouraging some forms of speech while discouraging others.
Later, as the secondary audience, who experiences the work through videos and artist statements,

221

we are not allowed glimpses of participants that troubled the boundaries between acceptable
speech and unacceptable speech. Marriage proposals, though mentioned by the artist as if they
were a comic misuse of the properly political artwork, still merited mention. What mumblings
and incoherences that escaped the initial foreclosure of genre were omitted from the video?692
Thus a secondary foreclosure occurs in the representation of the work through later
documentation.
Voz Alta can never be the utopian space of free speech evoked by the literature. In order to
retain its communicative coherence as a commentary on 1968, after all, some foreclosure is
necessary. As Butler contends, “a subject becomes a subject by entering the normativity of
language.”693 No participatory work, therefore, can operate outside of censorship. In spite of the
discourse of exceptionality surrounding Voz Alta, it is no exception—nor can we expect it to be.
A platform is always a site of foreclosure. Yet Voz Alta’s platform is particularly obscured,
attempting to shirk suggestions of such censorship. Thus Voz Alta has not just been misread as a
space of “free speech,” as its structure itself buttresses authorship-effacing and censorshipshirking readings.
More overt, external forms of censorship—third-party interventions into what can and
cannot be disseminated—interact with the structural iterations discussed above.694 Though
Lozano-Hemmer’s artwork and Bruguera’s are both subject to foreclosures, when discussing
external modes of censorship, the Cuban context and the Mexican are quite distinct. Bruguera’s
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engagement with censorship in Tatlin’s Whisper #6 is predicated on the risks involved when
Cuban citizens spoke out against the government.695 Bruguera leveraged her role as an artist to
create a fleeting space in the Cuban political system, whether the result was a performative
openness, blessed by the Cuban state in front of an international art-world audience, or a moment
of true tension and potential.696 In contrast, in 2008 Mexico City, people could openly denounce
the government in the streets in relation to 1968, as seen in the concurrent October 2 protests. As
I argue in Chapter 1, such performative openness can mask other closures, both in Voz Alta and
in the Mexican political system more generally.697 Censorship took other less-spectacular, but
equally pernicious, forms. Mexico was, and continues to be, among the most dangerous countries
for journalists, who face threats from both public officials and cartels.698 Furthermore, Televisa
controlled 69.2% of the television advertising market share in Mexico in 2008, and is
unabashedly allied to the PRI, offering positive coverage to its candidates at the expense of
competitors.699 Therefore, the state wields significant control over major mass media circuits. On
the other hand, the UNAM radio station that broadcast Voz Alta, like the University itself,
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maintains a level of autonomy from the government and frequently airs dissenting viewpoints.
Therefore, though it was still subject to structural foreclosures, Voz Alta functioned within spaces
and circuits tangential to state censorship, instead of against them.
In contrast, Bruguera appropriated the aesthetics of the Cuban state: speakers stood at a
podium on a dias and an actor dressed as a soldier put a trained dove on their shoulder, an
allusion to Castro’s iconicity. The work engaged with romanticized images of leadership
propagated by state media, confronting both the hopes and the voids of the Revolution. It put
participants in the uneasy position of Revolutionary hero and, potentially, its critic: government
functionary and dissident. Lozano-Hemmer’s scenario, in contrast, framed participants as
speakers at a protest rally, embracing a straightforward leftist nostalgia for 1968.700 Though the
rhetoric around Lozano-Hemmer’s installation suggests that it creates the same productive
tension as Bruguera’s, it comfortably functions within existing networks and knowledges. A
focus on uncensored speech as central to Voz Alta fundamentally misreads the work.

Voz Alta: Monumental Seduction
An offshoot of the critical emphasis on censorship is the lack of attention to Voz Alta’s
aesthetics, particularly the computer system and searchlights that “translated” speech into
light.701 This part of the artwork took what was a fairly intimate gesture—speaking to the
surrounding crowd—and scaled it to ambitious proportions. In this translation, meaning is lost:
voice becomes indeterminate flashes of light, directed toward important sites of national identity
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but not communicating. There is something unintentionally antiheroic, even pathetic, about this
translation. The words only retain meaning on radio UNAM, intimating that the university is the
only repository of the movement.702 The case of the Memorial del 68, also sponsored by the
UNAM, confirms this, as Ruisánchez Serra argues that it contains 1968 in a marginal shrine.
Additionally, Lozano-Hemmer’s use of anti-aircraft searchlights calls forth notions of
surveillance, a theme that the artist takes up directly elsewhere in his ouevre, but which fits
uncomfortably with Voz Alta’s nostalgic referents.703 How these surveillance mechanisms relate
conceptually to the megaphone in the Plaza remains underdeveloped in the project. LozanoHemmer, Greeley, and Flores all discuss the searchlights merely as a way for the project to gain
visibility, arguing that interactivity dulls their potential for intimidation.704 Commentary on Voz
Alta often refers to the use of light as anti-monumental and anti-spectacular.705 This writing
implicitly places the work in relation to a critique of monumentality in Mexico since the 1980s, a
tendency discussed in Chapter 3. However, Voz Alta does not shirk monumentality. As theorist
Andreas Huyssen contends, contemporary monumentality can also take the form of great
ephemeral events, disseminated and memorialized in the media.706 In addition, Voz Alta certainly
embodies what Huyssen terms “monumental seduction,” the tendency to desire that which
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exploits—in this case, the power of search lights.707 He contends that such temptation is no
longer wed to the built environment, but instead can take the form of an immaterial image-event.
In the Lozano-Hemmer installation, the grandiosity of the searchlights and the potential for broad
dissemination of the message offers a new form of this monumental seduction, though in a
participatory format assumed to be antimonumental. The image of the installation reproduced in
newspapers shows a single figure with his back to the audience. A dramatic bolt of light connects
the speaker to the top of the SRE building before him. The image implies a monumental scalingup, from the individual to architectural. It proposes a seductive power through participation.
Similarly, claims to anti-spectacularity crumble upon further reflection. Greeley suggests
that by privileging beams of light instead of the solidity of the surrounding residential complex,
Voz Alta revealed “the semiotics of state-sponsored nationalist spectacle upon which the value of
the Nonoalco-Tlateoloco housing project was based.”708 Yet Voz Alta’s scale and elaborate
mechanics became a spectacle themselves, closely tied to the state-sponsored nationalism of
Lozano-Hemmer’s previous outdoor work in Mexico City.
In 1999, the Mexican federal government commissioned Lozano-Hemmer to complete an
artwork for the millennium celebrations in the Zócalo. For Alzado Vectorial (Vectoral Elevation,
1999-2000, fig. 4.11), the artist and a public-private partnership of The Consejo Nacional para la
Cultura y las Artes (Conaculta, National Culture and Arts Committee), the Mexican media
company Grupo CIE, the telephone company Telmex, and the US concert lighting design firm
Syncrolite installed 18 mechanical searchlights around the plaza. Visitors to the project’s website
could program these beams into different geometric formations. Upon completing their design,
users had the option to leave a text dedication and would receive photographs of their light
707
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pattern when it was realized for six seconds in the Zócalo. Because of the fact that users could
design their own patterns (within the parameters of the program) and leave their comments on
the website, Lozano-Hemmer also discussed Alzado Vectoral as “completely uncensored.”709
Artist and critic Daniel Canogar echoed him, stating that the installation “inverts” the terms of
government spectacle by “offering the public control of the show.”710 The comments left by
users, however, were a relatively inconsequential aspect of the Alzado Vectoral’s aesthetics, and
not visible to those in the Zócalo—or to the 98.12% of the Mexican population that did not have
access to the Internet in 1999.711 Claims to openness offered a convenient branding for an
artwork based on transnational public-private collaboration. Regardless of who input the designs,
for those who didn’t know of the artwork, it was a spectacle to be consumed in the Zócalo, not
unlike the massive concerts and nationalist celebrations held there at other points throughout the
year. Thus Alzado Vectoral is best contextualized as part of the enigmatic tradition of light shows
in Mexico: from the elaborate tourist spectacle of projections on the pyramids at Teotihuacán
(begun in 1971) to the sound and light show inside Siqueiros’ architectural mural at the
Poliforum.712 Rather than critiquing state- and corporate-sponsored spectacle, Voz Alta is a part
of this history. It differs from Alzado Vectoral in that its lights are more directly linked to the
comments by participants, yet the searchlights remain a technological novelty, with a tenuous
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connection to the other elements of the work. A democratic light show is still a light show. This
reading of Voz Alta, then, suggests that leftist speechmaking has become a nationalist spectacle
instead of a viable strategy of resistance. The dramatic effects are part of a celebratory
homecoming, legitimizing the past within the designated memorial precinct of Tlatelolco Square
while remaining silent elsewhere in the city.

Collage as Strategy
While the searchlights sink into spectacle, Voz Alta does compellingly, if
unselfconsciously, offer a critique of the Memorial del 68. It does so by engaging with the
traditions of 1968 representation, particularly the use of collage and testimonial to represent the
movement as a whole. If we look beyond the cloud of free speech rhetoric, Voz Alta was
fundamentally a platform for reimaginings of the movement from both people who were present
and those who were not, albeit limited by the foreclosures of the genre. Lozano-Hemmer
discussed these as “microhistories,” distinctive mixtures of past and present.713 Such a move
confounds the timelines of the Memorial del 68. It also addressed—and began to redress—one of
the primary criticisms of the Memorial’s permanent exhibition: the fact that only canonical
voices are amplified in the extensive video interviews included throughout the museum. In the
radio component of Voz Alta, Lozano-Hemmer spliced the discourses of participants in
Tlatelolco Square with archival audio from the movement itself, unseating the primacy of
historical testimony by interrupting it for contemporary reflections. However, the archival
material was introduced with short clips of music from the era, clearly distinguishing the
historical elements from recent reflections. Because of this, Voz Alta lacks the radicality of
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Poniatowska’s collage, in which past and present sit alongside each other, undifferentiated,
leaving the reader to untangle the temporalities.
The collective Teatro Ojo also took up this open-mic, collage strategy a month earlier, but
without the restorative nostalgia of Lozano-Hemmer’s megaphone and searchlights. In Cada
generación quiere su 68 (Every generation wants their 68, August 27, 2008, fig. 4.12), they
created a framework that muddled past with present, putting forth a discordant, reflective
nostalgia. The work was part of ¡NO?, the group’s contemporaneous series of eight interventions
also sponsored by the Memorial del 68.714 Teatro Ojo formed in 2002 around the Centro de Arte
Dramático, A.C. (CADAC, Nonprofit Dramatic Arts Center), based on a shared interest in
experimental theater. Most members were trained as actors, yet over time, they developed an
interest in the nexus between “the performative…and the plastic.”715 Informed by Bourriaud’s
writing on relational aesthetics and de Certeau on the everyday, ¡NO? was one of their first
participatory artworks, in which they no longer activated the work as actors in any broad
sense.716
Like Lozano-Hemmer, Teatro Ojo took public speech as a conceptual starting point for
Cada generación quiere su 68, their first intervention. As part of the artwork, Teatro Ojo
members invited passers-by in the Zócalo to share their recollections of 1968 into a microphone
while standing in front of a green screen. They asked: “what do you remember? What does [68]

714

See Appendix A for descriptions of all of the interventions completed by Teatro Ojo as part of
¡NO?
715
“La relación entre sí lo performativo, que seguía, pero también lo plástico,” Patricio
Villarreal (Teatro Ojo), interview with the author, Mexico City, August 19, 2016. Their 2007
Visitas Guiadas performance in the former SRE building spurred this interest in the combination
of space, artifact, and memory.
716
Patricio Villarreal (Teatro Ojo), interview with the author, Mexico City, August 19, 2016.
229

