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Abstract 

This thesis explores the intersections of culture, nationalism, and neoliberal globalization 

through examination of the construction of Mexican identity in Canada after the 

implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994.  I 

evaluate how visual art has been used by the governments of Canada and Mexico to 

negotiate new bilateral relationships in the face of increased North American integration 

under free trade.  My study includes analysis of two Canada-based exhibitions, “Mexican 

Modern Art, 1900-1950” and “Panoramas: The North American Landscape in Art.”  

Framing my discussion within the larger history of North American integration, I argue 

that these two exhibitions are part of a larger exchange in the area of cultural diplomacy 

between Canada and Mexico, which was especially prominent at the turn of the 

millennium.  These case studies provide a means to assess the manipulation of culture, 

the creation of a new North American identity, and the management of national/ist 

narratives within the larger project of neoliberal globalization.  Critically situating my 

study within the current discourse of globalization theory, I contend that artworks in these 

exhibitions were positioned in a manner to positively reinforce new trade relationships 

under NAFTA. 
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Chapter 1 

Cultural Brokering: Art, National Identity, and the Influence of Free 

Trade 

There never was a great country that did not have a great 
art. 

Eric Brown1 
 
Through the engineered overproduction of certain types of 
images or the censorship or suppression of others, and 
through controlling the way images are viewed or by 
determining which are preserved, cultural representations 
can also be used to produce a certain view of a nation’s 
history. 

Brian Wallis, 19942 
 

Art historian and curator Brian Wallis argues for the importance of visual representations 

in relation to constructions of national identity and contends that images are of vital 

importance to symbolize and sustain national/ist projects.3  More importantly, Wallis 

suggests the power of images to influence viewers, stating, “Such representations are not 

just reactive (that is, depictions of an existing state of being), they are also purposefully 

creative and they can generate new social and political formations.”4  It is this ability of 

visual representations to be continually deployed in the service of national/ist projects 

that heightens the importance of critical studies of art’s use by states to normalize and 

                                                        

1 This statement is attributed to Eric Brown, the National Gallery of Canada director from 
1913 to 1939, by Paul Gessell, “Trading Paintings: Canada and Mexico Exhibit Exchange 
Includes Top Paintings of the 20th Century,” Ottawa Citizen (Ottawa), 22 May 1999, 
Entertainment section. 
2 Brian Wallis, “Selling Nations,” in Museum Culture, ed. Daniel J. Sherman and Irit 
Rogoff (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1994), 266. 
3 In using the term “national/ist” I am signifying that I understand the constructed nature 
of such projects. 
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circulate new national/ist narratives.  Taking these arguments as a starting point, this 

thesis examines the malleability of art, how it can be manipulated by the state, and its 

potential to convey new modes of national identity.5 

Formations of national identity are continuously in flux, changing to reflect new 

social and political developments.  There are times in which the constructed nature of 

national/ist projects are especially prominent and changes can easily be identified; for 

example after large crises, political shifts, and changes in national ideology.  One such 

change is increasing North American integration under neoliberal globalization, a 

transition marked by the implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA) on 1 January 1994.  My thesis examines this period of change from a Canadian 

perspective in order to expose how increasing North American integration under free 

trade agreements is reflected in the manipulation of culture to promote national/ist state 

narratives, in particular those articulated through large-scale art exhibitions.  Specifically, 

I examine how Mexico has been portrayed through culture in Canada post-NAFTA, 

focusing on who is creating and disseminating these new national/ist narratives and what 

purposes these constructions serve.  In particular, I am interested in addressing the larger 

question of how increasing North American integration has affected the state production 

                                                                                                                                                                     

4 Wallis, 266. 
5 Throughout this thesis I refer to “national identity,” most often in reference to Mexican 
national identity.  In doing so I recognize the constructed nature of national identity as a 
concept and consequently the fact that there is no sole “national identity” for each state.  
However, I am using this term to refer specifically to the official national identity 
promoted by each North American state government, respectively – taking national 
identity as a term that refers to narratives written, supported, reproduced, and sanctioned 
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of distinct Canadian and Mexican identities.  Likewise, I examine how a new North 

American identity is created and maintained alongside existing national/ist rubrics. 

At the turn of the millennium, there was a proliferation of large blockbuster 

exhibitions of Mexican art in Canada.  These included “Mexican Modern Art, 1900-

1950”; “Panoramas: The North American Landscape in Art”; “Carr, O’Keeffe, Kahlo: 

Places of Their Own,” and “Perspectives: Women Artists in North America.”  This flurry 

of exhibitions of Mexican art was notable because, previously, scant attention had been 

paid to this topic by Canadian museums.  I argue that the exhibitions were all 

conspicuously similar in their alignment of the three North American nation-states and in 

their promotion of an integrated North American cultural identity.  The idea of cultural 

parity took different forms in each exhibition.  Upon examination of these exhibitions and 

the countries involved in funding, staging, and supporting them, the most obvious, but 

unstated, connection between them was that the three countries involved (Canada, 

Mexico, and the United States) were linked by free trade agreements, most recently in the 

form of NAFTA. 

I propose that this increased attention to Mexican art in Canada was a result of 

Mexico’s heightened profile in Canada under the free trade agreements linking the two 

nations.  In the following chapters, this thesis focuses on two case studies of exhibitions 

dating from 1999 to the present.  The first is “Mexican Modern Art, 1900–1950,” a joint 

exhibition mounted by the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts and the National Gallery of 

                                                                                                                                                                     

by state governments, and that act to endorse supposedly national/ist characteristics and 
mythologies. 
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Canada, which was shown at both institutions between 1999 and 2000.  I also examine 

“Panoramas: The North American Landscape in Art,” an online exhibition dating to 2001 

that is still accessible through the Virtual Museum of Canada.6 

My discussion acknowledges the importance of museum exhibitions of visual art 

as a means to convey national/ist messages.  It is based on research that has established 

the museum as an authoritative space in which the state has historically conveyed specific 

values to visitors and constructed its own image for citizens.7  The two exhibitions I 

consider were created after NAFTA came into effect in 1994, a period, Chamsy el-Ojeili 

and Patrick Hayden state, that has been characterized as a phase of “happy globalization” 

– a time when global integration was seen as a positive force.8  Thus, these exhibitions 

are relevant lenses through which to examine national/ist projects under neoliberal 

globalization, as they were both planned and executed under the influence of NAFTA, 

but early enough after the implementation of this agreement to take place in a period 

during which national identities were undergoing a phase of intensified transition.9 

While there are broad similarities in the positioning and treatment of Mexico as a 

nation in the exhibitions, each had a unique focus.  “Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950” 

was notable as the first large-scale exhibition of Mexican art in Canada.  Heavily 

                                                        

6 "Panoramas: The North American Landscape in Art," Virtual Museum of 
Canada, http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/Exhibitions/Landscapes/index.html. 
7 Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach, “The Universal Survey Museum,” Art History 3 

(December 1980): 450, 451. 
8 Chamsy el-Ojeili and Patrick Hayden, Critical Theories of Globalization (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 185. 
9 George Yúdice, The Expediency of Culture: Uses of Culture in the Global Era 

(Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2003), 230. 
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promoted as the largest collection of modern art of this type to be shown outside of 

Mexico, the show included approximately 280 pieces surveying a fifty-year period of 

artistic development.  Guest curator Luis-Martín Lozano stated in the catalogue that his 

“ultimate aim” was “to elucidate Mexico’s true contribution to the history of world art” 

through the exhibition.10  “Panoramas” is an ongoing trilateral project involving the three 

North American states.  This exhibition takes a celebratory approach and draws parallels 

between various artists’ depictions of the North American landscape, with the aim of 

promoting cultural understanding of the continent globally.  Each exhibition was created 

for a distinct audience.  “Mexican Modern Art,” for instance, was aimed at urban 

Canadian viewers and was exhibited in Ottawa and Montreal, while “Panoramas” is an 

online exhibition, unique in that it is ongoing and can be accessed internationally through 

the Internet. 

Devoting a chapter to each exhibition, I use the two  as a lens through which to 

examine cultural diplomacy between Canada and Mexico at the turn of the millennium.  

Broadly defined, my focus is on the curatorial objectives of these exhibitions and the 

process, explained by Wallis, through which artworks are “select[ed] and 

juxtapose[d]…in such a way that they focus and enhance the national image for foreign 

consumption.”11  In Chapter 2, I take the exhibition “Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950” 

as my case study, focusing on the de-politicization of the Mexican muralists’ work and 

                                                        

10 Luis-Martín Lozano, “Mexican Modern Art: Rendezvous with the Avant-garde,” in 
Mexican Modern Art, 1900–1950, ed. Mayo Graham (Ottawa: National Gallery of 
Canada, 1999), 27. 
11 Wallis, 269. 
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the advertising used to promote the exhibition.  I also examine how this exhibition 

became a site of cultural brokering, part of a bilateral cultural exchange of national 

patrimony, and how it was used by politicians eager to capitalize on new trade 

relationships.  My examination in Chapter 3 centres on the online exhibition 

“Panoramas,” examining in particular its origins and history in order to evaluate the 

extent of political influence exerted on this project.  As well, I focus on the curatorial 

approach employed in the show and how the exhibition promotes a reconceptualized 

version of the North American landscape and presents a corresponding North American 

identity.  In Chapter 4, I conclude my thesis and consider areas of research and inquiry 

that might advance this topic in the future. 

Building from cultural theorist George Yúdice’s argument that free trade has 

intensified changes in national culture in all three North American states,12 this thesis 

focuses on the treatment of Mexican identity within Canada as a product of several 

different forces, including the role of the Canadian and Mexican governments, 

transnational corporations, art institutions, free trade agreements, and processes of 

globalization.  Of key concern is how these exhibitions promote each state’s agenda of 

neoliberal globalization.  With the advent of greater North American integration our 

perception of Mexico has changed to reflect new global alliances.  I argue that art plays a 

key role in these processes, and my thesis seeks to detail the influence of NAFTA on 

these exhibitions and to explain this manipulation of art and national identity.   

                                                        

12 Yúdice, 230. 
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Situating my discussion at the disciplinary intersections of cultural studies, public 

history, and art history the following sections of this chapter outline the historical and 

theoretical framework of this thesis.  I begin with an overview of North American 

integration, using the implementation of NAFTA as a marker around which to structure 

my discussion.  Then I examine the history of exhibiting Mexican art in Canada in order 

to highlight the dramatic increase of exhibitions of Mexican art in Canada at the turn of 

the millennium.  These sections are followed by a theoretical examination of 

globalization, focusing on the status of the nation-state under processes of neoliberal 

globalization.  Next, I present Yúdice’s theory of “transnational cultural brokering” as a 

relevant framework through which to understand the two case studies explored in 

subsequent chapters of this thesis.  In the final section, I explain the concept of “free trade 

art” and provide a review of previous scholarship that deals with this process as it has 

occurred in the United States, arguing that there is a need for research that focuses 

specifically on exhibitions in the Canadian context. 

North American Integration and Free Trade 

The implementation of NAFTA on the 1st of January 1994 is an important date in 

the history of North American integration, making it a useful marker around which to 

structure this thesis.  At the same time, it is important to note that this date does not mark 

the beginning or the end of North American integration.  Arguably, the history of this 

process has much earlier beginnings.  Historian and anthropologist Herman W. Konrad 

suggests that antecedents to this continentalist process date to the late nineteenth century, 

“when, in the context of intensified industrialization and foreign capital investments, both 
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government and private sector interests in all three countries began actively to pursue 

policies of greater and freer trade.”13  Likewise, the implementation of NAFTA is not a 

marker of the conclusion of North American integration, judging by the post-NAFTA 

Zapatista rebellion in Chiapas and the more recent security concerns regarding North 

American borders after 9/11; both raise the specter of a retreat from integration. 

Canada has been a part of numerous bilateral and regional free trade agreements 

over the last two decades, and continues to negotiate new agreements to this day.14  These 

free trade agreements have advanced North American integration, gradually linking 

Canada to the United States, and then Mexico.  Economist Ricardo Grinspun and political 

scientist Yasmine Shamsie describe the process of North American integration as a 

“slippery slope,” in which “one step towards integration” served to “generate pressure for 

further steps.”15  This cascading effect can be seen in the history of these agreements, 

which have increased in range and scope to include the General Agreement on Tariffs 

and Trade (GATT), the Canada-U.S. Free Trade Agreement (CUSFTA), NAFTA, and the 

World Trade Organization (WTO). 

                                                        

13 Herman W. Konrad, “North American Continental Relationships: Historical Trends 
and Antecedents, in NAFTA in Transition, ed. Stephen J. Randall and Herman W. Konrad 
(Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 1995), 15. 
14 Ricardo Grinspun and Yasmine Shamsie, “Canada, Free Trade, and ‘Deep Integration’ 
in North America: Context, Problems, and Challenges,” in Whose Canada? Continental 

Integration, Fortress North America and the Corporate Agenda, ed. Ricardo Grinspun 
and Yasmine Shamsie (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007), 
3; “Negotiations and Agreements,” Foreign Affairs and International Trade Canada, 
http://www.international.gc.ca/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/agr-
acc/index.aspx?lang=en#free. 
15 Grinspun and Shamsie, 3. 
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CUSFTA and NAFTA are the only trade agreements specific to North America, 

serving to legislate what political scientist Duncan Cameron sees as Canada’s adoption of 

“continental economic integration as its principal economic strategy.”16  CUSFTA, a 

precursor to NAFTA, was a bilateral trade agreement, implemented on 1 January 1989.  

When NAFTA replaced CUSFTA in 1994, the agreement expanded trilaterally to include 

Mexico.  Grinspun and Shamsie explain that these agreements facilitate the prioritization 

of American objectives, stating, “The likely outcome of deeper integration in North 

American is not the downsizing or disappearance of the Canadian state but, rather, its 

transformation into an economic and strategic appendage of a North American corporate 

class and broader US global interests.”17  During the period in which CUSFTA and 

NAFTA were consolidated, trade agreements with a larger mandate to foster global 

alliances were developing.  A year after NAFTA was implemented, on 1 January 1995, 

the WTO came into being as the successor to the GATT, which had regulated world trade 

from1948 to 1994.  The WTO unites one hundred and fifty two member nations and 

additional observer nations through its mandate to advance the liberalization of trade on a 

multilateral level.  In addition to providing trade rules, the WTO is a forum in which 

member governments can mediate trade disputes and create new trade agreements.18 

                                                        

16 Duncan Cameron, “Free Trade Allies: The Making of a New Continentalism,” in 
Whose Canada? Continental Integration, Fortress North American and the Corporate 

Agenda, ed. Ricardo Grinspun and Yasmine Shamsie (Montreal & Kingston: McGill-
Queen’s University Press, 2007), 63. 
17 Grinspun and Shamsie, 3, 4. 
18 “What is the World Trade Organization?” World Trade Organization, 
http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact1_e.htm; “The GATT Years: 
from Havana to Marrakesh,” World Trade Organization, 
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Examining NAFTA as part of a trajectory of increasing free trade, I suggest that it 

is a useful marker around which to structure this thesis because it marked the official 

implementation of an agreement linking the three North American states, thus fostering 

North American integration.  It also solidified the neoliberal approach taken by the 

governments of Canada, Mexico, and the United States, which sought a unified approach 

to increasing the liberalization of trade through such agreements.  After analyzing the 

historical trajectory of North American integration, I propose that the increased attention 

to Mexican art in Canada at the turn of the millennium was a result of Mexico’s 

heightened profile in Canada under NAFTA.  However, rather than providing a detailed 

examination of NAFTA or critiquing the project of free trade, I am more interested in 

looking at this trade agreement as symbolic of increasing North American integration and 

as a root cause of changes in the representation of national identity in both Canada and 

Mexico. 

