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Abstract

Artists, Aesthetics, and Migrations: Contemporary Visual Arts and Caribbean
Diaspora in Miami, Florida, is an ethnographic study about Miami-based visual artists,
and the relationship between Miami and the Caribbean as it is realized visually. Miami is
a diasporic city that has been built on the labor and visual culture of the Caribbean, and
shaped into a transnational city by its role as a hub of Latin American and Caribbean
migration and trade. However, a Caribbean presence is made to be invisible in much of
the contemporary visual arts scene. In the political economy of cultural production, artists
are rendered in different degrees of visibility based on their social location (e.g. race,
gender, class) and suppositions about Caribbean art practice including expectations for
“craft” artwork or subject matter (e.g. tropical landscapes). I argue that artists counter
these practices by crafting their work to enact performances in the archive; making
visible what is often made to seem invisible. While most studies of immigration attend to
farm labor, domestic work, and familial relationships, this project turns attention to the
field of artistic production. With attention to artists’ work and the socio-geographic
terrain of the city, I detail the historic and contemporary relationship between Miami and
the Caribbean, and show how artists” works reflect and produce this experience in several
ways: engaging the landscape; rethinking migrations; building practices based on
diasporic legacies; and intervening in archives. Although tropes of tropicality attempt to
silence the full range of visual realities, the works artists produce are not resigned to be
exotic items in collections akin to the cabinets of curiosities of early scientists and
explorers. Instead, artists act to render themselves visible. The very existence of the
artwork changes the possibilities for how we understand migration and visuality, not only

in Miami, but globally.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Figure 1-1. Exiting 195, photograph by author, 2010.

Sitting in my car at the traffic light as I exited 195 on my way home I looked onto
dense foliage, a fence, and a traffic light surrounding a sign pointing slightly askew.
‘Welcome to Miami’s Art Districts,” the sign reads. Below, it points toward two nearby
art districts, Design District and Wynwood Art District. The sign offers a greeting, a

welcoming to this area, but around this small sign is the scene of a landscape gone awry.



I saw this sight over and over again as I traversed Miami during my fieldwork. The
scene fascinated me because of its mix of the natural and urban landscape. The roadway
in the foreground is washed out, or lighter, than the rest of the photograph. Just beyond
the washed out roadway is a grassy patch and then a fence. The fence in the foreground
blocks entry to the majority of the landscape, and the opening in the center of it reveals a
place where the greenery has taken over. One could not enter through the opening
because it is still blocked. On the upper portion of the frame, there is a billboard with a
small CBS logo on the bottom, but otherwise it is completely black, or blank. Peeking out
from behind the Royal Palms, one marker of South Florida’s tropicality, is an indication
of contemporary South Florida - high-rise condo buildings that reach far above the
terrain. The sky is a clear blue on this day, and contrasts with the rich green of the bushes
and the black of the blank billboard. This intersection is on North Miami Avenue, as one
exits the highway195, which connects the major interstate I-95 to Miami Beach to the
east and the airport to the west. Geographically, this intersection sits at the crossroads of
Little Haiti, Wynwood, and the Design District - arts districts and Caribbean
neighborhoods. Such a meeting point represents many of the things I experienced and
saw during my fieldwork. Miami’s terrain is in flux. Its history is continually erased as
new narratives compete for attention. The landscape in disarray mirrors this intersection
or crossroads, and pictures it as a collision between Miami’s tropical terrain and its
dreams of being a culturally significant global city.

The concept of ‘terrain,” meaning a landscape, environment, or the ground in which
things occur, is an apt metaphor to consider artists’ work and the context in which this

work is produced. ‘Terrain’ alludes to the geographical and cultural contours of sites and



spaces in Miami, the visual imagery that is produced in and about Miami creating a visual
terrain, and the fact that as an anthropologist I navigated these terrains in order to learn
something about how artists are producing work in Miami. In this socio-geographic
terrain there is new ground to cover in understanding the city of Miami, its relationship to
the Caribbean, contemporary visual arts, and how the arts produce experience and
culture.

In looking at the relationship between migration and the arts, and specifically,
Caribbean diaspora and the work of women contemporary artists in Miami, Florida, I
asked the questions: What is the relationship between migration and contemporary art in
a diasporic hub? How is migration articulated through contemporary artists’ work? What
insight do we gain from studying the aesthetics and politics of contemporary artistic
production in relationship to migration and diaspora? How do the art works and life
stories of immigrant and diaspora artists help us to understand the changing landscape of
art and women’s work in the United States and the Caribbean? How do the artists use
their roles as artists and their artistic works to examine the terrains of political and
cultural economies within which they work? How do we understand the relationship
between Miami and the Caribbean, especially in terms of visual culture and artistic
production?

I argue that artists respond to the cultural politics by crafting their art practice and
enacting performances in the archive; making visible what is often made to seem
invisible thereby creating actions and documents that inform our future archives. Artists
etch themselves into history through the production of their work. Artists” works are

performative acts within a supposedly stable archive.



“If you can’t go to the Caribbean”

Miami is a diasporic hub of Caribbean people. To understand the city and the way
it functions, it is necessary to understand it from this perspective. The city (and the larger
South Florida region) is a destination or a pit stop for many Caribbean people is because
of the continuity and familiarity of the terrain - geographically and culturally - and
Miami’s culture has been deeply influenced through its role as a Caribbean outpost.

Caribbean culture and visual art in Miami are closely linked, though not often
acknowledged. In my own work as an artist [ have worked with artists and organizations
in Cuba, Trinidad and Tobago, Barbados, and the US. I have connected with artists
similarly interested in concepts of space, culture, and memory. My personal experiences
as an artist were primary factors in my decision to research artists and the connection
between arts and the Caribbean in Miami. In addition, many cultural phenomena in
Miami point to high levels of engagement with the Caribbean including large populations
of Caribbean descent, neighborhoods called Little Havana and Little Haiti, cultural events
including Trinidadian Carnival and Bahamian Jonkonnu, businesses like botanicas
selling items for Haitian Vodou and Cuban Santeria, foods like diri ak pwa, conch
fritters, cafe con leche, and tropical fruits like mamey and mango which are standard fare,
not isolated in ethnic enclaves, and languages of English, Spanish, Kreyol, and
Portuguese that are interspersed regularly on the streets, on the radio, and in
advertisements.

Miami is a Caribbean city. A trans-Caribbean city encompassing characteristics
from many places. This makes many people from the Caribbean feel at home in the city.

Miami operates as a third space (Bhaba 1994), liminal space (Turner 1986), or in-



between space (Stoller 2009), that is neither the Caribbean nor the US, providing a city in
which people seek to remake themselves.

Historic art centers like Coconut Grove and newer arts districts including the
Wynwood Arts District' have Caribbean roots. Arts districts are continually changing, in
both place and character as artists, galleries, art organizations, businesses, and real estate
developers seek opportunities. For artists, galleries, art organizations, and the like, this
would mean affordable work and exhibition space. Businesses seek new markets and
affordable rent. The real estate developers and other investors look for profitable land and
buildings, and perhaps the cache of the arts on which to build their investment. Some of
the arts districts in Miami include Wynwood, the Design District, Bird Road, Little
Havana, Little Haiti, Collins Park/Lincoln Road, and Downtown Miami. Though the
definition of an “arts district” is malleable, characterized by the presence of artist studios,
galleries, arts organizations, dance studios, and performance spaces. Many of these
neighborhoods host regular events like monthly art walks that further define them as “arts
districts.” Coconut Grove’s beginnings are linked to Bahamians who settled in the area in
the 1800s (Dunn 1997). At first, Bahamians in the area migrated seasonally for farm
work, and later a more established community developed as evidenced through local
businesses and street festivals like Jonkonnu. At the time of the official founding of
Miami as a city in 1896, the population was more than 40 percent black, and the majority
were likely Bahamian (Dunn 1997). In Wynwood, the 1940s - 1950s brought change to
the neighborhood by way of Puerto Rican migration from New York (Shell-Weiss 2009).

Most people came to the area for work in garment factories, and as they settled in the

! The neighborhood of Wynwood is not new, but the Wynwood Arts District was formed in the early
2000s. See Chapter 3.



neighborhood they made a mark within it through community centers, parks, and local
businesses and organizations. Many more neighborhoods in Miami have similar histories
and linkages with the Caribbean as well as Latin America.

Miami-based writer Edwidge Danticat, who lives not far from where the
photograph was taken, likens life in Miami to living “on the hyphen.”> Miami is that
place between here and there, however multiple here and there may be. The hyphen is an
“island that floats with you . . . sort of the hyphen as its own island” (interview with
author, May 2,2011). As an outpost, an in-between space, Miami is a place of
contradictions.’ In her explanation of the hyphen as an island metaphor, Danticat referred
me to an essay by Julia Alvarez, “Dona Aida, with Your Permission,” that she thought
could speak to the questions I had about living and working as an artist in Miami with
connections to the Caribbean. In the essay, Alvarez writes about reconciling her
Dominican American identity and her role as a writer who does not fit easily into either
the Dominican Republic or the United States. “I'm mapping a country that's not on the
map, and that's why I'm trying to put it down on paper. It's a world formed of
contradictions, clashes, cominglings- the gringa and the Dominican, and it is precisely
that tension and richness that interests me” (2000:822). The photograph that I shot sitting
at the exit of 195 pictures the “contradictions, clashes, [and] cominglings” Alvarez
describes in its mixing and mashing of the sign welcoming people to the arts districts

with a fenced off landscape that seems at once to invite and repel.

2 Other scholars and writers have also invoked the metaphor of the hyphen. See for instance, Gustavo
Perez-Firmat (1994) Life on the Hyphen: The Cuban-American Way. Austin: University of Texas Press.
? Charo Oquet’s Boat for Yemaya (2004) could be brought into conversation with Danticat and Alvarez.
Work by Oquet as well as Edouard Duval Carrie, who pictures travling loas could be compared as well.
Danticat mentioned Duval Carrie’s work in our interview.



Patricia Saunders, Professor of English and Caribbean Literary Studies at
University of Miami also described the unique position of Miami in relation to the

Caribbean. In a July 2007 article in the Miami Herald, writer Nancy Ancrum asked her,

Q [Nancy Ancrum]. Where are you from?

A [Patricia Saunders]. I was born in Trinidad and grew up in Washington, D.C. But
Miami is the ideal place to be doing this kind of work. If you can’t go to the Caribbean,
Miami is as close to it as you’re going to get. (Ancrum 2007)

This question was one in a series of questions and answers between Ancrum and
Saunders that was printed in a short Q&A style article, “Jogging Caribbean Memory” At
the time Saunders was preparing to host a conference about Caribbean culture and
memory at the University of Miami.

Saunders’s response points to the everyday lived experience of people in Miami,
and the presence of Caribbean-ness within the city. If one cannot go to or live in the
Caribbean, “Miami is the as close to it as you’re going to get.” Miami has familiar
climate, foods, languages, and culture. From the loud blasts of cars honking their horns as
people drive down the road for no other reason than to say, ‘I’m coming,’ to the curry
and the conch and the cortaditos, the bonjou and the oye, Miami is an outpost containing
common elements of life in the Caribbean. When Saunders remarks that “Miami is as
close as you’re going to get,” she sums up the feeling of Miami as a terrain closely linked
with the Caribbean, yet also distant. They are not one in the same. Some of these
differences mark Miami as “el norte” to the islands in the Caribbean; a place promising
better opportunity. Whether or not that opportunity, be it education, material goods,

income, or political freedom, is realized depends on who you ask. But, the idea that



Miami is so close to the Caribbean that it is a part of it permeates the city’s
consciousness.

Yet, while everyday life during my fieldwork was filled with Caribbean influence, I
did not find a bustling contemporary Caribbean arts scene in Miami. At least not the kind
of arts scene I had expected to find. Through my research I came to learn that
“contemporary Caribbean art” in Miami is more elusive and more hidden than one might
expect from knowing about the city’s history, culture, and geographic proximity to the
region. The ‘work’ of contemporary artists, therefore is variegated. On the one hand, the
‘work’ is the artwork that they produce to show us, visually, how they interpret and
experience the world. On the other hand, the ‘work’ is the labor of producing work in
spite of the structural and historical pressures that make it difficult to even survive as an
artist. The artists produce works that are not only reflective of their experiences, but

formidable actions that disprove their invisibility.*

Visibility and Invisibility: Cultural Politics and Artwork
After visiting with an artist one afternoon, we walked together toward my car.
Once inside the elevator she told me, “You know, if I was a guy and my last name wasn’t
, then maybe I would have a chance at this.”” The comment struck me, but more
s0, it was the timing. I had been visiting with the artist all afternoon. We talked for hours
about her work, teaching, and life in general. Then, in the enclosed space, seemingly

private space of the elevator, she revealed her critique and doubts about the art world.

* For more on disproving invisibility, see Michele Wallace (2004) Dark Designs and Visual Culture.
Durham: Duke University Press.
> Comment anonymized.



The artist is employed at a job she seems to enjoy and regularly shows work — typical
markers of ‘success’ in the art world. Yet, she felt the raced, gendered, political, and
regional dynamics at play.

Cultural politics and political economy of cultural production affects how art is
exhibited, which artists receive grants, awards, and even free studio space. These political
currents are shaped by those with the financial power to make significant changes in
cities’ arts worlds - real estate developers, art collectors, and museum boards. These
decisions are often based on personal motivations and tastes. In Miami, these dynamics
have shifted since the early 2000s because of increasing global attention.

Beginning around 2002, Miami has been deemed the hot new global art destination
by the media, arts fairs, and general art world buzz. Arts writers claim that “the Miami art
scene is, quite simply, on fire” (Feinstein 2003: 49), “The art world’s discovered Miami”
(Brady 2004), and Miami is having its “art moment” (Hoban 2007). However, as Gean
Moreno pointed out in his 1999 critique of Miami art world institutions, there is a lot of
boiling in the fire below the glitzy surface of art in Miami including racial and ethnic
tensions that are “all but neglected by the art world” but “burden the city” (Moreno
1999). He suggests the cultivation of young, heterogeneous, local talent and encouraging
them to express their perspectives on the city; something he says that few institutions in
Miami have done within their exhibitions, preferring instead to focus on trendy Latin
American painters or benign topics that do not address everyday life in Miami. In the
quest for global recognition, the artwork that has gained most attention is that which

deals with Latin America, neglecting the role of and art related to the Caribbean.



In gallery and museum shows as well as in scholarly writing, Cuban artwork has
dominated the Miami art scene, especially since the 1980s. A number of shows each year
revolve around the themes of Cuba and exile (Blanc 1984, 1990; Wride 2001; Bosch
2004). However, Cubans are not the only Caribbean group of artists working in the city.
The Global Caribbean shows organized by artist Edouard Duval-Carrie from 2009 —
2013, sought to widen the scope of Caribbean art discourse in the city. I will return to this
project in Chapter 3. There are also projects that encompass broader definitions of
Caribbean-ness such as the University of Miami sponsored project, “As far as the eye/l
can see.” It is an online archive project that “shares artist's visions, voices and vantage
points, a space where critics offer perspectives on current exhibits and critical debates in
contemporary [Caribbean] visual art and culture” (Saunders 2009). Universities including
the University of Miami, Florida Atlantic University, and Florida International University
have played large roles in facilitating discussions and exhibitions of artist’s work from
across the Caribbean, even as Cuban art predominates in the city’s galleries. Finally, just
as artists working in the Caribbean address themes outside of the national frame. Artists
in Miami address topics that go beyond their own national, cultural, or ethnic identity,
moving toward diaspora aesthetics; an aesthetic that locates their work and lives as rooted
inside and outside of specific places.