signify?717” In an enclosed tent nearby, the artists projected a live feed of the speaker for the
gathered audience.718 In the projection, they replaced the green screen with archival footage of
the student movement from the film El grito. They included clips of student activists giving
speeches (fig. 4.13) and facing off with tanks in the Zócalo (fig. 4.14), doubling the actions of
the participant and the site of the installation. The participant, however, could not see into this
tent, and was therefore unaware of what was being superimposed behind them. Cada generación
created a double exposure of past and present: the very cinematic technique Boym uses to
describe all forms of nostalgia.719 It makes the workings of nostalgia tangible and, therefore,
reflective.
The green screen also introduced irony into the work. It made the mediated, constructed
nature of 1968 memory explicit. Instead of the “dead serious” restorative nostalgia encouraged
by Lozano-Hemmer’s work, Cada generación makes the gulf between past and present palpable,
even comical, a feature of reflective nostalgia.720 As the title “Cada generación queire su 68”
suggests, Teatro Ojo toys with a generational yearning for a return to the collectivity and
radicalism of the Long Sixties. They took this title from sesentayochero Luis González de Alba,
who, at a 2008 conference leading up to the 40th anniversary, dismissively told a UNAM student
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“Every generation wants their 68.”721 Here, Teatro Ojo takes a statement intended to police the
boundaries of 1968 and makes it an invitation to participate. They presented the historic event as
a blank screen upon which images of the past could be projected. Participants, in turn, exhibited
a willingness to speak without knowing what was behind them, their 1968 colliding with the
representations of others.
Furthermore, Cada generación exposed the ways in which contemporary snapshot culture
equates bodily presence with authenticity. Participants spoke in the Zócalo while images of the
same space from 1968 flashed behind them, making the history of the site was momentarily
present. Yet within the vast Zócalo, the single tent and screen seem a minuscule gathering in
comparison to the “megamarcha” that occurred there exactly 40 years earlier. The tent echoed
those used at other Zócalo events, from book fairs to protest encampments, but alone it seemed
feeble. While the green-screen images attempt to legitimize the speaker’s recollections, the
disjunction between the black-and-white footage in the background and the color video of the
speaker undercuts any sense of authority or unity. Teatro Ojo renders the double exposure of
nostalgia jarring. While the mechanics of Voz Alta remained hidden, in Cada generación,
viewers and participants clearly saw the video cameras, and were invited into the tent in which
the video is projected. This unstable, highly mediated relation between past and present is much
more potent than the heroizations of the Memorial del 68 and of Voz Alta. Cada generación
serves as an allegory for the futility of historical representation, its green screen rendering visible
the chasm between art and life while also suggesting that art is the only viable way to seek
fleeting, strange moments of meaning from the past.
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Delegated Archeology
During the same period that Voz Alta’s searchlights sat behind and atop the former SRE
building, another artwork unfolded on the other side. The action was a delegated conceptual
artwork by the group Tercerunquinto with the deadpan title Desmantelamiento y reinstalación
del escudo nacional (Dismantlement and Reinstallation of the National Seal).722 A half dozen
stonemasons and conservators assembled a scaffolding in front of the edifice (fig. 4.15). They
carefully chipped away at the six marble panels that made up the national seal of Mexico on the
building’s facade. The emblem depicts an eagle landing on a cactus with a serpent in its mouth,
part of the Mexica (Aztec) myth of the founding of Tenochtitlán, later Mexico City. Over ten
days, they delicately removed the 300-kilo low-relief sculpture using chisels, crowbars, and a
circular saw. The team lowered each section to the ground with a winch and then carefully
wheeled each into storage in the basement of the building.723 Thus on October 2, 2008, the seal
was absent, its presence only visible in the negative space and the chisel indentations that traced
its circular form (fig. 4.16). Then, on October 3, the team replaced the insignia, undamaged, the
imperceptibility of its removal a testament to their skill. The seal’s performative absence on
October 2 shifted back to business as usual.
By serving as an allegory of continuity in spite of a brief performance of change, the
project subverted the heroic notions of transition embedded in the former SRE skyscraper, a
celebratory emblem of modern Mexico. In this way, it parallels the artist interventions in
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Lecumberri prison by Gina Arizpe and Ángela Bonadies that I discuss in chapter 1, as they, too,
uncovered historical continuities. Curator-critic Cuauhtémoc Medina argues that
Desmantelamiento was an allegory of “the cosmetic changes of an interrupted revolution and a
failed transition, the notion of a change that was only a restoration.”724 Mexico is dismantled, and
then reassembled nearly exactly as before.
Medina goes on to refer to Tercerunquinto’s project as a form of “reversible
vandalism.”725 While this term alludes to the destructivist undertones of removal, it does not take
into account the expertise and care with which the workers removed, stored, and replaced the
seal. Instead, the artwork suggests a new thread of the critical Precolumbianism that I discussed
in the previous chapter. Here, instead of manifesting itself formally, as in the stela- and pyramidderived sculptures of 1980s and 1990s critical Precolumbianism, Tercerunquinto delegated its
labor to skilled architects, conservators, and stonemasons. These choices fostered an aesthetics of
archeology, as workers employed both the tools and the visual cues of archeological fieldwork:
removing the marble in fragments, cushioning sections as they lowered them to the ground, then
wheeling them away into storage in the basement of the SRE building, where they were treated
like relics.726 Even the descriptive title of the action, Dismantlement and Reinstallation of the
National Seal, alludes to archeological empiricism. This archeological impulse is also evident in
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the collective’s desire to engage the “layers and layers of meaning” surrounding the SRE
building.727
Boym, drawing on Benjamin, shows how archeological excavation is akin to nostalgia, as
both seek fragments to use in the reconstruction of the past.728 Her assessment uncovers the
longing fundamental to the field of archeology: a yearning to restore a past that perpetually
escapes us. Yet instead of conjuring a past into being, Tercerunquinto’s excavational strategy
created an obvious void, bearing the raw concrete of the building. In contrast to the polished
precision of the marble relief, the labored removal revealed the rough, mundane cement of most
Mexican construction. It exposes the SRE building, showing that a showpiece of mid-century
Mexican nationalism is built with unassuming, vernacular materials. The act exposed other
layers, but these layers were disappointing: not the kind that buttress grand narratives. Therefore,
Tercerunquinto’s delegated dismantling of the seal did not conform to the restorative nostalgia of
much archeological labor. While the removal of the seal—and thus, the state—posited that the
movement had returned to Tlatelolco, gloriously reclaiming it, the underlying layers revealed
that it never was such a legendary home to begin with. The subsequent reinstallation of the seal
suggested that this victory was brief. Tercerunquinto’s act takes on the hallucinatory, incomplete
veil of reflective nostalgia, unsettling both state and movement narratives of progress.
Tercerunquinto’s project was not the only artwork sponsored by the Memorial del 68 to
use archeological strategies. For her work Tlatelolco 1968/2008, Ximena Labra commissioned
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three archeological-grade copies of the Stela of Tlatelolco (1993, fig. 3.3).729 Labra temporarily
installed the replicas, or “clones,” as she refers to them, at prominent landmarks around the city:
Tlatelolco Square, the Zócalo, the Palacio de Bellas Artes (fig. 4.17), the Glorieta de los
Insurgentes (Insurgentes traffic circle), the Monumento a la Revolución, and the UNAM
Campus.730 The process used to create the clones mirrored the procedure employed to create
archeological replicas of pre-Columbian artifacts, like those that sit amid original artifacts in the
Museo Nacional de Antropología (MNA, National Anthropology Museum).731
This approach—which I term delegated archeology—links the October 2008 works by
Tercerunquinto and Labra. Like the critical pre-Columbianism of the previous chapter, these
artworks’ delegated archeological techniques place 1968 in a long history of Mexico. They
elevate the student movement to the status of historical object, while at the same time
complicating the restorative nostalgia of archeology. Additionally, like critical preColumbianism, delegated archeology suggests that the state does not have as tight a control on
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the archeological apparatus as it may seem. As Anthropologist Claudio Lomnitz shows,
Mexico’s archeological institutions have buttressed national consolidation, which has also
exposed the field to criticism. Writing in 2000, Lomnitz outlines an ongoing reckoning in
contemporary Mexican anthropology due to this alliance with the state.732 In 1968, seven
dissenting anthropology professors at the Escuela Nacional de Antropología e Historia (ENAH,
National Anthropology and History School, which also trains archeologists) diagnosed this
crisis. “The Magnificent Seven” claimed that the critical potential of anthropology had been
profoundly dulled by indigenist rhetoric that emphasized assimilation and the needs of foreign
capital.733 As Lomnitz shows, even these dissidents’ call for a comparative anthropology relied
on the nation as the fundamental object of study.734 Thus anthropology and its subfield,
archeology, were profoundly connected to an ongoing crisis of national legitimacy, stemming
from 1968 critiques. Archeology could no longer be unproblematically nostalgic.
Desmantelamieno and Tlatelolco 1968/2008 both pick up on this fissure.
Delegated archeology serves additional aesthetic functions. First, the care exhibited by
the team of workers in Desmantelamiento was a result of—and an allegory of—the protection of
state symbols under the law. Under the 1984 “Law on the National Seal, Flag, and Anthem,”
desecration of the National Seal is punishable by a fine of up to one-thousand times the
minimum wage or 36 hours in prison.735 The intervention therefore required careful consultation
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with the Rector of the UNAM to determine the legality of the project. This led the collective to
consider Desmantelamiento as a work of “institutional negotiation,” only possible because of
their backing by the UNAM and the attendant legal protections that went with the University’s
autonomous status.736 The work was based on the same fundamental impetus to deface state
symbols that led protestors to tag the former SRE building with graffiti on October 2, but the
trio’s combination of institutional support and knowledgeable restorers made this an unearthing
instead of vandalism.
The public performance of the National Seal’s privileged legal status took on sinister
undertones on October 2, the anniversary of a moment when agents of the state privileged an
image of Olympic national unity over the lives of its citizens. The law features a meticulously
detailed description of the Seal—“a Mexican eagle, in left profile, the upper part of the wings at
a level higher than its crest and slightly spread in an attitude of combat with the flight feathers
pointing downwards…”—that attempts to insure that it will project a standardized image of the
nation.737 Yet the resulting seals vary within these “strict” parameters. The version at the former
SRE lacks the typical surrounding banner, and the eagle is massive, taking up much of the
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roundel. Therefore, the standardization is partial: the state is the original against which copies are
measured, but also impotent in the making of these copies. The act of removing the relief from
the wall highlighted this constructed nature of state symbols.
The archeological removal of the national seal mirrors the ongoing archeological work at
the pre-Columbian Tlatelolca site on the other side of the former SRE building. Yet in
Desmantelamiento, the timeline is condensed, resulting in an archeology of the very recent past.
Desmantelamiento implies that even the midcentury SRE building has histories to be
“unearthed.”738 Tercerunquinto employed similar strategies in susequent works, such as their
2000 Restauración de una pintura mural (Restoration of a Mural Painting, fig. 4.18), in which
they had a banal political mural for a PRI candidate painstakingly restored as if it were a postRevolutionary painting by one of muralism’s “tres grandes,” again highlighting state regimes of
value. In both of these projects, the timeline between original and recovery is knotted tightly
upon itself. This strange proximity does not allow for the kind of celebratory nostalgia often
afforded to preservation projects.
Labra uses delegated archeology to different ends. In contrast to the hallowed, protected
status of the national seal, critics frequently condemn the Stela of Tlatelolco as a failed homage
to the movement, as I discuss at length in chapter 3. By commissioning a replica of something
undervalued, Labra subverted traditional archeological practice, in which particularly invaluable
artifacts—Moctezuma’s headdress and Pakal’s tomb, to list two examples from the Museo
Nacional de Antropología—are displayed in replica form, as proxies for their absent originals.

738

Voz Alta and Desmantelamiento were the continuation of a trend of artworks commissioned
by the CCU-T on the history of the SRE. For example, Teatro Ojo completed a 2007
experimental theater work entitled Visitas Guiadas (Guided Tours), which took visitors through
the abandoned SRE building, from basement vaults to grand meeting rooms. Later, Thomas
Glassford completed a light installation on the exterior of the structure, Xipe Totec (2011)
238

The result is humorous in its absurdity—Labra takes the much-hated Stela and “clones” it as if it
were the perfect specimen. These clones go on to take on lives of their own, in a hallucinatory
act of circulation.
Labra first displayed the three replicas of Tlatelolco 1968/2008 in Tlatelolco Square
itself, in a line with the original (fig. 4.19).739 The accretion of identical monoliths in the Plaza
cheekily gestured at the repeated use of monuments as an ideological apparatus of the postRevolutionary Mexican state, what art historian Rita Eder deems the “visual pollution” of
modern government.740 The stelae become a long, planar backdrop for a ritual rally that, though
contestatory, mimicked the format of state-sponsored events. The repetition of the monument
also evoked absurdity amid the solemn ritual of October 2. The line of identical monuments
conjures up assembly-line products, suggesting that, by the fortieth anniversary, the ritual had
taken on a rote nature.
In this initial installation, the original legitimated the replicas, through their proximity in
form and in space. The Stela transformed its clones into “authentic copies” at the same time that
it allegorized their differences.741 Visitors to the October 2 commemoration in Tlatelolco Square
became part of this performance of authenticity and distinction. They piled flowers, fruits, and
candles on the bases of all four monuments, though the original received the largest offerings
(fig. 4.20). Thus the replicas were sanctified by the original, and by its visitors, before they
moved to other sites.
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In these actions, a 1950s building became an archeological site, a 15-year-old stela
reproduced as if it were 500. These delegated archeologies questioned the objects of celebratory
nostalgia, instead inserting 1968 into a long, contradictory narrative of Mexico.

