
Sarah Jaffe Borealis  

 1 

Terminal report on Summer 2007 Research Grant 
Sarah Jaffe Borealis 
Submitted via email on September 27, 2007 
 
 
 My summer research trip to Mexico City, Mexico enabled by the generous 

funding of the Stone Center for Latin American Studies at Tulane University has helped 

me to refine my approach to a viable dissertation topic in a variety of ways. I traveled to 

Mexico with the idea that the image of the tehuana, or women of the Isthmus of 

Tehuantepec, was imported to the increasingly urban capital with the support of the 

government and the participation of the artists of the Mexican Artistic Renaissance. I 

understand the purpose of the adoption of the tehuana as a cultural symbol as an addition 

to the iconographic pantheon used to help define a more cohesive “national” identity in 

the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution. On this trip, I hoped to discover specific ways 

in which the Tehuana served as a visual representation of the bridge between Mexico past 

and Mexico future- in effect, functioning as visual manifestation of Mexico’s desire to 

become “Modern.”  

 I adopted two approaches to this topic while in Mexico: the first being a search of 

archival documents to help trace the revolutionary regime’s sponsorship of trips for 

artists and intellectuals to the Isthmus of Tehuantepec in the state of Oaxaca in order to 

gain first hand knowledge of the cultural norms of this remote and “authentic” regional 

identity. The second was to visit museums and mural sites in order to discover the 

specific form that the visual representation of the tehuana by Mexican artists helped to 

inform and influence the formation of this forementioned “national” identity project.     

 While in the Archivo General de la Nacion, I did not find specific travel records 

pertaining to the suspected cultural missions to Oaxaca, but I did discover several 
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Brazilian newspaper articles from September of 1921, which described a Mexican envoy 

to Brasil led by Mexican Minister of Culture José Vasconcelos. These articles contained 

the text of a speech offered by Vasconcelos to the Brasilian public as he dedicated a 

bronze statue of Cuauhtemoc at the edge of Flamingo Beach in Rio de Janeiro. This 

statue, an exact replica of the one located on the historic Reforma Avenue in Mexico 

City, represents the regional desire at this historical juncture to reimagine the pre-colonial 

past of the Americas in an attempt to move forward in a decidedly Modern trajectory.   

 In his dedication of the statue of Cuauhtemoc, Vasconcelos spoke about the 

second decade of Latin American Independence in terms of cultural and artistic rebirth- 

the need to define modernity in “new world” terms, from a nativist reference point. The 

speech also contains references to regionally driven technological advances like Brasilian 

planes flying overhead, piloted by Mexicans. Also notable are the repeated references to 

music- both Brasilian and Mexican classic songs were performed as part of the festivities. 

 This 1921 event helped me to recognize the strength and breadth of Vasconcelos’s 

desire to define a unique and alternative “American” development path to modernity 

along cultural lines. I have conducted a bit of secondary research about Brazil’s modern 

art movement that coincided with this time period, culminating in Modern Art Week of 

1922, and by placing Vasconcelos in Brazil in the fall of 1921, I am able to realize that 

the desire to reimagine the Latin American cultural past in terms that preclude the 

colonial experience was not isolated to Mexico, but rather was a more inclusive 

undertaking by artists and intellectuals across the region. It is my assertion that this 

process was nurtured by Latin American artists of this era, who helped develop a visual 
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reference point for the definition of cosmic identity- an identity rooted firmly in the past, 

but simultaneously branching out toward the future. 

 In the Mexican context, the Tehuana functioned as a cultural icon who embodied 

this process for several reasons. While visiting several Museums in search of visual 

representations of the Tehuana from the relevant time period, I came upon German 

Cueto’s sculpture, La Tehuana, in the Museo de Arte Moderno. The piece is described as 

“piedra de tocque de la vanguardia mexicana.” And its museum placard positions it 

alongside the photography of Edward Weston and Tina Modotti as part of the 

Movimiento Estridentista of 1921. This ultra modern interpretation of the mythically 

matriarchal women of Tehuantepec supports my thesis about the tehuana’s timeless 

presence and utility as a familiar, authentic and unique personification of Mexico’s march 

into modernity. 
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 My work in the DF archives and museums helped me place my project in an 

international context- to realize the ways in which the Mexican Revoultion of 1910 

reverberated throughout the world, especially in the Americas. Specifically through the 

Revolutionary regime’s enforcement of anticlericalism and emphasis on cultural 

nationalism. These processes represent an alternative to colonial norms, and a way to 

escape the “old world/ new world” binary by defining a modern, authentic, and timeless 

identity. This process could effectively liberate the “new world” from a Eurocentric, 

dependent cultural identity by revaluing the indigenous aesthetic. Even the old world 

took notice, as new world capitals increasingly became viewed as sites of legitimate 

cultural capital, because they were exhibiting the courage to reinvent or reimagine their 

own history in a way that was not dependent on the European chroniclers and norms.  

 This process reinforced the idea that the new world was not “discovered” by 

Iberian conquistadores, rather a cultural encounter took place. The American Modern Art 

movements placed renewed emphasis on the original cultures of the Americas- aligning 

them with other primordial civilizations, equating them with Greek and Chinese and 

Egyptian civilizations. Written evidence of this process from a formal political 

perspective is outlined in Vasconcelos’s dedication speech of September 17, 1921, and 

visual evidence of the process is represented in Cueto’s sculpture from the same year. 

   As I continue with this research, I am becoming more aware that although there 

are institutions and individuals who participate as catalysts in the process and definition 

of modernity (which I understand as the nexus between global and local aesthetics and 

norms), obviously there are many more who are left out. I realize that my approach to this 

process of “national” identity formation is centered around cultural and intellectual elites, 
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and that their example may not have been embraced or adopted by the majority of 

Mexicans. This is something I will continue to be aware of as I proceed with my work. 

 