Artists and their work are affected by these suppositions about race, class, gender,
age, and nationality. Many artists are rendered largely invisible because their race, class,
gender, age, and/or nationality are not in line with what culture brokers including
curators, gallerists, and others deem as valuable. When they are visible, suppositions

about Caribbean women’s art practice including expectations for “craft” artwork, subject
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matter (e.g. tropical landscapes), and the idea that they are not as “professional” or
“serious” as other artists supersede the work itself.

These erasures are “subaltern silences,” that are produced, not merely overlooked.
Krista Thompson explains that typical narratives of the Caribbean as portrayed through
“tropicalized West Indies postcards have contributed historically to what can be
described as subaltern silences” (2003:295). Drawing on Trouillot, “silences here to point
not simply to absences of subaltern voices in postcard archives but . . . to the production
of silences. Early postcards did not just evade subaltern narratives; they also produced
silences” (2003:295). Tropicalization “describes the complex visual systems through
which the islands were imaged for tourist consumption and the social and political
implications of these representations on actual physical space on the islands and their
inhabitants” (2003:5). I will discuss tropicalization further in Chapter 4. The point here is
that ideas about what constitutes “Caribbean art” shapes what we actually get to see
under the category of “Caribbean art.” Contemporary artists are at once silenced and
blinded by tropicalized images and interpretations of the Caribbean that construct ways of
seeing and representing. This is why it is critical to view and interpret Caribbean artists’
work from multiple perspectives based on subject matter, style, form, context, history,
and the artist’s life, not based on presupposed notions of what constitutes a Caribbean

object or aesthetic.

Migration and the Arts in Miami
Migrations are a constant reality in Miami. As the locus of continual transnational

flows, Miami is a critical place for understanding social and cultural effects and processes
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of global circulations of people, ideas, cultural forms, technologies, and economies
(Sassen and Portes 1993; Appadurai 1996; Mahon 2000; Slocum and Thomas 2003;
Stoller 2003). Scholarship on peoples’ movements and interactions has re-imagined and
redefined theories about how people move and interact, from the daily life to the Internet:
as “imagined community” (Anderson 2006[1983]), “contact zones” (Habermas 1989;
Pratt 1992; Clifford 1997), a world of ‘cosmopolitans’ (Appiah 2006), “global flows” and
“—scapes” (Appadurai 1996, 2006), and through new definitions of ‘diaspora,” (Clifford
1994, 1997) and ‘transnationalism’ (Glick Schiller, Basch, and Szanton Blanc 1995). I
use the term ‘migrations’ as a way to discuss the various ways people move from place to
place, as I detail further in Chapter 4.

Geographically speaking, Miami is located along the southeast tip of the Florida
peninsula with the Everglades to the west and the Biscayne Bay and Atlantic Ocean to
the east. Miami-Dade County is comprised of more than 2,000 square miles, with one-
third of its land located in Everglades National Park. (Miami-Dade County 2013b)
Approximately 2.5 million people live in Miami-Dade County. The city of Miami,
proper, is in Miami-Dade County, but many people refer to the entirety of Miami-Dade
County as ‘Miami.’ It is only when asked, ‘What part of Miami?’ do people specify a city
or neighborhood within the county.

The Caribbean presents a more challenging task of definition because it lacks clear
land borders. The Caribbean region, generally speaking, consists of an island archipelago
that stretches across the seas from Florida to the Yucatan toward Venezuela, and is
enclosed by the Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico. (Richardson 1992) According to

Verle Poupeye, the “Caribbean region is quite large, but its land mass is small and at once
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fragmented and united by the Caribbean sea” (1998:12). Though the region consists of
many individual countries with unique histories, politics, and social life, they are linked
through their history of colonization, the slave trade, and for some, revolution and
independence.

Central to the Caribbean are the movements of people, goods, and commerce across
pathways of land, air, and sea. Due to these movements “the Caribbean” can be located
both within the regional spaces and outside of it - in diaspora, exile, or abroad. The
Caribbean has often been noted and studied as a region of migration. Even the
landmasses themselves are in constant motion. The indigenous populations who settled
on the islands, also moved between them. The slave trade and colonization brought many
more people to the region. Later, revolutions and independence (for some countries)
propelled further migrations both in and out and sometimes back again.

Individuals and groups respond and construct meaning based on their experiences
of immigration, defining their positions and identities accordingly (e.g. immigrants,
exiles, diasporic). For example, many Cubans (Garcia 1996) and Sudanese (Abusharaf
2009) who have migrated view themselves as “exiles”- generally defined as feeling
forced to live outside of one’s country of origin (Rushdie 1991). Definitions are also
shaped by the interaction between former and current places of dwelling (Richman 2005).
Relationships forged in contact zones are unequal and oppressive - regulating the
people’s movements and creating hierarchical value (Graeber 2001). Divisions are
heightened, in Miami, for example, because of assumed linguistic
(English/Spanish/Kreyol) and physical differences (skin color) linking power and capital

to national origin despite great variation within and across groups (Portes and Stepick

13



1985; Grenier and Stepick 1992; Grenier and Perez 2003; Stepick 2003; Richman 2005;
Pedraza 2007). A prime example is the 1994 Cuban Adjustment Act, known as the Wet
Foot Dry Foot policy. It enables Cubans to seek political asylum and citizenship if they
reach dry land, but it does not apply to other groups including Haitians seeking asylum
because their impetus for immigration is deemed to be economic. Haitians are often
detained and repatriated (Danticat 2007; Richman 2005).

While most studies of immigration attend to farm labor, domestic work, and
familial relationships, I turn attention to the field of artistic production. It has been noted
that artists and intellectuals arrived in waves of immigration differing from others of the
same origin, but this has not been studied in-depth (Sutton and Chaney 1987; Camnitzer
1994; Chancy 1997; Poupeye 1998; Pedraza 2007). Gender is at the center of my analysis
and the text draws from the lived experiences of the artists in the study, with particular
attention to transnational feminist practice, gendered discourses, and gendered ideologies
of work. Through analysis of the artists’ lives, practice, and artwork, I consider the
intersections of race, gender, place, migrations, history, and archives, especially as these
concepts relate to Caribbean diasporic culture and history.

Miami is a significant site for research on migrations because it is a transnational
city shaped by its role as a hub. A hub of migration, tourism, and trade. This relationship
has been persistent throughout Miami’s history, from its early days as an economic and
real estate outpost in a warm climate, winter tourist resort town, and busy urban center.
Much of Miami’s transformation has been built on the labor of migrants to the city,
including a large proportion of Caribbean people. The city’s visual imagery, its outward

visual culture, portrays tropicality and a close kinship to the Caribbean. More recently
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this city has defined its culture by its visual culture, drawing attention to contemporary
artists and new arts museums and institutions. However the intersections of immigration
and art, and how this affects both artists and the city has not been a focus of much
academic or public discussion.

While migration was once thought of as a permanent action, studies such as those
by Karen Fog Olwig (2007) examine the continually transforming nature and reasons for
migration. Olwig also contends that the nation-state as a frame is a fairly new construct,
but the tendency in migration scholarship has been to ascribe identity based on national
identity. Paul Gilroy (1993) put forward the notion of the Black Atlantic as a cultural and
geographic space that does not rest on national frames. The Black Atlantic is a
transnational construction of the broad set of culture and geography affected by the
transatlantic slave trade. Gilroy suggests ‘the Black Atlantic’ framework is a counter-
narrative to the standard practice of constituting spaces and histories based solely on
positivistic European discourse that would attribute one space to one people and one
culture. Gilroy suggests that our thinking about the region move beyond nationalistic
perspectives because little takes place strictly within and affecting only a particular
national unit (1993:7). He directs attention toward “expressive culture” because words
often fail to communicate the feelings and politics people desire to express (37). Forms
such as music and dance are analyzed “not simply as a succession of literary tropes and
genres but as a philosophical discourse which refuses the modern, occidental separation
of ethics and aesthetics, culture and politics” (39). Building on the Black Atlantic model,
Stuart Hall writes that “Caribbean culture, in particular, has not been well served by the

national frame. The imposition of national frontiers within the imperial system
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fragmented the region into separate and estranged national and linguistic entities from
which it has never recovered” (1999:9). This framework brings to light the “exchanges
and ‘family resemblances’ across the region as a whole which a nationalist history
obscures” (ibid.). These exchanges create frictions between areas that are in close relation
to one another, both within the Caribbean and also between the United States and the
Caribbean.

Miami is a frictional space. The frictional spaces can also be thought of as
‘borderlands’ like those theorized by Gloria Anazaldda (1987) - real and imagined spaces
with strong emotional attachments driving the production of new cultural forms such as
visual art. Liz Balmaseda, a writer who was born in Havana and lives in Miami reflects
on her experience living and working in this kind of frictional space. She writes that “the
salty air from the sea . . . connects the island and the diaspora” (2003:17). The salty air is
the connective bridge that ties together two spaces that seem distant yet are connected.
She further reflects that Miami is “at its most luminous stretch, a reflection. In its lights
and arches, in its shrines and labyrinths, in its exuberance and anguish, it is a reflection.
Havana twinkles in Miami, its music echoes along the streets of exile, its spirit moves
throughout the parlors of the elite, the kitchens of the working class.” (2003:17) Other
writers including Richard Blanco, Edwidge Danticat, and Ruth Behar have also written
about Miami’s culture as interconnected with the Caribbean (Behar 1996, 2008; Blanco
in Behar and Suarez 2008; Danticat 2011). The space of Miami is an imaginative one as
much as it is a city that is lived in.

This diasporic culture is a characteristic that has come to be associated with what it

means to be Caribbean or in a Caribbean place. In diasporic cultures people, things, and
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ideas move around and are influenced by each other. New forms develop. George Lipsitz
writes about music in Haiti and Jamaica and discusses how “diasporic intimacy” has
contributed to musical forms such as tipico guitar and troubadour traditions which came
to Haiti from Cuba, perhaps as the result of migrations of cane cutters moving between
Haiti, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and the United States.’ This kind of diasporic
exchange persists. In the late 1990s, the Fugee’s version of Bob Marley’s original “No
Woman, No Cry” included Haitian and Jamaican cultural cues like that of lakou or yard
that were not in the original version (40). Much has been written about hip-hop, rap, and
globalization (Gilroy 1991; Decker 1994; Gates 1996; Mahon 2004). But, even as
diaspora blurs boundaries, Lipsitz writes, “old geographies do not disappear” (2007:52).
While the nation is a newer phenomena, it is a powerful one. As Lipsitz claims, “national
boundaries and municipal borders still matter a great deal, even at a time of tremendous
transformation and change in spatial and social relations” (2007:53). Diaspora aesthetics
and what Lipsitz refers to as “diasporic imaginaries” speak to both local and global
concerns simultaneously (2007:53). It is in artistic practices and in the imagination that

we see examples of the ways diaspora aesthetics functions.

Caribbean Art and Caribbean Artistic Production

The category of ‘Caribbean art’ is defined loosely based on an artist’s place of
origin, place of residence and/or the artwork’s site of production, not on a specific form
or style. These boundaries are as fluid as the waters of the Atlantic Ocean and Caribbean

Sea that surround the region. “Caribbean-ness” is not a fixed location or identity. I think

¢ See also Moore, Robin D. (1997). Nationalizing Blackness: Afrocubanismo and Artistic Revolution in
Havana, 1920 - 1940. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, for further writing on Cuban music and
cultural influences and exchanges.
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of Caribbean arts and thought as a discourse that artists engage in, whether because they
are from the region or feel some connection to it through family history or personal
experience. This Caribbean discourse is also one that I bring to this project through my
goal of finding the linkages or disconnections between Caribbean diaspora and
contemporary art in Miami.

The grouping of “Caribbean” instead of only identifying artists by nation (e.g.
Haitian) remains useful because it grasps the idea that there are overlapping concerns
among artists in the region and takes into account the persistence of mobility in the
region. A more inclusive marker helps to broaden the reach of documentation, analysis,
and recognition of central issues in the lives and works of contemporary Caribbean
artists. In terms of form, the category of Caribbean art extends across a broad range of
artistic practices from music to dance to visual art. Caribbean art also includes artists no
matter their current geography. Artists move around, and many artists live outside of their
place of birth. “Caribbean” could also include artists who were not born in the region, but
who have lived there for a significant amount of time or whose work deeply relates to the
region and other artists’ work.

As much as possible, I refer to individual artists’ identities based on what the artists
told me during my fieldwork or how they identify themselves on their resumes or
websites. For instance, ‘black artist,” ‘Cuban artist,” or ‘artist.” Most artists use some
combination of identity labels and while many recognize the importance of their work
within certain identities, there is a general consensus that they would rather not be
grouped according to their identities. The problem of associating artists with a particular

identity is that the artist is then expected to produce work that provides information or an
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expression of that identity. For example, women artists are expected to make work about
being women, or a Cuban artist is expected to depict imagery associated with exile.
Caribbean art is often expected to depict tropes of tropicality, as I discuss in Chapter 2
and Chapter 3. Expectations about “Caribbean” art or art by Caribbean people also
includes themes of religion, tropical landscapes, market scenes, and bright colors
(Cosentino 1995; Lindsay 1996; Poupeye 1998; Sheller 2003; Thompson 2006), or that
their work reference identity and national culture or origin (Camnitzer 1994; Paul and
Cozier 1999; Philogene 2004; Largey 2006; Paul 2012). These expectations are expressed
in the general public, news media, galleries, and museums either directly (e.g. someone
says they expected to see x in the work of y artist), or indirectly (e.g. galleries and
museums not showing works of artists whose work does not seem to fit in line with other
‘Cuban works’ for instance). Instead of relying of expectations of Caribbean art, I argue
that paying attention to the work the artists are producing offers the best insight we have
into what defines Caribbean diaspora and artistic production.

My aim in writing about Caribbean artistic production as a group is to use the
discourse and geography of Caribbean-ness as a lens through which to understand the
artists and their work in connection to one another. This broad, but also defined category
helps me to see the connections between the artists in my study who live in Miami and
artists who live in the Caribbean or elsewhere in diaspora. Further, the artists’ work
responds to broader diaspora and Caribbean concerns. As Leon Wainwright explains,
Caribbean art “demand][s] a sharper sense of the spatial overlapping or entwining of the
Caribbean with the wider Atlantic” (2011:3). We must also analyze this work with an eye

to the future, and propose a framework that might encompass new generations of artists.
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Wainwright continues that “[t]his consideration of space may illuminate the experiences
of the later generations of artists with Caribbean backgrounds who have demanded a
stake and an equal place in the canon of modernism and contemporary art” (2011:3).
Looking at artists’ works and lives from the lens of Caribbean art is only one way to
consider their work and their contribution to contemporary life and culture. This needn’t
section them off from broader art worlds. In fact, all of the artists I write about operate
within an American art context. As much as their work can be considered “Caribbean” it
must be considered “American.”

