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ABSTRACT 

 
In 1932, Alfonso Caso, a rising professor of anthropology and employee of the 

Mexican National Museum of Anthropology and History, made a huge archeological 

discovery; a centuries old tomb in the ancient citadel of Monte Alban located in the 

southern Mexican state of Oaxaca. In the months that followed the discovery the find was 

excavated, cleaned, catalogued and put on display. Altogether the cache consisted of 

hundreds of objects made of gold, precious stone, sea shells and human remains. Dubbed 

the Monte Alban Treasure by its discoverer, the find soon became a worldwide sensation. 

Public interest in a travelling exhibition exacerbated demands for the treasures public 

display in the United States.  

 This dissertation traces the discovery, exhibition and consequences of the display 

of Monte Alban Treasures in the United States following the end of the armed phase of 

the Mexican Revolution. I argue that as the Revolution was in full swing, the existing 

new leadership used archeology and art to dictate the cultural monikers that represented 

the country after the civil war. Defining the national character, establishing a cohesive 

cultural history and developing a visual narrative that coalesced with the governments 

aspirations informed the basis of the social changes fomented between 1921-1936. I 

argue that a series of popular art and archeological shows in Mexico and the United 

States in the late 1920’s primed audiences for a revolutionary re-interpretation of 

Mexico’s past that integrated indigenous populations into the history of the nation. This 

narrative minimized the impact and influence of European colonial powers and instead 

focused upon emphasizing the origins of Mexico’s independent cultural identity.  



 9

 The display of Monte Alban Treasures in Mexico and the United States between 

1922 and 1934 was part of this emergent revolutionary rhetoric. This research project 

explores the popular audience responses to the exhibit, but also charges alleging that the 

artifacts selected for display were fabricated. This twist demonstrates some of the major 

problems associated with using art and archeological evidence to represent broader 

political agendas. In this case, the Mexican government appropriated the Monte Alban 

Treasures, assigned them a narrative of indigenous appreciation and inclusivity and used 

their subsequent display to promote this abroad. This project will show how science and 

art were not contradicting fields of study, but fused to forge the public Revolutionary 

identity of Mexicans in the mid twentieth century.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The Golden Treasures of Monte Alban: Mexican Representation and Exhibition 

Controversy offers a concise history of the discovery and display of artifacts from Monte 

Alban tomb #7 between 1931-1933. Atop the ancient citadel in 1932, during his first 

season of investigation in Oaxaca, Alfonso Caso discovered a venerable treasure trove in 

a burial monticule. Inside the archeologist recorded an astounding number of gold 

worked pieces, semi-precious stones and pottery. In the years that followed its unearthing 

the Monte Alban Treasures would become one of the most famous yet understudied 

archeological discoveries in Mexican history.  

This investigation focuses upon way that Caso as well as other representatives 

from the National Museum and Ministry of Public Education used this specific collection 

of artifacts to represent the nation abroad after 1921. These organizations spearheaded 

public exhibitions hoping to indoctrinate citizens with new symbols and ideas that 

coalesced with administrative aspirations for the nation. Such programs promoted new 

interpretations of historical artifacts and narratives in attempts to integrate marginalized 

indigenous groups and recognize their contributions to contemporary society.  

The Monte Alban treasures were appropriated by the state in an effort to promote 

and legitimize this newly proposed narrative. Its discovery, although serendipitous, 

proved to fit in well with the broader cultural program instituted by the government. 

Previous explorations in the area were smaller in size and scope when compared to those 

of tomb #7. Examining the context in which the find occurred, the Ministry of Public 

Education’s interest in the find and the contents of the cache will better illustrate the 
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overall significance of the discovery. Outlining the government’s appropriation of the 

artifacts, its accession in to the National Museum and its subsequent display in Mexico 

established local curatorial aims.   

The discovery of tomb # 7 gave Mexico a stunning showcase for strong leverage 

on the international stage. People were interested in the find, and its limited exhibition in 

Mexico City and Oaxaca coupled with the extraordinary amount of international press 

coverage it received, made it incredibly sought-after. The excitement generated around 

the discovery of tomb #7 at Monte Alban led the President of the Century of Progress 

Exposition anxious to secure the display for the 1933 World’s Fair. His interest prompted 

the Ministry to consider the Fair as the perfect platform to continue to promote Mexico’s 

revisionist revolutionary history.  

 This dissertation also follows what happened to the treasures upon their return to 

Mexico. I trace a domestic scandal that erupted after the treasures made their way back to 

the National Museum. According to internal correspondence and Mexican press reports 

allegations surfaced that the artifacts were in fact fakes. As soon as the Monte Alban 

controversy became public it brought to light lingering doubts about the emergent 

Revolutionary administration. The story drew a considerable amount of public attention 

due to the fact that a reputable archeologist working as an employee of the National 

Museum, supported the accusation of the artifacts being forgeries. The government’s 

involvement in the affair was minimal at first, but they did make an attempt to refute the 

claims. Unfortunately, in this situation sending an official memorandum declaring the 

authenticity of the artifacts didn’t dissuade doubters. Instead, it drew the conflict out 
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longer, ultimately leading to the theft of several artifacts, irreparable damages to a 

number of them and the subsequent retirement of these artifacts from future foreign 

exhibitions. In the end, the discovery and display of Monte Alban Treasures between 

1932-1936 provides a wide lens through which to examine the issues of national identity 

exhibition politics and representation in one of the most interesting periods in Mexican 

history.   