NAFTA was controversial across the continent generally, before and following its 

implementation.  For instance, in the United States during the early 1990s, the public 

grew increasingly wary the closer the agreement came to being ratified.19  After the 

agreement was implemented, there was the Peso Crisis from 1994 to1995 as Mexico fell 

into financial crisis. The United States, under the Clinton administration, created a 

                                                                                                                                                                     

http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact4_e.htm; “Members and 
Observers,” World Trade Organization, 
http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/org6_e.htm; “What is the World 
Trade Organization?” World Trade Organization, 
http://www.wto.org/english/thewto_e/whatis_e/tif_e/fact1_e.htm. 
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financial plan that saw the country give $20 billion dollars and secure another $30 billion 

to help the Mexican economy recover after this currency collapse.20  Canada also came to 

the aid of Mexico, contributing a $1.5-billion loan.21  While critics of NAFTA argued 

that the trade agreement caused the Peso Crisis, others, including scholars Gary Clyde 

Hufbauer and Jeffrey J. Schott, suggest that NAFTA “facilitated the recovery of the 

Mexican economy.”22  Whatever the reality, there is no doubt that NAFTA continued to 

be controversial, thus explaining the need for trilateral cultural initiatives such as 

“Mexican Modern Art” and “Panoramas,” even five years after NAFTA was 

implemented.  Significantly, art exhibitions at large museums take years to put together, 

arguably accounting for the five-year delay. 

The need for Canada-Mexico cultural diplomacy initiatives, such as the large-

scale exhibitions of Mexican art in Canada post-NAFTA, can be understood when seen in 

the historical context of Canadian-Mexican relations.  Scholar Maria Teresa Gutiérrez 

Háces argues, “towards the end of 1990, when Mexico and Canada decided to negotiate a 

trilateral free trade agreement with the United States, they suddenly had to confront an 

undeniable fact: during the past fifty years, neither one had advanced in its knowledge of 

                                                                                                                                                                     

19 William A. Orme, Jr., Understanding NAFTA: Mexico, Free Trade, and the New North 

America (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1996), xiv. 
20 Gary Clyde Hufbauer and Jeffrey J. Schott, NAFTA Revisited: Achievements and 

Challenges (Washington: Institute for International Economics, 2005), 8, 10. 
21 National Gallery of Canada Archives. National Gallery of Canada Fonds. 
Exhibitions—Mexican Modern Art, 1998, 7398-008-19, vol. 1, “Clippings,” José M. 
Springer, “A Tale of Cultural Exchange.” 
22 Hufbauer and Schott, 11. 
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the other.”23  Arguably, the relationship between Canada and Mexico dates to the end of 

the nineteenth century, even though official diplomatic relations have only existed 

between Canada and Mexico since 1944.24  At the time NAFTA was being negotiated, 

however, both Mexico and Canada were more focused on trade with the United States 

than trade with each other.25  The distance between Mexico and Canada was even greater 

when contemporary notions of North America were taken into account.  Randall and 

Konrad explain that prior to NAFTA, “Mexico [had] traditionally not considered itself to 

be part of North America,” a perception evidenced by the Mexican’s use 

“norteamericano” as a term to refer “exclusively [to] citizens of the United States.”26  

Randall and Konrad argue that a transformation of national identity was necessary.  

“Becoming part of the NAFTA equation, as seen in cultural and academic events,” they 

state, “has necessitated a re-evaluation of identity for Mexicans.”27  Building from this 

argument, a corresponding re-evaluation of the national identity that Mexico promoted 

among such a trading partner as Canada was required.  This necessitated cultural projects 

spearheaded by both the Canadian and Mexican governments to foster this transition and 

form new alliances between Canada and Mexico. 

                                                        

23 Maria Teresa Gutiérrez Háces, “Canada-Mexico: The Neighbour’s Neighbour” in 
NAFTA in Transition, ed. Stephen J. Randall and Herman W. Konrad (Calgary: 
University of Calgary Press, 1995), 57. 
24 Gutiérrez Háces, 60; Stephen J. Randall and Herman W. Konrad, “Introduction,” in 
NAFTA in Transition, ed. Stephen J. Randall and Herman W. Konrad (Calgary: 
University of Calgary Press, 1995), 7. 
25 Gutiérrez Háces, 58. 
26 Randall and Konrad, 7. 
27 Randall and Konrad, 7. 
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Corresponding to the trade agreements linking Canada, Mexico, and the United 

States was an increasing presence of events in Canada encouraging trilateral relations.  

Many such events occurred in the 1990s and specifically encouraged relations between 

Canada and Mexico. For example, major events held in Canada at this time include the 

XIII Pan American Games, the Conference of the Spouses of Heads of State and 

Government of the Americas, the American Business Forum in Toronto, the Free Trade 

Area of the Americas Trade Ministers Meeting, the Organization of American States 

General Assembly, and the Third Summit of the Americas in Quebec City.28  It is no 

coincidence that these events, generating publicity about Mexico in Canada, occurred at 

the same time that the two exhibitions examined in this thesis were conceptualized and 

developed.  The argument that this increased attention to Mexican art was a result of 

Mexico’s heightened profile in Canada under the free trade agreements linking the two 

nations is also supported by the increasing presence of events in Canada that encouraged 

relations with Mexico as part of increasing North American integration. 

North America is currently undergoing a stage that writer and citizen advocate 

Maude Barlow describes as “deep continental integration.”29  However, it remains to be 

seen how this integration will play out in light of increasing forces resisting assimilation 

generally and opposing the liberalization of trade specifically.  Most recently, NAFTA 

has been back in the news as United States Democratic nominees Hillary Clinton and 

                                                        

28 NGCA, Exhibitions—Mexican Modern Art, 1998, “Sponsorship,” Christine Pappas to 
Mayo Graham, 8 February 1999. 
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Barack Obama both raised the issue of renegotiating this agreement while campaigning 

for Democratic Party leadership.  In this thesis, I focus on NAFTA as a significant event 

that cemented trilateral relations between Canada, Mexico, and the United States, thus 

leading to the need for cultural diplomacy between these three countries, especially in 

regards to cultural exchanges between Mexico and the two northern states.  This 

argument is supported by historical analysis of North American integration and events 

that occurred in the 1990s when the exhibitions examined in this thesis were conceived 

and created.  In this thesis, I cite NAFTA as a significant event in the history of North 

American integration, as its implementation marked the point at which the continent 

began the journey towards the creation of a new North American landscape.  

Additionally, NAFTA led to broader societal and national/ist changes, reinforcing 

Randall and Konrad’s argument that, “the relationship among nations and societies 

cannot be understood, let alone legitimately defined, solely in economic terms.”30 

The History of Mexican Art in Canada 

As previously mentioned, historically, scant attention has been paid to the 

presentation of Mexican art in Canada by the country’s leading museums.31  In fact, there 

were only two major exhibitions of Mexican art in Canada prior to the 1990s.  These 

                                                                                                                                                                     

29 Maude Barlow, Foreward to Whose Canada? Continental Integration, Fortress North 

American and the Corporate Agenda, ed. Ricardo Grinspun and Yasmine Shamsie 
(Montreal & Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2007), xxi. 
30 Randall and Konrad, 11. 
31 In my research on the history of exhibiting Mexican art in Canada I focused on 
exhibitions of Mexican art associated with larger Canadian museums, specifically the 
National Gallery of Canada.  I did not consider smaller exhibitions shown in private 
galleries, smaller regional museums, and artist-run centres. 
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occurred in 1943 and 1961, and were entitled, respectively, “Mexican Art Today” and 

“Mexican Art From Pre-Columbian Times to the Present Day.”  The fact that there were 

only two exhibitions at mid century, compared to four large-scale exhibitions of Mexican 

art at the century’s end, suggests increased interest in Mexican culture after decades of 

disinterest by Canadian museums. 

The first exhibition of Mexican art in Canada was composed of paintings by 

modernists such as Dr. Atl (also known as Gerald Murillo), José Clemente Orozco and 

Diego Rivera.  “Mexican Art Today,” toured Toronto and Montreal in 1943, and a 

contemporary review by well-known Toronto art critic Pearl McCarthy suggests that the 

exhibition was framed as an event designed to expose Canadians to the nation of Mexico 

through its culture, exemplified by the distinct national school this particular selection of 

paintings showcased.  As McCarthy put it, “Seeing modern Mexican art has made many 

Canadians realize how little they knew of Mexico beyond the popular conception of 

cactus, sombreros, huaraches and pottery.”  Comparing Canadian and Mexican culture, 

she went on to argue that there was more passion to be found in Mexico: “Canadian art 

has no body of painting comparable to the stuff of this Mexican exhibition,” she 

explained, adding, “[Canadian] culture and social ideas…are supplied by outsiders.”32 

Interestingly, McCarthy discusses “Mexican Art Today” in terms of historical 

notions of authenticity and tradition, with particular emphasis on the Mexican state’s 

ancient Aztec heritage.  “Contemporary Mexican painting is best understood by 

remembering that it is anything but a new art,” she writes, “It is as old in its roots as the 
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race.  How else would you get such poise of idea and expression?”  Strikingly, her 

language, which references the “savage beauty,” “power” and “brilliance” of the 

paintings in the show would be employed again at the turn of the millennium in the 

exhibitions I treat in this thesis.33 

Almost twenty years later, the second exhibition of Mexican art presented in 

Canada, “Mexican Art From Pre-Columbian Times to the Present Day” traveled to three 

venues across the country, the Vancouver Art Gallery, the National Gallery of Canada, 

and the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts.  It was organized in Mexico specifically for loan 

to these museums as part of a reciprocal agreement in which a survey of Canadian art was 

organized by the National Gallery of Canada and the National Museum of Canada (now 

the Canadian Museum of Civilization) to send to Mexico in celebration of the 150th 

Anniversary of Mexican Independence.  The preface to the exhibition catalogue frames 

the show in terms of cultural diplomacy, announcing its importance as a “landmark in the 

history of cultural relations between Canada and other countries of this hemisphere.”34  

The exhibition was divided into two sections.  The first, “A Culture in Revolution,” 

focused on modern paintings and prints by such renowned artists as Orozco, Rivera, 

David Alfaro Siqueiros, and Rufino Tamayo.35  The second section, entitled “The New 

Painters of Mexico,” contrasted this period of modernism with contemporary works 

                                                                                                                                                                     

32 Pearl McCarthy, "Mexican Art Today," Mayfair 18, no. 2 (February1944): 30-32, 59. 
33 McCarthy, 31. 
34 Preface to Mexican Art: From Pre-Columbian Times to the Present Day, comp. Donald 
W. Buchanan and Jorge Olvera (Vancouver: Keystone Press, 1960), n.p. 
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dating to the 1950s and 1960s that exemplified what was described as the “rich and 

diverse resurgence of [Mexico’s] plastic art.”36 

It is interesting to note that certain aspects of the approach taken to exhibiting 

Mexican art in Canada, seen in these first two exhibitions, still resonate at the turn of the 

millennium.  For instance, exhibitions of this type are still used in cultural diplomacy.  

Reciprocal relationships between galleries in Canada and Mexico were reestablished in 

the context of “Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950,” which was paired with “Terre 

Sauvage: Canadian Landscape Painting and the Group of Seven, an exhibition of 

Canadian art shown in Mexico City in 1999.37  In addition, the colonialist framework of 

the 1943 exhibition, which emphasized the passion and power of the artworks, has been 

repeated in “Panoramas.”  In these later exhibitions, the same modernist artists – among 

them, Rivera, Orozco, and Siqueiros – are represented, but to very different effect.  In 

particular, the earlier exhibitions prioritize national/ist readings, while the later 

exhibitions reflect new global alliances, in which national/ist projects are managed within 

the larger structure of neoliberal globalization. 

I mentioned earlier that, at the turn of the millennium, four large-scale exhibitions 

of Mexican art were shown in Canada.  These exhibitions present many of the same 

                                                                                                                                                                     

35 Donald W. Buchanan, “A Culture in Revolution,” in Mexican Art: From Pre-

Columbian Times to the Present Day, comp. Donald W. Buchanan and Jorge 
Olvera (Vancouver: Keystone Press, 1960), n.p. 
36 “The New Painters of Mexico,” in Mexican Art: From Pre-Columbian Times to the 

Present Day, comp. Donald W. Buchanan and Jorge Olvera (Vancouver: Keystone Press, 
1960), n.p. 
37 “Terre Sauvage: Canadian Landscape Painting and the Group of Seven Premieres in 
Mexico,” National Gallery of Canada, http://national.gallery.ca/english/560_973.htm. 
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works that were exhibited in the 1943 and 1961.  However, they position these works 

differently, in a manner that shows Mexico as a unique state, but one closely allied with 

Canada; overall, emphasizing North American unity and cultural parity.  Conversely, in 

the mid-century – a period in which there were no formal trade agreements linking 

Canada and Mexico – Mexican art was positioned as representative of a foreign and 

exotic culture, and the same modern art was seen as symbolic of the differences between 

Canada and Mexico.38  The recent positioning is logical if changes in foreign policy are 

taken into account.  I argue that trade relationships formed between Canada and Mexico 

in the mid-1990s are reflected in these cultural representations of Mexican identity.  The 

Canadian and Mexican governments’ interest in highlighting the cultural parity of the two 

states and in creating a new North American identity is discussed further in the following 

chapters of this thesis. 

The Status of the Nation-State Under Neoliberal Globalization 

 Current scholarly discussions call the nation-state, as a modern social organization, 

into question -- among them socio-cultural anthropologist Arjun Appadurai, who 

suggests that we should “think ourselves beyond the nation.”39  According to this line of 

argument, in the wake of globalization the nation-state has been exposed as a construct.  