Itinerant Memory
The nomadic quality of Labra’s project gave it a particular potency: as Ruisánchez Serra
suggests, the institutionalization of 1968 within Tlatelolco Square had immobilized it. The
museum lacked “felicitous articulations” that embraced the movement’s own multifarious,
mobile ethos.742 In this section, I show how interventions by Labra and Teatro Ojo allowed
memory to overflow from the marginalized museum, no longer requiring that the participant or
viewer “visit” 1968 in its institutional home. Instead, their works were itinerant: they wandered
Mexico City’s streets, rode its busses, and visited its historic sites. This was not a nostalgic
pilgrimage, but instead the unexpected encounter of Boym’s reflective nostalgia, a fraught
juxtaposition of time in space.
This interest in the nomadic and the decentralized is part of a larger trend in antiinstitutional Mexican art at the end of the 20th century. Art historian Issa María Benítez Dueñas
traces the impetus to Felipe Ehrenberg’s 1970 walking works, like A Stroll in July.743 Ehrenberg
documented his amble around the London neighborhood of Islington by mapping and logging his
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route and sending postcards along the way, centering the work on a fleeting encounter with the
city.744 The contemporary icon of this itinerancy, however, is undoubtedly Francis Alÿs. In The
Collector (1990-1992, with Felipe Sanabria, Fig 4.21), Alÿs transformed chance encounters into
the street into artistic acts. He pulled a magnetized toy in the shape of a dog as he walked
through the Centro Histórico, the metal detritus it collected becoming a “document” of his stroll.
The importance of walking in late-2000s Mexican public art is also underscored by the name of
one of the city-funded public art projects that sponsored Labra’s installation: Peatonal
(“Pedestrian”). This informalist itinerancy served as a rejoinder to the modernist rationality of
many of Mexico’s celebrated public spaces, from the UNAM campus to the Metro system.745 A
key difference between these earlier pedestrian precedents and Labra and Teatro Ojo’s
peripateticism, however, is that A Stroll in July, The Collector, and the like focused on walks by
the artists themselves. In the work of Labra and Teatro Ojo, in contrast, objects circulate, though,
as I go on to show, members of Teatro Ojo circulated through the city in a few of the
interventions. Additionally, while Ehernberg and Alys emphasize chance encounters in the
present, the 2008 interventions discussed here juxtapose disparate temporalities in the same
space, overlaying them like the green screen shots in Teatro Ojo’s Cada generación.
Teatro Ojo member Patricio Villarreal also cited an extra-artistic influence on the
collective’s conception of public space: the mobilizations after the alleged electoral fraud of
2006. After PAN candidate Felipe Calderón was declared the winner in spite of claims of vote
nullification and other irregularities, PRD candidate Manuel López Obrador’s supporters staged
a series of massive marches on the Zócalo. As part of the Resistencia Civil Pacifica (Civil
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Peaceful Resistance), they went on to occupy Reforma Avenue for over a month, incorporating
pop-up barbershops and ballgames, as well as evening assemblies led by López Obrador, into
what is usually a major thoroughfare. Protestors also carried out street theater actions and
occupied all of the WalMart stores throughout the city at the same time on September 24, 2006.
The Resistencia Civil Pacifica thus offered visible, performative modes for conviviality in the
streets of Mexico City. This rethinking of space was foundational to Teatro Ojo’s mobile artistic
approach to the city in 2008.
This itinerancy has been celebrated by other scholars, although to different ends. Medina
uses the mobility of Labra’s work as a means to critique the original Stela of Tlatelolco’s
impotence, arguing that the migration of the replicas conferred a sense of vibrancy absent in the
original.746 He goes on to argue that “the action became a detailed chronicle of the banality of
urban art,” as Labra documented the use of the replicas as furniture, places for couples to
canoodle, and the backdrop for family photographs.747 I refute Medina’s vehement
characterization of the original stela as an impotent memorial in the previous chapter, arguing
that the ritual use of the monument as altar and ritual nucleus makes it a vital addition to the
Plaza. Here, I agree with Medina when he argues that Labra’s work offers a poetic study in the
banality of public art. However, he goes on to equate prosaicness with failure, lamenting that the
Labra replicas did not “significantly transform their surroundings into a space of mourning.”748
His argument implies that public art on 1968 must provoke grief in order to be appropriately
commemorative. Yet the tension between the conventionality of passerby reactions and the
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potency of the juxtapositions orchestrated by Labra offers something beyond, or in addition to,
mourning.
Within Tlatelolco Square, the Stela—and its copies—functioned as altars. However, once
outside of Tlatelolco Square, the memorial clones were potent because they no longer were the
focus of mourning. The multiple stelae diffuse the movement’s geography once again. When
installed in the Zócalo or in front of the Monumento a la Revolución or the Palacio de Bellas
Artes, they expressed an antagonism to the Mexican state in spaces that are central to both the
city’s gentrification and its touristic image.749 Labra makes downplaying the stela more tense by
placing it outside its “home” in Tlatelolco. The presence of one replica in front of the
Monumento a la Revolución, for example, offered a telling juxtaposition of scale. The
Monument, constructed in 1933-38 from the central dome of what was to be the new legislative
palace, looms 67 meters tall, its gargantuan size appropriate to the governmental embrace of a
post-Revolutionary identity—and its use of monuments to give form to this identity.750 Labra’s
replica stela stood in the shadow of this structure, dwarfed at only 5 meters tall (fig. 4.22). This
juxtaposition between the temporary, humble monument to the student uprising and the massive
landmark to the Revolution underscores the asymmetry of the relationship between 1910 and
1968 in the eyes of the government. A PRD rally headlined by the politician Andrés Manuel
López Obrador further underscored this historical prioritization. The assembled group pushed
Labra’s replica to the side of the plaza, while using the Monumento a la Revolución as a setting
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for speakers (fig. 4.23).751 In doing so, they acted out the relationship between marginalized
histories and celebrated ones.
Labra’s addition also humorously critiqued the pomposity of state-sponsored monuments.
As architectural historian Luis Carranza argues, the Monumento a la Revolución allegorized the
institutionalization of the Revolution, from its sculptural program to its commissioning body: a
committee designed to give the illusion of democratic decision-making, but actually composed
of elite individuals.752 This committee—which included former president Plutarco Elías Calles
(in office 1924-28)—stands in contrast to the small group of ’68 activists that cobbled together
the money and supplies to erect the original Stela of Tlatelolco in 1993.753 Carranza also shows
how the Monumento’s mastermind, Carlos Obregón Santacilia, conceived of the structure in
terms of advertising—a self-promoting icon that frames Revolution as idea but not practice.754 It
was a monument to government-sanctioned progress. In contrast, visitors transformed urban
space in dialogue with Labra’s humble clones, as they sat upon their steps, left offerings at their
bases, and even hefted them aside with the force of a gathered crowd.
These impertinent and lackadaisical reactions to the stela “clones” suggest that 1968 has
become so internalized that a more explicit engagement with the history is unnecessary. They
also question deeply flawed respectability discourses that stipulate the “appropriate” means of
engaging with memorials to tragedy, as implied by Medina when he disparages the banal use of
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the replicas.755 The quotidian reactions instead illuminate the often-oppressive conditions of each
public space: for example, the fact the people flocked to the base of the replica in front of the
Monumento a la Revolución highlighted the inhospitality of the vast Plaza de la República,
which offers little shade or seating in spite of being a major gathering place for rallies and
recreation (fig. 4.24). By using the stela as it best suits them—as a photographic background at
Bellas Artes or a place to flirt on the University Campus (fig. 4.25)—visitors unknowingly
reclaimed public space, echoing the Student Movement of 1968’s insistence that the streets and
the squares of Mexico City were their own. Labra’s Tlatelolco 1968/2008 engaged in a playful,
hallucinatory pairing of banality with gravity. It allowed the Stela, an icon of memory, to escape
the burden—and the bounds—of Tlatelolco.
Teatro Ojo’s eight works as part of the ¡NO? series similarly developed out of their sense
that the yearly commemorative marches and the incantation of “2 de octubre no se olvida” had
made 1968 into a “figure in bedrock,” allowing Mexicans to relax into desmemoria
(forgetfulness).756 Instead, the collective was interested in memories of 1968 that reappeared
without ritual or routine, going beyond the tragedy and the “necro-event” of October 2, beyond
grand histories, and beyond a few emblematic spaces.757 Their understanding of 1968 as a
contradictory moment of both repression and celebration stands in contrast to the emphasis on
violence seen in both the October 2 commemorative marches and international academic

755

Such respectability politics have been thoroughly critiqued by the Black Lives Matter
movement in the US.
756
“…figura petria…” The group later cited the work of Argentine sociologist Eduardo Grüner
as a key influence on their thinking. Patricio Villarreal (Teatro Ojo), interview with the author,
Mexico City, August 19, 2016. See Appendix A for descriptions of all eight interventions
completed by Teatro Ojo as part of¡NO?
757
“Necroacontecimiento.” Patricio Villarreal (Teatro Ojo), interview with the author, Mexico
City, August 19, 2016.
245

conferences on 1968 held in 2008.758 In ¡NO?, Teatro Ojo instead looked to create juxtapositions
between past and present, often through objects that passers-by encountered in the city. Here, in
the interest of conceptual I consider four of their eight installations in detail, showing how two
of their circulatory works alluded to the movement’s own vectors in public space, both literally
and conceptually. I go on to consider two additional works that address nostalgia directly,
refusing to allow generations and gentrifying spaces escape an engagement with 1968.
In their fourth intervention, Silencio (Silence), the group used the Microbus Route 2 as
their circuit, audience, and substrate. The work was primarily a sound installation: bus drivers on
Route 2 played a series of audio CDs featuring distorted recordings from student movement
speeches, radio announcements, and other media from the 1960s over their loudspeakers. The
collective incorporated a variety of temporal superimpositions into Silencio. First, they chose the
route of Microbus 2 because it followed that of the September 13, 1968 Silent March, tracing a
line from the Auditorio Nacional to the Zócalo. The date, September 12, was chosen because it
served as a day of intense pamphleteering in anticipation of the Silent March the following day.
The group printed signs with neon letters stating “Marcha del Silencio, 13-Sep-1968,”
mimicking those on the windshields of microbuses that list major stops on the route (fig. 4.26).
They placed the signs, which mimicked the distinctive bus-system typography, alongside their
quotidian counterparts (fig. 4.27). Instead of communicating stops, Teatro Ojo’s signs
highlighted the overlay of the bus’s trajectory and the strategic use of prominent avenues during
the Silent March. Additionally, Teatro Ojo reprinted a 1968 flier announcing the Silent March on
top of pages from contemporary newspapers (fig. 4.28), juxtaposing the printing strategies of the
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past with the news of the present. One member of the group, his mouth taped shut like the 1968
protestors, handed the fliers out on busses, appropriating Route 2 as a means of circulation and
distribution. Teatro Ojo’s employment of bus routes mirrored the student movements’ own
tactics of commandeering buses.759 Silencio also underscored the movement’s existence and
creativity beyond the temporal and spatial blinders of October 2 and Tlatelolco.
The second action in the series, Hasta donde estemos obligados a llegar, llegaremos (As
far as we are obligated to go, we will go), used a similar distributed, superimposed approach.
The group purchased dozens of used books from Donceles, a street in Mexico known for its
booksellers.760 They covered the books with a jacket that borrowed the iconic design and image
from Poniatowska’s Noche de Tlatelolco, replacing the title with the words “Cuarto Informe del
Gobierno,” (“Fourth Speech to the Government”) president Diaz Ordaz’s speech exactly forty
years prior (fig. 4.29). As part of his address, Diaz Ordaz stated “As far as we are obligated to
go, we will go,” a thinly veiled threat that government officials would use any means necessary
in order to prevent continued student unrest. Teatro Ojo superimposed Diaz Ordaz’s declaration
and Poniatowska’s collection of testimonies that revealed the violent results of his approach. The
work collapses the traditional “before and after” of the student movement, questioning what
might have happened had the president advocated a different course on September 1.
The route that they travelled to distribute these books also served as an upended timeline
from the building where Diaz Ordaz launched his threat to the plaza where it was ultimately
759
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carried out. The action started on the steps of the Palacio Legislativo (Legislative Palace) on
Donceles street, which, in 1968, was home to the federal Cámara de Diputados (House of
Representatives).761 It was therefore the site of Diaz Ordaz’s “Fourth Speech to the
Government.” The collective wandered between Donceles and Tlatelolco and left books, with the
new jackets, in the voids and pockets of the urban landscape, from abandoned buildings to
restaurant chalkboard menus to the shelves of a Sanborn’s bookstore (figs. 4.30, 4.31). They
compressed the timeline of the movement by “drawing the trajectory” of Diaz Ordaz’s words,
linking the brutality of October 2 to the banal political ritual of September 1.762 They also
reversed the vector of works like Voz Alta and Tlatelolco 1968/2008, which both took Tlatelolco
Square as their starting point. Instead, they wandered a conceptual path from threat and
execution.
All eight of Teatro Ojo’s interventions were similarly discreet, episodic, and fleeting:
encountered spontaneously on a walk through the Centro Histórico or a bus ride down the Paseo
de la Reforma. This intimate-yet-dispersed, guerilla approach to urban space stands in contrast to
Lozano Hemmer’s work. Greeley discusses Voz Alta as an artwork on an urban scale, arguing
that the light beams “vastly increasing the project’s visibility to the scale of the entire city.”763 Its
legibility, however, was only maintained in Tlatelolco Square or on the Radio UNAM. The work
followed a similar strategy to that of the Memorial del 68: it centered memory in Tlatelolco, with
the hope that the message would reach outward. Like Labra’s Tlatelolco 1968/2008 and Teatro
Ojo’s Cada Generación, Lozano-Hemmer directed his attention at major landmarks in the city:
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the Zócalo, the Monumento a la Revolución, and the Basilica de Guadalupe. However, his
dialogue with these nodes of national history was much less pointed: viewers at any of these
landmarks would only experience a flashing beam of light over their heads, its relationship to
1968 indeterminate. Lozano-Hemmer’s declaration that the sky can serve as a public space
contrasts with the intimate, street-level approaches of Labra and Teatro Ojo.764 The grandiosity
of Lozano-Hemmer’s approach is that of restorative nostalgia, while the intimacy of Labra and
Teatro Ojo fostered more idiosyncratic provocations.
Two final ex-centric (and eccentric) installations by Teatro Ojo explicitly addressed
nostalgia. Their fifth intervention stimulated the antagonistic, shifting relationship between past
and present characteristic of reflective nostalgia. The group scattered 520 white pillows featuring
the text “Y nos levantaremos cuando se nos de la gana” around “Las Islas” (“The Islands”), a
vast grassy space at the heart of the UNAM campus (fig. 4.32).765 The statement, taken from
student movement graffiti, has multiple meanings: “we will get out of bed when we feel like it”
and “we will rise up/revolt when we feel like it.” The original graffiti, however, implied, “we
will end the student strike when we feel like it.”766 Teatro Ojo wrote this layered text in black
marker, echoing the aesthetics of its source, urban tagging. On the reverse of each pillow was a
slogan or quotation from 1968 written in red: for example, one read “Pienso, luego me rebelo”
(“I think, therefore I rebel”). The texts in black were written in an arching form along three edges
of the pillow, leaving a blank white space in the center for the participant’s head and neck (fig.
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4.33). Ironically, laying down (and not rising up) seemed to complete the work: the resting
person was framed by a halo of text, as if dreaming of revolution.
In contrast to the students’ lounging, the date that Teatro Ojo selected for the action,
September 18, was associated with an UNAM history that was decidedly not placid. On
September 18, 1968, the military occupied the UNAM campus, disregarding its autonomy in
hopes of arresting the leaders of the student movement. The lounging students suggested a vast
gap between the quotidian, convivial use of Las Islas in 2008 and its militarization forty years
prior.
The text Y nos levantaremos cuando se nos de la gana, too, created a tension between the
work and its users: it implied both the latent potential of UNAM students, as witnessed during
the student movement, but also their inertness. The history of student activism at the UNAM
contrasted with the students lazing in Las Islas in the present. Students were encouraged to rest
by the presence of the pillows, but the writing on these pillows made resting a charged act,
referring back to 1968 and forward to future uprisings. Teatro Ojo offered both the weight and
the catharsis of the 1968 to a new generation of students, but left them to decode or ignore the
significance of the gesture.
Teatro Ojo’s sixth intervention, Olvidemos el 68… pero no su estilo (Let’s forget 68…
but not its style), strayed even further afield from the conventional routes of the movement.767
The group installed the work on a pedestrian street in the Zona Rosa (“Pink Zone”). In the 1960s,
the area was a cosmopolitan center of arts and counterculture, but by 2008 featured a jarring
combination of multinational fast food chains, gay clubs, and hotels catering to business
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travelers.768 Teatro Ojo engaged with the neighborhood’s gentrification from site of rebellion to
site of corporate advertising through their two-dimensional intervention. They altered three
black-and-white photos from the violent aftermath of October 2, 1968 and the occupation of the
UNAM campus so that clothing items—oxford shoes, skinny ties, and boxer shorts—were
highlighted in bright, attention-grabbing colors (figs. 4.34, 4.35, 4.36).769 They then printed the
images as large-scale vinyl signs featuring the text Olvidemos el 68…pero no su estilo in the
iconic font developed by US designer Lance Wyman for the 1968 Olympic Games. The group
hung these banners on the rolling gates covering three abandoned storefronts in the Zona (fig.
4.37). Olvidemos questioned the restorative nostalgic’s fetishization of 1960s fashion,
highlighting the aspects of 1960s counterculture that must be forgotten in order for its style to be
commodified in the present.
Olvidemos also offered a rejoinder to the Memorial del 68’s retro-chic exhibition
strategies. The installation, like the Memorial, offered passers-by “souvenirs” of the 1960s to
take home. However, in contrast to the restorative nostalgia of the hip peacenik posters given
away at the Memorial, the objects stacked in front of the three banners in the Zona Rosa had
repellant connotations. Among the items available for the taking were white cotton gloves like
those worn by the granaderos (secret, plainclothes police officers) on the night of October 2,
1968 in order to identify one another in the melee, as depicted in one of the three photographs
(fig. 4.34). There were also cheap Mexican flags, mirroring the color palette of the same altered
photograph and underscoring the role of the federal government in the massacre. Finally, Teatro
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Ojo set out cheap white T-shirts like those worn by some of the students as they pressed against
the wall, hands up, in the photographs. In Olvidemos, these white t-shirts featured a quote written
inelegantly in permanent marker. The text came from an article by journalist Denise Dresser that
had appeared in Proceso in September of 2008, (figs. 4.38, 4.39). It asked,
What would happen if the events of 1968 happened again today?… How would the
judicial system respond today? What type of investigation would the Public Minister
open?…What position would the National Human Rights Commission and its leader,
José Luis Soberanes, take? What type of coverage would television stations give to the
case? Perhaps the institutional structure today would react differently when faced with
impunity than it did at that time? Probably not…”770
The T-shirt text was a thought-experiment that questioned government notions of transition and
rhetoric of human rights. It was far from the sleek, benign designs of most T-shirts. Like its
quotidian counterparts, wearing Teatro Ojo’s Olvidemos shirts would make the wearer into a
mobile billboard, but in this case, advertising a potentially tense dialogue that questions
historical progress.
Though the Olvidemos banners and giveaways were more didactic than Teatro Ojo’s
other installations, past violence and present commodified nostalgia still sat uncomfortably
alongside each other. The work encouraged a more disparate view of 1968, one steeped in post1968 gentrification and consumption. Olvidemos also implicated the Zona Rosa in the movement
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as a space for youth culture, though the area is not often associated with the major student
movement events repeated in timelines and museum displays.
These interventions by Teatro Ojo, like Ximena Labra’s Tlatelolco 1968/2008, broke the
bounds of Tlatelolco Square, and the voices and events prescribed by the Memorial del 68.
Instead, they contaminated the city with enigmatic, uncomfortable, or confusing
superimpositions of past and present. They refused to see 1968 as a necroevent, prescribed to a
single date and a single precinct. A similar refusal is also fundamental to literary theorist Bruno
Bosteel’s rereading of 1968 in Mexico. He states that we must not write a history centered
around the state, and thus privileging the massacre at Tlatelolco. Instead, he advocates that “the
vitality of the movement consisted in traversing the rest of Mexico City.”771 Teatro Ojo’s
interventions as a part of ¡NO? engaged with this metapolitics of subjectivization—that is, a
politics of subject-formation outside of structures and spaces traditionally read as political.