I focus on “contemporary art,” which I define as artwork that is being produced
now or in the recent past. I center on art works that were produced or shown during my
in-depth fieldwork from 2009 — 2011. Howard Becker defines contemporary visual art as
art that is produced more with the intention for circulation than sale (1982), and this
definition held true for my study as well. My focus on contemporary art potentially
reifies the category of ‘art,” because I did not focus on the many forms art can take. In
Miami, Caribbean arts can also include dance, music, performance, hair braiding and
styling, baking, sign painting, graffiti, costume design, fashion, and more. This
dissertation offers a particular focus on the relationship between contemporary art and
artists and Caribbean diaspora, but there is certainly more research to be done in this area.

Contemporary art could be distinguished from commercial art in most cases
because the latter was produced expressly for the purpose of selling it. Contemporary art
is generally about ideas and expressing those ideas in visual form. Annie Paul
distinguishes between avant-garde art and contemporary art explaining that contemporary

art pushes limits and boundaries. Avant-garde art aims to shock people and destroys
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notions of beauty. Contemporary art functions as social criticism. (1999:58) In the
Caribbean, debates about what counts as art are on-going. Christopher Cozier and Annie
Paul (1999) draw attention to colonial histories that placed emphasis on “high art,” and
that this categorization has remained post-Independence in countries like Trinidad and
Tobago and Jamaica where expectations for art in museums revolve around portraying a
national identity. Cozier and Paul point out the different trajectories across the Caribbean,
and highlight Cuba and Haiti as countries where artists have pushed the boundaries in

terms of producing contemporary art that is not solely about the nation.’

Diaspora Aesthetics

On January 17,2011, I met with a group of scholars from Miami area universities,
including University of Miami, Florida International University, and Barry University. In
a group of about 30 people, we scattered around George Yudice’s living room on an
unseasonably cold and rainy day. Yudice is a professor at the University of Miami, and
his research focuses on Latin American cultural studies including urbanization and the
arts. The group was part of an Interdisciplinary Research Group focused on culture in
Miami. We met to share stories and insights about our current cultural scene. What is
here? What is missing? How do we understand it? What do we want to do as a group to
learn more and share it with other people? As an anthropologist in the midst of fieldwork
about Miami’s contemporary arts, this was a place full of ideas. Yudice talked about the

need to organize across groups and showcase the work that is happening in Miami. He

7 See also Annie Paul’s 2012 essay “Visualizing Art in the Caribbean” In Infinite Island: Contemporary
Caribbean Art. Tumelo Mosaka, ed. Pp. 18-32. New York: Brooklyn Museum of Art, for a historical
overview of Caribbean visual culture and different schools of art in the region.
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has spearheaded a project and website called the Miami Observatory. Lillian Manzor,
also a professor at the University of Miami, has been working on projects detailing the
history of Cuban theater in Miami from the 1960s to the present. One component of that
project is website called the Cuban Digital Theater Archive. Celeste Fraser Delgado, a
professor at Barry University and the founder of ArtsBurst - a website about Miami’s
performance arts scene, made the point that “people don’t look at cultural production in
Miami as a whole — a conjunto. They look at ‘Cuban,” ‘Haitian,’ etc., but we need to look
at cultural production from Miami.”® The various voices in the room were attuned to the
phenomenon of cultural production in Miami, a diasporic space. They were echoing the
ideas that I had about the arts here from fields of cultural studies, theater, dance,
geography, and literature.

Artists working across the Caribbean and its diasporas are seeking to redefine
contemporary art practices in their own countries and in the larger region. One indicator
is their consistent activation of social networks, the Internet, and exhibition opportunities
outside of the national frame. For instance artist-run organizations like Alice Yard in
Trinidad and Tobago and Fresh Milk in Barbados invite artists from around the world to
present new works and ideas in their spaces. Both of these spaces maintain an active
online presence, through Facebook, Twitter, and their websites, which helps to expand
the reach of their on-site programming. The print and digital magazine, ARC (Arts
Recognition Culture) is run by artists in St. Vincent and the Grenadines, and features the

work of Caribbean-based artists, Caribbean diaspora artists, and artists of any nationality

® Field notes from Interdisciplinary Research Group Meeting at George Yudice’s house, on January 17,
2011.
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whose work addresses the region. ARC has also worked with galleries and art fairs to
show artists’ work in places such as London and New York.

The artists’ work that I discuss in the upcoming chapters relates to themes of
migration by broadly invoking diaspora or diasporic aesthetics. Research in “contact
zones” or places where different cultures occupy the same space (Pratt 1992; Clifford
1997; Kasfir 2000; Price 2007) and scholarship on the arts of the African diaspora (Farris
Thompson 1983; Gilroy 1993) have contributed to theories about art arising out of and
referencing immigration and diaspora. Stuart Hall and Kobena Mercer posit that artists
produce a “diaspora aesthetic” when their artwork is based on a “diaspora awareness”
(Hall 1990; Mercer 1994). Yet, how artists render and think about diasporic connections
and aesthetics is a question that remains. In Miami, home to people of multiple diasporas
(African, Caribbean, Jewish, etc.), do artists adhere to nationally bound notions of work
(e.g. “Cuban art”), or is there a move toward Mercer and Hall’s notion of a “diaspora
aesthetic” or “Miami aesthetic”? According to Donald Cosentino (1995) and Luis
Camnizter (2004), artists born and trained outside the US developed professionally
differing expectations for their artwork and practice. However, Myriam Chancy (1997)
and Lynette Bosch (2004) suggest that Caribbean artists who now live in the US may
have shifted their artistic perspective in accordance with their new location of dwelling.
Sydney Kasfir’s (2000) research on contemporary African art shows how artists work in
the shadow of dominant ideologies about what is desirable while trying to produce
unique work. Sally Price (2007), in her research on male Maroon artists in the Guianas
articulates that “external culture brokers” shape aesthetics based on expectations of

‘authenticity’ (see also Rasmussen 1995; Kasfir 2000; Steiner 2004). Martin Stoke’s
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review of the study of global music shows similar trends: parsing out how and why music
is produced, circulated, and made meaningful across cultures and borders (2004). Jerry
Philogene writes about how two Haitian-born artists” work creates a “visual diaspora” by
evoking cultural memory in their artwork. Yet, the memory the artists evoke blurs
national boundaries signaling a shift to the diasporic.

In the chapters that follow I analyze how artists” work articulates diasporic
aesthetics through reflecting and interacting with the landscape, public engagement, and
producing new meanings for archives. In my research, artists’ work, overall - as a body of
work - is usually not oriented within a particular national culture, aesthetic, or ideology.
Generally, artists” work deals with their experiences or their interpretation of experiences
through visual means. Framing artists’ practice in a diasporic aesthetics framework
means that artists draw inspiration and ideas from many places, not only a country of
origin, and their work similarly reflects ideas about peoples’ movements on a global
scale.

Artists in Miami, and many other places to be sure, are constantly on the move.
Migrations from country of origin to a new country are only one of many kinds of
movement. Migrations for family reasons, jobs, artist residencies, exhibitions, new
experiences, grants and fellowships, research, and more all compel artists’ constant
movement. In a place like Miami, which acts as a hub of transnational migrations, it is
useful to consider artists’ work in relation to broad themes of diaspora or diasporic
aesthetics, and consider what it means to live in a place rather than only what it means to
leave a place. Confining artists’ work to its place of production or the artists’ country of

origin is only useful in a limited way. It can elucidate the artist’s biography or the work’s
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provenance, but by analyzing the work as part of a global arts network, we are able to
make more solid connections and expand the focus from the local to the global.

At the same time that this diasporic aesthetic framework applies to artists’ work and
practice, it was not as evident in social and cultural aspects of the art world, where
divisions are often drawn on lines of national origin among other factors including
gender. For instance, a museum show may be based on ‘Cuban’ artists, and the artists
selected for that show would have work in the show that represents some aspect of
‘Cuban-ness.” There is increasingly more awareness of this kind of pigeonholing, but
many shows still do revolve around some aspect an artist’s origin or biography. Gender is
more elusive, since contemporary arts professionals are consciously aware of sexism.
But, there remains gender imbalance in major exhibitions, commissions, or coveted
grants.

While I find a diaspora aesthetics framework useful in thinking about artist’s work
in a global context, I analyze artists’ works and the arts scene within the framework of
Caribbean discourse. Not that the work is necessarily ‘Caribbean,” but that I was looking
at Caribbean diaspora and contemporary art in Miami as parallel social-cultural dynamics
that come together (or do not) in the space of Miami. In this dissertation, connecting
artists’ work with the larger Caribbean region is theoretically important as it continues
long-standing conversations about art, subject matter, style, form, and artists’ practice

throughout the region.
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Art and Anthropology

Art is a historic topic of inquiry in anthropology and includes studies of objects as
well art practice. The study of art in anthropology did not begin with art objects,
however, but more broadly with the notion of exploration and collecting. Anthropology’s
history as well as the history of modern art is intertwined with ventures in understanding
the world from a Western/EuroAmerican/colonial point of view. That is, from the
perspective of ‘us’ and ‘them,” where the ‘us’ has been largely white, male, and
European, and the ‘them’ is foreign, native, exotic, and other. James Clifford explains
that a “history of anthropology and modern art needs to see in collecting both a form of
Western subjectivity and a changing set of powerful institutional practices” (220).
Clifford also argues that the basis of ethnography, “cultural description” is “a form of
collecting” (1988:215). The histories and practices of ethnography and collecting in
museums and elsewhere show how social groups situated themselves in relationship to
other people. Over time understandings of objects also changes. Whether something is
considered an ‘artifact,” ‘fine art,” ‘craft,” or ‘decorative art,” for instance. Clifford points
out the example that in the “mid-nineteenth century pre-Columbian or tribal objects were
grotesques or antiquities. By 1920 they were cultural witnesses and aesthetic
masterpieces . . . The boundaries of art and science, the aesthetic and the anthropological,
are not permanently fixed.” (1988:228) Objects that seem ordinary today may be the
treasures of the future.

Early anthropology of the 16™ and 17" Centuries includes many instances of
researchers, explorers, and collectors who would collect, order, and display objects and

sometimes people considered to be ‘exotic.” Margaret Hodgen writes that when
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Christopher Columbus returned to Lisbon in the late 1490s, he brought with him seven
indigenous people, likely Taino, who he had captured from his expedition to the “New
World.” Many flocked to see the people that looked so little like anyone they had seen
before. They remarked about the texture of their hair and skin, and the physical
characteristics of their bodies. (1964:111) Hodgen writes that in the years following,
other indigenous people were captured and displayed throughout Europe. People from
other parts of the world, including Africa were also exhibited throughout Europe. In
1810, Saartjie Baartman, who was 20 years old at the time, was taken from her home in
South Africa and sent to London, where she was put on display as a freak show attraction
known as the “Hottentot Venus.” Baartman was later sold to a Frenchman, and in France
she continued to be displayed. Upon her death, her body parts continued to be exhibited
in France. It was not until 1974 that her remains were removed from display in France,
after a large worldwide public campaign. In 1999 Nelson Mandela aided in the return of
her remains to South Africa. (see Garland-Thomson 1997; Willis 2010)

Display practices also involved objects, which were mounted in ‘cabinets of
curiosities’ or books.” The cabinets of curiosities were often physical objects with
shelves, providing space to display all sorts of items including books, coins, bones, and
botanical specimens. (Hodgen 1964:114—115) Many of the collectors were members of
scientific societies in Italy, France, and England, and intended for their collections to help

“goad universities out of their sterility, to supplement inadequate curricula, and to help in

° For more on display historically and contemporarily see Fusco, Coco (1995) English is Broken Here:
Notes on Cultural Fusion in the Americas. New York: The New Press, and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Barbara
(1998) Destination Culture: Tourism, Museums, and Heritage. Berkeley: University of California Press.
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resisting the conservatism of official scholarship” (ibid. 115). Hodgen argues that these
collections served as “little museums” and that many of the men who held these
collections viewed them as scientific in purpose. To many, however, the collectors
seemed “eccentric, or even a little cracked” (ibid.), not because of what or whom they
were collecting, but because they were collecting, classifying, or exhibiting at all.
However, while some may have thought the collectors to be eccentric, these
collections and cabinets of curiosities “had an important bearing on ethnological thought”
(Hodgen 1964:120). Much care was taken to decide how to preserve, classify, arrange,
and display items. Small cabinets or whole rooms were specially crafted out of wood and
glass. Sometimes items were displayed on furniture borrowed from apothecary shops.
The attention to detail in display weighted the items with great import and also marked
them as incredibly unusual. These collections began to influence ethnological thought
when scientific systems of categorization were developed on the basis of these
collections. For instance, as Hodgen points out, Johann Boemus wrote about his

(134

collections in order to inform and instruct people about “’what orders and institutions’
were ‘fittest to be ordained’ in their own lands for the establishment of perfect peace”
(ibid. 132). Boemus’s writing was published around 1520, the same time as Niccolo
Machiavelli wrote and distributed The Prince, a tale about order and control in society.
Collections could also be viewed as displays of wealth and possessions. Within
collections items are grouped and ordered according to hierarchies of value. Clifford
argues that “Some sort of ‘gathering” around the self and the group—the assemblage of a

material ‘world,” the marking-off of a subjective domain that is not ‘other’ —is probably

universal” (1988:218). But, “in the West . . . collecting has long been a strategy for the

28



deployment of a possessive self, culture, and authenticity” (1988:218). The display of
items as reflective of one’s self, Clifford argues, is an idea that develops in Western
though in tandem with a growing capitalist system based on individual wealth. It is
further through this system that objects become imbued with value, not only social but
economic as well. Clifford refers to this Western system of the acquisition of objects,

(133

value, and contextualization as the “‘art-culture’ system” (215). George Marcus’s
research on 20" century American families and wealth led him to art, when he originally
had not intended to study anything related to art. While researching the families he
“found that he was regularly being led to art collections and museum endowments” when
what he had been seeking was information regarding families and specific people.
(Marcus and Myers 1995:2) Marcus was shown art institutions as a kind of evidence of
the family’s wealth and power, and also signaling the art exists within the global system.
Anthropologists studying art in the early 20" century, such as Franz Boas and Ruth
Bunzel, focused on ‘primitive’ or ‘decorative’ art with the aim of describing the kind of
art being produced in societies and cultures that seemed different than that of the
anthropologists, who were considered ‘modern.” Here anthropology of art functioned
along the same lines as other anthropological studies — showing difference. Franz Boas’s
book, Primitive Art, published originally in 1927, is an ethnographic and visual study of
work made by people in the Pacific Northwest of North America. He wanted to provide
an examination of the traits of primitive art. In addition to writing about the art, there are
numerous illustrations analyzing patterns on two and three-dimensional works. In the

conclusion, Boas remarks on some of the differences between ‘primitive’ and ‘modern’

art and culture:
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I believe we may safely say that in the narrow field of art that is characteristic of each
people the enjoyment of beauty is quite the same as among ourselves: intense among a
few, slight among the mass. The readiness to abandon one’s self to the exaltation induced
by art, is probably greater, because the conventional restraint of our times does not exist
in the same forms in their lives. What distinguishes modern esthetic feeling from that of
primitive people is the manifold character of its manifestations. We are not so much
bound by a fixed style. The complexity of our social structure and our more varied
interests allow us to see beauties that are closed to the senses of people living in a
narrower culture. It is the quality of their experience, not a difference in mental make-up
that determines the difference between modern and primitive art production and art
appreciation.” (1955[1927]:356)

Boas frames the differences between primitive and modern art as marked by variances in
social structure and culture. It was important for Boas to assert that it was not a
fundamental biological difference in “mental make-up,” as this reflected the overall gist
of his work — to prove that people were similar biologically. His writings about race
argued along the lines of people as different and not less than one another as well. In a
1931 speech titled “Race and Progress” Boas explained, “ I believe the present state of
our knowledge justifies us in saying, that while individuals differ, biological differences
between races are small. There is no reason to believe that one race is by nature so much
more intelligent, endowed with great will power, or emotionally more stable than
another, that the difference would materially influence its culture.” (Boas 1931)

Ruth Bunzel’s study, The Pueblo Potter: A Study of Creative Imagination in
Primitive Art was published in 1929. Bunzel begins with the premise that art and creative
expression is fundamental to human behavior. She writes, “Like language and social
organization, art, the embellishment of objects and activities beyond the requirements of
their ostensible purposes, has accompanied man since the dawn of history” (1929:1).