What are we to make of national culture if, as is also argued, transnational organizations 

have superceded national/ist authority and sovereignty?  And, how has national identity 

                                                        

38 Interest in Mexico was piqued during this period because of Mexican President Miguel 
Aleman’s introduction of a Canada-First Trade Policy in 1951.  My thanks to Debra 
Antoncic for bringing this to my attention. 
39 Arjun Appadurai, “Patriotism and Its Futures,” Public Culture, 5:3 (1993): 411. 
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been transformed by neoliberalism, which advances a vision for expanding global 

relations based on “laissez-faire market economics through privatization, liberalization, 

and deregulation?”40 

Many scholars support the argument that the traditional functions of the nation-

state as an authoritative structure of organization are no longer viable.  Most famously 

advancing an extreme vision of this line of reasoning are scholars Michael Hardt and 

Antonio Negri.  Through their publications, Empire (2000) and Multitude: War and 

Democracy in the Age of Empire (2004), these authors have introduced and elaborated on 

the concept of Empire, which they explain as “the political subject that effectively 

regulates…global exchanges, the sovereign power that governs the world.”41  Hardt and 

Negri argue that Empire has effectively superceded the power of the nation-state, 

explaining that it is “a decentered and deterritorializing apparatus of rule that 

progressively incorporates the entire global realm within its open, expanding frontiers.”42  

Their understanding of the current status of the nation-state can best be explained as a 

departure from the traditional map of the world, as they state that, under Empire, “the 

distinct national colors of the imperialist map of the world [have] merged and blended 

in[to] the imperial global rainbow.”43 

                                                        

40 Jan Aart Scholte, The Sources of Neoliberal Globalization, Overarching Concerns 
Programme Paper Number 8  (Geneva: United Nations Research Institute for Social 
Development, 2005), 7, 24. 
41 Hardt, Michael and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 2000), xi. 
42 Hardt and Negri, xii. 
43 Hardt and Negri, xiii. 
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This new understanding of global order has been contested, despite the important 

contribution of Hardt and Negri’s scholarship to the area of globalization theory.  Hardt 

and Negri’s work has been criticized in recent publications, such as Empire’s New 

Clothes: Reading Hardt and Negri (2004) and Empire & Imperialism: A Critical Reading 

of Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri (2005).  For the purposes of this thesis I focus only 

on debate specifically related to the nation-state as a structure of organization, 

acknowledging that criticisms of the concept of Empire have taken many forms.  Scholars 

such as Atilio A. Boron, Kam Shapiro, and Slavoj Zizek refute the idea that the nation-

state is in its final stages of collapse and is no longer a relevant structure.  Zizek also 

questions the common dismissal of the nation-state, asking, “is…the [American]‘War on 

Terror’ not the strongest-yet assertion of state authority?  Are we not witnessing now the 

unheard-of mobilization of all (repressive and ideological) state apparatuses?”44 

For the purposes this thesis, I take as my starting point the opposing views of 

scholars such as Boron and Zizek, in addition to Saskia Sassen and Carl Good, all of 

whom argue that the nation-state, while reconfigured under neoliberal globalization, 

retains its importance and agency.  “The state itself has been a key agent in the 

implementation of global processes,” Sassen explains, “and it emerged quite altered by 

this participation.”45  Continuing this line of thought, Latin American literature scholar 

Carl Good advocates the value of treating the nation as an “open concept or form” to take 

                                                        

44 Slavoj Zizek, “The Ideology of the Empire and Its Traps,” in Empire’s New Clothes: 

Reading Hardt and Negri, ed. by Paul A. Passavant and Jodi Dean, (New York: 
Routledge, 2004), 264. 
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advantage of its “imagined discursive points of departure.”46  Referring specifically to 

Mexico, he echoes arguments that Sassen has also made against accepting globalism 

without question.  According to Good, “Nationness is not disappearing if what is obliging 

us to shape our work around the increasing fluidity of national borders is itself a nation – 

the very nation that cradles our institutions in its ever-increasing complexity, 

transformation, and juridical decentering.”47   

Following from these arguments, I contend that national culture still plays an 

important role as a product to be represented and consumed globally.  Despite the 

contested status of the nation-state amongst scholars and the trend towards post-national 

rhetoric, the nation-state still exists both practically, as a structure, and theoretically, in 

the national imagination.  This argument is significant to the context of this thesis, since 

in the following chapters I examine how the three North American states are able to use 

culture – specifically, art exhibitions – to  represent new formations of national identity 

during a period of transition to increased North American integration under neoliberal 

globalization. 

Transnational Cultural Brokering 

Yúdice contends that culture is expedient, inextricable from global economic and 

political systems.  He argues that traditional notions of culture have changed, largely due 

                                                                                                                                                                     

45 Saskia Sassen, Losing Control? Sovereignty in an Age of Globalization (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1996), 28. 
46 Carl Good, “Introduction: Ungoverned Specificities,” in The Effects of the Nation: 

Mexican Art in an Age of Globalization, ed. Carl Good and John V. Waldron 
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to globalization, which has increased contact, in terms of migration and communication, 

among previously separated and dissimilar communities.  He explains that this 

transformation of culture has affected its function and definition: “the role of culture has 

expanded in an unprecedented way into the political and economic,” he writes, “at the 

same time that conventional notions of culture largely have been emptied out.”  

Furthermore, he suggests that culture is now widely positioned as a tool, “increasingly 

wielded as a resource for both sociopolitical and economic amelioration.”48 

 In my analysis, I am interested in applying Yúdice’s concept of “transnational 

cultural brokering”49 to the two case studies examined in the next chapters of this thesis.  

Grounded in his understanding of culture as expedient, Yúdice explains the process of 

transnational cultural brokering as the “negotiation of culture in relation to national 

expression in an international arena.”50  Other scholars, including sociologist Judith 

Huggins Balfe, have advanced similar arguments about the use of culture internationally.  

Specifically, Balfe suggests that artworks can convey new meanings distinct from the 

aesthetic qualities associated with each piece, making her arguments specifically in 

relation to works of visual art.  She states that artworks function as “symbolic carriers, as 

                                                        

48 Yúdice, 9, 11. 
49 Yúdice introduces this concept in “Transnational Cultural Brokering of Art” in Beyond 

the Fantastic: Contemporary Art Criticism From Latin America, ed. Gerardo Mosquera 
(London: Institute of International Visual Arts, 1995): 198-215.  He expands on it in his 
book, The Expediency of Culture: Uses of Culture in the Global Era (Durham; London: 
Duke University Press, 2003). 
50 Yúdice (2003), 239. 
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mediators of politics and as propaganda for secular and religious ideologies,” a historical 

phenomenon that continues to this day.51 

What is central to Yúdice’s concept of transnational cultural brokering is its  

“transnational” component, which is linked to processes of neoliberal globalization.  

Thus, Yúdice emphasizes the recent occurrence of this phenomenon as distinct from, but 

not unrelated to, the historical use of art to further state diplomacy.52  In this way Yúdice 

builds on Balfe’s arguments to provide an explanation of cultural negotiation suitable for 

the current world order.  The limitations of Balfe’s arguments lie in the fact that she does 

not take into account the changes in global forms and movements of culture.  While Balfe 

provides adequate explanation for the historical process of cultural brokering, Yúdice 

takes this further, placing this phenomenon in the current environment of neoliberal 

globalization, one that is reflective of transnational relationships.53 

In particular, Yúdice frames the concept of transnational cultural brokering within 

issues of multiculturalism and identity politics, specifically, those prevalent in Latin 

America and Latin American diaspora communities.54  Yúdice also specifies that his 

concept of transnational cultural brokering is a recent development, resulting from the 

involvement of mainstream cultural institutions in this process, as well as the investment 

of Latin American financial interests in such cultural transactions.55  Arguing that  the 
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increase in transnational cultural brokering as a result of the “fit” between globalization 

and culture,56 Yúdice notes that curator and art historian Mari Carmen Ramírez identifies 

three factors that account for the rise of the recent transnational form of cultural 

brokering.  Ramírez sees the rise as the result of new artistic networks that link artistic 

actors between international art centres and Latin American capitals, increasing private 

funding of the arts, and the involvement of new Latin American financial partners.57  

Thus, transnational cultural brokering is a process involving global players.  As art 

historian Shifra M. Goldman puts it, “Today we need to consider…the global alignment 

of power elites from nations of the First and Third Worlds (and perhaps even the Second 

World) whose objective is the control of resources and cultural configurations across 

national boundaries.”58 

The contemporary political approach of the three North American state 

governments is of particular relevance to the concept of transnational cultural brokering.  

Yúdice discusses the impact of neoliberalism on culture, specifically referencing the 

neoliberal approach the Mexican government has taken to it since the 1980s.  He explains 

that the ways in which the Mexican state communicated its national/ist agenda to its 

inhabitants have been altered since that time to emphasize cultural diplomacy in the 

global sphere.  Thus, he states, “The cultural difference expressed by means of art was no 

longer used to take a nationalist, defensive position vis-à-vis the dominant models of 
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western modernity (as in the case of the [Mexican] muralists), particularly the United 

States, but for staging showcases demonstrating that Mexico was the civilizational par of 

its trading partner to the north.”59  Here, Yúdice refers specifically to art exhibitions in 

Mexico, among them, “Myth and Magic in America: The 1980s,” which was displayed at 

the Museo de Arte Contemporaneo in Monterrey, Mexico in 1991.60  Building upon 

Yúdice’s arguments in the following chapters of this thesis, I suggest that a similar 

transition occurred in Canada, in which works by Mexican modernists previously 

displayed in Canada during the 1943 and 1961 to exemplify a distinctly Mexican national 

culture were used at the turn of the millennium, in contrast, to introduce the Canadian 

public to its new southern trading partner as a state on par with and similar to Canada. 

Yúdice’s concept of transnational cultural brokering is a useful model to apply to 

the large-scale art exhibitions examined in this thesis because it takes into account the 

effect of current processes of neoliberal globalization on culture.  Additionally, it has 

practical application to these case studies because it was formulated specifically for Latin 

American art exhibitions in the United States and Latin America.  In this thesis, I argue 

that some of the same forces may be at work in exhibitions of Mexican art in Canada, 

although I seek as well to question the differences when applying Yúdice’s concept to 

these shows.  I also examine the extent to which these exhibitions are “medium[s] of 

negotiation,”61 how this process occurs, and for what purposes.  Ultimately, then, 
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Yúdice’s framework provides a means through which to understand the current use of 

culture globally as a conduit for political messages. 

Free Trade Art 

Along with the marked increase of exhibitions of Mexican art in Canada at the 

turn of the millennium, it is interesting to note that there was a similar boom of 

exhibitions of Mexican art in the United States.  While Goldman argues that, since the 

1930s, there have been various periods in which the United States was particularly 

interested in Mexican and Latin American art for economic and political reasons, she 

identifies what she calls a Latin American “art boom” in the United States during the 

1980s.  She describes this boom as “an unprecedented outpouring of presentations from 

Latin America, and for Latinos...[during] the decades of the Reagan/Bush 

administration.”62  Notably, there was no corresponding increase in Canadian-American 

exhibitions during this time period, suggesting that while both Canada and the United 

States were exposed to Mexico through art exhibitions, the two northern states considered 

each other one and the same. 

This trend in cultural diplomacy, linking art to economical and political 

developments, has been discussed widely in the United States.  According to Ramírez, 

the “identity-projecting role of exhibitions has been at the heart of controversies 

surrounding the unprecedented number of shows of Latin American/Latino art organized 

and funded by US institutions (museums, galleries, alternative spaces) over the past 
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decade or so.”  Linking these issues to cultural stereotypes, issues of representation, and 

identity politics, she states, “The exhibition boom has taken place at a time when the 

heightened visibility of the more than thirty million Latinos in the USA (as well as that of 

other Third World peoples and ethnic minorities) is forcing a series of unresolved 

problems on museums throughout the country.”63  In keeping with these arguments, 

Goldman suggests that Mexican art history has been distorted by “activities that are 

extrinsic to art production and enjoyment.”64  She continues, “The proposition that 

modern and contemporary Mexican (and Latin American) fine art, and the consciousness 

it represents, can be viewed as a “raw material” from a dependent country, a “resource” 

of a particularly valuable character that can be manipulated at home and exhibited or sold 

abroad for the ideological and financial “profit” of foreign investors, with the assistance 

of the Mexican ruling class and government, is a fairly new one.”65  While Goldman 

speaks specifically about the Mexican-United States relationship, her arguments for art as 

a resource is discussed in the Mexican-Canadian examples I investigate in the following 

chapters. 

More specifically, this phenomenon of using art to foster ties between the 

NAFTA states has been identified by poet Rubén Martínez, using the term “free trade 
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art.”  Martínez explains that it occurs broadly across the North American states as “a fin 

de siecle initiative promoted by the major cultural institutions in all three NAFTA 

countries.”  Martínez cautions against this North American trend as a form of 

propaganda, explaining that the objective of free trade art is “to use art as a form of 

conservative diplomacy, and to create a conflict-free image for a country in order to 

seduce investors and promote cultural tourism.”  He elaborates on the dangers posed by 

these exhibitions as forms of cultural diplomacy, stating, “Free trade art is tricky.  It 

promotes transculture and celebrates border crossings, but for all the wrong reasons.  

Despite their cross-cultural rhetoric, the NAFTArt impresarios would rather bypass the 

dangerous border zone, with its midfields of race and gender, and its political geysers.”66 

Martínez’s insights, however, address the dangers of this phenomenon on a very 

general level, whereas I argue that it is important to examine the Canadian context, 

specifically, because there may be different dynamics at play and new insights to be 

gained.  Notably, there are several differences in “the booms” of exhibitions of Mexican 

art that have taken place in the United States and Canada.  Most notably, the boom in the 

United States began in the 1980s, whereas, in Canada, it came a decade later, in the late 

1990s, and there were seemingly fewer exhibitions in Canada than in the United States.  

Likely, these differences occurred because the United States shares a border with Mexico 

and the country has a much greater Latin American population than does Canada.  It is 

also possible that the rise in Canadian exhibitions of Mexican art mirrors the increase in 

                                                                                                                                                                     

65 Goldman (1994), 268. 



 

 29 

such exhibitions in the United States.  Notably, National Gallery of Canada exhibition 

records reveal that the institution was aware of this trend, and of the 1990 American 

blockbuster exhibition, “Mexico: Splendors of Thirty Centuries,” when planning 

“Mexican Modern Art” almost a decade later.67  Another explanation might be found in 

the occurrence of bilateral cooperation, specifically that fostering cultural exchanges 

between Mexico and Canada.  There is an absence of research into such bilateral 

“cultural cooperation” in Canada, as many scholars focus on examples from the United 

States, neglecting occurrences in the Canadian context and thus pointing to the need for 

this study.  Mexican visual artist and writer José Springer argues that, “while the 

economic and cultural relations between Canada and the U.S. and between Mexico and 

the U.S. have had a long and controversial history, the Canada—Mexico link lies 

virtually unexplored.”68 

Ramírez explains that cultural representations are inherently linked to current 

politics.  “The perception and representation of Latin American art in the USA,” she 

states, “have not only gone hand in hand with US foreign policies but have also replicated 

the uneven axis of exchange between both continents.”69  What are the implications of 

Ramírez’s arguments when applied to exhibitions of Latin American art in Canada?  This 
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thesis seeks to examine Canadian examples of “free trade art” to illuminate the 

similarities and differences from that of the United States.  There are differences 

stemming from the fact that the United States and Mexico are immediate neighbours 

while the United States mediates Canada’s relationship to Mexico.  Analysis of “Mexican 

Modern Art” and “Panoramas” will serve to illuminate this neglected area of research. 

Conclusions 

Exhibitions such as “Mexican Modern Art” and “Panoramas” project new 

national/ist narratives to a general public through culture.  Arguably, research that 

critically examines these constructions is necessary because these exhibitions are not 

easily discernable as sophisticated political platforms operating in the public sphere.  