Leaping/lingering
Bosteels critiques the way in which the events of 1968 are seen as a rupture and a void.
Peering into the void comes with the melancholic realization that we never truly possessed that
which we have lost—a realization also fundamental to Boym’s restorative nostalgia.772
Narratives of the unity and political efficacy of 1968 are myths that offer a sense of order.
Through them, 1968 can be known, and thus possessed. Yet Bosteels, like Boym, argues that we
cannot dismiss all retrospective gazes as regressive. He shows that utopian desire cannot be
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opposed to melancholy, but instead must be contained within it, echoing Boym’s assertion of the
potential imbedded within reflective nostalgia.773 He states that, instead of “remaining suspended
over the void,” peering at it longingly (what Boym might call restorative nostalgia) we need to
traverse the fantasy, leaping into the void.774
What he finds, in this leap into the void of 1968 in Mexico, is a space for a metapolitics
of subjectivization, outside and beyond the politics of the party and the state, functioning at the
edges of the everyday. His reading privileges the spontaneous, the discordant, and the disorderly.
Teatro Ojo similarly seeks a place for remembrance outside the museum, the monument, and
even the political rally form employed by Voz Alta. Bosteels shows how Mexico’s 1968
embraced the spontaneity of the brigade formed from below, in contrast to the rigidity of the
political party.775 It delinked the standard logics of the social bond, “split[ting] the ground on
which a given social order is established” and then making politics elsewhere, breaking the
monopoly of the state.776 Similarly, Teatro Ojo’s work posited memory as a fleeting act, formed
and dissolved locally, through contentious practices. Bosteel’s writing is rich in temporal
transgressions, embedding unreason within the existing order.
Teatro Ojo approached nostalgia not as a restorative fantasy or a lingering over the void,
but instead as this space of potential dissensus and disorder. The collective’s strategies, like
Labra’s relocate memory beyond the marginal Memorial del 68, and beyond the politics of the
state. The afterlives of 1968 in their installations are convoluted, indiscernible, uncomfortable,
and open-ended: far from the institutional narratives that reconstruct 1968 as a linear, knowable,
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series of events. Labra and Teatro Ojo rightly avoid any triumphal homecoming, making a
metapolitics elsewhere in the city.
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Postlude:
Signs of Life
In keeping with their emphasis on ex-centric memory, Teatro Ojo’s action in Tlatelolco on
October 2, “V,” was their least spectacular. The group had rented an apartment in the Chihuahua
apartment building overlooking Tlatelolco Square, the same building that, on October 2, 1968,
had served first as a speakers’ podium and then as a pen in which the police could trap those
involved. Teatro Ojo had planned to use the apartment as a studio space during the project and to
do a temporary installation in the Plaza below. But by October 2, they found themselves
exhausted from their installation schedule for the rest of the ¡No? series, and from thinking about
1968 for weeks. As collective member Laura Furlan stated, they were “hartos de 68, en todos sus
dimensiones” (“fed up with/tired of/full of/bombarded with ’68, in all its dimensions”).777
Remaining “suspended over the void” of 1968 drained them.
The collective’s original vision for “V” was to go into the plaza after the October 2 march
and rally had ended and sweep it, shaping the trash that they gathered into a massive “V de
victoria” (V for victory).778 They would form the optimistic, countercultural symbol of 1968
from the waste of its successors. Instead of this intervention in the Plaza, the group decided that
the “V for victory” would be represented by dozens of bottles of the popular Mexican beer
Victoria, spread out across the floor of the apartment, some consumed throughout the night,
some still full (fig. 5.1). Teatro Ojo transformed the triumphal aims of the student movement into
the act of exhaustedly drinking beers in a near-empty apartment with one’s comrades. Here,
“victory” is no longer a lofty ideal but a commercial product; a cheap intoxicant, consumed
daily.
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The group chose to “close themselves in” the apartment overlooking the square, staying
awake in a kind of vigil/exhibition/ritual/party from five o’clock in the afternoon on October 2
until six in the morning on October 3, when the last gunshot was reportedly heard in 1968.779
They hung formal baby pictures of Marcela, the sister of collective member Héctor Bourges, in
the bedroom of the unfurnished apartment (fig. 5.2), as Marcela was born in 1968. Teatro Ojo
thus underscored the familial, intimate relationships with 1968: the urban middle class families
that lived in the Chihuahua building and the idiosyncratic ways in which 1968 shaped younger
Mexicans’ lives.780 Over the course of the night, the collective read aloud from the novel La
crónica de una intervención (Chronicle of an Intervention) by Mexican writer Juan García
Ponce. The novel, like the baby photos hanging around them in the apartment, narrates 1968
through the daily lives of its protagonists and their erotic relationships. Tlatelolco, and even
Mexico itself, are never referenced directly in Ponce’s novel, but instead intimated throughout,
fitting for Teatro Ojo’s decidedly understated, convivial finale to the project. During the night of
October 2, they played projections of their previous works as part of ¡No?, and bathed each room
of the apartment in colored light (fig. 5.3). Teatro Ojo member Patricio Villarreal said that this
gave the space the sense of a cheap Mexico City antro or dance club.781 However, with beer
bottles lining the floor, it was a precarious party. The group members admitted it was a strange
space, with people coming and going as the collective passed the time, holding a congenial
vigil.782 The apartment glowed colorfully above Tlatelolco Square, a sign that something was
happening inside, a subtle, temporary shift from a normal evening (fig. 5.3).
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Today, another work bathes Tlatelolco in light, but to different ends. In 2010, the
University Cultural Center at Tlatelolco (CCU-T) commissioned Mexico-based, US-born artist
Thomas Glassford to do an installation on the surface of the former Relaciones Exteriores
building in Tlatelolco Square. For the resulting work, Xipe Totec (2010, fig. 5.4), Glassford
covered portions of the building in an elaborate web of PVC tubing containing red and blue LED
lights, creating a lacy web over the modernist skyscraper, evoking veins and arteries.783 In the
words of its commissioner and then-director of the CCU-T, Sergio Raúl Arroyo, the light
installation was intended to be “a sign of life” in the plaza.784 At the inauguration, the UNAM’s
rector referred to the work as “a lighthouse that marks the route—the road in favor of culture and
the humanities.”785 Other authors picked up on this notion of vitality; for example, Damien Cave
of The New York Times reviewed the piece under the headline “Bathed in Light, a Locus of
Sadness Begins to Heal.” He sees the work as part of a “rebranding effort” and a means of
“bringing life” to the Plaza. 786Art historian James Oles argues that the work improves the city as
a whole, making it “a better place to live.”787 In short, Glassford’s work has been heralded as
progress.
These claims suggest that through the installation, Mexico City can move past 1968, or that
something redeeming can come from the layered history of death in Tlatelolco Square, in 1968
and before. The work’s title is often used to justify this phoenix-from-the-ashes reading. Xipe
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Totec was the Mexica (Aztec) god of spring and germination, and concurrently “the god of the
flayed skin.” Mexica sculptors depicted the deity wearing the skin of a sacrificial human, and
Mexica warriors would similarly wear the skins of their sacrificed captives. The skin of the dead
was likened to the soil, and would slowly decay around the body of the captor. After twenty days
of wear, the warrior would finally rid himself of the reeking, rotting flesh, “sprouting out” from
the skin and enacting the germination of a seed, part of the agricultural cycle that the ritual of
sacrifice was intended to ensure. Readings of Glassford’s Xipe Totec stop at this moment in the
Mexica narrative, at which the skin is life-giving, the warrior reborn. They stop at a point that
ensures transcendence for Tlatelolco. However, Mexica understandings were cyclical: the
warrior did not celebrate taking a captive, because he knew that he, too, could likely meet this
same fate.788 The agricultural balance—and thus, the balance of the universe—was maintained
by the sacrifice, but the timeline did not progress forward. This cyclical understanding of the
Mexica narrative not only complicates the art historical writing on Xipe Totec. It also offers a
critique of the parallel leftist mythos of 1968 that claims that the student movement “martyrs”
died so that Mexico could break from PRI rule and restore democracy. This narrative is
dangerous, as it erodes governmental responsibility by making martyrdom seem like a necessary
step on a path to Mexican democratization.
This reading of Xipe Totec places it against progress, and instead in dialogue with the
critical pre-Columbianism discussed in chapter 3.789 This escape from linear progression can also
be seen in the face of Xipe Totec today, as the “lighthouse, marking the route of culture” no
longer shines with the same crisp, crystalline structure. The constant struggle to maintain the
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massive, yet delicate, work and replace lightbulbs make it an imperfect mesh. The gaps in the
patterning where lights have gone out offer a reminder of pragmatic realities behind high-minded
goals.
Thus we are left with two artworks, divergent signs of life above the Plaza: Teatro Ojo’s
open-ended, somewhat aimless gathering to drink and listen and keep vigil, and Thomas
Glassford’s skyscraper skin, an imperfect beacon shining across the city. This project encourages
a revaluation of these works, privileging the convivial and the convoluted, the ex-centric and the
eccentric, the retrograde and the ruptured, over nostalgic returns to Tlatelolco. I have shown how
narratives of progress through commemorative architectural and artistic interventions are
suspect. The government’s claims that Lecumberri Prison, one of the epicenters of the student
movement, had been “inverted” through its conversion to the National Archive served to mask
its past repressions. Though the site was heralded as open, luminous, modern, and a boon to the
surrounding neighborhood, these narratives could not control several unruly architectural spaces.
The guard tower and the circular cells were traps and turns in the linear narrative of progress, and
subsequent artist interventions similarly doubled time back against itself.
The 1978 protest artworks by the collectives Grupo Germinal, Grupo Suma, and Grupo
Proceso Pentágono, in contrast, used a strategy of “going beyond.” They simultaneously gleaned
from and broke with the existing traditions for banners, graffiti, and processions, offering an
aesthetic that was opaque instead of straightforwardly communicative. The intrigue and
repetition of their artworks, I argue, fostered solidarity among the varied Mexican activists
gathered at the protest march. Their works looped present state violence into the history of 1968,
underscoring historical continuity, though through aesthetic ruptures. With cheap cloth banners,
they made muralism mobile. With cardboard stencils, they evoked rubber stamps and Xerox
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copies, taking on the violence of government bureaucracy. With a live corn plant, they reclaimed
indigenous agrarian imagery. These protest artworks took legible post-Revolutionary Mexican
imagery shaped by the state and recreated it for a dissident platform, bringing memories into
conflict in the streets of Mexico City.
La Grieta, the proposed monument to 1968 in Tlatelolco Square, similarly engaged with
the state’s instrumentalization of pre-Columbian architecture in a space that served as its
midcentury touristic and diplomatic showpiece. It proposed what I termed a critical preColombianism, paring down forms, and not motifs, from pre-Columbian architecture. The
proposal for La Grieta also critiqued the major trajectories of public art of Mexico City, from the
historicist to the abstract, offering a countermonumental alternative that situated 1968 in Mexico
as an event of international importance. The modest monument that activists built in its place in
1993 draws from La Grieta’s critical pre-Columbianism. It adopts the pre-Columbian Stela form,
collaging it with optimistic graphics, a finger-pointing poem, and a list of names of the dead,
simultaneously gesturing to the future and the past, its narrative multi-vocal and unresolved. In
its contradictory nature, it concretizes the peripheral, contested nature of 1968 memory, refusing
to allow it to be co-opted into the national memorial landscape. I revise the Stela’s widespread
condemnation as an aesthetic and historical failure. In its failure to conform to the demands of
the art world, the Stela maintains a combative potential and highlights the government’s
continued resistance to Truth and Reconciliation initiatives. It serves as an imperfect archive of
the dead and an altar where there was none.
Finally, the varied artworks commissioned in 2008 by the Memorial del 68 present the
problems of nostalgia in more recent afterlives of 1968. The memorial museum itself and Rafael
Lozano-Hemmer’s celebrated work Voz Alta both offer a triumphal “homecoming” for the
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movement, restoring it to Tlatelolco Square, the place of its mythic demise. In spite of rhetoric