Bunzel explains that the book is not a comprehensive study of primitive art, but an

attempt to detail some aspects of form, style, and symbolism of pottery in the
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Southwestern region of the United States. The book ends with an extensive illustrated
chart of pottery patterns and symbolic meanings.

Objects like those that Boas and Bunzel studied have been considered ‘artifacts’
because they are outside of the Western art world context. Clifford writes that artifacts
that were “contextualized ethnographically were valued because they served as objective
‘witnesses’ to the total multidimensional life of a culture” (1988:228). These objects took
on an aura of value and desirability, perhaps because of factors of difference and

unattainability (see also Benjamin 1968; Hansen 2008).

Figure 1-2. Picasso in his studio in in the Bateau-Lavoir, Paris, Photograph, 1908,
ARTStor Slide Collection, University of California, San Diego.
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Artists from the US and Europe, like Pablo Picasso started to incorporate ‘primitive
art’ objects into their ‘modern art’ in the early 20" century. Clifford argues that these
shifts in Western art practice led to a questioning of “the proper place of non-Western
objects” (1988:228). He claims, “in the eyes of a triumphant modernism some of these
artifact at least could be seen as universal masterpieces” (228). Viewing the artworks as
universal masterpieces also undermines the work of the people who made them, and the
objects become once again parts of a collection. In this case, appropriated into other
works of art as exotic, valuable, and marking difference. A classic example is Les
Demoiselles d'Avignon by Pablo Picasso. The painting was made in 1907 and marks a
significant shift in visual aesthetics of the time. The painting features five nude women,
and the composition is jagged in its geometrical configuration. The female forms are
based on Iberian sculptures and several of their faces bear likeness to African masks.
According to the Museum of Modern Art in New York, Picasso painted African masks
into his work because he “assumed [the masks] had functioned as magical protectors
against dangerous spirits” (MoMa 2004[1999]:64). Picasso said this was his “‘first
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exorcism painting’” (ibid.). Including the masks in his work, Picasso hoped to imbibe
their power and protect himself from sexually transmitted diseases that were on the rise in
Paris at the time (ibid.). Picasso’s studio was adorned with various African masks and
sculptures, and these forms are visually evident in his works during that time.
Anthropologists were also collectors of artwork. In the 1930s, Margaret Mead and
Gregory Bateson collected thousand of paintings while conducting fieldwork in Bali.

They planned to use these paintings for a Freudian-type analysis. They never completed

this type of study, but they did keep the paintings as part of their collection. About forty
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years later, in 1973, Hildred Geertz returned to these works in order to understand the
paintings and the reason for their production. In 1981, she traveled to the village of
Batuan to delve into the context surrounding their creation. The book and an
accompanying exhibition, Images of Power: Balinese Paintings Made for Gregory
Bateson and Margaret Mead (1994) presents a core group of twenty artists and their
works. Geertz views this book as an “imaginary gallery” and the works as “ethnography
of Balinese imaginations” (3, 2). Geertz’s main premise is that the paintings are
“bicultural products” influenced by Balinese and Western culture (3). Mead and Bateson
also used photography in the field, and their aim was for the photographs to serve as
evidence of their hypotheses about Balinese culture (Geertz 2000). What is unique about
the paintings is that they were produced by the people Mead and Bateson were
researching. The paintings depict the ethnographic experience of being “researched” and
some of the paintings include likenesses of the anthropologists. The paintings were then
exhibited together creating a cross between display of ethnographic object and museum
exhibition of artworks.

Collecting formed the basis of anthropology of art, and it is closely linked to
“salvage ethnography,” or ethnographic study that seeks to rescue and preserve aspects of
a “disappearing” culture. Clifford claims “Collecting—at least in the West, where time is
generally thought to be linear and irreversible—implies a rescue of phenomena from
inevitable historical decay or loss” (1988:231). Salvage ethnography sought to document
cultures by collecting objects (artifacts) as well as cultural forms including languages,
dances, and music. Jacob Gruber writes that salvage ethnography centered on “man’s

own role in the disappearance of nature’s products” (1970:1291). Gruber explains that
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this “came as some surprise, a surprise overlaid with guilt, which continuing attempts at
conservation could hardly expiate” (ibid). Through methods of observation,
documentation, and collection, anthropologists including Franz Boas, Claude Levi-
Strauss, and others aimed to create records of peoples and cultures they feared would
soon be gone. Gruber writes, “The loss of the savage, so real to the anthropologist,
pointed up his value. Salvage provided the opportunity for human contact and human
contrast. Here savagery met civilization, the presumed past met the present, stability met
change” (Gruber 1970:1298). The feared loss also pointed to something in the self, “the
idea that . . . in the stress for salvage, we feel that in the disappearance of the savage, in
the irrevocable erosion of the human condition, we inevitably lose something of our own
identity” (ibid.). Salvage ethnography, then, served to preserve, assuage guilt, and soothe
fears of one’s own mortality.

Visual documentation played a large role in salvage ethnography. For instance, the
photographic works of Edward S. Curtis reinforced studies of indigenous people in the
US. Native Americans were “disappearing” due to settlement and colonization. In over
2000 photogravure plates, Curtis depicted eighty Indian tribes.'® Yet, these depictions are
controversial. Curtis wanted to portray native folkways and customs. As he explained, he
documented "Indian life and environment . . . habitations, industries, ceremonies, games,
and everyday customs" (1907:xiii). He aimed to document their ways of life because he,
like others at the time, thought they maintained “primitive customs and traditions” and
also that they were “rapidly losing traces of their aboriginal character” (ibid). Curtis

viewed this photographic series and accompanying texts as his personal study of Indian

10°See the online resource, Edward S. Curtis’s The North American Indian, American Memory, Library of
Congress, http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/award98/ienhtml/ (Accessed May 21, 2013), for more
information and the entire collection of images.
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life before eventual assimilation. While Curtis claimed that the “pictures show what
actually exists or has recently existed,” it was later learned the Curtis in fact staged many
of the photographs based on his own ideas about native life. The staging of the pictures
through costuming, posing, and framing served to collect and capture imagery of Native
Americans from a colonial, if romanticized, point of view. Nevertheless, this work of
thousands of images and texts provides a good example of the work of ethnographers and
photographers in the service of documentation and collection.

There is also a dynamic relationship between the discipline of anthropology and the
production of art by anthropologists.'' In the 1930s, anthropologists Zora Neale Hurston
and Kathernine Dunham conducted fieldwork, and then used that material in their
respective artworks. Hurston wrote Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937) based on her
own experiences growing up in Eatonville. The book is noted for its portrayal of black
life and culture in the town, including her use of language in a manner more akin to
speaking, throughout the novel. In Tell My Horse: Voodoo and Life in Haiti and Jamaica
(1938), Hurston recounts her fieldwork in the Caribbean with vodou practitioners through
a series of vignettes. Hurston was also active in Florida, documenting folk songs and
cultural facts through her work with the WPA, many of which are accessible online
through the Library of Congress. Her fieldwork informed her art practice which revolved
around writing novels, ethnographic texts, autobiography, and theatrical dramas based on
the practices of everyday life, particularly black life in the US and in the Caribbean.

Katherine Dunham also conducted fieldwork in the Caribbean in the mid-1930s — in

" There is also writing on the artist as ethnographer. For instance, Hal Foster’s essay (1995) Artist as
Ethnographer. In The Traffic in Culture: Refiguring Art and Anthropology. G.E. Marcus and F.R. Myers,
eds. Berkeley: University of California Press.
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Haiti, Jamaica, Martinique, and Trinidad and Tobago. Dunham focused on dance
performance and dance technique. Dunham recorded dance in the Caribbean on
videotape, showing movement and sound. Many of these have been digitized as well, and
can be accessed online through the Library of Congress. Dunham’s own dance technique
was informed by her fieldwork. While she originally intended to study dance forms of the
Caribbean with the sole purpose of writing her thesis at the University of Chicago, it soon
became apparent to her that she wanted to also develop her own methods of dance based
on connections between movement and African diasporic roots. She incorporated
choreography and rhythms she encountered in the Caribbean and in the US into her work.
The Dunham Dance Technique is credited as being one of the first African American
concert dance techniques. (Risner 2007) Dunham also wrote several books including A
Touch of Innocence: A Memoir of Childhood (1959) and Island Possessed (1969).
Contemporary anthropologists including Jose Limon (1994), Renato Rosaldo
(1993[1989]), Ruth Behar (1993, 1996, 2007, 2008), and Clifford Geertz (2000[1979],
1989) have all combined ethnographic research with the art of writing.

The study of art objects contemporarily includes studies of form (Myers 2002),
objects as part of systems of exchange and exhibition (Steiner 1994; Gell 1998; Myers
2002; Adams 2006), and as capable of producing and mediating ideas of "culture"
(Clifford 1988; Marcus and Myers 1995; Adams 2006; Schneider and Wright 2006).
George Marcus and Fred Myers’s edited volume, The Traffic in Art and Culture:
Refiguring Art and Anthropology is a text that gathers essays together on the theme of
contemporary art within a Western-centered tradition of “fine arts.” In the volume, the

essays speak to the central place of the study of art in anthropology and foreground how
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art practices “are put to work in producing culture” (1995:10). Ongoing debate revolves
around how ethnographic research should connect the artist, artwork, and sociocultural
dynamics surrounding production, especially art produced by people considered
“subaltern” (Fusco 1995; Gupta and Ferguson 1997, 2002; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998;
Plattner 2003; Stoller 2003; Price 2007). Engagement with visual art that relies upon the
object limits our understanding of art to a museum piece or ethnographic relic.

As an ethnographic project about art and artists, I found that combining
ethnographic research about artists and the processes of production and circulation along
with visual analysis of artwork is a critical avenue for advancing the anthropological
study of art (Steiner 1994; Plattner 1996; Winegar 2006). Discussions in the
anthropology of art have encouraged research about how artistic production is changed
locally by artists from elsewhere (Kasfir 2000; Stoller 2003; Stokes 2004; Price 2007).
Other studies ask how artists function in relation to institutions such as galleries,
museums, and fiscal sponsors (Foucault 1979; Bourdieu 1987, 1993). Recent
anthropological studies of visual art globally include contemporary Egyptian artists in
Egypt (Winegar 2006), Aboriginal painters in Australia (Myers 2002), and the politics of
art, identity, and tourism in Indonesia (Adams 2006). Maureen Mahon’s (2004) study of
black rock is a good example of the study of another art form. These and other studies
have provided insight into the creation and functioning of local art worlds across the
world. There are numerous studies that call for more research on the globalization of art
in a world that seems increasingly mobile and global (Gates 1996; Clifford 1997; Plattner

2003).
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I focus on the intersections of immigration, gender, and art - what happens when
artists migrate and enter a new local art world. Anthropology is a discipline with deep
roots in the study of “non-Western” or “foreign” things (including people, art, cultures),
as I discussed earlier in this section. This research focuses on a US city and the influences
of diaspora and art within in and within artists’ work. Stuart Plattner’s (1996) study of the
art world of St. Louis proved instructive as a study of a US-based contemporary arts
scene. I combine threads of migration with the study of art in order to analyze
contemporary artists from the Caribbean who are now living and working in Miami as

part of the local “art world” (Becker 1982).

Gender, Feminisms, and Art

Prior anthropological research shows that gender has a disparate impact on
women’s lives with regard to central facets of this research - migration, income, social
networks, and professional advancement (di Leonardo 1985; Caplan 1988; Scott 1988;
Behar 1993; Behar and Gordon 1995; Ross and Rapp 1997; Visweswaren 1997,
Chamberlain 1998; Ho 1999; McClaurin 2001). Most studies of women migrants have
focused on labor and familial relationships (Sassen-Koob 1984; Kearny 1986; Pessar and
Mahler 2003; Malkin 2004), yet there are many women migrants’ lives are not described
in those studies. An analysis of more women’s lives is important for the advancement of
theories of migration, gender, and cultural production (Pessar and Mahler 2003). Placing
gender at the center of analysis (Rasmussen 2003) enables in-depth insight into gendered
discourses (Foucault 1994[1970]), gendered ideologies of work, and how gender

mediates contradictions of sexuality, status, and location. Analyzing gender in migration
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studies enables an articulation of processes previously unexamined yet central to debates
about migration (Pessar and Mahler 2003), such as how women immigrants lead lives as
artists, what kind of work they produce, and why. Due to the role artists play as social
commentators (Winegar 2006; Lipsitz 2007) a study of art and artists’ lives is a
particularly fruitful avenue for understanding the immigration (and vice versa).
Unfortunately, women artists of all backgrounds, and in particular Caribbean artists, have
been overlooked by those who have written about art in Miami (critics, journalists, art
historians), leading to a general lack of theorization about the production of art by women
and their role in the economy of production and circulation. In the larger field of study
about art, women, especially non-white women, have historically received less critical
scholarly attention than men (Pollock 2003 [1988]; Woodmansee 1994; Bloom 1999;
Blocker 1999; Wallace 2004), and this underrepresented group of women provides a
scenario that is critical to advancing anthropological theory and policy.

Feminisms varies from place to place, person to person, and across time.
Frequently, definitions of feminist art have focused on representations of women only,
but it is possible to do work that could be considered feminist even if it's not portraying
women. Arising out of the feminist movement of the 1970s in the US, ‘feminist art’
tended to include primarily white women artists and focused on representations depicting
women or themes related to the feminist movement such as the intersection of the
personal and the political. Sexism played a large role in framing feminist art, as scholars
like Linda Nochlin theorized about the now infamous question, “Why Have Their Been
No Great Women Artists?” (1988). As Jayne Wark explains, “The feminist movement . .

. provided women--and women artists--with a context in which to articulate their
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individual and collective concerns within a reconceived notion of the political. For
feminist artists, this resulted most significantly in a new conception of the relationship
between art and politics.” (2006: 23) Often shut out of art institutions due to gender
discrimination, the feminist movement in art encouraged many women to present their
own ideas visually, find venues to circulate this work, and create their own audiences and
critical dialogue. Many discussions of ‘feminist art,” however, have not to included artists
of color in the US or artists living and working outside the US. Scholars, curators, and
artists including Gloria Anzaldda, Ruth Behar, Ella Shoat, Coco Fusco, Chandra
Mohanty, bell hooks, among others, have pointed to this critical exclusion in our
conceptualization of feminism within visual art. While recent formulations of feminism
and its relationship to art have turned to the ‘global’ most of the artists represented, even
within these transnationally focused exhibitions, live in the US or Europe. Furthermore,
the thematic focus tends to hone in on women'’s representation of women, rather than
analyzing the work of artists as it relates to gender or feminism as a practice more
broadly.