Rather, their success relies on the ability of the artworks in them to carry these messages 

under the veil of political neutrality and objectivity.70  It is this apparent absence of a 

political dimension that this thesis seeks to interrogate, while examining how the North 

American states are reconceptualized in the new North American landscape structured by 

free trade agreements and dominated by post-national rhetoric.  Wallis explains that 

exhibitions of national artifacts “not only…map the art history of that country, but 

also…compose a national allegory, to invent a fictive or at least enhanced past.”71  

Building on this statement, I would like to suggest that the two exhibitions examined in 

this thesis not only represent the past in a national/ist narrative, but additionally help to 

mediate the present by naturalizing changes in national identity that have come with new 
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trade alliances, in turn reconciling national/ist identities with the future of an integrated 

North American continent.  More specifically, these exhibitions construct a public vision 

of the future that embodies the political aspirations of the governments of Canada, 

Mexico, and the United States for North America as an integrated continent, united by 

legislated free trade and supposed economic prosperity.  Broadly, these examples will 

show how cultural diplomacy serves to sustain new forms of nationalism, as previous 

forms are altered within processes of neoliberal globalization. 

 The framework outlined in this introductory chapter enables me to argue these 

points through the two case studies, my larger goal being an evaluation of the influence 

of NAFTA on articulations of Mexican national identity in art exhibitions in Canada 

since 1994.  These exhibitions reflect the need felt by the Canadian government, after 

NAFTA was implemented, to introduce its southern trading partner to the Canadian 

public through culture.  The idea advanced by these exhibitions – that of a North 

American continental alliance – was conveyed on a number of levels, among them, media 

coverage, public advertising, and adjunct educational programs.  Additionally, this thesis 

examines how these exhibitions reflect both the Canadian and Mexican governments’ 

neoliberal stance on globalization, which prioritizes free trade.   

Acknowledging that cultural, economic, and political spheres are now conflated,72 

this discussion examines national/ist projects in the era of increased North American 

integration.  Using these case studies to draw larger conclusions, I contend that the 

manipulation of national symbols through works of art is central to the renegotiation of 
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state identity occurring under processes of neoliberal globalization.  As such, it becomes 

important to critically assess the positioning of art works in relation to the representation 

of national identity, and to ask questions such as those posed by Brian Wallis.  As he puts 

it, “Given the simulated nature of such representations of nationalism, we must ask how 

the nation is being reconstructed through culture.  Whose version of the national culture 

is being shown?  What is not shown? And why?”73 
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Chapter 2 

Exhibition or Envoy? Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950 

The fact of NAFTA, however, will no doubt considerably 
come to reshape our reading of the North American map, 
requiring from Canada, and from Mexico, the development 
of ties which are not only commercial, but cultural, 
precipitated by the new meaning of our mutual cohabitation 
on the North American continent and by our shared 
relationship to the United States. 

Roald Nasgaard, 199574 
 

This statement, made in a 1995 exhibition proposal to the National Gallery of Canada, 

indicates curator Roald Nasgaard’s awareness of the magnitude of the changes that 

NAFTA had brought about, and would continue to foster.  His anticipation of increased 

cultural ties between Canada and Mexico was realized in development of the exhibitions 

identified in Chapter 1, in which art was deployed as a means of transnational cultural 

brokering to support new bilateral relations formalized under NAFTA.  Nasgaard was a 

guest curator at the time he wrote the proposal, collaborating with the National Gallery of 

Canada to create an exhibition of Mexican modern art, then entitled “Alternative Ways of 

Being Western.”  The title hints at the initial approach used to subsume Mexico into the 

“West,” at the same time positioning the nation as exotic in relation to its northern 

neighbour.  Over the next five years this project would develop into “Mexican Modern 

Art, 1900-1950.”  While Nasgaard was not involved in the project for its duration, his 
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comments emphasize the extent to which NAFTA stimulated the creation of this 

exhibition and influenced the curatorial approach used.75 

This chapter examines the blockbuster exhibition, “Mexican Modern Art, 1900-

1950,” which was displayed at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts from 4 November 

1999 to 6 February 2000, and then in Ottawa at the National Gallery of Canada from 25 

February 2000 to 21 May 2000.  It is worthy of critical attention because it was the first, 

and largest, of several exhibitions of Mexican art displayed in Canada post-NAFTA.  As 

a result, it provides a lens through which to understand the development of such 

exhibitions in Canada, generally, and to investigate the extent of NAFTA’s influence on  

them.  Specifically, I examine the ways in which Mexican national identity was 

constructed in this exhibition for Canadian consumption.  I contend that the show reflects 

its political and economic circumstances, as gallery officials recognized an opportunity to 

respond to a Canadian public curious about the culture of its newest trade partner.  I 

explore the curatorial approach taken, focusing, in particular, on the treatment of the 

Mexican muralists, including the work of Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and 

David Alfaro Siqueiros.  Additionally, I analyze the advertising campaign used to 

promote “Mexican Modern Art.”  And, finally, I investigate the exhibition in terms of 

transnational cultural brokering and the ways in which “Mexican Modern Art” was used 

by politicians eager to capitalize on new bilateral relationships. 
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Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950 

 “Mexican Modern Art” was the first large-scale exhibition showcasing 20th 

century Mexican art in Canada.  It is also notable because it was organized expressly for 

Canadian audiences.76  National Gallery Director of National Outreach and International 

Relations, Mayo Graham put it bluntly: “This presentation…is the first time that a major 

exhibition of Mexican modern art has been organized in Canada and for Canada.”77  Even 

so, the exhibition required support and collaboration from many partners in both Canada 

and Mexico.  These included the Government of Mexico (in particular the Consejo para 

las Culturas y las Artes), the Canadian Government (specifically, the departments of 

Canadian Heritage and Foreign Affairs and International Trade), the Instituto Nacional de 

Bellas Artes, the National Gallery of Canada, and the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, as 

well as over one hundred private and institutional lenders.78 

Museum officials highlighted the exhibition’s function as a tool of cultural 

diplomacy from the beginning.  It was promoted in this manner by National Gallery 

director Pierre Théberge, and by Guy Cogeval, director of the Montreal Museum of Fine 
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Arts, who stated that the exhibition addressed the curiosity of Canadians about their “near 

neighbour.”79  Together, the directors stated, “Mexico holds a fascination for Canadians; 

it is a county very different from our own – warm, colourful, legendary.”80  In doing so, 

they emphasized how the exhibition positioned Mexico both as familiar – a neighbour – 

and as exotic – a curiosity, distinctive and unfamiliar to Canadians.  With this 

interpretation advanced to the media as the exhibition’s message, the  show was lauded as 

a demonstration of cultural parity between Canada and Mexico, often in common 

opposition to both countries’ associations with the United States.  As one reviewer wrote, 

“These are the patrimonial works that define the essence of…Mexico, just as Hollywood 

glitter epitomizes the very different culture of our common neighbor, the United 

States.”81 

“Mexican Modern Art” was a large exhibition, including approximately 280 

pieces surveying the first half of the 20th century.  The show was curated by Mexico City-

based art historian Luis-Martín Lozano, who selected over 160 paintings, twenty 

sculptures, thirty photographs and sixty prints for inclusion in “Mexican Modern Art.”  

The artworks featured were by internationally renowned artists, including Frida Kahlo, 

Rufino Tamayo, Maria Izquierdo, Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco and David Alfaro 

Siqueiros.  Lozano organized the exhibition into four thematic and chronological 
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sections: “Early Modernism: Art Between Cosmopolitan and Nationalistic Trends, 1900-

1920;” “The Mexican Renaissance: Art in Post-revolutionary Times, 1921-1934;” 

“Images for a New Era: Modern Photography and the Revival of Printmaking,” and “The 

‘Mexican Style’: The Profusion of Mexican Modernism, 1935-1950.”82 

In addition to “Mexican Modern Art,” there were adjunct shows and additional 

events in each city.  In Montreal, there was a contemporary art exhibition entitled “I, and 

My Circumstance: Mobility in Contemporary Mexican Art,” which featured twenty-eight 

works examining “mobility” as a key component of contemporary life.83  In Ottawa, the 

National Gallery held a photography exhibition that drew from its institutional collection, 

which it entitled “Mexico as Muse: Photographs 1923-1986.”84  This exhibition 

showcased photographs inspired by Mexico, taken by artists who had traveled to Mexico 

for art-related research from the 1920s and onwards.85  As well, each city hosted adjunct 

programming that moved beyond visual culture to include music, courses, lectures, films, 

guided tours, and workshops – all multifaceted components designed to convey the 

character of Mexico to their audiences and to draw more viewers to the museum, 

arguably, creating a quasi-cultural festival. 
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The idea to create an exhibition focusing on the topic of Mexican modern art 

originated at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts in 1989, where it was developed by 

Mayo Graham, who was employed by the museum.86  When Graham was subsequently 

hired by the National Gallery of Canada as director of Outreach and International 

Relations, it was decided to develop the exhibition collaboratively between the two 

institutions, the partnership being formalized in 1997.87   

At that time, both institutions recognizing the suitability of presenting a show of 

Mexican art, and both were in a rush to hold the exhibition by the turn of the millennium.  

A Mexican presidential election was looming, and cultural patrimony laws in Mexico 

stipulate that all works of national heritage must be back in the country before an election 

for a pre-election inventory, a requirement that would make an international exhibition of 

Mexican artworks difficult at best.88  As well, both galleries felt that the exhibition would 

not be as interesting to the Canadian public in 2001.89  National Gallery of Canada 

documents chronicling the conception and organization of the show argued the 

“topicality” of an exhibition on Mexican art as justification for the project’s immediate 

development, referring specifically to the trend of 20th century exhibitions of Mexican art 
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set in the United States by the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 1990 blockbuster show, 

“Mexico: Splendors of Thirty Centuries.”90 

Such references to the relevance of an exhibition dealing with Mexican culture 

correspond to current political events post-NAFTA, as detailed in Chapter 1. In this 

context, it could be argued, the appropriateness of the show was also clear to the 

corporate sponsors who chose to align themselves with the exhibition.  Key among them 

was AIM Funds Management Inc., a Canada-based investment management company 

that is a subsidiary of the larger global Invesco Ltd,91 although support was also provided 

by Corona Extra, CBC/Radio Canada, Mexicana Airlines, the Mexican Tourism Office, 

and Magna International, which became participating sponsors alongside the show’s 

numerous regional supporters in Ottawa and Montreal.92 

While it is difficult to pinpoint the influence of NAFTA on the conception and 

development of the exhibition, I argue that the show was reflective of interest generated 

by the agreement, and thus, the show both enabled the Canadian public to satiate its 

curiosity about Mexico and gave politicians a platform to discuss further ties with the 

Mexican state.  Conspicuously, as numerous reviews and articles attest, the Canadian 

media understood this exhibition as linked to NAFTA.  It was taking place in Canada in a 
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context generated by the increasing presence of events encouraging relations with 

Mexico as part of increasing North American integration. 

Quiet Diplomacy 

On 25 February 2000 the Ottawa Citizen published a photograph of Canadian 

Heritage Minister Shelia Copps laughing with Mexican Ambassador Ezequiel Padilla 

(fig. 1). 

 

Figure 1 Minister Copps and Ambassador Padilla 

(Photography by John Major. “Quiet Diplomacy,” Citizen [Ottawa] 25 February 

2000, A5.) 
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The photograph was taken at the National Gallery of Canada as dignitaries sat on stage 

presiding over the official Ottawa opening of “Mexican Modern Art.”93  The opening 

ceremonies were held on 24 February 2000 – Mexican Flag Day – foregrounding ties 

between the exhibition and Mexican national identity.  Captioned by the phrase, “Quiet 

Diplomacy,” the picture in the newspaper portrayed smiling politicians, Minister Copps 

having apparently whispered a joke to Ambassador Padilla.  Yet, the caption was also 

ironic, in that there was nothing quiet or subtle about the diplomacy of the event, which 

was imbued with overt political meaning. 

It could even be argued that the opening was a staging ground for political 

gestures – a platform for politicians and corporate sponsors eager to align themselves 

with the new unified North America and to increase their perceived ties to Mexico.  

Among them was Robert Hain, President and CEO of AIM Funds Management, who 

spoke as the exhibition’s presenting sponsor.94  In his opening remarks, he announced 

AIM Funds Management’s pride at being involved with this “timely” and “important” 

exhibition, adding that AIM Funds Management “feel[s] that the arts play a vital role in 

our communities—on all levels: locally, nationally, and globally.”  He also hinted at the 

reason AIM Funds Management chose to be involved in the exhibition, stating, “As a 
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truly global company, with forty offices in twenty countries, we believe in making an 

investment in the communities in which we do business.”95 

To fully understand Hain’s comments and AIM Funds Management’s 

involvement in the show, it is important to consider how “Mexican Modern Art” was 

marketed to prospective sponsors.  One perspective is provided by an article that 

appeared in Sponsorship Report in May 1999, entitled “Mexican Art Exhibition 

Demonstrates the Power of Business-to-Business Opportunities in Sponsorship.”96  It 

discussed “Mexican Modern Art,” specifically, noting that the organizing galleries were 

searching for a Presenting Partner, and, with it, an investment of $200,000.  The article 

quoted Jennifer Duchesne, Senior Consultant of Arts & Communications, who was in 

charge of finding sponsorship for the exhibition in both Ottawa and Montreal locations.  

She stated, “This is a very versatile sponsorship opportunity for a company interested in 

demonstrating its support of Mexican culture.”  Additionally, she argued that a corporate 

sponsor would benefit from “nine months of exposure and numerous business-building 

opportunities during the festivities that are centered at two of Canada’s most popular and 

respected art institutions.”  The article highlighted this sponsorship as a way for 

businesses to increase their Mexican contacts, stating that investment in the show was 

ideal “for a Canadian company whose business objectives include entry or expansion in 

the Mexican market.”  Furthermore, she promised corporate entertainment opportunities 
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and “access to a specialized audience of leading Canadian and Mexican government 

officials, senior members of the business community, and key opinion makers.”97  For 

this reason, it could be argued that AIM Funds Management’s support of the show 

reflected, at the very least, its eagerness to improve its ties to Mexico, if not its immediate 

interest in expanding its business into the country. 

Also speaking at the opening were Canadian Heritage Minster Copps and Gerardo 

Estrada, General Director of Mexico’s Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes.  They were part 

of a mix of sponsors, politicians, and curators that mimicked the conflation of economic, 

political, and cultural spheres under neoliberal globalization.  The political potential of 

the exhibition was supported by the National Gallery of Canada, which gave these 

players significant roles in the opening events.  Despite the fact that the exhibition 

originated at the institutional, rather than a governmental level, it was an attractive 

platform for politicians.  And this was clearly understood by politicians and corporate 

sponsors alike.  As Hain put it, “art speaks an international language and is one of the 

most effective cultural ambassadors in the world today.”98 

I would even contend that, in the case of “Mexican Modern Art,” the political 

messages eclipsed the art on display.  In making this assertion I build on my previous 
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argument that the curators and art institutions involved were aware of increasing North 

American integration and free trade alliances, a consciousness perhaps best reflected in 

an unpublished photograph of the dignitaries associated with the exhibition, including 

Pierre Théberge, Guy Cogeval, Mayo Graham, Shelia Copps, Alberto Fierro, Gerardo 

Estrada, Ezequiel Padilla, and Robert Hain, posed under the Canadian and Mexican flags 

at the entrance to the exhibition space in the National Gallery of Canada (fig. 2). 