around Voz Alta that describes it as a platform for free speech, the work inevitably forecloses
speech, as it is a platform that is programmed to privilege certain genres. In contrast to the
celebratory homecomings of the Memorial and Voz Alta, I argue that works by Ximena Labra
and Teatro Ojo made the memory of 1968 wander streets, invade landmarks, and ride busses
once again, mirroring the diffuse strategies of the movement itself. Their ephemeral
interventions offered tense engagements with historical and touristic sites, refusing the
territorialization of 1968 in Tlatelolco Square.
These afterlives of 1968 offer a model for commemorative artwork more broadly. When
asked to create a “sign of life,” Teatro Ojo eschewed the rebranding and rejoicing of other
commemorative projects, instead considering how residents inhabit the Chihuahua apartment
complex above Tlatelolco, and the rest of the city, and how that everyday inhabitation might take
on the charge of memory. The works call into question the progress proposed by renovations,
monumental homages, and even Truth and Reconciliation commissions.
Yet the question of how to commemorate 1968 remains open. The former Lecumberri
prison complex is under renovation once again, and the resulting museum and cultural center
will have to address or erase the history of political prisoners at the site. This year also brings the
50th anniversary of the student movement, and along with it, the question of how to remember
1968 as the individuals involved pass away. One resounding response has been to fund largescale institutional projects. The Memorial del 68 is currently undergoing a 20-million-peso
renovation, with the hopes of reopening by October 2, 2018. The UNAM has committed the
same amount to a spate of events this year, from an international colloquium to a series of
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publications to concerts, workshops, plays, dance performances, and film screenings.790 This
project asks, however, in what ways will 1968 escape the bounds of Tlatelolco Square, the
lecture hall, and the performance venue. This is also an election year in Mexico, and polls
suggest that the PRI candidate, José Antonio Meade, lags behind leftist frontrunner Andrés
Manuel López Obrador. This begs the question of what will commemoration look like should
Mexico elect a leftist president (indeed, what will Mexico look like more generally).
Mexico’s 1968 lives in and through these conflicts in urban space. The afterlives of 1968
take the forms of both the monumental narratives of sacrifice and rebirth in Tlatelolco and the
fleeting gestures of sitting vigil above the Square. These acts contest the past, some ensconcing it
in narratives of progress, while others allow the timeline to cycle back and leap forward in more
contradictory, tense relationships.
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Appendix A:
Description of the Interventions by Teatro Ojo as a part of ¡NO?, 2008.791
“Interventions and generation of images-actions in public spaces of Mexico City 40 years after
the Student Movement of 1968.”792
Action 1
Cada generación quiere su 68
(Every generation wants their 68)
August 27, 2:00-6:00 PM
Date of 300,000 person march to the Zócalo in 1968
Zócalo, Centro Histórico
The group set up a green screen and a video camera in the Zócalo. They invited passers-by to
share their spontaneous recollections of 1968 into a microphone while being recorded in front of
a green screen. They asked questions of some of the speakers, in the vein of: “What do you
remember about 1968? What does it mean to you?” In a tent nearby, the image was projected in
real time, with the green screen replaced by footage from the student movement of 1968,
including film taken in the Zócalo itself.
When there were no speakers in front of the green screen, a speaker inside the tent read
fragments of texts on 1968. When someone was going to speak outside, a siren was played and
the reader stopped, interrupting the text inside with the live feed from outside.
Action 2
Hasta donde estemos obligados a llegar, llegaremos
(As far as we are obligated to go, we will go)
September 1, 10:00 AM-onwards
Date of Díaz Ordaz’s Cuarto Informe al Gobierno (Fourth Report to the Government) in
1968
Route: Donceles (booksellers’ street) outside the Palacio Legislativo to Tlatelolco
The group printed hundreds of false book jackets. They borrowed the graphic design of this
cover from one of the more iconic editions Elena Ponaitowska’s book La Noche de Tlatelolco,
but the title was replaced with the text “Cuarto Informe de Gobierno, C. Presidente de la
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República Gustavo Díaz Ordaz” (“Fourth Speech to the Government, President of the Republic
Gustavo Díaz Ordaz”). During this speech, on Sept 1, 1968, Díaz Ordaz had threatened the
student movement that “Hasta donde estemos obligados a llegar, llegaremos (As far as we [i.e.
the government] are obligated to go, we will go). Teatro Ojo then purchased dozens of used
books from booksellers on Donceles street that had some connection, if abstract, to 1968. They
wrapped these books in the false covers and wandered between Donceles and Tlatelolco Square,
leaving the books in unexpected places as they went, to be discovered by passers-by.
Inside the false cover was information about the action and a map of the route they followed. The
inside cover also included the collective’s email address and a request to write to them to share
where they found the book, but no one emailed.
Action 3
Mural efímero
(Ephemeral Mural)
September 8, 10:00 AM - 5:00 PM
UNAM campus, near the Rectory
In 1968, the UNAM covered the ruins of the monument to Miguel Alemán with corrugated sheet
metal panels, creating a looming, 4-walled structure around the sculpture in Las islas, the green
space at the heart of campus. During the student movement, artists José Luis Cuevas, Francisco
Icaza, Ricardo Rocha, and Manuel Felguérez, among others, painted the sheet metal, calling it
the Mural efímero (Ephemeral Mural). Each artist contributed a small section, resulting in a
heterogeneous mix.793
Teatro Ojo had this sheet-metal form temporarily rebuilt, but instead of allowing various artists
to intervene in the exterior, they painted a massive version of the political cartoon published by
cartoonist Abel Quezada on October 3, 1968. Quezada replaced his normal drawings with a solid
black square in protest, under the title ¿Por qué? (Why?).
The performative aspect of Teatro Ojo’s intervention was that a table, chair, and a microphone
were placed on each side of the mural, so that they were facing each other but could not see one
another. Then, the group invited passersby to read the letters between Luis González de Alba and
Marcelino Perelló known by the title El 68: Las cartas cruzadas, in which the two authors
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For more on the Mural efímero, see Debroise, ed. La era de la discrepancia: arte y cultura
visual en México, 1968-1997, 70; Decker, "Los Grupos and the Art of Intervention in 1970s
Mexico", 130-32.
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reflected on the meaning of the movement on its 35th anniversary, in 2003.794 The group reported
that many of the professors understood the historical referents, but the students largely did not,
making for an interesting intergenerational tension.
Action 4
Silencio
(Silence)
September 12, 2:00 PM - 6:00 PM
Day before the Silent March on September 13, 1968
Microbus route 2 (Auditorio - Zócalo) along the Paseo de la Reforma and Avenida Juarez.
Teatro Ojo asked the bus company that serves Route 2, along the Paseo de la Reforma, if
members of the collective could hand out pamphlets and play music on the buses of this line on
September 12, 2008. The route followed the route of the Silent March of Sept 13, 1968.
They printed pamphlets with the same graphics as the invitation to the silent march of 1968,
though they printed them on top of contemporary newsprint. One of the collective’s members,
with his mouth taped, got on the buses and handed out pamphlets, inviting people to the “silent
march” the next day. The bus radios also played a sound interventions that included advertising
and radio shows from the 60s, testimonies from 1968, and sonic distortion.
Action 5
Y nos levantaremos cuando se nos dé la gana… (And we will get up when we feel like it or
And we will rise up when we feel like it)
September 18, 10:00 AM - 2:00 PM
Date the military occupied the UNAM campus, attempting to arrest the leaders of the CNH
UNAM campus, alongside Humanities (Filosofía y Letras) building
The group bought 300 white pillows and used markers to write “Y nos levantaremos cuando se
nos dé la gana…” (And we will get up when we feel like it or And we will rise up when we feel
like it) on one side, and other slogans on the back from 1968 in Mexico and Paris. Then, they
gave them out to students in Las islas, the green space at the UNAM campus. They posted
information on the intervention to the trees surrounding the area. Students rested on the pillows,
had pillow fights, and a professor brought a class to talk about 1968.
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Luis González de Alba and Marcelino Perelló, "El 68, cartas cruzadas," Letras Libres (2003).
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Action 6
Olvidemos el 68… pero no su estilo
(Let’s forget 68… but not its style)
September 22, all day
Zona Rosa, Génova pedestrian street at #75, #79B and #79A
The group intervened in the three images, two of police officers arresting students on October 2,
1968 that had recently been declassified, and one of police on the UNAM campus on September
30, 1968. They highlighted the shoes, boxers, skirts, tights, and ties of several of the figures
represented, and added the text “Olvidemos el 68… pero no su estilo (Let’s forget 68… but not its
style)” in the distinctive font designed for the 1968 Olympics. They then printed these images
mural-sized, and hung them over the gates of three abandoned storefronts in the Zona Rosa.
They had no permission, but the police let the installation stay.
The commentary on fashion and the commercialization of the 60s engaged with the history of the
Zona Rosa, which had been a hub for youth counterculture and the arts in the 1960s, and has
since been gentrified, a center for multinational restaurant chains, business travelers, and gay
clubs.
Teatro Ojo also bought cheap t-shirts, Mexican flags, and white gloves and left them at the base
of the banners for passers-by to take. The t-shirts were printed with a phrase about 1968 from
Denise Dresser’s article “Pasado Presente” that ruminated on what would happen if the
government committed a similar atrocity today.
Action 7
Homenaje al sereno
(Homage to the watchmen)
September 27, 2:00 PM - 6:00 PM
Plaza in the Traffic Circle (Glorieta) at the Insurgentes Metro stop
The group contracted a band of mariachi musicians, giving them the lyrics to protest songs from
1968 and having them adapt the lyrics to mariachi melodies. The band then performed the songs
in the Glorieta de los Insurgentes (Insurgents Traffic Circle), a space associated with both the
police and youth culture. The circular plaza features the Monument a la Sereno (The monument
to the watchman, a precursor to the Mexico City police force) and a monument to General
Alfonso Corona del Rosal, the jefe (federally-appointed mayor) of the Federal District in 1968
who was closely involved in decisions to violently repress activists in 1968 and into the 1970s.
The Glorieta de los Insurgentes space was also a gathering place for youth punk and rockabilly
subcultures during the late 2000s. The group played with the tension between order and
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counterculture, mariachi and punk. The work also engaged in a wordplay between the police
sereno (watchman) and mariachi serenata (love serenade).
Action 8
“V”
October 2-3, 5:00 PM - 6:00 AM
Chihuahua building of the Tlatelolco housing complex, overlooking Tlatelolco Square
The group had rented an apartment in the Chihuahua building for the length of their ¡NO?
Projects. On October 2, they opened this unfurnished apartment space to the public while they
held a vigil all night long. Inside, visitors found photographs of collective member Héctor
Bourges’s sister, Marcela, selected because she was born in 1968. The floor of one of the rooms
was peppered with Victoria beer bottles standing erect, some full and some empty. The beer
brand is the most direct reference to the “V” for Victory in the title of the intervention. The
group also projected images of the previous seven interventions. Each room of the apartment was
bathed in a different color light, making the apartment stand out when viewed from the Square.
The group read out loud from Juan García Ponce’s Cronica de una intervención, socialized, and
drank as visitors came and went all night and into the morning. They ended at 6:00 AM, the time
that the last gunshot was reportedly heard in Tlatelolco in 1968.
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Appendix B:
Locations of Ximena Labra’s Tlatelolco 1968/2008, 2008795
October 2 # 8:
Tlatelolco Square, 3 replicas and original stela
October 10 # 19:
Zócalo, 3 replicas
October 21 - November 3:
Palacio de Bellas Artes (Palace of Fine Arts), 1 replica
October 21 - November 3:
Glorieta de los Insurgentes (Insurgentes traffic circle), 1 replica
October 23 - November 4:
Monumento a la Revolución (Monument to the Revolution), 1 replica
November 6 # 30:
“Las Islas,” UNAM Campus, 3 replicas
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“Tlatelolco: Public Space Odyssey,” Vimeo video, 15:00, posted by Ximena Labra, July 24,
2011. https://vimeo.com/26849594, and Ximena Labra, correspondence with the author, April
26, 2018.
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Fig. 0.1: Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Page from the Grupo Proceso
Pentágono Archive. Source: GPP1.1P.72, Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Centro
de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 0.2: Lance Wyman and team, Olympic dove of peace banners in the
Olympic Village, Mexico City, 1968.