Transnational feminisms involves practice as much as it involves theory and visual
representation. Whether or not artists identify as feminist, and many artists do not, we can
still understand their work and practice in relation to transnational feminisms. Patricia
Hill Collins has explained that to “look for Black feminism by searching for US Black
women who self-identify as ‘Black feminists’ misses the complexity of how Black
feminist practice actually operates” (Collins 2009[2000]:31). The same could be said
about feminisms in general. It operates though how we do what we do. For scholars it

means drawing attention to methodologies of practice in research, writing, and citation.
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For visual artists this means an awareness of how we practice, who we represent, and
who we envision as our audience. As bell hooks has described feminism is a movement.
It changes and it is about doing rather than coming up with the proper definition (hooks
2000). Writer Edwidge Danticat argues that it would be worthwhile to maintain the word
‘feminism’ and describe what it means; to clarify it, to qualify it, to make it more
meaningful. As Danticat put it, we should “footnote our feminism” (interview with
author, May 2, 2011).

In my fieldwork with contemporary artists in Miami, I found that very few artists
used terminology of feminism in their everyday lives or in discussion of their artwork.
There was a sense of ambivalence because their work does not always conform to what
has been considered ‘feminist’ (e.g. it does not always portray women). By expanding
our understanding of feminisms in relationship to art, we can consider how women artists
visualize their perspectives; recognizing what they have to say, whether or not it fits into

the model currently in existence.

Scope and Method

This ethnography focuses on Miami-based women contemporary artists with roots
or long-standing personal connections in Cuba, The Bahamas, Haiti, Jamaica, Puerto
Rico, and the Dominican Republic, including Noelle Théard, Donnalyn Anthony,
Dinorah de Jesus Rodriguez, Yomarie Silva, Charo Oquet, Antonia Wright, Alette
Simmons-Jimenez, Vickie Pierre, Elizabeth Cerejido, Nereida Garcia-Ferraz, and Maria
Martinez-Caiias. Some of the artists challenge definition of what it means to “be from” a

place or have “roots” connected with one place over another. Miami in and of itself is a
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Caribbean space, and it could be argued that the region, whether or not they have familial
origins in the Caribbean proper, influences many artists in Miami. For the most part, I
selected artists who articulate their connection, whether fully or ambivalently embraced,
with the Caribbean in their work or in their personal narratives. I interviewed many more
artists than I could include within the chapters of this text. Every artist I spoke with and
interviewed has informed my thinking about this research, but I was not able to include
each artist’s narrative and work within these pages. This is a limitation of time and space.
At the end of the main text, there is a section of artist biographies. This section is for
reference and also to make a space for the artists whose works and stories influenced this
research, but whom I may not have been able to include in the text.

The artists I interviewed and write about work in a variety of media from painting
to photography to performance. They all participate in the field of contemporary art,
meaning in the most general sense, art that is being produced now. I focused on artists
who were actively participating in contemporary arts worlds in Miami or elsewhere, but
from their base in Miami. Participation meant producing work, showing work, writing
about their work, applying for grants and residencies, and attending various art functions
such as art openings or viewing exhibitions. The contemporary arts world is its own
peculiar world, and has been written about my scholars including Howard Becker (1982),
Pierre Bourdieu (1987), Coco Fusco (1995), Stuart Plattner (1996), among others.

Sarah Thornton’s 2008 book Seven Days in the Art World looks at various aspects
of the art world from an ethnographic meets journalistic perspective. Thornton’s
whirlwind tour of the art world reflected many of the things I encountered during my

research. For instance, how the politics of the art world influence what viewers see in
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museums. In many cases, this is predicated not on the art work itself, but on the funding
needs of the museum or the whims of the board of directors. Thornton’s writing about the
art world does not address many issues of race, class, and gender within the art world, nor
does the book delve into analysis of artists’ works. Her book focuses on rather large
institutions and well-known artists and collectors, giving a certain perspective on the art
world from one point of view. Stuart Plattner’s 1996 study of the art market in St. Louis,
High Art Down Home: An Economic Ethnography of a Local Art Market remains a
valuable resource for understanding art world actors and economic forces at work in the
US art market. Platter’s ethnography details the prominence of New York in the US and
perhaps international art world, and then discusses different art world actors including
artists, dealers, and collectors. Platter’s study focuses on the economic and social forces
at work in the art world, and not much on the artwork that is produced out of this world.

My research focused on the relationship between Caribbean diaspora and art in
Miami, and in particular, on the artist’s lives and works. My analysis of the politics of the
art world focuses locally with the goal of providing detail for a larger global story of the
arts. The structures of the art world did frequently provide fodder for artist’s work, and it
is in those contexts where I analyze what this might mean.

One way the politics of the art world was evident was in terms of the gender
dynamics. Well-known male artists in Miami including Jose Bedia and Edouard Duval-
Carrie are recognizable within and outside of Miami. This was one reason for my focus
on women artists. Their careers are much more hidden than men artists. The women
artists I write about have not garnered as much professional recognition, though their

work is certainly deserving. As much work as it takes to become an artist and make work,
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it is difficult to remain an artist. The art world is an often-frustrating world of producing
work that few people will see, watching others succeed and fail, applications and
rejections, and a lot of self-doubt. My focus on contemporary artists who operate in this
world means that this study did not include other talented artists who may not have been
participating in this field at the time of my fieldwork.

To address my research questions, I utilized ethnographic methods including
participant observation, interviews, archival research, and visual analysis. From 2009 —
2011, I conducted in-depth ethnographic fieldwork throughout Miami-Dade County. In
addition to the fieldwork in Miami, a large part of my fieldwork also took place online in
the transnational space of the Internet. I followed artists on Twitter, ‘friended’ them on
Facebook, read blogs, and signed up for news alerts on topics related to my research
including, ‘Caribbean,” ‘Miami,” ‘Art,” and so on.

I focus on women artists who were living and working in Miami during the period
of my fieldwork, 2009 — 2011. As such, this ethnography offers a particular portrait of
contemporary art production in Miami. This was a time period in Miami that experienced
financial difficulty as the recession affected Miami’s economy. Real estate had been
rapidly growing from 2004 — 2007, and started to plummet in 2008, with home values
dropping drastically. Miami’s economy has largely relied on real estate and tourism, and
this downturn in the economy was felt throughout the city. Large, brand-new
condominiums along Biscayne Boulevard were dark, as there were few people living in
them. Yet, at the same time, the spotlight on the arts continued to shine brighter. At a
time of economic scarcity, more real estate developers and philanthropic foundations

turned their attention to the arts as a method of revitalization. This was not without its
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problems, as I discuss in Chapter 3, as ‘revitalization’ goes hand in hand with
‘gentrification,” which usually means sweeping changes for communities, neighborhoods,
and people. However, with more attention on the arts, the period of 2009 — 2011, was
filled with artistic activity.

Most of the interviews for this research were conducted in homes - more
specifically, my home or the artist’s home. In the course of my research, this seemed
natural to me. After all, we were going to talk for a few hours (or more) and I wanted to
have a conversation in whatever place would make the artists the most comfortable.
Many of them chose their own homes, where they also have studios. Some artists came to
my home. A few of the artists chose to meet at their studios outside of their homes. In the
two years of fieldwork, I had not paid particular attention to the meaning of the location.
Moreover, I was pleased when the artists invited me into their homes as I was able to get
more of a sense of how they lived: the kinds of art they had in their own living spaces (if
any at all), the other people in their household, the books on their shelves, and even the
way they set up their homes including the furniture layout and the location of their
workspace inside the home. All of this, of course, was rich ethnographic material, and
gave me insight into them as people and as artists. When I began to consider how the
artists’ lives and work reflected themes of migration, particularly in relation to work and
gender, the fact that almost all of the artists have studios in their homes, began to come
into clearer relief. Home as a key symbol of security and stability amidst migrations
effects of dislocation and alienation, was also the site of the artists’ work production.

Working at home is also a striking image in relation to understanding gendered

migrations and women’s work. Where labor and work have been considered in women’s
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migration in terms of domestic care, cleaning, and child-rearing, the artists this study
make new meaning out of working at home. In this case, I am looking at the labor is that
of the imagination and artistic production. Of course, this does not mean that the artists
were exempt from other kinds of household duties such as child rearing. In fact, for one
artist, Dinorah de Jesis Rodriguez, having a young child was one of the motivating
factors for her to start working at home when she was an emerging artist in San
Francisco. She recalls rushing back and forth between home and the studio with her
young daughter. Then, she decided to consolidate work and life space and started
working out of her home. That practice has continued today at her home in Miami Beach,
where Rodriguez’s studio occupies a small part of her home. It’s in the back of her house
and is approximately 6 feet deep and 10 feet wide. The area of the house is what we, in
Miami, call the Florida room."? Rodriguez is now a grandmother and now she often looks
after her grandson, showing him her art equipment and teaching him how to create
pictures and films on the computer. The shared space means more time with her family,
but it also means less time and dedicated space for her own work.

Understanding home as the site of their lives and work is not meant to romanticize
the combination of these two things. Some of the artists work out of their homes because
of necessity. Renting a studio costs money. During the time of my field research (2009 —
2011), studios could cost upwards of $300 per month, and may or may not include
utilities, security systems, Internet access, or artistic tools (such as a printing press or
darkroom). Several of the artists own their homes and decided that the best financial

decision would be to parse out a working space within that home. The home studios

21t is an enclosed porch-type of area, which often lacks insulation of the rest of the house. Sometimes they
are completely enclosed and other times they are screened
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varied in size from ‘Florida room’ size (like an enclosed porch) approximately 6 feet by
12 feet to ‘garage’ size to large ‘loft-like’ open spaces. The artists who maintained
studios outside of the home usually rented spaces in group studio buildings including Art
Center South Florida, located on Lincoln Road, 801 Projects located on SW 8th Street in
between Little Havana and Brickell, and Fountainhead Studios located in Little Haiti.
When artists do work in studios, they often have to move every few years as rental prices
shift and artists need to move to seek more affordable areas. For instance, between the
time of completing my fieldwork in 2011 and writing in 2012, the Wynwood area, which
I discuss in Chapter 3, is no longer the most affordable area for artist studios. Artists and
organizations are now seeking space in Downtown Miami.

In relation to the Caribbean, this period also was significant. On January 12, 2010, a
7.0 magnitude earthquake shook Haiti. Instantaneously people rallied to raise money and
gather supplies for people in Haiti, and those that would leave and come to settle in
Miami. Art raffles, exhibitions, performances, poetry readings, film screenings, and
concerts played a large role in the efforts to raise money and support. In March 2010, the
large art fair, Arteamericas donated space to the Haitian Art Fund to host an art auction to
raise funds.

I point out these things that occurred during the major part of my research to say the
narratives and analysis in this text are related to the people present in the city at the time
and to the global events that occurred. Yet, many of the conclusions drawn from the
analysis are applicable to other sites and times. The stories I relate are drawn from the

Miami context, but rely on the larger framework of diasporic aesthetics.
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Overview of Chapters

The chapters are generally about three main ideas: 1) Miami and the Caribbean
have a close relationship on the basis of geography, migrations, and visual representation.
Contemporary life in Miami is deeply affected by this relationship, and yet in significant
ways, aspects of Caribbean identity and history are erased from the landscape, especially
in terms of the visual arts; 2) analyzing artists’ work and practice using the framework of
diaspora aesthetics'’ shows how artists draw inspiration from and connect to many ideas
and places. Their country of origin does not wholly define artists’ practice and artwork. A
diaspora aesthetics framework facilitates an analysis of their artwork and practice open to
the multiple connections that are possible; and 3) the political economy of cultural
production has shaped the art we see, and sometimes the work that gets produced. Artists
use their roles as artists to visualize these challenges and often to resist them. Artists
work functions as a performance in the archive.

In the next chapter, Chapter 2 — “Art and Visual Culture in the Country’s Tropical
Paradise,” I discuss the history of contemporary art and arts scenes in Miami. I begin my
analyzing how particular narratives have become primary, while others have been in the
margins. For instance, most people mark the 1980s as the beginning of contemporary art
production in Miami. I show a longer trajectory of artistic activity in Miami.
Additionally, I discuss aspects of the longstanding connection between Miami and the

Caribbean as noted by anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston, among others. In the second

' Transaesthetics is becoming increasingly popular as a way to move beyond the notion of ‘diaspora’ and
toward ‘trans,” meaning a crossing that could be associated with transnationalism, and also gender
identities like transgender. I use ‘diaspora aesthetics’ here specifically to address migration and diaspora in
the context of art. In Chapter 4 I show how ‘diaspora’ is relates to migrations through practices of being
and becoming, and is not thought of as one-way dispersals as it used to be. It is the idea behind this concept
that I am most concerned with rather than the phrasing itself.
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half of the chapter I analyze Miami’s tropicality in relation to Caribbean visuality and
visual culture.

Chapter 3, “Making and Unmaking Caribbean Art and Space,” analyzes the
Caribbean terrain in Miami’s geography, arts, and culture, and how the work of Vickie
Pierre, Yomarie Silva, and Charo Oquet reflect these dynamics. The beginning of the
chapter details the geography of contemporary Caribbean art in the city, noting galleries,
museums, and cultural venues in operation during my fieldwork. Then I analyze how the
Caribbean presence in contemporary art made (visible) and unmade (erased). I discuss
key moments and events including the Global Caribbean exhibition at the Little Haiti
Cultural Center, which marked a moment of making Caribbean space in Miami. I also
discuss Wynwood, one of the central arts districts. It is a Puerto Rican neighborhood, but
that fact goes unnoticed by many, and points to one of many Caribbean erasures
throughout the city. The work of Pierre, Silva, and Oquet visually reflects the tension
between visibility and invisibility.

In Chapter 4, “Migrations, Landscapes, and Becoming - Diaspora and
Transnationalisms,” I address the core theme of migration. Transnational migration,
diaspora, and immigration are central themes in my dissertation and in Caribbean/US
scholarship more broadly. In this chapter I analyze what migration means for the artists
and how they reflect these concerns in their artwork. For example, artists Dinorah de
Jesus Rodriguez and Antonia Wright each make filmic interventions into public spaces
including city parks, oceans, and public pools. Kristie Stephenson uses found objects in
her mixed media painting of women and girls. One such painting HIB1 Girl specifically

addresses the feeling of being constricted by the politics of migration. Lydia Rubio
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creates sculptures and works on paper that address her feelings about migration. In
particular, I discuss how artists approach this topic by engaging with the landscape -
making their mark and participating in the space of ‘being’ and ‘becoming’ in diaspora.

Chapter 5, “Race, Gender, Photography, and Public Space,” focuses on two artists
Noelle Théard and Donnalyn Anthony. I analyze how their photographic work and
practice re-envisions black representation, their role as artists who work in public spaces,
and how their work produces documents for the future archives. I consider how the artists
develop a ‘black photographic practice,’ that builds on the legacy of other artists,
particularly artists of the African diaspora. The chapter focuses on portraiture as a
particularly powerful site of representation given the legacy of black portraiture globally
(e.g. its use in cataloging enslaved people). I also address the role of gender in Théard
and Anthony’s practice as their photographic work takes them into the streets of urban
environments in transnational spaces from Miami to Cape Town.