 

Figure 2 “Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950” opening ceremony 

(Image: NGCA, Exhibitions—Mexican Modern Art, 1998, 7398-008-03 vol .4, 

“Communications and Special Events,” photograph, Mexican Modern Art opening 

ceremony, 24 February 2000.) 
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The presence of the politicians and sponsors alongside gallery officials visualizes the ties 

between cultural, political, and economic spheres often evidenced in such blockbuster 

exhibitions.  In this particular case, however, I argue that “Mexican Modern Art” became 

a platform for politicians eager to capitalize specifically on the NAFTA alliance between 

Canada and Mexico, a role encouraged by the National Gallery of Canada. 

Curatorial Approach 

Critical examination of the curatorial strategy employed by Lozano in “Mexican 

Modern Art” reveals what could best be described perhaps as a conventional approach to 

the exhibition’s development.  One of the stated goals of the exhibition, cited in all press 

releases and announced at the opening, was to “increase awareness in Canada of the 

forces shaping the artistic landscape in Mexico between 1900 and 1950, when several 

overlapping generations of artists inspired by the Mexican Revolution and its aftermath, 

brought about a ‘renaissance’ of the arts.”  It is a concept of Mexican art that has been 

criticized for its imprecise portrayal of a simply-defined, unified Mexican culture.  Art 

historian Olivier Debroise, who studies the construction of the Mexican art history, has 

argued against this model, positioning it as a political tool.  According to Debroise, “The 

so-called Mexican Renaissance—and…the selection of specific artworks that “reveal” 

this supposed Renaissance—[have] been heavily promoted abroad by the Mexican 

government.”99  And he argues that “Mexican Modern Art” did not avoid this official 

discourse of Mexican art history, which juxtaposes folk and high art, and emphasizes the 
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“idea of artistic continuity between three or four or more historical eras.”100  In other 

words, the exhibition reproduced the conventional approach to Mexican art history, 

although I argue here that it also introduced a conservative element, in that it worked at 

the same time to depoliticize the conventional narrative by suppressing the prominence 

normally given in discussion of the Mexican muralists to radical revolutionary politics.  

Advancing an art history more friendly to neoliberalism, the exhibition expressed a post-

NAFTA political position, even as it rendered this position invisible to most viewers. 

In general, blockbuster survey exhibitions of Latin American art have been 

heavily criticized for their Western bias and for their presentation of a homogeneous 

Mexican culture.  Ramírez critiques the dominance of the Western lens through which 

Latin American art is organized and exhibited.  She argues for a different approach, one 

in which curators “substitute for Latin America’s role of passive object…[and make it] 

the subject of its own narrative.”  In order to do this, she asserts, curators “will need to 

rethink the categories and parameters of their analysis beyond the limitations imposed by 

the Euro-American framework.”101  Ramírez sees the format of survey exhibitions as 

outdated and inadequate, arguing with Gerardo Mosquera for the development of new 

exhibition structures in order to shift the “vertical axis of neo-colonialism to a horizontal 
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one based on intercultural dialogue and exchange.”102  While she addresses exhibitions of 

Latin American art in the United States, specifically, her criticisms are also applicable to 

such Canadian exhibitions as “Mexican Modern Art.” 

Mexican nationalism is often associated with artworks dating to the 20th century, 

when nation-building projects included the state institutions that housed them.  “In order 

to establish their status within the international community,” Wallis explains, individual 

nations and their institutions have been “compelled to dramatize conventionalized 

versions of their national images, asserting past glories and amplifying stereotypical 

differences.”103  This dramatization is seen in “Mexican Modern Art” specifically in 

Lozano’s reliance in the exhibition on such iconic “Mexican artists” as Frida Kahlo, 

Diego Rivera, and José Clemente Orozco.  The timeframe of the exhibition also 

emphasizes certain stereotypical aspects of Mexican identity.  Springer has critiqued 

exhibitions that limit their selections to the early 20th century, stating that this can 

emphasize “the notion that twentieth-century Mexico was the outcome of a natural 

dominance of one culture over another, leaving no other possibilities of expression for 

artists who decided to pursue a more personal quest or indigenous groups that kept their 

visions and traditions alive.”104  Similar stress is evident in “Mexican Modern Art,” 

which displays art created from 1900 to 1950.  Accordingly, the show has a decidedly 

nationalistic tone, Lozano emphasizing the continuity of art’s role in creating and 
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defining Mexican identity and what he sees as the deep roots of Mexican nationalism 

evident of the works.  At the same time, he cautioned against only seeing “Mexican 

artistic achievement as home-grown,” emphasizing that the exhibition would show 

Mexican artists in relation to their global contemporaries – influential Western artists.105 

Lozano’s depiction of the Mexican muralists is reflective of his conservative 

approach.  Noticeably, the murals are not shown in the exhibition, a choice that was 

criticized in the press.  One reviewer noted, “The Montreal show, for all the hoopla it’s 

trying to stir up – it’s billed as the largest (no mention of the best) North American 

survey of Mexican art since 1943 – doesn’t give us a peek at even a single fragment of 

original mural art. (It could have done.  Diego Rivera, for instance, produced mural 

paintings that aren’t permanently attached to their walls).”106  Significantly, the Mexican 

muralists were aligned with revolutionary politics; as Goldman points out, “the majority 

of muralists espoused left-wing socialist or communist ideas and were antifascist, anti-

imperialist, and antimilitaristic.”107  I suggest that Lozano’s decision to neglect the 

Mexican muralists depoliticized the exhibition, at least in terms of these radical politics, 

as the Mexican muralists are internationally known for their politically active role in 

helping to shape the future of Mexico.  “Mexican art…especially mural painting,” states 
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art historian Justino Fernández, “is intimately connected spiritually and ideologically 

with the social and political movement that brought about the rejuvenation of life during 

the second decade of the century: the Mexican Revolution.”108  While the exhibition does 

showcase drawings and preparatory sketches by the muralists for their larger projects, 

these are no replacement for the larger realizations of these drawings, which would have 

provided a greater visual impact and more prominent presence for the muralists in the 

exhibition.  Additionally, the drawings shift the viewer’s focus to more formal and 

structural aspects of the murals, taking away from the larger political conditions of their 

production. 

As a substitute for original works by the Mexican muralists, viewers were 

provided instead with a twenty-minute video created specially for the exhibition.  The 

video, entitled The Mexican Muralists, surveyed the development of Mexican mural art.  

However, this treatment mentions the Mexican Revolution only superficially, neglecting 

to clearly situate the works in their familiar political context.  This omission is notable 

because the Mexican muralists’ were very “aware of the political concerns of their art.”109  

It is also notable that Wallis found a similar situation in the 1990 US exhibition, 

“Mexico: Splendors of Thirty Centuries,” where, he argued, “this essentialist approach 

serve[d] as a sort of absurdly schematized simplification of the country’s extremely 

volatile history.”110 
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It is worthwhile to read Lozano’s curatorial choices in light of the political 

context of the times, in which it fits rather nicely.  His general approach places Mexico as 

a nation with a similar national patrimony to Canada’s, expressed in visual art.  In line 

with Mexico’s status as Canada’s new NAFTA trading partner, the exhibition promotes 

Mexico as an equal, where previously Mexican art had been marginalized in Canada. 

Pasión, Sol y Vida (Passion, Sun and Life) 

The curatorial approach in “Mexican Modern Art,” which emphasized cultural 

parity, was at odds with the promotion of the exhibition in Canada, which highlighted the 

exoticism of Mexico.  As previously discussed, the exhibition constructed Mexico in 

terms of its similarities to Canada, exemplified by the use of a conventional survey 

format charting a traditional Western art-historical narrative.  However, in marketing the 

exhibition in Canada, Mexico is positioned in relation to Canada as the exotic other, a 

gesture intended to promote tourism, whether recreational or cultural.  Although the 

promotion of recreational tourism might be expected in such an exhibition – and it was 

evident, even in the details of the opening ceremonies, where beer was provided by 

Corona – it is also important to note that the exhibition itself was as a form of cultural 

tourism.111  As Yúdice explains “such exhibitions appeal to the metropolitan desire to 
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indulge in a ‘comfortable exoticism.’”112 This tension between exoticism and cultural 

parity in the show is best seen in the advertising campaigns employed to promote the 

exhibition. 

“Mexican Modern Art” opened under separate promotional campaigns in each 

venue, marketed with the tagline “Pasión” (Passion) at the Montreal Museum of Fine Art 

and “Sol y Vida” (Sun and Life) at the National Gallery of Canada.  Examination of the 

Montreal print campaign is revealing in this regard.  Most striking about the campaign is 

its use of famed Mexican artist Frida Kahlo’s work, specifically her self-portraits.  This 

choice plays into the larger project of Kahlo’s celebrity – referred to as “Fridamania” by 

art historian Margaret A. Lindauer, who studies how the mythology of Kahlo has been 

produced and recirculated.  Criticizing the “superficiality with which such exhibitions 

tend to represent complex histories and transnational relationships,” Lindauer examines 

how Kahlo reached “cult” status in the United States by the early 1990s.  She cautions 

that this mythology neglects historical details.  Regarding Kahlo’s perceived connection 

to Mexican national identity, she states, “While Kahlo’s paintings have been assumed to 

represent her fervent nationalism, they also integrate complex perspectives toward, and 

consequences of, defining Mexicanness.”  Lindauer argues for reconsideration of Kahlo’s 

life history, as the artist “grew up during the Mexican Revolution of 1910 to 1920, a time 

when national identity was scrutinized, torn apart, and reformulated with successive 

presidential administrations, some of which lasted only a year before being violently 
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ousted by the next political regeneration of nationalism.”113  Springer also discusses how 

advertisements centering on Kahlo’s work emphasize the exotic qualities of Mexico, 

referring specifically to “Mexico: Splendors of Thirty Centuries.”  He states, “Kahlo used 

flora, fauna, gorgeous traditional costumes and depictions of her own body to lend 

intensity to her self-portraits based on personal traumas.  She was a committed Marxist, 

proud of being nurtured by an Indian nurse, and enjoyed the friendship and admiration of 

André Breton, the Surrealist leader, and of Leon Trotsky.”  However, in art exhibitions 

and media images she becomes “simply a sanitized icon of the exotic, deprived of her 

politics.”114 

The Montreal Museum of Fine Arts commissioned several different versions of 

print advertisements, employing varying sizes and formats to suit the different needs of 

the advertising campaign, which included posters, invitations, and brochures, as well as 

larger posters intended for display on public transport.  However, all are derivative of one 

design, the focus of which is the bright red coloured tagline “pasión,” which is written in 

bold simplified brushstrokes and featured on all of the advertisements.  This word is 

written brashly across a self-portrait by Frida Kahlo, and appears almost as if it is part of  
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the painting itself (fig. 3). 

 

Figure 3 “Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950” Advertisement  

(Image: NGCA, Exhibitions—Mexican Modern Art, 1998, 7398-008-12 vol .2, 

“Montreal Museum of Fine Arts,” Mexican Modern Art advertisement, full-scale 

portrait version, n.d.) 
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Some versions of the advertisement featured the whole portrait, but the majority used a 

cropped version, which excluded everything but Kahlo’s large deep red lips, under which 

“pasión” was written (fig. 4). 

 

Figure 4 “Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950” Advertisement  

(Image: NGCA, Exhibitions—Mexican Modern Art, “Montreal Museum of Fine 

Arts,” Mexican Modern Art advertisement, cropped version with lips, n.d.) 

The central motif of the lips emphases an overtly sexualized, exotic form of Mexico.  

Other advertisements reduce this format even further, featuring simply a wide aggressive 

red brushstroke with the word “pasión” cut out in white and the exhibition information 

below (fig. 5). 

 

Figure 5 “Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950” Advertisement  

(Image: NGCA, Exhibitions—Mexican Modern Art, “Montreal Museum of Fine 

Arts,” Mexican Modern Art advertisement, brushstroke version, n.d.) 
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Much of the written information in the advertisements continues this emphasis, stressing, 

among other things, the “vibrancy” of Mexico’s colour.  One reads, “Vibrant colours 

asserted from the heart.  An emotional portrait of modern Mexico seen through the eyes 

of artists synonymous with passion: Rivera, Orozco, Siqueiros, Kahlo, Tamayo.”  In this 

way, prominent Mexican artists previously identified with revolutionary politics are 

relocated, the primacy of their political views in understanding their art subordinated to 

their new association with “passion.” 

In Ottawa, the National Gallery of Canada also capitalized on Kahlo’s image in a 

commissioned television commercial to advertise the exhibition.  Part of a series of 

television commercials dedicated to this exhibition, the advertisement featured a montage  
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of close-up shots of Kahlo’s Self-portrait with Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird (1940, 

fig. 6), which was displayed prominently in the exhibition. 

 

Figure 6 Frida Kahlo, Self-portrait with Thorn Necklace and Hummingbird. Oil on 

canvas, 62.2 x 47.6 cm. Art Collection, Harry Ransom Humanities Research Centre, 

The University of Texas at Austin.  

(Image: Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950, ed. Mayo Graham [Ottawa: National 

Gallery of Canada, 1999], 101.) 
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In the advisement, the viewer is presented with several different shots of this painting, 

unrecognizable as a whole, before the camera zooms out and the entire painting is visible.  

At the same time, a voice over states, “At the turn of the 20th century, a movement began 

that lasted fifty years.  It captured the colour…the passion…and the soul of a beautiful 

country.  Now at the beginning of the 21st century, we’ve captured if for you.  Sol y Vida!  

Don’t miss Mexican Modern Art at the National Gallery of Canada.”115  The voice over 

conveys the institution’s stress on exoticism, referencing the “colour” and “passion” of 

Mexico, while reducing the nation to a “beautiful country,” accessible either through 

travel or by visiting the National Gallery of Canada’s exhibition.  To this end, the 

National Gallery has “captured” Mexico for us, its gesture, echoing former colonialist 

activities in which the exotic, captured and controlled, was displayed for consumption by 

exhibition-goers of another type.116 

The significance of such advertising campaigns, in print or on television, cannot 

be understated.  Research by scholars such as Balfe has supported this, arguing that 

“artworks are intended to ‘win the hearts and minds of the people,’ who may never even 
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attend their domestic exhibition but know of it only through media coverage.”117  In this 

way, the audience for “Mexican Modern Art,” extended from the exhibition-goer to the 

general public, was presented with a revised version of Mexico’s national identity in art.  

As Goldman argues, in representations such as this, “20th century Marxists like Kahlo and 

Diego Rivera…[are] packaged into a handsome continuum of genius, detached from their 

historical context.”118  In turn, the public is given “little sense…that Mexico’s art has 

anything to do with its history of social conflict.”119 

The Opportunity to Peer Into One Another’s Soul 

In a review published in the Ottawa Citizen, writer Paul Gessell praised “Mexican 

Modern Art” for enabling the growth of cultural ties between Canada and Mexico.  

“Canadians and Mexicans…have the opportunity this year, like never before,” he wrote, 

“to peer into one another’s soul, thanks to two of the most important art exhibitions ever 

exchanged between these two NAFTA partners.”120  His statement, which also references 

the 1999 National Gallery of Canada exhibition, “Terre Sauvage: Canadian Landscape 

Painting and the Group of Seven,” emphasizes art as a mean of acquiring intimate 

knowledge of another culture, reinforcing the link between national patrimony and 

national identity.  It was a sentiment emphasized as well by Théberge and Cogeval, who 

stated that “Mexican Modern Art” was significant, as it “mark[ed] an important moment 
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in the cultural relations between Canada and Mexico, two countries that share a 

hemisphere and that can reach a greater understanding of each other’s heritage through 

works of art.”121  With the association between culture and identity apparent, it is easy to 

see how exchanges of this type of artwork are used to negotiate relationships abroad and 

why such exhibitions circulate globally in the first place. 