Fig. 1.1: Alejandro Pérez Basurto (“Apebas”), cartoon for Razones,
February 25 - March 9, 1980 issue. Image: Box 8, folder 24, Dirección General,
Historia, Vol. 1, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.2: National Archive, in the former Lecumberri Penitentiary, Mexico City.
Penitentiary built 1885-1900, based on plan by Antonio Torres Torija
Remodeled 1976-1982, based on plan by Jorge L. Medellín

Fig. 1.3: Lorenzo de la Hidalga, Penitentiary design from Paralelo de
las penitenciarías, 1848. Image: Fototeca Constantino Reyes-Valerio de la
CNMH-CONACULTA-INAH-MEX

Fig. 1.4: John Haviland, Eastern State Penitentiary, Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, as completed in 1836 (built 1822-36). Image: Frédéric-August
Demetz and Guillaume Able Blouet, Rapports, 1837.

Fig. 1.5: Ohio Penitentiary, Columbus, Ohio, inaugurated 1834.
Image: William Crawford, Report, 1835, as printed in Norman Johnston, Forms of
Constraint: A History of Prison Architecture, 2000.

Fig. 1.6: Jeremy Bentham, Plan for panopticon penitentiary, drawn by Willey
Reveley, 1791, printed in The works of Jeremy Bentham, vol. IV, 172-73.
Image: Robin Evans, The fabrication of virtue (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1982), 202. Evans notes that the drawing corresponds “closely but not exactly” with Bentham’s
description.

Fig. 1.7: Antonio Torres Torija, detail, Plan for Lecumberri Penitentiary,
1886. Image: Fototeca Constantino Reyes-Valerio de la CNMH-CONACULTA-INAH-MEX

Fig. 1.8: Photographer unknown, prison guard in polígono at base of guard
tower, with view of two cell blocks in the background, Lecumberri prison, n.d.
Image: Album de Obras, Grupo Documental: Departmento del Distrito Federal. Sección
Alineamientos, Serie Penitenciaría de Distrito Federal, Caja 173. CD: AV 365.34 M4 2000 (D7),
Archivo Histórico del Distrito Federal

Fig. 1.9: Photographer unknown, central guardtower, Lecumberri prison, n.d.
Image: Box 10, folder89, Dirección General, Historia, Vol. 1, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.10: Nacho López, From the watchtower of Lecumberri, 1950.
Image: Negative no. 405605, Fototeca Nacional.

Fig. 1.11: Photographer unknown, cell block “M,” Álbum conmemorativo,
Lecumberri Prison, c.1900. Image: Álbum conmemorativo de la construcción e
inauguración de la Penitenciaría de México, 1900, AFBNAH
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Fig. 1.12: Photographer unknown, view of circular cells from the torreón,
Lecumberri prison, nd. Image: Fototeca Constantino Reyes-Valerio de la CNMHCONACULTA-INAH-MEX

Fig. 1.13: Photographer unknown, façade of Lecumberri Prison, c.1900.
Image: Álbum conmemorativo de la construcción e inauguración de la Penitenciaría de México,
1900, AFBNAH

Fig. 1.14: Plan showing additions to ends of cellblocks, Lecumberri Prison, n.d.
Image: Album de Obras, Grupo Documental: Departmento del Distrito Federal. Sección
Alineamientos, Serie Penitenciaría de Distrito Federal, Caja 173. CD: AV 365.34 M4 2000 (D7),
Archivo Histórico del Distrito Federal

Fig. 1.15: Anonymous, “Freedom for Political Prisoners/Prison for those who
repress the people” poster, 1968. Image: Grupo Mira, La gráfica del 68, 1st Edition,
1981, 39. Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 1.16: Anonymous (Rogelio Naranjo), “Freedom for Political Prisoners!”
poster with image of Demetrio Vallejo, 1968. Image: Grupo Mira, La gráfica del 68,
1st Edition, 1981, 32. Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 1.17: Unknown photographer, “Freedom for Political Prisoners!” poster
carried by child as part of protest, 1968. Image: Grupo Mira, La gráfica del 68, 1st
Edition, 1981, 21. Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 1.18: Jesús Gonzalez, Photo of President López Portillo and other officials
with model of Lecumberri, published in Novedades, February 3, 1980.

Fig. 1.19: Casasola Photographic Archive, Francisco León de la Barra, interim
President of Mexico, with a model of the new penitentiary, 1911. Image: Jesse
Lerner, The Shock of Modernity: Crime Photography in Mexico City (Madrid: Turner, 2007), 25.

Fig. 1.20: Photographer unknown, photo of archival materials in Palacio
Nacional, 1977. Image: Box 10, folder 68, Dirección General, Historia, Vol. 1, Archivo
General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.21: Photographer unknown, early aerial view, Lecumberri prison, n.d.
Image: Fototeca Constantino Reyes-Valerio de la CNMH-CONACULTA-INAH-MEX

Fig. 1.22: Photographer unknown, aerial view, Lecumberri prison, n.d. (c.
1970s).

Fig. 1.23: Jorge L. Medellín and collaborators, General plan: demolition and
dismantling, with demolished areas highlighted in gray, June 1978.
Image: JLM/PC/20 in the Colección Jorge L. Medellín, Centro de Información Gráfica, Archivo
General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.24: José Guadalupe Posada, detail of broadside titled “La próxima
inauguración de la penitenciaria en los llanos de San Lazaro" (The coming
inauguration of the penitentiary on the plains of San Lazaro) featuring
Lecumberri prison. Printed by Antonio Vanegas Arroyo publishing house, 1900.
Image: UNM CSWR Fernando Gamboa Collection of Prints by José Guadalupe Posada

Fig. 1.25: Manuel Manilla, detail of broadside titled “Calavera la
penitenciaría" (Skeleton of the Penitentiary) featuring tower of
Lecumberri prison. Printed by Antonio Vanegas Arroyo publishing house,
1910. Image: Tyler, Ron, Posada’s Mexico (Washington D.C.: Libarary of Congress,
1979), 124.

Fig. 1.26: Unknown, sketch of design for sala central with guardtower intact,
National Archive, c.1977. Image: Fototeca Constantino Reyes-Valerio de la CNMHCONACULTA-INAH-MEX

Fig. 1.27: Unknown, sketch of design for roof with guardtower intact, National
Archive, c.1977. Image: Fototeca Constantino Reyes-Valerio de la CNMH-CONACULTAINAH-MEX

Fig. 1.28: Film stills from Historia de un documento, Oscar Menendez, filmed
by political prisoners in Lecumberri in 1970.

Fig. 1.29: Photographer unknown, Alejandra Moreno Toscano (in white
sweater) and others touring circular cell block, Lecumberri, January 24, 1978.
Image: Box 11, folder 112, Dirección General, Historia, Vol. 1, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.30: Page on circular cell block from Album Obras de Remodelación,
National Archive, January, 1979. Image: D.D.I.S. Col. AGN Album No. 1 #1-42, Centro
de Información Gráfica, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.31: Torreón, National Archive, constructed 1886-1900.
Image by the author, February 2009.

Fig. 1.32: Foundations of cells in former circulares, National Archive.
Image by the author, July 2013.

Fig. 1.33: Photographer unknown, “before and after photographs” of
Lecumberri in Obras de la Secretaría de Gobernación, November 25, 1982.
Image: Box 9, folder 52, Dirección General, Historia, Vol. 1, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.34: Photographer unknown, gate at top of cell block “A,” Lecumberri
prison, nd.

Fig. 1.35: Film stills from El Apando, Felipe Cazals, based on novel by José
Revueltas, 1976.

Fig. 1.36: Glass gate at top of Gallery 5, National Archive.
Image by the author, July 2014.

Fig. 1.37: A. del Castillo, Cell block “E,” Lecumberri prison, February 25,
1910. Image: Album de obras de ampliación de la Penitenciaría del Distrito Federal, 47-94,
Centro de Información Gráfica, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.38: Photographer unknown, consultation area in former cell block,
National Archive, n.d. Image: Album de obras de Remodelación, Folder 4, Centro de
Información Gráfica, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.39: HLPS Arquitectos (Jonathan Holmes, Martín Labbe, Carolina
Portugueis and Osvaldo Spichiger), studio space featuring walls of six former
prison cells, Parque Cultural de Valparaíso, Valparaíso, Chile, 2012.
Image: © Cristóbal Palma. www.archdaily.com

Fig. 1.40: Jorge L. Medellín and collaborators, Interior Detail of Galleries,
with stained glass designs, National Archive, June 1979. Image: JLM/ACR/30 in the
Colección Jorge L. Medellín, Centro de Información Gráfica, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.41: Photographer unknown, triodetic dome armature, National Archive,
n.d. Image: Album de obras de Remodelación, album 4, image 35, Centro de Información
Gráfica, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.42: Photographer unknown, dome, National Archive, n.d.
Image: Album de obras de Remodelación, Folder 2, Centro de Información Gráfica, Archivo
General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.43: Jorge L. Medellín and collaborators, Exterior Sketch, National
Archive, March 1980. Image: JLM/PC/02 in the Colección Jorge L. Medellín, Centro de
Información Gráfica, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.44: Unknown artist, detail, cover of invitation to the inauguration of the
National Archive in Lecumberri, 1982. Image: Box 11, folder 101, Dirección General,
Historia, Vol. 1, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.45: Unknown photographer, aerial view of renovation of Lecumberri to
become National Archive, n.d. Image: Box 11, folder 111, Dirección General, Historia,
Vol. 1, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.46: Dome and oculus, National Archive.
Image by the author, July 2013.

Fig. 1.47: Unknown artist, view of central hall, National Archive, n.d. Image:
Box 11, folder 114, Dirección General, Historia, Vol. 1, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.48: Sydney Smirke, The British Library Reading Room inside the
British Museum, Bloomsbury, London, 1847-57.

Fig. 1.49: John Russell Pope, Exhibition hall of the U.S. National
Archive (“Rotunda for the Charters of Freedom”), Washington, D.C.,
1931-37.
MSJ

Fig. 1.50: Felix Candela, Enrique
Castañeda, and Antonio Peyrí, Sports
MSJ
Palace, Mexico City, 1966-68.
Image: 19417 19.jpg, Collection of the Museo Archivo de la Fotografía

Fig. 1.51: Jorge L. Medellín and collaborators, Perspective: Museum, National
Archive, May 1982. Image: JLM/MUS/08 in the Colección Jorge L. Medellín, Centro de
Información Gráfica, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 1.52: Juan José Díaz Infante, TAPO, Mexico City, 1979.
Image: ©JMGallardo

Fig. 1.53: Gina Arizpe, Film stills from Cerramiento (Enclosure), action,
recorded in seven-channel video, 2011. Image: http://www.ginaarizpe.com/#!
cerramiento/cq75

Fig. 1.54: Ángela Bonadies, una y otra vez, from the series Palacio Negro,
Duratrans in lightboxes, 2011. Image: http://angelabonadies.com/palacio-negro/

Fig. 1.55: Ángela Bonadies, que se representa, from the series Palacio Negro,
Duratrans in lightboxes, 2011. Image: http://angelabonadies.com/palacio-negro/

Fig. 1.56: Plaque dedicated to political prisoners, National Archive, dedicated
July 26, 2005. Image by the author, February 2009.

Fig. 1.57: at.103, aerial view, plans for renovation of National Archive, 2010.

Fig. 1.58: at.103, Strategy of Consolidation, plans for renovation of National
Archive, 2010.

Fig. 1.59: at.103, rendering depicting stairway leading to roof patio, plans for
renovation of National Archive, 2010.

Fig. 1.60: at.103, rendering depicting raised walkways, plans for renovation of
National Archive, 2010.

Fig. 1.61: at.103, rendering depicting museum display and torreón, plans for
renovation of National Archive, 2010.

Fig. 1.62: at.103, rendering depicting empty circular cellblock, plans for
renovation of National Archive, 2010.

Fig. 2.1: Grupo Proceso Pentágono, La milpa, Action with live corn plant,
October 2, 1978. Photograph: Lourdes Grobet, Source: Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono,
Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 2.2: Grupo Suma street intervention, wheatpasted offset print, stencil, and
spray paint, October 2, 1978. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.3: Grupo Suma street intervention, wheatpasted offset print, stencil, and
spray paint, October 2, 1978. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.4: Grupo Germinal, desaparecidos… banner, acrylic paint on cloth, with
Grupo Suma in foreground, October 2, 1978. Image: still from Grupo Suma Again,
11:32

Fig. 2.5: Commemorative protest march, October 2, 1978.
Photograph: Pedro Meyer. Source: MXDIFEMX7878-NN00432, ©Fundación Pedro Meyer.

Fig. 2.6: Grupo Germinal, desaparecidos… banner, acrylic paint on cloth,
October 2, 1978. Image: Cristina Híjar, Siete grupos de artistas visuales de los setenta
(Mexico City: INBA, 2008), 115.

Fig. 2.7: José Antonio Hernández Amezcua, La Calle, part of Grupo Proceso
Pentágono’s exhibition A nivel informativo at the Palacio de Bellas Artes,
acrylic paint and poster on wall, 1973. Image: Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Centro
de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 2.8: Textile Workers’ protest at the Monument to the Revolution, July 14,
1968. Photograph: Hermanos Mayo. Source: HMCR folder 24.374, Archivo Fotográfico
Hermanos Mayo, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 2.9: Protestors gathered in Tlatelolco Square after the march, October 2,
1978. Photograph: Pedro Meyer. Source: MXDIFEMX7878-NN00770, ©Fundación Pedro
Meyer

Fig. 2.10: Electrician’s contingent at May Day march, May 1, 1975.
Image: Tigre, reprinted in David Bahen, "Huelga de la Tendencia Democrática 1976," energía 7,
no. 83 (2007).