In Chapter 6, “Memories and Archives,” I discuss artists who incorporate archival
objects (found moving picture reels, negatives uncovered in a family’s collection, and
love letters from the 1970s) into their artwork. These artists include Maria Martinez-
Caifias, Dinorah de Jesus Rodriguez, Nereida Garcia-Ferraz, and Elizabeth Cerejido. In
the process of using archival objects in their work, they transform the materials and offer
insight into how history and memory is produced and their thoughts on our contemporary
moment. By identifying how artists talk about archives, memories, and history in addition
to seeing how they use these ideas in their artwork, I analyze where these concepts

converge.
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Chapter 7, “Performance in the Archive: The End and the Beginning,” returns to
notions of archives, performance, and visual art through a discussion of ‘performance in
the archive’ in more depth. I recall how I began writing my dissertation as a Fellow at the
Smithsonian Institution, and how that shaped how I situate and think about Caribbean art
in the United States. I discuss the limitations of the research and future directions for my
own research and the possible research for other scholars.

In the Afterword, “Anthropology at Home,” I reflect on “going home” to do
ethnographic research. Born in Miami, I have often left and returned to the city, inspired
by its diasporic culture and contradictions. In the afterword I share some aspects of my
family’s history and my connections to the city and the Caribbean.

My dissertation ends with two appendices. The first, “Artist Bibliographies,”
includes brief artist biographies for each artist that I interviewed. While I was only able to
include several artists in the in-depth analysis of my dissertation, each of the artists
played a role in the Miami arts scene and my research. A “General Miami-Caribbean/Art
World Timeline” is also included for reference, and to schematically draw connections

between events in the local, regional, and global context.
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Chapter 2

Art and Visual Culture in the Country’s Tropical Paradise

Miami’s Art Scene Through the Years

Two stories of Miami’s art history are often told. The first is that there “was no art
scene before Art Basel” arrived in 2002. The second is that Miami’s art history begins in
the 1980s. The first narrative is usually the one told by recent Miami arrivals or visiting
journalists. Their vision of Miami and the arts is totally dependent on the major
contemporary art fair, Art Basel. Most artists who lived in Miami pre-Basel resent the
characterization of the city as one devoid of arts until Art Basel arrived. There were
artists working in the city in the years before Art Basel. The fair has just turned up the
volume on the attention the international arts scene has paid to Miami; though not
necessarily to artists living and working in Miami.

Maria Martinez-Cafias who moved to Miami 1986, and was working as an artist in
the city thinks of the “arts scene” of that time as a “smaller art community.” In her words,
Miami was very different than what it is today. It had a much smaller art community.
You know it drives me crazy every time I go to panels now and I hear people say that
before Art Basel nothing was happening in Miami which was not true at all. But, you
hear that mostly from people that are recent arrivals. As they say. I meant that in the art
world. Not recent arrivals by Cubans or Haitian or anything. Recent arrivals by people
who move here because Art Basel is here and they know nothing about Miami. You
know there were people here getting into the Whitney Biennial, getting NEA grants,
Guggenheim grants, working as artists, but the difference was that the media was not

paying attention to us, and there were no parties. you know. but other than that, there was
a community. (Interview with author, 12 17 10)
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Caias makes the point that there were artists living in Miami prior to Art Basel, and they
were also being recognized by the national art world through grants and exhibitions.
Miami’s art scene in the 1980s was small, but thriving.

People who know more about Miami’s cultural arts history than Art Basel often
mark the beginning as the 1980s. One of the most frequently discussed projects of the
1980s is Surrounded Islands, by Jeanne-Claude and Christo. In 1983, the New York-
based artist pair wrapped various islands in Biscayne Bay with pink woven

polypropylene fabric. Ephemera of that project continue to circulate today, including

sketches of the piece and bits of the pink fabric.

Figure 2-1. Jeanne-Claude and Christo, Surrounded Islands, Biscayne Bay, 1980-83.
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The 1980s were indeed a critical time for Miami’s art scene, especially an art scene
that was beginning to include more artists from the Caribbean, and particularly from
Cuba. The Mariel Boatlift in 1980 brought hundreds of thousands of Cuban people to
Miami, including visual artists like Carlos Alfonso, and writers including Reinaldo
Arenas and Mirta Ojito. The city’s population grew as did its cultural arts scene. That
same year, the Bass Museum on Miami Beach was remodeled and reopened. Cuban art
was flourishing in Miami with exhibitions including The Miami Generation."* Several
artists [ worked with in my research worked in Miami during the 1980s including Maria
Brito, whose work was in The Miami Generation, and Maria Martinez-Cafas. Martinez-
Caias described the arts scene in the late 1980s as a tight knight community compared
with the larger and more disjointed arts scene of today (interview with author, December
17,2010). Artist Ana Mendieta, whose work I will discuss in Chapter 4, enacted several
works in Miami in the 1980s, including Ceiba Fetish in 1982, and a series of installations

for the Lowe Art Museum at the University of Miami in 1982."

14 The Miami Generation: Nine Cuban-American Artists/La Generacion de Miami: Nueve Artistas Cubano-
Americanos, October 10, 1983 — January 15, 1984, Giulio V. Blanc, Guest Curator, Margarita Cano,
Project Director. Organized by the Cuban Museum of Arts and Culture, Miami, in cooperation with the
Miami-Dade Public Library System.

'3 Carl Andre’s work was exhibited inside the museum during the same show.
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Figure 2-2. A photograph of the artists included in the Cuban Artists of the XXth Century
exhibition, September 1993 / unidentified photographer. Giulio V. Blanc papers,
Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.

This idea that the 1980s marked the beginning of the arts scene in Miami was
repeated so often that if I was not thinking critically about it, I might have believed it to
be true. Yet, my own and my family’s history, as well as my research on the history of
Miami, compelled me to look for better answers. Miami was founded as a city in 1896, so
it just could not be possible that “the arts,” were not active in the city for about 90 years. I

also knew from the stories I heard while I was growing up that there was a lively scene of

music, dance, and theater. My grandmother had saved programs, written notes, and
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compiled pictures in a scrapbook that I poured over looking for insight into her past and
the history of the city."

In 2010, I visited with Helen Kohen, former art critic at the Miami Herald to learn
more about Miami’s art history. Kohen was the sole art critic writing for the Miami
Herald for almost twenty years, from 1979 — 1995. She began writing for the paper in
1978. We met in the Vasari Project, a tiny nook inside the 3™ floor office spaces at the
Miami Dade County Public Library in Downtown Miami. The Vasari Project archives
Miami’s arts history through ephemeral material (all the material surrounding art work
that is not art work itself) from 1945 to the ever present. Kohen started this archival
project along with other longtime Miami Dade County Library staff including Margarita
Cano and Barbara Young. When we met, Kohen said that the main problem in Miami’s
arts scene, in the past and present, is that if there is no writing about art then there is no
knowledge about art, and not many people have written about Miami’s art trajectory.
(Interview with author, September 2, 2010) Kohen herself donated papers to the Archives
of American Art; two boxes of materials with letters, notes, and pictures from the arts
scene of the 1970s - 1990s. Then she decided that Miami needed this kind of archiving
too.

In addition to the archiving project, Kohen has presented her ideas about Miami’s
arts history in essays and lectures. One essay in particular, “Miami: A Cultural History,”

was part of an exhibition catalogue for Extended Boundary: Latin American and

'® The history of the arts in Miami and other cities is the aim of another project, the Mapping Arts Project. I
developed the Mapping Arts Project originally as Mapping Miami in 2009 after realizing that the lack of
information about the cities artistic past was glaring, and also that people in Miami wanted more. The
Mapping Arts Project is a largely digital project, with the main platform existing online. Each city in the
project will map places where artists have lived and worked historically. The project connects often hidden
histories, as is the case in Miami.
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Caribbean Artists in Miami in 2008, at the InterAmerican Development Bank in
Washington DC. This talk also formed the foundation of a talk she presented at the
Miami Art Museum in 20009 titled, “In the Beginning, Mostly the Sun.” Kohen writes
about the formation of Miami’s cultural arts scene based on tourism. The railroad arrived
in Miami in 1896, and by 1912, the city had built a municipal airport."” As Kohen
describes, a lot of the tourist activities revolved around sports like tennis and polo, but
some of the activity involved the arts as well ranging from music to souvenirs. “Think of
it this way,” Kohen writes, “By the evening hours the hotel guests were entrenched in
Culture. They danced to real orchestras in rooms decorated with real paintings” (2008).
Kohen uses the capital ‘C’ ‘Culture’ as a marker of art, music, theater, schools,
newspapers, and libraries, as opposed to ‘culture’ akin to popular culture or
“entertainment lite” as she put it (2008). Writers, photographers, painters, singers,
dancers, and musicians were among the people living in or visiting Miami. Kohen points
out that “whereas most people who lived outside Florida still thinking that Miami’s
permanent residents live in a caricature of a fun-in-the-sun metropolis, even the earliest
citizens of the City of Miami were not Culture-starved” (2008).

While Miami was promoting itself as a tropical vacation destination throughout the
early 1900s (see Chapter 2 for more on this), there was also a lively arts scene that
included many genres. Coconut Grove, a neighborhood settled by both white Americans
and black Bahamians in the 1800s, was a hub of activity including writing, theater, and
music, not all of which has been documented and written about. It later became known as

an avant-guard artists’ hangout. A library was built by writer Kirk Monroe in 1901.

"7 The airport was only the 3rd airport in the country at the time.
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Another neighborhood that was flourishing as a cultural arts area was then known as
Colored Town, and now, Overtown. In 1913, The Lyric Theater, opened. Activity around
the Lyric Theater and other area venues along Avenue G prompted this area to be called
“Little Broadway.”

The 1920s and 30s experienced a land boom pre-1925 and bust, following the 1926
hurricane. Nevertheless, this time period saw the development of new buildings and
facilities including the Olympia Theater, which opened in 1926. The Olympia Theater
was built as a silent movie house during the Depression. It is known for its ornate styling
that included a ceiling painted to look like the night sky. It was one of the first buildings
in the country to have air conditioning, which likely made it a draw during Miami’s hot
summers. The theater was accessed by a mixed race audience throughout the era of
segregation, though there was a separate section on the second floor which was
designated for use by black people.

The 1940s arts scene was bolstered by the Works Progress Administration (WPA).
Artists and writers including Marion Post Wolcott and Zora Neale Hurston worked for
the WPA to document Miami’s culture. Wolcott’s photographs include two formal series
- June in January and Horse Races - Hialeah Park - along with many other single
images. In June in January, Wolcott photographed around Miami Beach, picturing
people in bathing suits at the beach, playing cards, and sitting in lounge chairs. This
series portrayed the leisure time of people visiting the city to escape the northern winters.
In Horse Races - Hialeah Park, Wolcott photographed people participating in the horse
races at Hialeah Park. People are pictured watching the races, placing bets, and waiting in

lines. Among the images not associated with a formal series are migrant workers in the
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picking vegetables in the fields in Homestead and cityscape shots including the one of the
Federal Theater, below.

The Federal Theatre in Miami was one of dozens of theaters operating with federal
assistance from the Federal Theatre Project in the 1930s. It was one of the smaller
operations, with the largest projects in New York, Los Angeles, and Chicago. The Miami
Federal Theatre featured works by both local and national playwrights and performers.

Among the productions were “Green Grow the Lilacs” in 1937 by Lynn Riggs and “It

Can’t Happen Here” in 1936 by Sinclair Lewis.

Figure 2-3. Marion Post Wolcott, Federal Theatre, Miami, Florida, photographic
negative, 1939, Farm Security Administration — Office of War Information Photograph
Collection, Library of Congress.
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In 1939, Hurston proposed a field recording expedition with the Works Progress
Administration. The text proposes that Hurston will accompany researchers and record
folk music and sounds throughout Florida. Hurston prepared the proposal, and wrote that
each part of Florida had a special character and history that she would record. South
Florida, Hurston writes, “is the foreign culture area of Florida™ and this “foreign culture
has not yet absorbed into the general pattern of the locality, or just beginning to make its
influence felt in American culture” (1939:5). Within South Florida, Hurston identifies
five different geographic areas: Tarpon Springs; Tampa; Miami; Everglades; and Key
West to Palm Beach. In each of these areas, she lists what she sees as major features, and
each one includes reference to the Caribbean, including Bahamian folk songs, Cuban
dances, and African influences by way of the British West Indies. Among who and what
she proposes to record in Miami she includes: “More than 30,000 Bahamans with their
songs, dances and stories, and instrumentation” and “Haitian songs, dances,

instrumentation and celebrations” (5).
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sgoposed Recording Expedition

South Floxrida: This is the rorib@ culture area of Florida.
Thst is foriegn oulture bas not yet absorbed into the general
pattern of the locality, or just beginning to meke 1ts influerce
felt in American culiure. This for%gn area really should be
degignated as a collection of areas. The Sanctified Cburch
is stroug in this area with its rebirth of spiritual and anthem
making.

A. Tarpon Springs - A Greek sponge-fishing area with its
Greek Orthodox ceremonies and other folk s ngs snd oustoms.

B, Tampa - With the largest %atin colony in the United
States. Here the Ouban songs, ;mcea and folk ways colox the
goil and flavor the air.

0. Miami -~ A polyggot of Caribbean and South American
cultures.

1. More than 30,000 Bahamans with their songs, dances
and stories, and instrumentation.

2. Haitian songs, dances, instrumentation and celebrations.
3. American Negro eongs, gamep and @ances.
4, American white sungs and stories.

5+ African songe, dances and 1netrumenta.tion. There is &
pure African colony there.

D. Everglades ~ Raw, teoming_}lif’e of the frqnjtiers and
mining or comstruction camp type. 4 hot mixtur‘ofdfva.ll the
types of material of the area. : Wé'rcb the wholé tnp alone. 2
The 1ife histories; Social, Ethaie atudles "_o'uld'fbé:“i‘are and. ...

vit&lo X % g :
E. Key West to Palm Beach - Baheman and Ouban elements h_ R

Figure 2-4. Zora Neale Hurston, Proposed Recording Expedition into the Floridas, 1939,
Florida Folklife from the WPA Collections: 1937 - 1942, Library of Congress.

By the 1950s, art galleries, artist clubs, small theaters, large theaters, a film society,

and an opera company were all operating in Miami (Kohen 2008). Miami’s population

grew after World War II, as many veterans who had been based in the city during the war

decided to stay. In 1952, the Lowe Art Gallery (now the Lowe Art Museum) opened on
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the campus of University of Miami. The university was founded in 1925. The Lowe was
the first art museum in South Florida. In 1956, the Coconut Grover Playhouse re-opened
with stagings of works by Samuel Beckett and Tennessee Williams. Williams staged A
Streetcar Named Desire at the playhouse in January of that year. Williams was already a
frequent visitor to the city as his home was in Key West. During rehearsals for the play,
tensions rose between Williams and Talullah Bankhead who was cast as Blance DuBois.
Williams frequently left town, traveling between Miami, Key West, and Havana. In the
1950s, many nationally known artists such as Billie Holiday were regulars in the city.
Holiday maintained a room at Georgette’s Tea Room, a boarding house in Brownsville.
She also spent time in Miami as a jumping off point for visits to Havana. Langston
Hughes read poetry in Overtown (then Colored Town), and also traveled to Port of Spain,
Trinidad to participate in programming by the Art Society of Trinidad and Tobago.'®
Miami-based artists were also showing work in the Caribbean. In 1954, fifty-five Miami-
based artists were included in an exhibition at the Palace of Fine Arts in Havana."