As national icons, artists, including members of the Group of Seven in Canada, 

and Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera in Mexico, become pawns, symbolically representing 

their respective nations like flags.  Art historian Lynda Jessup discusses the “competing 

concerns” at play when creating new exhibitions dealing with such artists, as art 

institutions and curators are interested in “attracting audiences through familiar painters,” 

but at the same time have a “desire to advance art historical scholarship” and not stage 

exhibitions that simply repeat the same national myths.122  When asked about this 

situation, Graham reinforced the point, noting that Lozano was not interested in curating 

an exhibition focused solely on Kahlo and Rivera.  As she put it, “to [Mexicans], Kahlo 

and Rivera are like the Group of Seven to us [Canadians].”123   

Ironically, given this statement, “Mexican Modern Art” is linked to “Terre 

Sauvage,” both exhibitions functioning as part of an exchange of national patrimony 

between the two nations.  “Terre Sauvage” was part of a bilateral end-of-the century 

celebration called “Canada-Mexico: A Salute to the Millennium,” which was organized 
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by the Canadian Embassy in Mexico.124  It was requested as an addition to the embassy’s 

program,125 and was displayed at Mexico City’s Museo de Arte Moderno from 26 August 

to 31 October 1999.126  It featured major works by members of the Group of Seven and 

Tom Thomson and the premise of the exhibition was to celebrate Canadian wilderness as 

it was depicted by these artists in the early 20th century.  Notably, it had been many years 

since Canadian art had traveled to Mexico, the last exhibition occurring in 1960 as part of 

the exchanges that resulted in the exhibition of Mexican art displayed in Canada from 

1960 to 1961.127 

There is some degree of confusion surrounding this most recent exchange, as 

Canadian officials maintain that there is no link between the two exhibitions.128  On the 

one hand, Gessell explains the Canadian institutional standpoint, stating that, though it is 

“tempting to imagine the Canadian-Mexican exchange as an expression of the spirit of 

the North American Free Trade agreement …[the] genesis of [the exchange] had little to 

do with diplomacy.”129  On the other hand, Mexican representatives have spoken on 

record about the exchange and their nation’s policy of reciprocity in relation to the trade 

of cultural objects.  Jamie Garcia Amaral, then Mexico’s consular general to Quebec and 
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a former top cultural bureaucrat in Mexico, stated, “Our policy in Mexico generally is 

that when we make a huge project like this, we have reciprocity with other countries.”130  

In other words, contrary to Gessell’s characterization, it appears that the exhibition was 

seen, at least in some quarters, as a means of cultural diplomacy. 

Yúdice cites a report in The Expediency of Culture demonstrating that, under 

President Vincente Fox, “Mexico continues to use its embassies and consulates to 

sponsor artistic and cultural events to influence foreign relations, above all in the United 

States.”131   It has also done so in Canada, as is evidenced by the integral role played by 

the Mexican Embassy in Canada in creating “Mexican Modern Art.”  Well documented 

in the National Gallery of Canada’s exhibition files, the embassy’s involvement was 

widespread and included sponsorship of a music series, assistance contacting lenders and 

working through the Mexican government system, and the active participation of 

Mexican cultural attaché Alberto Fierro and Mexican Ambassador Ezequiel Padilla, who 

helped to officially open the exhibition in Ottawa.132 

The benefits of cultural diplomacy are widely recognized by large corporate 

sponsors, who seek to attach their names to art exhibitions.  Wallis examines the 

contradictions inherent in this phenomenon, explaining that corporate funding of 

exhibitions is a “mutual pact,” actively and equally sought out by museums and 
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multinational corporations.133  This relationship was clearly recognized by the principal 

sponsor of “Mexican Modern Art,” AIM Funds Management Inc.  President and CEO 

Robert Hain writes in the opening message of the exhibition catalogue, “We recognize 

that art speaks an international language and is one of the most effective cultural 

ambassadors in the world today.”134  Cultural brokering also provides remuneration for 

art institutions as well, including increased profile, attendance, and revenue.  Théberge 

was quoted in the Toronto Globe and Mail as stating, “We want Canadian art to be 

shared by, not just Canadians, but around the world, because we are very proud of what 

we have and we have a strong collection and strong works of art that we can share…It 

will bring us all kinds of benefits, from around the world too.”135 

In this sense, the place of “Mexican Modern Art” as part of a reciprocal exchange 

of Mexican-Canadian cultural patrimony is significant.  With the advent of NAFTA, 

Canada and Mexico are negotiating new relationships, and culture has become a main 

resource in this transformation.  The exchange highlights the need for a reconsideration 

of how art works are employed globally, as they are “increasingly sent traveling to help 

to ‘normalize’ political relations, as bona fides of trust precisely because of their fragility 

and pricelessness – as in an exchange of hostages.”136 

                                                        

133 Brian Wallis, “The Art of Big Business,” Art in America (June 1986): 28. 
134 Robert Hain, “Message from the Sponsor,” in Mexican Modern Art, 1900-1950, ed. 
Mayo Graham (Ottawa: National Gallery of Canada, 1999), 5. 
135 Pierre Théberge, as cited in “National Gallery; Reaching Out” Globe and Mail 
(Toronto), 5 June 1999, News section. 
136 Balfe, 213. 



 

 63 

Conclusions 

In summary, this chapter highlights only some of the many ways in which 

“Mexican Modern Art” operated as a site of transnational cultural brokering, a subtle 

means of promoting bilateral relations between NAFTA partners Canada and Mexico.  

The exhibition, including the opening events, media coverage, and adjunct public 

programming, became a staging ground for political maneuvering, proving the validity of 

Ramírez’s arguments for the “identity-projecting role of [art] exhibitions.”137  

Examination of the curator’s approach to the show, and of the advertising campaigns 

used to promote it, reveals the tensions between the messages of cultural parity conveyed 

through the exhibition and the emphasis on cultural exoticism communicated by the 

show’s advertising campaigns.  An investigation of the historical context of the 

exhibition exposes the political underpinnings of “Mexican Modern Art,” which 

introduced the Canadian public to a well-sanitized construction of Mexico.  I argue that 

this exhibition was influenced by NAFTA and reflected changes that the Canada-Mexico 

relationship was undergoing due to increased North American integration.  “Artworks are 

inevitably preserved and displayed for less-than purely aesthetic reasons,” Balfe explains, 

“it is the elective affinities between great artworks and those who possess great political, 

economic or religious power that makes them so symbolically meaningful to the 

multitudes who must encounter them if any claim to ‘universal’ significance is to be 

plausible.”138 
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Chapter 3 

Panoramas: Constructing the New North American Landscape 

My America is a continent (not a country) that is not 
described by the outlines on any of the standard maps.  In 
my America, “West” and “North” are mere nostalgic 
abstraction – the South and the East have slipped into their 
mythical space. 

Guillermo Gómez-Peña, 1996139 
 
Geography as an epistemic category is in turn grounded in 
issues of positionality, in questions of who has the power 
and authority to name, of who has the power and authority 
to subsume others into its hegemonic identity. 

Irit Rogoff, 2000140 
 

Contemporary artist Guillermo Gómez-Peña suggests the possibility of redefining 

America as a continent where national boundaries are irrelevant, a utopian vision 

increasingly legitimized by globalization and greater North American integration under 

free trade agreements.  At the same time, Gómez-Peña draws attention to the constructed 

nature of our understanding of geography, as we generally comprehend the directions of 

north, south, east, and west as fixed rational categories, whereas in reality they are 

constructs charged with racial and political stereotypes.  The naturalization of these 

categories is critiqued by visual culture historian Irit Rogoff, who exposes the significant 

amount of power accorded to geographic methods of organization, which she notes are 

rarely accorded critical examination.141 
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This link between identity, power, and terrain is seen in the well-accepted ability 

of the state to employ art in the service of national/ist projects.  Due to processes of 

neoliberal globalization, nation-states now need to re-conceptualize their borders, a 

project especially relevant in North America, where Canada, Mexico, and the United 

States are united by NAFTA.  In this chapter, I focus on this process, investigating how 

works of art previously identified with a specific nation are being used to deploy a new 

understanding of the North American continent, repositioned as significant in a broader, 

more global context. 

I make my arguments here by examining the Virtual Museum of Canada’s online 

exhibition, “Panoramas: The North American Landscape in Art.”  A trilateral project 

involving the countries of North America, the curatorial premise of “Panoramas” is to 

celebrate North America’s “rich heritage,” while promoting cultural understanding of the 

continent globally.142  Yet, the most prominent connection between the countries 

involved in this exhibition, and the reason behind its creation, is NAFTA.  In effect, 

“Panoramas” functions to draw parallels between various artists’ depictions of the North 

American landscape, promoting North American cultural parity despite inevitable 

diversity.  In this chapter, I position “Panoramas” as part of the larger North American 

trend previously identified in Chapter 1 – of NAFTA nations manipulating culture to 

project new, carefully constructed versions of national identity in order to publicly 

endorse and legitimize recent transnational connections.  Notably, this exhibition also 
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creates and promotes a unified North American identity.  Through analysis of this 

project’s history I seek to investigate the role that politics played in this exhibition and, at 

the same time, the role that art played in North American politics.  My examination also 

focuses on the curatorial approach employed in “Panoramas,” and the ways in which the 

exhibition promotes and constructs a new re-conceptualized North American landscape in 

accordance with NAFTA. 

Breaking New Ground in Cultural Diplomacy 

In a brochure designed by the Smithsonian American Art Museum to publicize 

“Panoramas,” the exhibition and the international partners supporting it are lauded as 

“breaking new ground in cultural diplomacy.”  Fittingly, research into the origins of this 

exhibition reveals a history of governmental involvement.  In fact, the development of 

“Panoramas” was politically driven by senior politicians in Canada and the United States 

from its beginning.  The idea for the exhibition was conceived in January 2000, and 

presented at a meeting between Canadian Deputy Minister of Heritage Alexander 

Himelfarb and the US Undersecretary of State for Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs 

Evelyn Lieberman.143  Himelfarb and Lieberman met to initiate discussion, supported by 

both state governments, about the exchange of cultural information bilaterally.  A 

summary of the meeting reveals that Lieberman suggested a cultural project, in the form 

of an online art exhibition, to reflect the importance of the bilateral relationship between 

Canada and the United States.  She also raised the idea of expanding this project 
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trilaterally to include Mexico in the context of NAFTA.  Pointedly, documents reflect 

that Lieberman was not interested in “areas of trade and culture.”144  Culture had long 

been a controversial area in free trade agreements between the two states, and had been 

ambiguously treated within NAFTA.145  Historically, Canadians had been defensive 

about cultural exchange with the United States because of fears of being overwhelmed by 

American cultural products.146  These fears influenced bilateral trade agreements and 

subsequently NAFTA.  As historian John Herd Thompson explains, the “NAFTA accord 

left the provisions of the Canada-U.S. FTA –the agreement to disagree about Canada’s 

cultural policies– unchanged.”147  At the initial meeting between Himelfarb and 

Lieberman, the importance of this project was established and it was decided that 

“discussions [pertaining to this initiative] would continue at the officials’ level on a 

priority basis.”148 

In a memorandum following the meeting, the project was characterized as an 

initiative supporting “cooperative Canada-U.S. activities in non-irritant domains such as 
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heritage.”149  What is interesting here is how heritage is identified as a “non-irritant,” an 

uncontentious means by which the two countries could promote their bilateral 

relationship and convey to the public their shared goals as trade partners.  By February 

2000, the project was firmly situated within the Canadian government as part of a new 

program to “better manage bilateral cultural relations” with the United States, organized 

by the International Relations Directorate of the Department of Canadian Heritage and 

the United States Bureau of the Canadian Department of Foreign Affairs and 

International Trade.150  There were several objectives to this larger program, including 

the creation of “a positive brand for Canada” and an attempt to “forestall trade action on 

cultural issues.”151  As the project expanded to include Mexico, government memoranda 

reveal the importance of this online exhibition as part of a larger effort to foster the 

development of North American trilateral relationships.  There are several references in 

the documents to this “broader framework,” locating the project as only one part of a 

larger foreign affairs plan to invigorate relationships between Canada and Mexico.152  

Other documents reference the significance of maintaining a synchronized plan to 
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“ensure a coordinated [Canadian] governmental approach” between the Department of 

Foreign Affairs and International Trade and Canada Council.153 

Showcasing how culture can perform as a “non-irritant,” the exhibition was used 

as a public relations tool by politicians in Canada, Mexico, and the United States anxious 

to promote North American trade relationships before the exhibition was even completed.  

This need for positive promotion to naturalize the trade deal can be understood in light of 

the historical context of North American integration outlined in Chapter 1.  Notably, 

Secretary of State Madeline K. Albright of the United States, Foreign Secretary Rosario 

Green of Mexico, and Foreign Affairs Minister Lloyd Axworthy of Canada officially 

announced their governments’ sponsorship of the exhibition, then titled “Pan-American 

Perspectives: The Land in Art,” at the third annual Trilateral Ministerial Meeting, which 

took place on 11-12 August 2000 in Santa Fe, New Mexico.154  At this event, the 

exhibition’s upcoming winter launch date in 2001 was publicized, and the project held up 

as evidence of increasing North American connections in the areas of culture and 

education.155  The Trilateral Ministerial Meeting was an important event in terms of 

North American integration, as the relationship between the three states was discussed 

and continental integration upheld and promoted as a benefit to the citizens of North 
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America.  A press release summarizing the meeting notes that “the ministers…stated 

their conviction that the three North American nations should deepen and widen their 

relationship, and should seek to play a constructive international role, particularly within 

the Hemisphere.” 156 In this way “Panoramas” was heralded as an “example of successful 

trilateral cooperation between the three countries” and as a vehicle through which to 

promote the values of trade liberalization under the guise of a common North American 

“civil society.”157 

It is worthwhile to examine how the theme of landscape, specifically the “social 

interpretation of landscape art,” was chosen for this project.158  In choosing such a broad 

theme, the project lost the support of the National Gallery of Canada, which was initially 

approached as the Canadian institutional partner.  The National Gallery withdrew its 

support of the project because the list of conditions set by the U.S. State Department 

included a provision specifying the inclusion of Mexico as a partner in the exhibition, as 

well as a requirement that the project have a “socio-historical focus rather than aesthetic 

or solely visual.”159  Documents reveal that the National Gallery “decided not to 

participate…stating that [it] would only work on an exhibit which dealt exclusively with 
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visual literacy.”  Nonetheless, politicians from the United States insisted on this 

approach; in fact the U.S. State Department funding was contingent upon it, and the 

Winnipeg Art Gallery was subsequently identified as a replacement Canadian partner.160 

The theme of landscape is mentioned in government documents as early as 

February 2000, when initial discussions for the project were taking place between high-

level government officials.161  “The theme would need to be elaborated by the partners,” 

a memorandum states, “but, as a starting point, we would propose something that would 

permit an exploration of the differences and similarities in the creative perspective of 

artists in the three countries (e.g. relationship with the land).”162  In fact, only one other 

theme is mentioned briefly, that of family portraits.163  In other words, it appears that the 

museum partners involved did not have a choice in the theme, rather it was chosen by 

high-level politicians in the Canadian and American governments, highlighting the 

importance of this exhibition as a means of cultural diplomacy.  This unusual level of 

political involvement was well known; as one government employee commented on a 

draft press release for the exhibition, “It is not the first world collaboration – but the first 
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that is “ordered” or backed…by the State [and]…politically supported….[O]thers…have 

always been at the level of the Institution.”164  The explicit political purpose of 

“Panoramas” helps to explain the politicians’ choice of landscape as the theme for the 

exhibition, as it is a subject with historic importance to constructions of national identity, 

which were in flux due to processes of neoliberal globalization.  “From the land we 

derive…a sense of who we are as individuals, communities, and nations,” an online 

exhibition text states, suggesting the importance of the exhibition as a platform to 

reeducate the public about the place of the nation in the new integrated North America.165 

The pedagogical role intended for this exhibition was clearly established from the 

outset.  In the initial meeting between Himelfarb and Lieberman, a memorandum states, 

“Ms. Lieberman indicated that she was particularly struck by the deputy’s references 

about the importance of ensuring that children see their society, history, and values 

reflected in their stories, movies, and books.”166  Initial proposals for the project indicate 

that education was a priority, referencing the need to appeal to youth.167  One proposal 

stated that the objective of the exhibition was to “develop a resource which will include 
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educational material and will have long term use-value.”168  An online “Education” 

section was developed to augment the exhibition, including activities aimed at students to 

encourage them to think further about issues, from the influence of land forms on human 

occupancy to the diversity of North American cultures, and the site suggested activities 

and lists of additional textual resources through which to do so.169  This section of the 

exhibition places emphasis on landscape as symbolic of greater social issues, rather than 

limiting discussion to aesthetic considerations.  As the website reads, “When you stop to 

think, you realize that landscapes are not just pretty pictures - there is more to it!”170  

Education was also emphasized generally throughout the online exhibition; the splash 

page, for instance, presents the exhibition as a means to “promote greater cultural 

understanding among our nations.”171 

After “Panoramas” was launched in 2001, the Smithsonian American Art 

Museum developed an education program entitled the “Panoramas Education Project.”  