Fig. 2.11: FMGTC banner, background, with Grupo Suma protest mannequin in
the foreground, 1977. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.12: Hermanos Mayo (photograph), Protest in solidarity with Vietnam,
Ciudad Universitaria, March 17, 1966. Image: HMCR folder 21.697, Archivo
Fotográfico Hermanos Mayo, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 2.13: “Aspecto de la manifestación que culminó en la Plaza de las Tres
Culturas,” with banners demanding “Presentación de los desaparecidos,”
October 2, 1978. Image: Accompanying article by Sara Lovera, Francisco Lizarraga, and
Jesús Brito, “Insistieron en que se amplié la Ley de Amnistía” El Día, October 3, 1978, 3.

Fig. 2.14: Prepa Popular manta featuring images of Lenin and Marx, October 2,
1978. Photograph: Pedro Meyer. Source: MXDIFEMX7878-NN00726, ©Fundación Pedro
Meyer

Fig. 2.15: Hermanos Mayo, National Union of Mexican Women Banner in
Student Movement Protest, September 1968. Image: HMCR folder 21.613, Archivo
Fotográfico Hermanos Mayo, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 2.16: Andy Warhol, Thirteen Most Wanted Men, silkscreen on masonite,
New York State Pavilion, New York World’s Fair, 1964.

Fig. 2.17: View of the X Paris Youth Biennale, with Grupo Proceso Pentágono,
Pentágono, in foreground, 1977. Image: Grupo Proceso Pentágono: Políticas de la
Intervención, 1969-1976-2015, ed. Ekaterina Álvarez Romero (Mexico City: Editorial RM,
2015), 106.

Fig. 2.18: Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Pentágono, detail featuring labeled
fingerprints, recreation for 2007 exhibition La era de la discrepancia, based on
installation at the X Paris Youth Biennial, 1977. Image by the author, October 2015.

Fig. 2.19: Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Pentágono, detail featuring labeled jar of
plaster ears, recreation for 2007 exhibition La era de la discrepancia, based on
installation at the X Paris Youth Biennial, 1977. Image by the author, October 2015.

Fig. 2.20: Madres de Plaza de Mayo march, Buenos Aires, Argentina, August
1983. Image: Mónica Quaretti

Fig. 2.21: Banner with photographs of the disappeared, October 2, 1978.
Photograph: Pedro Meyer. Source: Pedro Meyer, Image MXDIFEMX7878-NN00778,
©Fundación Pedro Meyer.

Fig. 2.22: Grupo Suma street intervention, wheatpaste, offset print, stencil, and
spray paint, with protestor carrying sign featuring portraits of the disappeared in
background, October 2, 1978. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.23: Poster with photographs of the disappeared, October 2, 1978.
Photograph: Pedro Meyer. Source: MXDIFEMX7878-NN00814, ©Fundación Pedro Meyer.

Fig. 2.24: Grupo Germinal, Amnistía banner, acrylic paint on cloth, October 2,
1979. Image: Yolanda Hernández and Carlos Oceguera, "Grupo Germinal," Discurso Visual, no.
36 (2015): 77.

Fig. 2.25: Grupo Germinal, Amnistía banner in Tlatelolco Square, acrylic paint
on cloth, October 2, 1979. Image: Muros contra muros film.

Fig. 2.26: Grupo Germinal, Amnistía banner, detail, acrylic paint on cloth,
October 2, 1979. Image: Muros contra muros film.

Fig. 2.27: 1979 – Año de la presentación de los desaparecidos políticos!!
Poster, 1979. Image: the author, from the Archivo del Comité ¡Eureka!

Fig. 2.28: 1968 Cultural Olympiad dove logo by Lance Wyman, vandalized by
student movement activists, 1968. Image: !"#$%&Wyman, “Olympic Design: Mexico
1968: Visual Identity: Lance Wyman,” The New School video, produced by Jilly Traganou, 12:19,
posted December 4, 2014, https://vimeo.com/113621024/ea8eb40539.

Fig. 2.29: Jesús Martínez, student movement poster based on Cultural
Olympiad logo by Lance Wyman, screenprint, 1968. Image: Grupo Mira, La
Gráfica del '68: homenaje al movimiento estudiantil, 1st ed. (Mexico City: Zurda, 1981), 71.

Fig. 2.30: Grupo Germinal, banner depicting Nicaraguan dictator Anastasio
Somoza, acrylic paint on cloth, in Muros frente a muros exhibition, Casa de la
Cultura de Michoacán, Morelia, May 1978. Image: Mauricio Gómez Morín, "De los
esmeraldinos años setenteros o del valor latente de las semillas," Discurso Visual (2015): 90.

Fig. 2.31: Josep Renau, sketch of theory of the dynamic spectator, 1969, as
used in Portrait of the Bourgeoisie at the SME (1939-40).

Fig. 2.32: Siqueiros Experimental Workshop, Earl Browder and James Ford
banners, Communist Party of New York National Convention, 1936. Image:
Emily Schlemowitz, "David Alfaro Siqueiros's Pivotal Endeavor: Realizing the "Manifesto de
New York" in the Siqueiros Experimental Workshop of 1936" (Hunter College of the City of New
York, 2016), 90.

Fig. 2.33: Siqueiros Experimental Workshop, Farmer-Labor Party Float, May
Day, 1936. Image: Emily Schlemowitz, "David Alfaro Siqueiros's Pivotal Endeavor: Realizing
the "Manifesto de New York" in the Siqueiros Experimental Workshop of 1936" (Hunter College
of the City of New York, 2016), 87.

Fig. 2.34: Grupo Suma, FSLN Patria libre o morir banner in front of Auditorio
Nacional, stencil and spray paint on cloth, n.d. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección
José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.35: Grupo Suma, bardas, Tasqueña bus station, October 2, 1976.
Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.36: Hector Garcia (photograph), Student movement poster on Mexico
City bus, 1968. Image: Arnulfo Aquino Casas and Jorge Perezvega, eds., Imágenes y símbolos del 68:
fotografía y gráfica del movimiento estudiantil (Mexico City: UNAM/Comité 68, 2004), 38.

Fig. 2.37: Hermanos Mayo (photograph), spray painted wall in Tlatelolco
Square, October 2, 1968. Image: 49/80, HMCR folder 24.618, Archivo Fotográfico
Hermanos Mayo, Archivo General de la Nación.

Fig. 2.38: Grupo Suma, bardas, Tasqueña bus station, October 2, 1976.
Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.39: José “Pepe” Barbosa as a part of Grupo Suma, barda, Tasqueña bus
station, October 2, 1976. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.40: Grupo Suma, street intervention, wheatpasted offset print, stencil,
and spray paint, October 2, 1978. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez,
IAGO.

Fig. 2.41: Grupo Suma, street intervention using “burócrata” stencil, stencil and
spray paint, n.d. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.42: Grupo Suma, Stencil of Grupo Suma logo, cardboard, n.d. Image:
468.21. Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.43: Grupo Suma, “la niña/la desaparecida” street intervention, stencil
and spray paint, October 2, 1978. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez,
IAGO.

Fig. 2.44: Grupo Suma, La desaparecida/la niña, continuous-feed ledger paper
with with spray paint and stencil, n.d. Image: 468.140 Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José
F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.45: Grupo Suma, La desaparecida/la niña, punch cards with spray paint,
stencil, and rubber stamp, n.d. Image: 58732, Fondo Grupo Suma, Museo de la Estampa

Fig. 2.46: Grupo Suma, La desaparecida/la niña, newspaper with spray paint,
stencil, and marker interventions, 1977. Image: 468.78, Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección
José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.47: Grupo Suma, street intervention, spray paint and stencil, October 2,
1978. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.48: Grupo Suma, street intervention, spray paint, October 2, 1978.
Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.49: Grupo Suma, FSLN, spray paint, stencil and rubber stamp on paper,
n.d. Image: !"#$%&'() Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.50: Graffiti used to raise awareness of labor situation in Tucumán, and of
the associated Tucuman Arde exhibition, Tucumán, Argentina, 1968.

Fig. 2.51: Lupe Sobarzo/Grupo Suma, page from the artist’s book Grito, Xerox,
1978. Image: 468.114 Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.52: Gabriel Macotela/Grupo Suma, detail of page from artists’ book,
rubber stamps on paper, 1976. Image: 468.44 Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez,
IAGO.

Fig. 2.53: Grupo Suma, detail of page from artists’ book, rubber stamps on
paper, 1976. Image: 468.44 Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.54: Lupe Sobarzo/Grupo Suma, page from the artist’s book Mujer
Mexico, Xerox, 1978. Image: 468.114 Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.55: Grupo Suma, Rubber Stamp of Grupo Suma logo, n.d. Image: 468.127.
Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.56: Rodolfo Aguerreberry, Julio Flores and Guillermo Kexel, with
collaborators, image from Siluetazo action-installation, Buenos Aires,
Argentina, September 21, 1983.

Fig. 2.57: Grupo Suma, El burócrata with la desaparecida image on briefcase,
collage, spray paint, stencil. Image: Santiago Rebolledo personal archive.

Fig. 2.58: Grupo Suma, La desaparecida/la niña, punch cards with spray paint,
stencil, and rubber stamp, n.d. Image: 58732, Fondo Grupo Suma, Museo de la Estampa

Fig. 2.59: Grupo Suma, two-page spread from La calle, Catalog for exhibition
at the Salón Nacional de Artes Plásticas, Sección Anual de Experimentación en
México, Auditorio Nacional, 1979. Image: Subfolder Catálogos, Folder Grupo Suma,
Fondo Grupos de los 70 - Archivo Agrupaciones Artísticas, CENIDIAP-INBA.

Fig. 2.60: Grupo Suma, defacement of installation, Salón Nacional, Sección de
Experimentación, 1979. Image: Fondo Grupo Suma, Colección José F. Gómez, IAGO.

Fig. 2.61: Grupo Proceso Pentágono, La milpa, Action with live corn plant,
October 2, 1978. Photograph: Lourdes Grobet, Source: Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono,
Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 2.62: Grupo Proceso Pentágono, La milpa, Action with live corn plant,
October 2, 1978. Photograph: Lourdes Grobet, Source: Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono,
Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 2.63: Student Movement Effigy of General Luis Cueto Ramírez, the
Mexico City Chief of Police, 1968. Image: Fondo Felipe Ehrenberg, Centro de
Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 2.64: Protestors carrying coffin labeled “PRI,” October 2, 1978. Photograph:
Pedro Meyer. Source: MXDIFEMX7878-NN00456, ©Fundación Pedro Meyer.

Fig. 2.65: Grupo Proceso Pentágono, La milpa, Action with live corn plant,
October 2, 1978. Photograph: Lourdes Grobet, Source: Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono,
Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 2.66: Diego Rivera, La sangre de los mártires revolucionarios
fertilizando la tierra, Universidad Autónoma de Chapingo, 1926.

Fig. 2.67: Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Ruta 521, Action in Zócalo, August 13,
1990. Image: Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo
Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 2.68: Grupo Proceso Pentágono with Tiempo Imaginario, Acteal Acción,
Installation in Zócalo, 1997. Image: Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Centro de
Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 3.1: Carlos Finck, Lourdes Grobet, Víctor Muñoz, Sergio Palleroni and
Rodolfo Santamaría, Model of La Grieta, 1988. Image: Fondo Grupo Proceso
Pentágono, Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 3.2: Carlos Finck, Lourdes Grobet,Víctor Muñoz, Sergio Palleroni and
Rodolfo Santamaría, Drawing of La Grieta, 1988. Image: Fondo Grupo Proceso
Pentágono, Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 3.3: Arnulfo Aquino (design and coordination), Salvador Pizarro (carving),
Raúl Álvarez Garín (research), Stela of Tlatelolco, 1993. Image by the author.

Fig. 3.4: Maya Lin, Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial, Washington, D.C., 1982.
Image: Cliff, Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall. 2008. Available from: Flickr, https://
www.flickr.com/photos/nostri-imago/2912815035

Fig. 3.5: The Plaza of Three Cultures, (L to R): Edificio Chihuahua of Mario
Pani’s Nonoalco-Tlatelolco housing block, 1964; Church of Santiago
Tlatelolco, 1610; Tlatelolco archeological site; Pedro Ramírez Vásquez’s
Ministry of Foreign Affairs building, 1966. Image: Salvador Pizarro, courtesy of the artist

Fig. 3.6: Pedro Ramírez Vásquez, Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores building,
Tlatelolco Square, 1966.

Fig. 3.7: Carlos Finck, Lourdes Grobet,Víctor Muñoz, Sergio Palleroni and
Rodolfo Santamaría, Plan for La Grieta, 1988. Image: Sergio Palleroni personal archive

Fig. 3.8: Carlos Finck, Lourdes Grobet,Víctor Muñoz, Sergio Palleroni and
Rodolfo Santamaría, Model of La Grieta, 1988. Image: Fondo Grupo Proceso
Pentágono, Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 3.9: Lourdes Grobet, Photograph of Francisco Borbolla (with Jesus F.
Contreras sculpture), Monumento a La Raza, 1940, from the postcard series Lo
que no queremos, part of La Grieta proposal, 1988. Source: Fondo Grupo Proceso
Pentágono, Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 3.10: Lourdes Grobet, Photograph of Monumento de la Patria a sus
Heroes, from the postcard series Lo que no queremos, part of La Grieta
proposal, 1988. Photograph: Lourdes Grobet, Source: Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono,
Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 3.11: Lourdes Grobet, Photograph of Federico Silva, Ocho Conejo, in the
UNAM Paseo Escultórico, 1980, from the postcard series Lo que no queremos,
part of La Grieta proposal, 1988. Photograph: Lourdes Grobet, Source: Fondo Grupo
Proceso Pentágono, Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte
Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 3.12: Lourdes Grobet, Photograph of unknown sculptor, Bust of Miguel
Hidalgo, from the postcard series Lo que no queremos, part of La Grieta
proposal, 1988. Photograph: Lourdes Grobet, Source: Fondo Grupo Proceso Pentágono,
Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 3.13: Photocopies of the text on the back of two postcards from the series
Lo que no queremos, part of La Grieta proposal, 1988. Source: Fondo Grupo Proceso
Pentágono, Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo,
UNAM.

Fig. 3.14: Mathias Goeritz with Luis Barragán, Torres de Satelite, 1957.

Fig. 3.15: Eduardo Abaroa, Obelisco roto portátil para mercados ambulantes,
installation view, 1991-93.