The 1960s saw increased participation and exhibition of works by artists of Latin
American descent in Miami’s gallery and contemporary arts scene. There had persistently
been ongoing interactions and travels between Miami, Latin America, and the Caribbean.
In the previous paragraph, I noted some artists that traveled between spaces. After the
1959 Cuban Revolution, there were more Cubans living in Miami, rather than the

business or leisure trips of the previous decades.

'® Information about Langston Hughes’s work in Trinidad was gathered from the Langston Hughes
Collection at the Schomburg Center for Research on Black Life at the New York Public Library. Archival
research in July 2012.

' Information about this show was gathered from “Miami Art Timeline,” compiled by Helen Kohen and
Barbara Young, Vasari Project, Miami-Dade County Library.
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The 1950s and 60s were also trying times. Laws and customs based on race separated
people to specific parts of the city as well as limited equal access to resources and
activities. Even beaches were policed based on race. Then, changes in the geography of
the city through the construction of 195 in the late 50s and early 60s, further heightened
race and class divides. What had been developing in the arts was also stifled by the
construction of the highway, which cut through sections of what would become
Overtown and Little Havana. Small arts venues as well as private homes that catered to
artists were demolished, and it is no doubt that there was an overall dampening of spirit
along with this construction and demolition.”” But, Miami remained and remains a hub of
Caribbean migrations and cultural production.

The 1970s began with the passing of a government bond issue called “A Decade of
Progress,” which greatly expanded the cultural arts institutions and programming. In the
1970s, twelve new libraries and the Historical Museum of Southern Florida (now
HistoryMiami) were built.*' The Main Library and the Historical Museum were built in
the Metro-Dade Cultural Center Plaza, which would later (in 1984) include the Center for
Fine Arts (now Miami Art Museum). This plaza was located in downtown across the
street from the county government offices. The library played a large role in developing
Miami’s cultural arts scene. Some of the key people in these projects were Barbara
Young, Margarita Cano, and Helen Kohen. Another project funded by the local
government, the Miami-Dade Art in Public Places program began in 1973, and continues

to operate today. In 1977, the Art Gallery (now the Frost Museum) at Florida

2% See Nathan Connolly (forthcoming) A World More Concrete: Real Estate and the Remaking of Jim Crow
South Florida;, University of Chicago Press.; Lillian Manzor, Cuban Theater Digital Archive,
http://cubantheater.org/.

2! Information about “A Decade of Progress” was gathered from “Miami Art Timeline,” compiled by Helen
Kohen and Barbara Young, Vasari Project, Miami-Dade County Library.
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International University was established. In the same year, Dorothy Jenkins Fields
established the Black Archives History and Research Foundation of South Florida. Also
in 1977, Marta Gutierrez opened Forma Gallery in Coral Gables. It was the first gallery
in the US primarily dedicated to showing works by Latin American artists.** Frederic
Snitzer opened Opus Gallery in North Miami in 1977. He later moved to Wynwood, and
shows the work of two artists I worked with including Maria Martinzez-Cafas and
Cristina Lei Rodriguez. Throughout the decade, artists organized into groups for artistic
support and the produce exhibitions, such as GALA (Grupo de Artistas Latino
Americanos).” This decade ended with the first Calle Ocho Festival in Little Havana in
1978, with an attendance of over 100,000 people, and the establishment of the Miami
Beach Art Deco District on the National Register of Historic Places in 1979. Barbara
Capitan spearheaded the establishment of the Art Deco District.*

The 1980s were a period of tumultuous change and activity in Miami, and also a
period that is marked as the beginning of ‘contemporary art’ as I discussed earlier.
Cultural, linguistic and demographic shifts were phenomenon that shaped the arts scene
that was developing. In the 1980s, Miami’s population grew because of increasing
immigration from Cuba and Haiti. Many people who came were seeking political and/or
economic refuge in the city. By the 1980s, the area of Miami called Lemon City became
known as Little Haiti. At this time, many of the white (or Anglos as some texts say)

people were fleeing the city for destinations further north. In 1980, the category of

22 Email correspondence with Elizabeth Cerejido, May 2, 2013. Also, the webpage Manta, which displays
business information. Forma Gallery no longer operates as a physical gallery, but does operate online.

2 Hortensia Soriano, personal communication via Facebook, May 2, 2013. Her father, Rafael Soriano was
a member of GALA, as were some in the group were Salinas, Mijares, Riveron, and McCallister, among
others.

* Information about Calle Ocho Festival and Art Deco District was gathered from “Miami Art Timeline,”
compiled by Helen Kohen and Barbara Young, Vasari Project, Miami-Dade County Library.
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‘Hispanic’ was added to the US Census. Since Miami was increasingly a majority
‘Hispanic’ city, this categorical change affected the city’s identity as well. The same
decade, however, was also a period of fights over English-only policies. Some of the
strongest proponents of English-only policies were in Miami, possibly because of the
dramatic linguistic and cultural shifts in the 1980s. (See Castro 1992; Grenier and Stepick
1992; Portes and Stepick 1993)

Ethnic and cultural tensions were present throughout the city, but the arts scene
continued to grow as more people moved to the city, bringing their ideas and experiences.
Artist Maria Martinez-Cafias recalled that she felt very comfortable when she moved to
Miami in 1986 because of her comfort speaking Spanish, not only out of necessity, but
because she likes speaking Spanish. Part of her decision to move to Miami was because
she wanted to live in a city where she could speak Spanish. Martinez-Cafias explains, “I
have to tell you, I don’t speak English anymore . . . If I didn’t teach I would probably
forget the language” (Martinez-Caias 2010).

Businesses and organizations played a role in fostering artistic production and
public interaction with all art forms. Mitchell Kaplan, who grew up in Miami Beach,
founded Books and Books in Coral Gables in 1982, and later opened stores in Miami
Beach and Bal Harbor. The independent bookstore is the only one of its kind in Miami,
and was originally modeled on the Tattered Cover that Kaplan visited in Denver when he
was a college student. Hosting author events with writers from around the world, the
stores are hubs of literary activity, with much attention to the Caribbean. Kaplan now also
has a store in the Cayman Islands. The store on Miami Beach is located on Lincoln Road.

Also on Lincoln Road is the Art Center/South Florida. It opened in 1984 when the
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pedestrian mall was struggling to maintain even a few stores and restaurants. The
organization purchased the building, securing more affordable artist studio and exhibition
space. The Art Center is still in operation today, in the same three buildings that were
originally purchased. Now, Lincoln Road is a busy shopping area, and the Art Center
says that they regularly have over 100,000 visitors a year. Dozens of artists maintain
studios in the Art Center, and the majority of the artists are of Latin American or
Caribbean descent.

The publicly visible cityscape was reflecting the culture, and its changes, through
visual arts. In 1986, Carlos Alfonso was commissioned by Miami-Dade County Art in
Public Places to create an installation called Ceremony of the Tropics at the Santa Clara
Metrorail Station. The installation references the neighborhood around the station,
especially its wholesale produce markets. Alfonso also incorporated his own
iconography, making reference to rituals and the tropics through his use of color. (Miami
Dade County 2013a) The piece also bears resemblance to earlier works by the well-

known Afro-Cuban artist Wilfredo Lam.
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Figure 2-5. Carlos Alfonso, Ceremony of the Tropics, Art in Public Places, Miami-Dade
County, 1986.

In 1985, Jan Mapou moved to Miami and founded Sosyete Koukouy with the goal
of maintaining the vitality of Haitian traditional culture and the Kreyol language. In 1990,
Jan Mapou opened Libreri Mapou, a bookstore, in the Caribbean Market Place in Little
Haiti. He had previously sold books out of his basement New York. Libreri Mapou
continues to operate today as more than a bookstore, but as a cultural center. The back
courtyard hosts dance rehearsals as well as performances. The upstairs rooms host
readings, conferences, meetings, and community discussions. Mapou also teaches Kreyol
classes and hosts a Kreyol language radio show on the local NPR station, WLRN. In
2007, he was awarded a Florida Folk Heritage Award.
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In the 1990s, some aspects of Miami’s Caribbean communities and the art scene
were solidifying through organizations and institutions that had been formed in the
previous two decades. The Miami-Dade County Library continued to play an important
role through exhibitions, educational programming, and archiving. The Historical
Museum of Southern Florida increasingly turned attention to the aspects of history that
mattered most to the local communities. In 1996-1997, they began a project to document
local religious and festive traditions with particular attention to percussion. One of the
main goals was to share information about lesser known musical forms. While the
musical forms may have been known within particular communities, there was not broad
public awareness. As Stephen Stuemple writes, “As a crossroads of the Caribbean, South
Florida has a multifaceted music scene, including not only such popular forms as salsa,
merengue, konpa, reggae, and soca, but a wide range of drumming and other percussion
traditions that play key roles in religious rituals and festive celebrations within Caribbean
communities.” Since little archival information existed, the museum conducted a
fieldwork project. They visited “Cuban Orisha and Haitian Vodou ceremonies,
Trinidadian Carnival and Bahamian Junkanoo celebrations, Trinidadian Hindu weddings
and festivals, Cuban rumba and Puerto Rican plena sessions, and other occasions
involving percussion” throughout Miami (Stuempfle 2008). Through the fieldwork
project, they collected “1800 photographs, approximately 60 audiotapes of interviews and
musical performances, miscellaneous video footage, and a collection of research reports”
(ibid. 2008). Various exhibitions about Caribbean culture and the arts were organized
based on this research including Visions of the Caribbean, Calypso: A World Music; and

Caribbean Percussion Traditions in Miami. The exhibitions not only featured the
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material artifacts, but rich and varied programming that aimed to include Miami’s various
publics. Some of these materials were also organized into online exhibitions.

Along the same lines of music and performance, the organization IFE-ILE was
founded by Neri Torres in 1996. The organization is dedicated to the preservation,
promotion, and cultivation of Afro-Cuban culture and folklore (IFE-ILE 2009). They host
classes, workshops, and performances, and are well-known for their annual IFE-ILE
Afro-Cuban Dance Festival, which began in 1998. Katherine Dunham visited with the
group in 2004,” and was also awarded the keys to the city of Miami. Torres still runs
IFE-ILE, and in 2013 she was awarded the Florida Folklife Award.

Rosie Gordon Wallace brought more attention to Caribbean visual arts through the
founding of Diaspora Vibe Gallery and the Diaspora Vibe Cultural Arts Incubator in
1996. She began Diaspora Vibe Gallery with the intention to show and sell the works of
Caribbean artists. She took on this task because she saw it as an urgent need. Wallace was
born in Jamaica and began her career in the sciences, not expecting to turn her attention
to the arts. But, as a Miami resident from the Caribbean who enjoyed the arts and artists,
she was prompted to action when she saw little of this represented in the city. Caribbean
artists’ work was not being shown in Miami, and she wanted to change that. Wallace
sought to meet these goals by running both a gallery, Diaspora Vibe Gallery, and a
501(c)3 non profit organization, Diaspora Vibe Cultural Arts Incubator. Programming
consisted of exhibitions, residencies in Miami and in the Caribbean, artist talks, and film
screenings. Additionally, Diaspora Vibe’s programs and space provided a central hub of

Caribbean-related artistic activity in the city. The gallery and the organization began out

2 Library of Congress, Katherine Dunham timeline,
http://Ilcweb2 loc.gov/diglib/ihas/html/dunham/dunham-timeline.html, accessed May 2,2013.
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of Wallace’s home in the Morningside neighborhood of Miami. Then, she moved into the
Bakehouse Arts Complex in Wynwood. The Bakehouse Arts Complex is a shared studio
space that was built in building that used to house a bakery. In 2002, when the arts scene
in Miami really started to pick up, Diaspora Vibe Gallery was offered a reduced-rent
space from the design group DACRA, owned by Craig Robbins, in the Design District.
The gallery and the organization operated out of that space from 2002 to 2010. Now,
Wallace has moved to the virtual space of the internet, while still organizing exhibitions
and residencies in Miami and throughout the Caribbean.

Art Basel Miami Beach, an international art fair, was scheduled to start in
December of 2001. However, after the incident at the World Trade Towers in New York
on September 11,2001, the show was postponed for one year. Art Basel debuted in
Miami Beach in December 2002 at the Miami Beach Convention Center. Art Basel
Miami Beach is the sister fair to the original Art Basel in Basel, Switzerland. The fair in
Miami Beach features international galleries in addition to special projects. While the fair
itself attracted a lot of visitors and attention, the satellite fairs that developed surrounding
Art Basel have become what many look forward to. Some people never go to the actual
Art Basel, but attend events and exhibitions during the time that the fair is in town. Art
Basel is selective and prestigious, and though the fair is hosted in Miami, very few
Miami-based galleries participate each year. Art Basel, the fair itself, can be thought of as
a convention. Like the annual Boat Show, Art Basel provides the space for art dealers to
sell works to collectors. While that is the primary goal, the fair also provides an
opportunity to view and experience the global art world in one setting - both through the

fair itself and through the surrounding events. As of 2013, Art Basel is scheduled to
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continue in Miami Beach, but it is undetermined how long it will continue to be hosted in
the city.

The fervor around the arts that accompanied the arrival of Art Basel is seen through
the sharp spike in openings of galleries and other arts spaces. Just prior to Art Basel’s
arrival, in 2000, Bernice Steinbaum relocated her gallery from New York to Miami. She
moved to be closer to her family. Both of her daughters were living in Miami, and her
son in Tampa. The Bernice Steinbaum Gallery became a flagship arts space, located in a
2-story building on North Miami Avenue. Steinbaum showed the works of artists from
Latin America and the Caribbean in addition to other places, including Elizabeth Cerejido
(see Chapter 6) and Maria Magdalena Campos-Pons (see Chapter 3). Steinbaum closed
the gallery in 2012. In 2003, artist Charo Oquet founded Edge Zones and began curating
shows in the World Arts Building in Wynwood. Oquet showed the work of many
Caribbean artists, including artists from the Dominican Republic, Cuba, and Jamaica.
Oquet also produced books documenting artists’ work in Miami. Edge Zones and Oquet
hosted shows in the World Arts Building from 2003 — 2008, and then moved to a new
space in Wynwood. As of 2012, the exhibition space is closed, but Oquet continues to
organize programming like a Performance Festival and artist exchanges. Also in the early
2000s, Tina Spiro who lived between the US and Jamaica, operated Chelsea Galleria in
Wynwood Gallery, which is now closed.

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, private collectors in Miami opened their
collections to the public. This phenomenon of private collections that are open to the
public in museum-like settings has been called the “Miami model.” Whereas collectors in

other cities like New York and Los Angeles may eventually donate artworks to museums,
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many collectors in Miami made their own museum-like spaces instead. The Marguiles
Collection opened to the public in 1999. Marty Marguiles has also donated sculptures and
other artworks to Florida International University. In 1993, Don and Mera Rubell opened
the Rubell Collection. It is housed in a former Drug Enforcement Agency building in
Wynwood. As of 2013, they are also working toward building a new space in
Washington, DC. In 2009, Rosa and Carlos de la Cruz opened the de la Cruz Collection,
moving art work out of their private home in Key Biscayne to a space in the Design
District. The building was built specifically for the de la Cruz Collection, and a work by
Felix Gonzales Torres was installed on the exterior of the building for the first few years
it was in operation. The collection includes a lot of work from Germany, Russia, and
other parts of Europe in addition to works by select Latin American artists including
Carlos Alfonso, Ana Mendieta, and Felix Gonzales Torres, each of whom Rosa de la
Cruz had been friends with during their lifetimes.