This is described as “a series of online education activities structured as a global 

classroom within a virtual community hosted by the Smithsonian American Art 

Museum.”172  This initiative connected teachers and students from each of the three North 
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American states, as well as trained docents who worked with students and teachers to 

facilitate this project.173  With this emphasis on education well established, it is possible 

to suggest that “Panoramas” performed the additional task of conveying the new position 

of the nation within a united North America.  Further analysis of the curatorial approach 

employed in “Panoramas,” undertaken in the following section of this chapter, explains 

the two intertwined messages conveyed by “Panoramas,” the first of which affirmed 

nationalism within globalization, and the second of which promoted a new North 

American identity. 

In February 2000, proposals for the “North American Virtual Exhibition Project” 

chart an unusually short timeline for developing the exhibition – less than a year.  The 

timeline was intended to accommodate Lieberman’s schedule; an appointee of the 

Clinton government, she was due to leave office in early 2001.174  As the leader who 

championed NAFTA and ratified the agreement during his time in office, Clinton and his 

administration had an obvious incentive to promote cultural projects that placed this 

agreement in a favorable light.175  Thus, it was essential to bring this exhibition to fruition 

while funding and government support existed. 

 While supported by all three states, the project was grounded in Canada, 

specifically within the Canadian Heritage Information Network (CHIN), an operating 
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agency of the Department of Canadian Heritage, which took on a leadership role in the 

project’s development.  The exhibition itself was located within the structure and support 

of the new Virtual Museum of Canada (VMC), an organization established in 1999 under 

the Liberal government of Jean Chrétien.176  While CHIN had created virtual exhibitions 

since 1996, “Panoramas” was the first project launched under the VMC in 2001, and was 

a significant international exhibition at that.177  CHIN took responsibility for bringing 

together museum partners in all three states, as the exhibition required large-scale 

international collaboration.  In total, several large institutional partners participated in the 

project, including, in Canada, the Winnipeg Art Gallery and the Canadian Museum of 

Civilization; in the United States, the Smithsonian American Art Museum, and, in 

Mexico, the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes.178  Additionally, government departments 

in each of the three states were involved, including the Department of Canadian Heritage 

(specifically, the operating agency CHIN), the United States’ Department of State, and 

Mexico’s National Council for Arts and Culture.179 

With CHIN acting as project manager to organize a coordinated approach among 

the curatorial team and government departments, decisions were made via email and 
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international conference calls.  The group also met twice for working sessions over the 

course of the project’s development, once in Washington D. C., and once in Ottawa.180  

However, it appears that each institutional partner had the freedom to choose artworks at 

its disposal to express the exhibition theme as each saw fit.  Thus, each state did not 

interfere in the other’s choice of national representation.  Accordingly, it seems clear that 

each country was responsible for the respective extended labels accompanying each 

piece, though no authors are credited for these texts.181 

Political involvement in the exhibition continued for the duration of the project, 

and the senior politicians from each state involved saw the exhibition through to its 

launch.  “Panoramas” was officially launched on 3 April 2001, inaugurated by lavish 

opening events held simultaneously in Canada, Mexico and the United States, all linked 

by video conferencing.182  In Ottawa, against the backdrop of the Canadian Museum of 

Civilization, then Minister of Canadian Heritage Shelia Copps officiated at the ceremony.  

Emphasizing unity and a shared identity amongst North American citizens, she stated, 

“The art in this exhibit reflects not only our natural environments, but also our histories, 

our industries, our cultures and our belief systems.”  She also announced that “this project 

will make our cultural heritage more accessible to the citizens of the three participating 
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countries and to the entire world,” a statement that highlighted the exhibition’s 

presentation of culture as a universally valued and understood tool through which the 

public would be able to gain a better understanding of North America.  Key 

representatives from Mexico and the United States joined Copps in celebrating the 

project, including Gordon D. Giffin, the Ambassador of the United States to Canada, and 

Sari Bermudez, President of Mexico’s National Council for Culture and the Arts.183  The 

overt presence of these politicians, along with wide media coverage in each country, 

supports the argument that this event was an important stage for what Yúdice terms 

transnational cultural brokering.  Those present, and the governments and organizations 

they represented, all had a vested interest in promoting North American integration and 

viewed this exhibition as a solid platform from which to promote these aims to the public. 

The history of political involvement in the exhibition from conception to launch 

reinforces the fact that the show was an exercise in cultural relations.  I would argue that 

the opening, and more broadly the exhibition, was about promoting ties between the 

NAFTA states, as much as it was about the artworks on display.  In fact, the art played a 

key role in enabling cultural diplomacy.  Culture is uniquely poised to play this role, in 

particular through works of visual art, due to the distinctive value and meaning accorded 

to these objects.  These values, and the ability of culture to perform as a “non-irritant,” 
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were clearly recognized by the Canadian, Mexican, and American governments, who all 

played substantial roles in creating “Panoramas” and promoting it on the world stage. 

Panoramas: The North American Landscape in Art 

Examination of the curatorial approach taken in “Panoramas” reveals how the 

artworks were represented to convey a specific message of cultural parity – a unified 

North American identity in accordance with NAFTA.  “Panoramas” is an extremely large 

and ambitious project, featuring over three hundred artworks, primarily paintings, by 

artists from Canada, Mexico, and the United States.  More than one hundred works 

represent the efforts of Canadian artists.184  The chosen artworks survey an extremely 

large historical period, ranging from 1800 to 2000.185  Freely accessible to the public in 

English, French, and Spanish, this exhibition boasts the benefit of a virtual venue; it is 

maintained and accessible online to this day. 

The virtual location of the show is important because the possibilities of this 

online medium as venue prioritize the viewer’s individual interaction with the exhibition.  

Visitors are able to easily navigate their own journey through the exhibition and they are 

not restricted to viewing the artworks in any order.  In fact, the virtual structure of the 

exhibition helps to facilitate this personalized interaction.  “Panoramas” does provide an 

initial structure for viewing the artworks; they are grouped around four major themes: the 

                                                        

184 “Launching of the Virtual Exhibit Panoramas: The North American Landscape in 
Art,” Virtual Museum of Canada, http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/English/Pressroom/p-04-
01-1.html. 
185 All subsequent description of “Panoramas” is taken from the online exhibition itself.  
“Panoramas: The North American Landscape in Art,” Virtual Museum of Canada, 
http://www.virtualmuseum.ca/Exhibitions/Landscapes/home-e.html. 



 

 79 

Evolving Landscape, the Mythic Landscape, the Social Landscape, and the Personal 

Landscape.  Additionally, each major theme has three sub-themes, within which the 

artworks are organized.  However, viewers are able to navigate their way through this 

structure as they wish.  Moreover, they can view each theme in its entirety in the 

International Gallery, where works are displayed chronologically by state. 

Notably, viewers can easily bypass this structure entirely, as search options allow 

visitors to view artworks by concept (Memory, Gender, Cultural Identity, Stereotype, 

Economy, Life Cycle, Allegory, Mythology, Fantasy, Industrialization, Exploration, 

Environment, Religion/Spirituality, National Icon, Devastation), subject 

(Urban/Suburban, Rural, Garden, Water, Mountain, Forest, Valley, Work, 

Weather/Season, Vehicle/Machinery, Recreation, Building/Architecture, People, 

Animals, Celebration), country, chronological era (25-year periods between 1800 and to 

2000), region (Tropical, MesoAmerica, Bajio, Central, Coastal, North, South, East, West, 

Prairies, Mountain, Midwest, Desert, Arctic), and also at random, using an unrestricted 

text search option.  Viewers also control the amount of information they receive about 

each piece, as each work is hyperlinked to a larger digital image that is displayed with a 

didactic text, written specifically to contextualize the individual artwork represented.  

Furthermore, visitors can choose to interact with “Panoramas” via the “Media” section of 

the exhibition, which offers virtual tours of the exhibition, movies and music about the 

landscape of North America, and virtual panoramic views.  This non-linear structure, 

combined with the overwhelming encyclopedic quantity of art presented, works against 

the conventional narrative conveyed through large survey-format exhibitions of visual 
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art.  Nonetheless, despite the appearance that only arbitrary meanings are generated 

through the self-directed structure of the exhibition, I would also argue that “Panoramas” 

clearly conveys a message supporting a unified North American culture. 

The promotion of North American cultural parity is evident from examination of 

the curatorial approach employed in this exhibition.  As previously explained, there was 

no individual curator responsible for “Panoramas.”  Instead, an international group of 

museum professionals collaborated to produce the show.  The curatorial group displayed 

a unified approach that prioritized the creation of a new North American cultural 

landscape, stemming from the pre-determined theme, the “social interpretation of 

landscape art.”186 

The artworks in this exhibition were previously categorized by nation and thought 

to symbolize and convey a distinct national identity.  Conversely, they are now 

repositioned in this exhibition as significant on a global level, mirroring the change in 

government policy towards greater North American integration and free trade.  This 

promotion of a common North American identity is prominent, introduced directly via 

the curatorial statement on the home page of the exhibition.  “Seen together,” it states, 

“the works [in “Panoramas”] suggest the common human condition present in even the 

most diverse of landscapes.”187  The positioning of art in the show reinforces this 

statement, as it represents unity amongst the inhabitants of North America. 
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The text that accompanies the artworks in this exhibition reinforces this vision of 

a common North American identity, calling attention to the idea that national boundaries 

were imposed upon this once unified land.  It states, “Long before the creation of Canada, 

Mexico and the United States, there was the land. The very earth of North America, its 

diverse beauty, majestic mountains, vast plains, and sparkling waters, moved its 

inhabitants to define their developing nations in part through love of land and awe of 

nature.”188  In doing so, the exhibition proclaims the primacy of the land as a basis from 

which all North American inhabitants draw their identity.  The celebratory language used 

to refer to the North American landscape, emphasizing the “diverse beauty” of the 

continent, also propagates the idea that it is an uninhabited wilderness devoid of 

development and aboriginal inhabitants.  North American identity is also reinforced as 

the exhibition text identifies certain values, specifically “power” and “spirit,” as 

commonly “North American,” and thus as the basis for continental unity.  In the Evolving 

Landscape section of the show, under the sub-heading Diverse Geographies, the text 

reads, “While geography is diverse, the artists' intentions show similarities: in each 

country we will find the same spirit driving humankind at each different moment to 

become acquainted with, to observe and to make use of nature.”189  Essentializing the 

North American experience to a set of general values that cannot be debated, yet, do not 
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uniquely belong to North American inhabitants, emphasizes the constructed nature of the 

message conveyed in the show. 

However, at the same time as it constructs a vision of a new unified North 

America, “Panoramas” also reproduces national/ist projects.  Pointedly, each artwork in 

the exhibition is labeled with a small flag indicating the artist’s country of origin.  

Additionally, each artwork has a hyperlink that opens a new browser window showing a 

map of North America to provide viewers with a detailed map of the particular 

geographical area associated with the artwork.  This hyperlink is in the form of a 

numerical and alphabetical grid numbering system, which allows viewers to locate the 

specific region or city of production corresponding to each artwork.  These two features 

emphasize the distinct national identity of each artwork, while at the same time linking 

that identity to a larger North American project.  The latter goal is subtly reinforced, for 

example, in the way all of the maps feature the North American continent in addition to 

the specific country or area of origin of the artwork.  These maps allow the viewer to 

relate the location of the artwork to the North American continent as a whole, expanding 

viewers’ geographical knowledge of the continent.  Similarly, the national flags beside 

each work serve to reinforce the fact that these works originate from all three North 

American states, but this nationalism is abated by the fact that the works are all grouped 

together under the four main themes, unified by their connection to the North American 

landscape.  These two competing processes – nationalism and neoliberal globalization – 

are skillfully managed within “Panoramas.”  Notably, the exhibition does not dismiss 
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national/ist sentiment.  Rather, it allows nationalism to function within the larger 

structure of the project in order to support the priority of North American unity. 

This dual message can also be seen in the treatment of artworks by artists 

conventionally heralded as national icons.  It is interesting to note that many pieces of art 

featured in “Panoramas” were created by artists upheld as national icons by their 

respective countries of origin, an approach that seems at odds with the priority of 

promoting a unique North American identity.  Such artists include United States painters 

Winslow Homer and Georgia O’Keefe; Canadians Tom Thomson, Edwin Holgate, and 

Alex Colville, and Mexicans Frida Kahlo, David Alfaro Siquerios, and Diego Rivera.  

Pictures by these artists are clearly identified with their country of origin.  At the same 

time, however, they are grouped together, symbolic of a larger North American identity. 