Fig. 3.16: Carlos Finck, Lourdes Grobet,Víctor Muñoz, Sergio Palleroni and
Rodolfo Santamaría, Sketch of La Grieta with “stela of light,” 1988. Image: Fondo
Grupo Proceso Pentágono, Centro de Documentación Arkheia, Museo Universitario Arte
Contemporáneo, UNAM.

Fig. 3.17: Reconstructed model of La Grieta, made for the Memorial del 68,
c. 2007. Image by the author, July 7, 2013.

Fig. 3.18: Unveiling of the Stela of Tlatelolco, October 2, 1993.
Photograph: Jorge Pérez Vega, Source: Arnulfo Aquino personal archive.

Fig. 3.19: Stela C with turtle altar, Copán, Honduras, Classic Period Mayan,
711 CE. Photograph: Peter W. Wendelken. 1984, Digital Image. Available from: Flickr, https://
www.flickr.com/photos/neotropical_birds_mayan_ruins/4922229185

Fig. 3.20: Salvador Pizarro, Sketches of Altar Tzompantli and the Temple of
Ehécatl-Quetzalcóatl at Tlatelolco, 1993.
Photograph by the author, Source: Salvador Pizarro personal archive.

Fig. 3.21: Reconstructed Altar Tzompantli North, Tlatelolco.
Image by the author, November 4, 2017.

Fig. 3.22: Reconstructed Calendar Temple, Tlatelolco.

Fig. 3.23: Salvador Pizarro, Early sketches for the Stela of Tlatelolco,
July 27, 1993. Image: Salvador Pizarro personal archive.

Fig. 3.24: Salvador Pizarro, Early sketches for the Stela of Tlatelolco,
July 28, 1993. Image: Salvador Pizarro personal archive.

Fig. 3.25: Juan O’Gorman (architect and mosaic muralist), Gustavo Saavedra
(architect), Juan Martínez de Velasco (architect), Central Library, UNAM,
1952.

Fig. 3.26: Construction of the re-bar internal framework for the Stela of
Tlatelolco, 1993. Photo: Carlos Cisneros. Image: Arnulfo Aquino Casas, "La creación de una
estela," Zurda 10 (1994): 84.

Fig. 3.27: Back of Stela of Tlatelolco showing opening that originally held a
dedicatory plaque. Image by the author, November 4, 2017.

Fig. 3.28: Jesús Martínez, UNIDOS…ADELANTE!! Poster for the CNH,
1968. Image: Grupo Mira, La Gráfica del '68: homenaje al movimiento estudiantil, 1st ed.
(Mexico City: Zurda, 1981), 117.

Fig. 3.29: Left: Arnulfo Aquino, ¡2 de octubre no se olvida!, Offset poster,
1988. Right: Miguel Ángel Guzmán, Festival de la Unidad, Offset poster, 1988.
Arnulfo Aquino personal archive. Images: Arnulfo Aquino Casas, Imágenes épicas en el México
contemporáneo: de la gráfica al graffiti 1968-2011 (Mexico City: CENIDIAP, 2011), 268.

Fig. 3.30: October 2, 1988 commemorative march with former student
movement leaders in foreground holding banner based on Jesús Martínez,
UNIDOS…ADELANTE!! Poster. Photo: Fabrizio León. Source: “2 de octubre no se
olvida,” La Jornada, October 3, 1988, 36A.

Fig. 3.31: Cuauhtémoc Cárdenas in October 2, 1988 commemorative march
with posters in background based on Jesús Martínez, UNIDOS…ADELANTE!!
design. Photo: Fabrizio León. Source: “No se olvida,” La Jornada, October 3, 1988, 13A.

Fig. 3.32: Mourners in Tlatelolco Square, November 2, 1968. Image: Elena
Poniatowska, La noche de Tlatelolco: testimonios de historia oral, 24th ed. (Mexico City:
Ediciones Era, 1975).

Fig. 3.33: Students leaving an offering in the walls of the Tlatelolco
archeological site, October 2, 1988. Photo: Carlos Pereda. Source: El Universal, October
3, 1988, 17A.

Fig. 3.34: Mourners leaving offerings at the base Stela of Tlatelolco after its
unveiling, October 2, 1993. Photograph: Jorge Pérez Vega, Source: Arnulfo Aquino
personal archive.

Fig. 3.35: Offering at the Stela of Tlatelolco, October 2, 2014. Photo: César
Velázquez. Source: “Con ritual y ofrenda, recuerdan a muertos del 68,” El Milenio, October 2,
2014. http://www.milenio.com/df/2_de_octubre-Tlatelolco_1968-marcha_2_de_octubreofrenda_Plaza_Tres_Culturas_0_383361790.html

Fig. 3.36: Offering at the Stela of Tlatelolco, October 2, 2015. Image by the author.

Fig. 3.37: Thomas Hirschhorn, Mondrian Altar, Long Island City, New York,
1997.

Fig. 4.1: Banner stating “I was not there, BUT I DON’T FORGET,”
commemorative march in Mexico City, October 2, 2008. Image: Carlos Ramos
Mamahua, accompanying article by Aurturo Cano, “Muchachos y consignas de ayer y hoy en la marcha por
los 40 años del 2 de octubre” La Jornada, October 3, 2008.

Fig. 4.2: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Voz Alta, Relational Architecture 15,
4x10kW Xenon robotic searchlights, modified megaphone, computers, DMX
distribution, live FM radio transmission, Tlatelolco Square, 2008. Image:
Antimodular Research, http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/voz_alta.php

Fig. 4.3: Photomosaics displayed at the entrance to the permanent exhibition,
Memorial del 68, CCU-Tlatelolco, inaugurated 2007. Image not in-situ. Image:
http://t-dm.com/en/memorial-del-68/

Fig. 4.4: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Voz Alta, Relational Architecture 15,
4x10kW Xenon robotic searchlights, modified megaphone, computers, DMX
distribution, live FM radio transmission, Tlatelolco Square, 2008. Image:
Antimodular Research, http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/voz_alta.php

Fig. 4.5: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Voz Alta, Relational Architecture 15, image
showing searchlights on roof of former SRE building. Image: Antimodular Research,
http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/voz_alta.php

Fig. 4.6: Tania Bruguera, Tatlin’s Whisper #6 (Havana Version), action with
stage, podium, microphones, one loudspeaker inside and one outside of the
building, 2 persons on a military uniform, white dove, 200 disposable cameras.
Centro de Arte Contemporáneo Wifredo Lam, Havana, Cuba, March 29, 2009.

Fig. 4.7: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Voz Alta, Relational Architecture 15, image
showing tent with computer equipment. 4x10kW Xenon robotic searchlights,
modified megaphone, computers, DMX distribution, live FM radio
transmission, Tlatelolco Square, 2008. Image: Antimodular Research, http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/
voz_alta.php

Fig. 4.8: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, film stills from documentation of Voz Alta,
Relational Architecture 15, 2008. Image: http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/voz_alta.php

Fig. 4.9: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, film stills from documentation of Voz Alta,
Relational Architecture 15, 2008. Image: http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/voz_alta.php

Fig. 4.10: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Voz Alta, Relational Architecture 15,
4x10kW Xenon robotic searchlights, modified megaphone, computers, DMX
distribution, live FM radio transmission, Tlatelolco Square, 2008. Image:
Antimodular Research, http://www.lozano-hemmer.com/voz_alta.php

Fig. 4.11: Rafael Lozano-Hemmer, Alzado Vectorial, Relational Architecture 4,
7kW Xenon robotic searchlights, four webcams, Linux servers, GPS, Java #D
DMX interface, Zócalo, Mexico City, 1999-2000. Image: Martin Vargas, http://
www.lozano-hemmer.com/vectorial_elevation.php

Fig. 4.12: Teatro Ojo, Cada generación quiere su 68, Part of the series ¡NO?,
Zócalo, Mexico City, August 27, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.13: Teatro Ojo, Cada generación quiere su 68, Part of the series ¡NO?,
Zócalo, Mexico City, August 27, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.14: Teatro Ojo, Cada generación quiere su 68, Part of the series ¡NO?,
Zócalo, Mexico City, August 27, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.15: Tercerunquinto, desmantelamiento y reinstalación del escudo
nacional, Former SRE Building, Tlatelolco Square, October 2008.

Fig. 4.16: Tercerunquinto, desmantelamiento y reinstalación del escudo
nacional, Former SRE Building, Tlatelolco Square, October 2008.

Fig. 4.17: Ximena Labra, Tlatelolco 1968/2008, Replica of the Stela of
Tlatelolco installed in front of Palacio de Bellas Artes, Mexico City, 2008. Image:
Courtesy of the artist

Fig. 4.18: Tercerunquinto, Restauración de una pintura mural, San Andrés
Cacaloapan, Tepanco de López, Puebla, December 18-20, 2010. Image: Proyectos
Monclova

Fig. 4.19: Ximena Labra, Tlatelolco 1968/2008, Three replicas of the Stela of
Tlatelolco installed in Tlatelolco Square, Mexico City, October 2008. Image:
Courtesy of the artist

Fig. 4.20: Ximena Labra, Tlatelolco 1968/2008, Three replicas of the Stela of
Tlatelolco installed in Tlatelolco Square, Mexico City, October 2008. Image:
Courtesy of the artist

Fig. 4.21: Francis Alÿs, with Felipe Sanabria, The Collector, Mexico City,
1990-1992. Image: Ian Dryden, Tate Modern

Fig. 4.22: Ximena Labra, Tlatelolco 1968/2008, Replica of the Stela of
Tlatelolco installed in front of the Monumento a la Revolución, Mexico City,
2008. Image: Courtesy of the artist

Fig. 4.23: Andrés Manuel López Obrador rally at the Monumento a la
Revolución with Ximena Labra, Tlatelolco 1968/2008, Replica of the Stela of
Tlatelolco in the background (see arrow), October 26, 2008. Image: Carlos Ramos
Mamahua, accompanying article by Enrique Méndez, Alma Muñoz, and Jaime Avilés, “AMLO: tendrá nuevos frentes la
defensa petrolera” La Jornada, October 27, 2008, 1. Altered by the author.

Fig. 4.24: Ximena Labra, Tlatelolco 1968/2008, Replica of the Stela of
Tlatelolco installed in front of the Monumento a la Revolución, Mexico City,
2008. Image: Ximena Labra, Tlatelolco 1968/2008: A Space Odyssey, 2009. https://vimeo.com/26849594

Fig. 4.25: Ximena Labra, Tlatelolco 1968/2008, Replica of the Stela of
Tlatelolco installed in Las Islas, UNAM Campus, Mexico City, 2008. Image: Ximena
Labra, Tlatelolco 1968/2008: A Space Odyssey, 2009. https://vimeo.com/26849594

Fig. 4.26: Teatro Ojo, Silencio, Part of the series ¡NO?, Bus Route 2, Reforma
Avenue, Mexico City, September 12, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.27: Teatro Ojo, Silencio, Part of the series ¡NO?, Bus Route 2, Reforma
Avenue, Mexico City, September 12, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.28: Teatro Ojo, flier handed out during Silencio, Part of the series ¡NO?,
Bus Route 2, Reforma Avenue, Mexico City, September 12, 2008. Image: courtesy
of the artists.

Fig. 4.29: Teatro Ojo, Hasta donde estemos obligados a llegar, llegaremos, Part
of the series ¡NO?, Calle Donceles to Tlatelolco Square, Mexico City,
September 1, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.30: Teatro Ojo, Hasta donde estemos obligados a llegar, llegaremos, Part
of the series ¡NO?, Calle Donceles to Tlatelolco Square, Mexico City,
September 1, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.31: Teatro Ojo, Hasta donde estemos obligados a llegar, llegaremos, Part
of the series ¡NO?, Calle Donceles to Tlatelolco Square, Mexico City,
September 1, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.32: Teatro Ojo, Y nos levantaremos cuando se nos da la gana, Part
of the series ¡NO?, Las Islas, UNAM Campus, Mexico City, September 18,
2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.33: Teatro Ojo, Y nos levantaremos cuando se nos da la gana, Part
of the series ¡NO?, Las Islas, UNAM Campus, Mexico City, September 18,
2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.34: Teatro Ojo, altered photograph from October 2, 1968 used in
Olvidemos el 68…pero no su estilo, Part of the series ¡NO?, Calle Genova,
Zona Rosa, Mexico City, September 22, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.35: Teatro Ojo, altered photograph from October 2, 1968 used in
Olvidemos el 68…pero no su estilo, Part of the series ¡NO?, Calle Genova,
Zona Rosa, Mexico City, September 22, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.36: Teatro Ojo, altered photograph used in Olvidemos el 68…pero no su
estilo, Part of the series ¡NO?, Calle Genova, Zona Rosa, Mexico City,
September 22, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.37: Teatro Ojo, Olvidemos el 68…pero no su estilo, Part of the series
¡NO?, Calle Genova, Zona Rosa, Mexico City, September 22, 2008. Image:
courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.38: Teatro Ojo, Olvidemos el 68…pero no su estilo, Part of the series
¡NO?, Calle Genova, Zona Rosa, Mexico City, September 22, 2008. Image: Maria
Tejeda Argüelles, courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 4.39: Teatro Ojo, T-shirt given out as part of Olvidemos el 68…pero no su
estilo, Part of the series ¡NO?, Calle Genova, Zona Rosa, Mexico City,
September 22, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 5.1: Teatro Ojo, “V,” Part of the series ¡NO?, Chihuahua building,
Tlatelolco Square, Mexico City, October 2-3, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 5.2: Teatro Ojo, “V,” Part of the series ¡NO?, Chihuahua building,
Tlatelolco Square, Mexico City, October 2-3, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 5.3: Teatro Ojo, “V,” Part of the series ¡NO?, View of Chihuahua building
from Tlatelolco Square, Mexico City, October 2-3, 2008. Image: courtesy of the artists.

Fig. 5.4: Thomas Glassford, Xipe Totec, LED light installation, University
Cultural Center-Tlatelolco building, Tlatelolco Square, Mexico City, 2010.