Numerous galleries opened and closed during the 2000s as arts districts in Miami
expanded (more on this in Chapter 3). Many are or were located in the areas surrounding
these collections. In 2010, the Little Haiti Cultural Center, a center funded and operated
by Miami-Dade County, opened in the heart of Little Haiti. The center hosts a monthly
music and arts night called “Big Night in Little Haiti,” film screenings, dance classes, art

classes, and other events.

Tropicality: Sun, palm trees, and a dose of danger
A large part of Miami’s visual culture has relied on stereotypes and expectations,

revolving around selling fantasies based on sex, sun, sea, and sand to tourists and
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investors (and sometimes to future residents). Many of these ideas--the beach, palm trees,
and women in bathing suits-- emphasize Miami’s local flavor, which are greatly informed
by the Caribbean and Latin American region as well as the United States. However,
these stereotypical images stand alongside another set of images of Miami, which rely on
violence, drug trade, and general illicit activity that acquire its power precisely because of
its geographical and cultural proximity to the northern edge of the Caribbean and Latin
America. Visually, Miami has been portrayed as both within and outside the U.S.
national frame; it is different enough to be a tropical getaway, yet it is not in a foreign
country. These two, somewhat opposing visual imaginaries, comprise what I think of as
tropes of tropicality that have solidified the visual terrain of Miami as beautiful and
seductive, yet illicit and dangerous. These visual tropes have been powerful enough to
preclude dissonant portrayals or to render them invisible.

In her study of postcards and photography of the Bahamas and Jamaica, Krista
Thompson defines ‘tropicalization’ as “the complex visual systems through which the
islands were imaged for tourist consumption and the social and political implications of
these representations on actual physical space on the islands and their inhabitants”
(2006:5). Thompson shows how “certain ideals and expectations of the tropics informed
the creation of place-images” and that even with the number and diversity of places
within the Caribbean region, “a very particular concept of what a tropical Caribbean
island should look like developed in the visual economies of tourism” (2006:5-6). These
tropes of tropicality repeat time and time again, making reference to specific imagery
such as palm trees or the ocean, and highlighting beauty, oddity, or foreignness (Sheller

2003). The exotic. This repetition of visual imagery is not unique to Miami, and the
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particular kind of imagery that shows up bears a close resemblance to tropes of tropicality
throughout the Caribbean®®. As I show in this chapter through my use of tropicality, what
a tropical location should “look like” is shaped by dynamics of race, class, and gender,
and is at play within Miami. Tropicality encompasses not only the ‘beautiful” or ‘idyllic’
imagery of foliage like palm trees, but also includes imagery of ‘danger’ - violence,
crime, drugs. The portrayal of ‘danger’ as fantasy aligns with ‘beauty’ as idyllic escape;
both portray desire. Tropicality, thus, aligns with the idea of the grotesque - that which is
beautiful, but also odd. Although I will delve more into the ways in which this idea is
discernible and traceable in the work of contemporary artists, I want to momentarily turn
to the large scale images that Miami has exported that align with this idea, namely those

exported as postcards, photographs, posters, and moving pictures.

Postcards, Photographs, Posters, and Moving Pictures
Postcards show how Miami has been visually represented. The University of Miami

Special Collections has a set of 290 South Florida postcards from the 1920s - 1970s
representing Miami, Miami Beach, Coconut Grove, Coral Gables and other South Florida
locations. Surveying them reveals some common visual themes:

* Aerial views

* Palm trees

* Use of blues, greens, off-whites, and pinks

* Buildings, especially hotels

26 See also Kottak, Conrad P. (1992) Assault on Paradise: Social Change in a Brazilian Village. New York:
McGraw-Hill, for analysis of tourism and change in Brazil.
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* Water, including ocean, rivers, and pools

* Very few people
The postcards in this collection show a picture of Miami that is idyllic. New hotels with
manicured landscaping await tourists, and the aerial views suggest that the landscape is
open for the taking. The color scheme, picturing of palms and the ocean, show an idyllic
and picturesque setting. Few people appear in the postcards encouraging the viewer to

imagine themselves in the empty chair or amidst the small group of people on the beach.

Figure 2-6. Bathing at Lummus Park, Miami Beach, Florida. Published by E.C. Kropp
Co., date unknown, Florida Postcard Collection, Special Collections, University of
Miami, Coral Gables, Florida.

This postcard shows Lummus Park on Miami Beach. The reverse side of the card
reads, “Thousands enjoy the surf-bathing here throughout the winter as there is never a
day in the entire year that surf-bathing cannot be enjoyed. The winter temperature of the

water is 74°, its even temperature being caused by the nearness to the Gulf Stream.” The

postcard illustrates an ideal day of “sun-bathing,” through the inclusion of palms, the sea,
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and the pastel colors of the sunrise. It also contrasts the city with the rest of the United
States through the description of the temperature of the water, 74°, even when locations
further north they would have been experiencing the colder temperatures of winter. This
temperature is explained as being caused by the “nearness to the Gulf Stream,” pointing
to the oddity that exists in this place; its tropicality full circle.

Absent from this collection are postcards that show anything less than idyllic such
as race relations or labor. Contrasting the postcard above and others like it, were visually
similar yet distinctly different postcards, some produced by the same company during the
same time frame. These reveal the racial tensions in Miami, and the visuality that was put
forth to the public. For instance, the postcard below was sent by Langston Hughes to Carl
Van Vechten in 1932.” The postcard shows a young black boy in a palm tree with open-
mouthed alligators below. The text reads, “Honey, Come Down! We’se Waitin’ Fo’ You’
--in Florida.” Langston Hughes, a black poet and writer who was well-known for his
relationship to the Harlem Renaissance, was in Miami for two readings of his work. It is
likely that he sent this postcard as his own critique of race politics in Miami and other
southern states. Segregation laws and practices at that time foreclosed black people’s
access to the beaches, the very imagery and geographical place Miami was trying to sell
to other people. As Joanne Hyppolite, chief curator of HistoryMiami explains, “The
reason they decided to [prohibit access to the beach]| was because tourism and image
were so important in Miami, and they did not want any of us [black people] to be seen on
any beach” (Roby 2010). In this postcard, the same blues, greens, a pinks are present in

this card as are the palm tree and the ocean. However, this ominous (though it was likely

" Thank you to Cookie Woolner for locating and sending me this postcard during her own research in the
collection.
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meant to be funny) postcard imagines black bodies not in the picturesque beach scene,

but in a tree being taunted by the alligators below.

MONLY, COME DOWN! WE SE WAITIN' FO' YOU '——IN FLORIDA

Figure 2-7. Postcard from Langston Hughes to Carl Van Vechten, 1932, Beinecke Rare
Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.

In addition to postcards, widely circulated photographs also portrayed Miami, and
especially Miami Beach, as eternally warm and open for business. One of the iconic
photographic portrayals of Miami pictures “bathing beauties” - women posing in bathing
suits on the beach. The photograph below is one example by Gleason Waite Romer from
1925. Photographs such as these were used on billboards in northern states during the

cold winter months to entice people to visit Miami, and especially the hotels and bathing
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casinos in Miami Beach. The mid-1920s were a challenging time in Miami due to an
economic recession that followed a building boom as well as two severe hurricanes that
swept through the area. By portraying Miami as an exotic location so drastically different
from the rest of the United States, photographs such as these helped to bolster not only

the economy through tourism, but the visual economy of Miami as a tropical destination.

Figure 2-8. Gleason Waite Romer, Young women enjoying a day at the beach together -
Miami Beach, Florida, Black and White Photograph, 1925. State Archives of Florida,
Florida Photographic Collection.

Though people of African descent have represented a significant portion of
Miami’s population since the 1800s, few items of popular visual imagery have been
widely circulated. While looking through various archival collections, the bulk of the

material reveals Miami through marketing materials for tourism, and few items represent

daily life and culture of Miami as a place (vs as a tourist destination). For instance, a
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search of the Florida Photographic Collection revealed only two photographs tagged with
the keyword ‘Bahamian,” and they were from the 1990s, showing a Junkanoo
performance during the Caribbean percussion festival at the Historical Museum of
Southern Florida in 1998 (now HistoryMiami). Other photographs that do depict black
people do so in the context of racially specific institutions or collections, such as the
Black Archives, sectioning off this history from the larger narrative. The absence of
people of African descent in predominant visual culture, or their portrayal as caricatures,
points to the perceived audience of the images and also to the type of image that those
involved with marketing Miami wanted to show to the world. It seems that it is ok for
Miami to be foreign so long as it is white (or tan, but not brown or black). This is not to
say that representations of blackness were not apparent in other spheres such as music
and dance, because they were.”® But, they were still marred by racial politics that shaped
people’s interactions within and movement around the city.

During the 1920s, Colored Town (now Overtown) was known as the Harlem of the
South. Singers, musicians, and performers including Lena Horne, Billie Holiday,
Katherine Dunham, Louis Armstrong, and Etta James all performed in Miami. Lena
Horne was born in Miami. Some, like Billie Holiday stayed for longer periods of time,
renting rooms or homes in the area. Writer and anthropologist, Zora Neale Hurston, lived
in Miami on and off from the 1930s until she passed away in 1960. However, Miami’s
segregation laws severely impacted black residents as well as visiting black artists. Until

1960s black people needed to carry identification cards when staying on Miami Beach

*% This material comes from my project, Mapping Arts Project. The project is a public art and archive
project based on places where artists lived and worked from the 1920s - 1950s. A website is in
development. Other materials such as Mapping Miami cards and a map are currently available for
distribution.
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past dark.” The only permissible reason to be on Miami Beach, if one was black, after
dark, was for work.” Black people were also not permitted to stay in hotels.” Thus, while
Miami and Miami Beach attracted some of the best singers, musicians, and dancers of the
day, these artists always had to return across the water to the Miami side for the evening.
One particular example shows how artists thought about these issues. In 1955, Lena
Horne had been scheduled to perform in Miami Beach. Horne was born in Miami, but not
living in the city at the time. A hotel room had been booked for her stay. When the hotel
would not honor her reservation, she decided to cancel her performance. The headline in
a March 3, 1955 article in Jet Magazine reads, “Singer Lena Horne cancelled an $8,000-
a-week night club date at Miami Beach’s Copa City because the Royal York Hotel
refused to honor her reservation” (1955a:58). Lena Horne declared that “‘Jim Crow is too
inconvenient when you can’t live where you work’” (58). Two weeks later, Jet Magazine
followed up this incident with a three-page story asking artists whether they should fight
or avoid Jim Crow laws. The headline question was, “Should Artists Avoid Jim Crow
Fights?”(1955b:60) Some artists declared that they had not experienced the same kind of
treatment, or if they had, said they preferred not to get involved. Sammy Davis, Jr. opted
for a quieter resistance by staying at the Lord Calvert Hotel or among friends. Pearl
Bailey, though, agreed with Lena Horne’s actions to publicly denounce racially
motivated segregation explaining, “‘After all, we in show business are the ones who’ve

opened doors to Negroes in many, many fields. We wouldn’t be honest with ourselves if

? Legal segregation ended in 1954, but de facto segregation continued in Miami and Miami Beach. Oral
history interview with Alissa Pardo Stein, by HistoryMiami also confirms the 1960s.

3%« Any person of color had to be finger-printed and go to the police station before you could even work on
Miami Beach” (Oral History Interview, Alissa Pardo Stein, HistoryMiami, July 2011).

3! See Nathan Connolly (forthcoming) A World More Concrete: Real Estate and the Remaking of Jim Crow
South Florida, University of Chicago Press. Also, Marvin Dunn (1997) Black Miami in the Twentieth
Century. Gainesville: University Press of Florida.
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we didn’t put up a fight when someone tries to close one of those doors’” (1955b:60-61).
Bailey and Horne used their platforms as artists to call attention to issues of race and
segregation. This stance came with significant risk, especially to their careers as artists
which depended on booking and performing shows.

Segregation laws supported and upheld the expansive paradise depicted on
postcards and in photographs. The absence of black people and other people of color
from this kind of popular imagery (the idyllic) was precisely what made the area so
appealing: minus the black faces and bodies, minus the aggravating racial politics that
was taking over the media at this time. Without the black bodies, the white and tan bodies
would have a chance to take a break. Tayana Hardin posits that this visual and physical
separation may have meant “a vacation from questions of ethics and morality. They could
pretend that the color line didn’t exist--or that it wouldn’t impede upon their own desire

for rest and relaxation” (personal communication with author, April 10, 2012).
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Figure 2-9. Poster, c. 1954, Pan American World Airways, Inc. Records, Special
Collections, University of Miami, Coral Gables, Florida.

The Pan Am World Airways poster above from 1954, highlights the collision of
race, gender, class, and space in the visual portrayal of the region. The poster shows a
woman that appears racially divided as half of her body is darkened by the shading effect.
William E. Brown, Jr. understands this to symbolize “the multiracial Caribbean
population” (1998:158). But, for its use in advertising I understand this image to show

2% ¢

potential travelers that the region is “exotic,” “tropical,” and “alluring.” The use of red
and white stripes on her dress and the blue of the water that fills the frame marks the
image as ‘American’ as the colors and shapes mirror the American flag. She straddles

Jamaica and Puerto Rico, showing their easy connection, and also further sexualizes this

encounter as one of tropical desire. The ship in the bottom right of the image portrays a
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stereotypical “pirate ship,” but its size pales in comparison to the woman who dominates
the poster and thereby the region. Her wide brimmed yellow hat bears a resemblance to
the golden halos that repeat throughout Greco-Roman and Christian art, drawing a
connection not only to art history and religion, but also more broadly to the Western
domination of the Caribbean. Pan Am rules the skies and the terrain. Quite literally, Pan
Am” shaped the terrain as they expanded their operations from Key West, to Miami, and
throughout Latin America, Central America, and the Caribbean. To build airbases they
“carved out of jungles and packed out of volcanic rock” (Pan Am Air 2012). The poster
exoticizes the woman’s indeterminate racial characteristics and challenges us, as
contemporary viewers, to think about how the poster represented the region to the world
and how these ideas persist today.

While the earlier part of the 20! century depicted ideal images of Miami as a
“tropical paradise,” by the 1970s and 80s, a “darker side” of Miami became more
prevalent. This is especially the case in television and film.” For instance, Scarface
combines stories of immigration, drugs, violence that all take place in the tropical setting
of Miami and Miami Beach, while Miami Vice utilized the familiar color scheme of
blues, pinks, and whites while showing a grittier, crime-ridden side of Miami. Currently,

the TV series CSI: Miami continues this tradition by showing both the sultry side of

32 Photo of Pan Am Miami Airport, State Archives of Florida, Florida Photographic Collection:

http://www floridamemory.com/items/show/28273

33 There is much more on films and television than I could discuss here. A survey of films in and about
Miami reveals some of the same ideas as I bring up in my brief discussion. Some notable films form the
earlier part 20th century such as Some Like it Hot and Moon Over Miami also depict Miami’s tropicality
and foreignness. These images of Miami continue into the 21st century, and we can see that through films
such as The Birdcage, Ace Ventura Pet Detective and There’s Something About Mary. Crimes, sex, drugs,
and violence have also long been visualized through film and television, ranging from Some Like it Hot to 2
Fast 2 Furi