It is worthwhile to analyze how the Group of Seven and Tom Thomson are 

positioned within “Panoramas” because this group of painters is historically associated 

with Canada’s landscape and national identity, and their artworks are marketed as 

distinctly Canadian by state organizations.  Art historian Peter White, argues the 

contradictions inherent in this portrayal, stating, “While the strongly romantic vision of 

the Canadian landscape epitomized by Tom Thomson [and] the Group of Seven…may be 

acknowledged to be a dated and limited vehicle for the representation of national identity 

and feeling, emotionally this perception nonetheless continues to retain a powerful hold 

on the national imagination…[I]t is clear that the association of this image of landscape 
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with national spirit and meaning is deeply ingrained in Canada’s national psyche.”190  

“Panoramas” features artwork by three members of the Group of Seven, Lawren Harris, 

Frederick Horsman Varley, and Frank H. Johnson, in addition to Tom Thomson, who 

was closely associated with the Group.  Conspicuously, in the exhibition, these works are 

positioned in a manner that emphasizes their universal social and cultural values – values 

that can be broadly applied to North America.  In this way, works by members of the 

Group of Seven no longer operate as national/ist symbols of a distinct Canadian identity 

located in wilderness.  Rather, the larger project of constructing North American values 

takes priority.  In this exhibition, they are grouped with paintings by artists who are 

national icons in other countries, in a manner that promotes them as part of a larger group 

of artists symbolic of the greater project of a united North America. 

My examination of the curatorial approach taken in “Panoramas” has revealed the 

general structure of the exhibition and the means by which viewers are able to virtually 

interact with the artworks featured in this project.  Through this analysis, I contend that 

“Panoramas” creates and reinforces a unified North American identity, premised upon a 

rereading of the historic cultural works included in this exhibition.  By repositioning 

these artworks, formerly sources of national/ist pride, the exhibition promotes cultural 

parity between the three North American states, a project clearly linked earlier in this 

chapter to current free trade agreements.  In other words, I argue that at the same time 

neoliberal globalization is promoted, “Panoramas” reinscribes national/ist projects on 
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several levels.  Importantly, nationalism is carefully managed to support this larger 

project of North America identity.  Ultimately, this section reveals how “Panoramas” 

illustrates Wallis’ claim that, “National culture does not exist apart from its social 

construction; there is no national essence, no distinctive Americanness or Mexicanness 

[or for that matter Canadianness], apart from that determined by specific political 

circumstances.”191 

Charting the New North America 

With the implementation of NAFTA, there was acknowledgment that the national 

identities of Canada, Mexico, and the United States would undergo change.  Stephen J. 

Randall and Herman W. Konrad predicted this shortly after the agreement was 

implemented.  “For all three countries,” they wrote, “[NAFTA] will force a re-

examination of national identity as the continental economic restructuring process 

evolves.”192  I contend that “Panoramas” is evidence of the North American 

governments’ attempts to manage this transition through construction and promotion of a 

strong North American cultural identity.  Endorsed by all three North American nation-

states, “Panoramas” serves to convey to the public a vision of a unified continent, 

providing a historic cultural basis upon which to link the three nations.  By fostering a 
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sense of unity between the countries linked under NAFTA, this exhibition serves as a 

means to educate the public and promote the acceptance of North American integration. 

Before this turn to increased North American integration, nations were 

historically competing entities.  Benedict Anderson explains this structure, writing, “The 

internal logic of a world of nations, understood at one level as a world of fundamentally 

similar, co-operating and rivalrous entities, also meant that nation-states were required to 

display, for one another, their parallel differences.”193  With the political shift to 

neoliberalism, North American nations transitioned from highlighting their national 

identities premised upon difference to showcasing broad similarities.  In the case of 

“Panoramas,” national difference was seen to have developed in a similar trajectory in all 

three countries, establishing a historically grounded parallel cultural heritage for the 

continent. 

William A. Orme, Jr. explains that continual change is an inherent part of our 

understanding of location, revealing the constructed nature of geographic mappings of 

place: “In the 19th century Mexico was in the West, he writes, “Now it is in the South.”194  

The need to redefine our understanding of North America is based on historic views of 

the North American terrain, reflected in the areas of politics, economics, and culture.  In 

the past, there was great inequality in North American state relationships, with the United 

States taking on a dominant role in Canada and Mexico’s economic and political spheres.  
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This in turn affected the bilateral relationship between Canada and Mexico, which prior 

to NAFTA did not have a close relationship or in-depth knowledge of one another.195  

Gutiérrez Háces examines this historic relationship between Canada and Mexico, labeling 

the countries in relation to the United States as “the neighbour’s neighbour.”196  The 

perceived distance between the countries was only compounded by the fact that Mexico 

did not considered itself to be part of North America, necessitating a re-evaluation of 

identity for Mexicans post-1994.”197  In short, the new alliance under NAFTA was 

unprecedented for Canada and Mexico, thus pointing to the need for public education 

through cultural initiatives such as “Panoramas.” 

In this section, I have argued that a noticeable departure from the traditional art 

historical method of organizing and categorizing art by nation occurs in the exhibition 

“Panoramas,” where the landscape and its representation is repositioned in terms of social 

and cultural associations.  Consequently, this allows for new readings of the landscape, 

among them, an understanding of the continent based on east to west associations.  These 

new readings of the continent have their basis in scholarly discussions that have sought to 

explain the new structure of North America.  Richard Florida, for example, has recently 

advanced the concept of economic mega-regions, promoting “Tor-Buff-Chester” as a 

“clunky moniker for the economic powerhouse region stretching from [Florida’s] new 
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hometown [Toronto] to Buffalo and Rochester.”  He suggests that “mega-regions have 

replaced the nation-state as the economic drivers of the global economy.”198  While these 

new understandings of the continent remain open to debate, what is interesting in this 

connection is how “Panoramas” functions to encourage new readings of the landscape, 

reinforced via viewer interaction with an exhibition that features search functions to 

enable visitors to relate works to one another in a myriad of new ways.  On a broader 

scale, I contend that NAFTA’s erasure of borders by free trade is echoed by “Panoramas” 

depiction of the North American landscape as an entity without borders.  This vision of 

porous borders is reinforced by the positioning of the art works in this exhibition, which 

in turn reflects the state governments’ neoliberal stance on globalization. 

My analysis of the origins of this exhibition has established “Panoramas” as a 

political project, initiated, supported, and executed by high-ranking government officials 

to fulfill a political need for trilateral collaboration, which in turn legitimizes NAFTA and 

promotes North American integration.  Furthermore, through investigation of the 

curatorial approach employed in the exhibition, I exposed the dual message conveyed by 

“Panoramas,” in which national/ist projects are managed under the larger umbrella of 

neoliberal globalization, promoting a united North American entity.  The exhibition 

mirrors the contemporary political situation at the same time that it inventively 

establishes a new cultural language of symbols through which an integrated North 

America can be identified, and thus re-circulated and normalized.  On the one hand, 
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“Panoramas” can be seen as a way of coping with the new world order.  On the other, it 

can be understood as propaganda for the masses, a way of disseminating an agenda of 

neoliberal globalization through high culture.  “Geography,” Irit Rogoff points out, “has 

always been a form of positioned spectatorship….[its] categories…name and locate and 

identify places in relations to themselves as the centre of the world.”199 
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Chapter 4 

Conclusions 

Art exhibitions are privileged vehicles for the 
representation of individual and collective identities, 
whether they consciously set out to be so or not. 

Mari Carmen Ramírez, 1995200 
 

Curator and art historian Mari Carmen Ramírez explains that art exhibitions are 

inherently tied to issues of identity, a premise central to understanding how art is used in 

national/ist projects, manipulated to produce new forms of national identity, or at least 

“official” expressions of them.  “Behind the exhibition glitter,” Ramírez identifies a 

“web” of political and diplomatic aspects influencing the relationship of art exhibitions to 

the peoples they represent, explaining, “At the heart of this phenomenon lies the issue of 

who articulates the identity of these groups.”201  In doing so, she affirms the importance 

of critically examining art exhibitions to identify the different forces at play in 

constructions of national identity.  Identifying these forces then allows us to comprehend 

why such representations are deployed. 

This thesis explores these questions of who and why, focusing specifically on the 

construction of Mexican identity in Canada after the implementation of NAFTA.  I 

contend that art historical research often overlooks such discussions, especially in their 

Canadian context, instead prioritizing discussion of Mexican-American relations.  I have 
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attempted to address this void in two case studies, “Mexican Modern Art” and 

“Panoramas.”  Each exhibition provides a different glimpse into the complex issues 

involved in transnational cultural brokering as it exists in Canada. 

The two shows were part of a flurry of exhibitions of Mexican art presented in 

Canadian museums at the turn of the millennium, which, I argue, expressed Mexico’s 

heightened profile in Canada under NAFTA.  “Mexican Modern Art,” an institutionally-

sponsored exhibition, evidenced a construction of Mexican national identity for 

consumption by Canadian audiences that reflected political and economic changes under 

NAFTA.  Conversely, “Panoramas” was a state-sponsored exhibition that showed how 

governments display art in national/ist projects to educate the public about increasing 

North American integration.  These two case studies provided a means to understand how 

art can act as a tool of cultural diplomacy, supporting the significant role that art plays in 

reacting to, and creating, a new world order.  Additionally, the case studies evidence how 

art historical narratives are manipulated to support these national/ist projects. 

I plan to continue this research as a doctoral candidate, augmenting the 

examination of art, national identity, and free trade begun in this thesis.  Further research 

can be divided into two broad areas, first, that concerned with the historical presentation 

of Mexican art in North America, and second, that dealing with contemporary art in 

relation to issues of nationalism and globalization.  In the first instance, there are several 

exhibitions of Mexican art in Canada that warrant further attention.  These include “Carr, 

O’Keeffe, Kahlo: Places of Their Own,” an exhibition organized by the McMichael 

Gallery in Kleinburg, Ontario, to tour both Canada and the United States in 2001-2002.  
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This exhibition reread the biographies of famed female artists Frida Kahlo, Emily Carr 

and Georgia O’Keefe, framing their lives in a similar fashion to mirror the larger political 

and economic trend towards greater North American integration.  In this context, I am 

interested in the possibility that the radical politics of an artist such as Kahlo have been 

suppressed in favour of what is seen as a revisionist art historical approach to her work, 

located in issues of gender – a case of identity politics replacing revolutionary politics.  In 

other words, I would like to explore the idea that “the politics” of a revisionist 

disciplinary approach have been employed to the detriment, if not to suppress, the radical 

politics of the artists it treats, prominent among them what are currently the most well 

known Mexican artists, internationally, Kahlo and the Mexican muralists.  Additionally, 

there is “Perspectives: Women Artists in North America,” an online exhibition created by 

the Virtual Museum of Canada in 2002.  “Perspectives” is notable as a follow up to 

“Panoramas,” and was similarly structured as a trilateral collaboration between the three 

North American states. 

I am also interested in examining the history of Mexican art in Canada more 

thoroughly to map out a chronology of exhibitions, while extending my research to 

include exhibitions in smaller Canadian galleries, museums, and artist-run centres.  

Examination of exhibitions of Mexican art in the United States would provide a 

worthwhile point of comparison.  These would include the well known “Mexico: The 

Splendors of Thirty Centuries,” which was exhibited at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

in New York City in 1990-1991. 
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In terms of contemporary art, I would like to examine the production of 

contemporary artists who work to resist state-sponsored national/ist narratives.  Such 

artists would include Guillermo Gómez-Peña, who deals specifically with issues of 

Mexican-American identity within North America, as well as Robert Jelinek, who 

examines the structure of the nation-state through his artistic project State of Sabotage, an 

autonomous micro-nation.  I am also particularly interested in inSITE, a well-known 

contemporary art program which commissions works by international artists, including 

Canadian aboriginal artist, Rebecca Belmore, to address the San Diego-Tijuana border 

zone.  InSITE, ongoing every two to three years since 1992, has already been the subject 

of much scholarly discussion.202  Increased focus on contemporary art could provide 

further understanding into questions of artistic agency and cultural expediency.  My 

proposed doctoral project takes these aforementioned areas into account and will 

continue from the initial arguments asserted in this thesis, incorporating a greater breadth 

of case studies from Canada and the United States to provide a more thorough 

examination of this topic geographically and temporally. 

The importance of examining transnational cultural brokering as a conscious 

manipulation of art is often disregarded.  Questioning the role of the state in sponsoring 

and controlling art exhibitions is significant because of the increasing enmeshment of 

culture as a support of political and economic systems.  Exhibitions that act as political 

                                                        

202 George Yúdice, The Expediency of Culture: Uses of Culture in the Global Era 

(Durham; London: Duke University Press, 2003), 287-337; Susan Buck-Morss Thinking 

Past Terror: Islamism and Critical Theory on the Left (London; New York: Verso, 
2003), 81-87. 
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envoys often enable what has been called “the whitewashing of history,” dismissing 

many relevant issues while promoting culture as a “non-irritant.”  I caution that this use 

of history is not benign and should be recognized.  In terms of Canadian-Mexican 

relationships, there are many hierarchies of privilege that exist with regards to viewing 

Mexican art in Canada.  Arguably, both historical exhibitions examined in this thesis 

depoliticize these privileged relationships and promote a vision of Mexico and North 

America in line with the current neoliberal stance taken by the North American state 

governments. 

It is important to assess these issues on an ongoing basis because national identity 

is always in transition.  Recently, there has been a movement away from North American 

integration due to security concerns.  As Phoebe S. Kropp and Michael Dear explain, 

“NAFTA is supposed to encourage a greater integration of the regional economy across 

the border, yet the border itself becomes more clearly and lethally defined.  How can we 

have a borderless economy with a barricaded border?”203  Factors influencing the current 

situation include the possibility of renegotiating NAFTA, which was most recently raised 

in the American Democratic presidential nomination process earlier this year.  

Additionally, concerns with immigration, illegal migration, terrorism, and border security 

continue to redefine the current North American trilateral relationships and hint that we 

may see another shift in representations of North American identity through art.  It is very 

likely that the trend examined in this thesis, of cultural activity and exchange between 
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NAFTA states, may decrease in light of these circumstances.  Moreover, it remains to be 

seen whether there will be an increase of Columbian cultural representation in Canada 

reflecting the recent conclusion of free trade negotiations between Columbia and 

Canada.204  The question remains as to how culture will be used to introduce the 

Canadian public to new trade agreements and national allies.  How will state sanctioned 

North American national identity be reconciled with the larger identity of the Americas? 

I contend that art exhibitions are a legitimate means of understanding the current 

positioning of national/ist histories put on display for public consumption.  Clearly, 

national identities are affected by many things, not only by the deployment of art works, 

but also by a combination of different forces including national governments, 

transnational corporations, free trade agreements, and processes of globalization.  

However, I want to emphasize the importance of recognizing how art and culture work 

their way into this mix.  Ultimately, I contend that art provides a means through which 

transitions of national identity can be negotiated.  As scholars Michael Dear and Gustavo 

Leclerc contend, “Social change often profoundly transforms the way art is made.  But 

                                                                                                                                                                     

203 Phoebe S. Kropp and Michael Dear, “Peopling Alta California” in Post Border City: 

Cultural Spaces of Bajalta California ed. Michael Dear and Gustavo Leclerc (New York: 
Routledge, 2003), 79. 
204 “Negotiations and Agreements,” Department of Foreigh Affairs and International 
Trade, http://www.international.gc.ca/trade-agreements-accords-commerciaux/agr-
acc/index.aspx?menu_id=15&menu=L. 
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just as importantly, art can transcend its social situatedness, and thereby alter the way we 

know ourselves; in this sense, art can change the future.”205 

                                                        

205 Michael Dear and Gustavo Leclerc, Preface to Post Border City: Cultural Spaces of 

Bajalta California, ed. Michael Dear and Gustavo Leclerc (New York: Routledge, 2003), 
xi. 
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