The 1933 Monte Alban exhibitions demonstrated a renewed commitment to 

branding the nation as socially inclusive and accepting of its indigenous heritage. The 

discovery, display and contentious debate that later surrounded the Monte Alban 

Treasures is reflective of larger ongoing processes of negotiation regarding the definition 

of the nation in the wake of the Revolution. More a question of interpretive power and 

the administration of information, this research project aims to show how a specific 

incident in Mexican history can shed light upon conflicting ideas on how to represent the 

nation, radical efforts of social inclusion and the truly complicated nature of national 

identity politics in 1930’s Mexico. 

Research conducted in several Mexican and U.S. archives helped piece together 

that the creation and promotion of this revisionist narrative aimed to fulfill the 

proclaimed Revolutionary mission of social integration. Correspondence between fair 

organizers in the Unites States and Mexican cultural attaches reflected a mutual interest 

in forging a new national character that justified the conflict and upheld the promises 

made by the emerging leadership. Documents including planning reports, budgets and 

fair ephemera help trace how the display of the Monte Alban treasure at the Century of 
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Progress exhibition in Chicago (1933) represented this new narrative and tested its 

acceptance among audiences.  

 Using these sources, I argue that Mexico’s cultural awareness shifted dramatically 

in the 1930’s. It is important to recognize that in these years revolutionary leaders 

initiated several programs of social change. Earlier displays at Victorian era Fairs 

presented romanticized interpretations of ancient civilizations. They were considered part 

of a past that no longer existed and therefore could not correlate with the contemporary 

indigenous citizen. The revolution endeavored to refute these claims and instead present 

an acceptable alternative and more inclusive interpretation.  

Revolutionary reform included plans to redefine and consolidate the nation. Years 

of civil conflict had left the country politically fragmented and regionally divided. 

Consolidation meant the incorporation of the indigenous peoples as active and 

contributing members of society and the selection of regional symbols to represent the 

nation as a whole.1 Writing them into the history and bridging the gap between past and 

present indigenous peoples contributed to efforts to consolidate a national identity. 

Archeological displays thus became a primary medium used to legitimize a more 

inclusive narrative. Archeological practice was now more than ever a national endeavor 

and evidence was appropriated by the government and displayed in a way that fell in line 

with efforts to promote a cohesive origin story. 

 Intellectuals inspired by the Constitution of 1917 and its proclamations of legal 

equality and social justice revisited racially motivated injustices indigenous peoples 

                                                 
1 Ricardo Perez-Montfort. “Introduccion.”Estampas de Nacionalismo Popular Mexicano: Ensayos Sobre Cultura Popular y Nacionalismo. (Mexico, D.F.:  CIESAS. 

1994):13-14.  
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incurred since the conquest. They presented their own interpretations of the causes and 

consequences of the Revolution. Integrating their own expectations for the future in their 

work they wrote about Mexico as it could and should be. Keeping this in mind this 

project does not aim to analyze literature and exhibits in terms of composition and 

aesthetics. Instead, I am more interested in the impulse behind production, significance 

and contemporary interpretations. Instead of reiterating the findings of previous 

scholarship, I aim to show how the revolution redirected the output of these disciplines 

by intellectuals who desired change. Likewise I look to cultural exhibitions in the 1930’s, 

like the Monte Alban show, to explore its influence upon the reinvention of national 

monikers. Without a doubt efforts to coordinate and present new historical narratives 

drastically undermined status quo by exposing the preoccupations of contemporary 

citizens.   

 The existing World’s Fair historiography is largely based upon studies pioneered 

by Robert Rydell in the early 1980’s. Loosely based upon three major ideological trends 

the major players in the field of exhibition culture have aimed to shed light upon political, 

social and cultural currents and detail how visual culture reflected major changes in 

contemporary society. Robert W. Rydell’s many works analyzing exhibition culture in 

the United States in the 19th and 20th centuries argue that Fairs were ideological 

constructs in themselves—manipulated by organizers in order to build popular support 

for national projects. Similarly, Tony Bennett argued that Fairs were the prototype for the 

modern museum. As such, they essentially served to house state appropriated symbols 

that audiences would come to accept as the defining markers of the nation. In The Birth 
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of the Museum, he argued that while fairs were ephemeral, the creation of the modern 

museum allowed state organisms to conserve the ideological narratives proposed at world 

expositions.2 

The existing literature documenting Mexican exhibitions at World’s Fairs 

generally pre-date the Revolution (1910-1921). These exhibits often presented the 

existing social and economic standing of the country. Displays featured agricultural and 

mineralogical resources and the arts. The contemporary cosmology embraced Spanish 

influences and did not consider them negative reminders of colonial subjugation. Instead, 

coordinators presented works that mimicked European counterparts in efforts to appear 

on par with countries equally cultured and civilized.  

Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo researched Mexican participation at international 

exhibitions in Paris (1889), Rio de Janeiro (1922) and Seville (1929).3 He argued that 

displays at 19th and 20th century fairs were conscientiously designed to promote the 

country’s industrial potential and present it as a politically stable, economically sound 

and modern nation. Here the indigenous past was manageable, and replicas of their 

monuments and history skewed to reflect contemporary beliefs in the superiority of 

Western civilizations.4  

Similarly, Rebecca Earle asserted that the ever changing idea of Mexican national 

identity can be traced through participation at world expo’s and the country’s national 

museum. These venues, she argued, allowed the country to selectively design its past 

                                                 
2 Tony Bennett. “The Formation of the Museum.” in The Birth of the Modern Museum: History, Theory and Politics. (London; New York: Routledge, 1995): 17-48.  
3 Mauricio Tenorio-Trillo. “Introduccion.” in El Artilugio de la Nacion Moderna: Mexico en las Exposiciones Universales, 1880-1930. ( Mexico, D.F.: Fondo de 

Cultura Economica, 1998): 13-28. 

4 Tenorio-Trillo, 92.   
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crafting specific national memories, regarding the Pre-Columbian past. Earle found that 

19th century elites familiar with archeological science glorified Mesoamerican material 

culture but definitively denounced any possibility of contiguous relations between past 

and present indigenous societies. Further, she noted how displays of Mesoamerican 

material culture were tied to ideas of Spanish superiority and the interpretation of 

colonization as the country’s saving grace.5 Museum and Fair displays were presented as 

part of a narrative that contrasted contemporary society with the practices and beliefs of 

ancient peoples. Pre-Columbian civilizations outside the yoke of Spanish dominion were 

considered undignified and far too different. This difference was exacerbated by 

idealizations of Western society. Acknowledging ties to such peoples muddled the 

expectations of elite citizens who projected themselves as much more evolved and 

ultimately improved as consequence of Spanish intervention.  

Studies like these indicated that few scholars question how revolutionary rhetoric 

was incorporated into displays of material culture. This study will not only address the 

omission, but also argue that the Revolutionary government’s cultural programs triggered 

a paradigm shift that used familiar tools (art and archeology) and display patterns (art 

shows and world’s fairs) to present a radically different interpretation of the country’s 

past.6 The success of these displays rested entirely upon contemporary projections of 

Mexican identity that embraced the indigenous past and idealized the government 

administration and its citizenry. 

                                                 
5 Rebecca Earle. “Patriotic History and the Pre-Columbian Past.” The Return of the Native: Indians and Myth-Making in Spanish America, 1810-1930. (Durham: 

Duke University Press, 2007): 100-133.  

6 Alan Knight. “Popular Culture and the Revolutionary State in Mexico, 1910-1940.” The Hispanic American Historic Review. 74:3 (Aug., 1994): 393.  
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This account differs from previous histories because it targets the aspirations and 

promises of the emergent leadership of the period. Instead of interpreting cultural projects 

of the time as mere reflections of the goals of the Revolution, I uncover how their 

production did in fact contribute to the forging of a new cultural identity. That is to say 

revolutionary zeal and rhetoric contributed to the idea of who Mexicans were in the wake 

of the conflict. Consolidating a national identity, on paper and on display gave citizens a 

sense of self and self worth that deviated from previously accepted ideas. The 

government thus was instrumental in acknowledging and encouraging social change. 

Without this support the acceptance and practice of the new identity could have easily 

fallen aside as people continued to adhere to previous social norms, beliefs and practices. 

Further, I present the 1933 exhibitions of the Monte Alban Treasure as a case study to 

examine the challenges and successes of this project.  

 Although this work focuses on Mexican sponsored cultural projects, I am 

interested in networks of cultural exchange between the United States and Mexico. The 

proximity of the two countries not withstanding, the two shared a longstanding political 

and social relationship. Between 1910-1921 the U.S. staged two military interventions in 

Mexico.7 The first in 1914 was a naval occupation of the port city of Veracruz and the 

second in 1917 when Gen. Pershing pursued Pancho Villa for crimes against U.S. citizens 

in the town of Columbus New Mexico.8 These episodes however did not define U.S. 

Mexican foreign relations in the post-revolutionary period. In fact, the two countries 

                                                 
7 John S.D. Eisenhower. “The Landing at Veracruz.” In Intervention! The United States and the Mexican Revolution, 1913-1917. (New York: W.W. Norton & 

Norton Co., 1993): 109-124. 

8 James W. Hurst. “Francisco’s Folly: The Attack on Columbus New Mexico.” In Pancho Villa and Black Jack Pershing: The Punitive Expedition in Mexico. 

(Westport, Conn.: Preager Press, 2008): 19-36. 
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actively fomented cultural networks that propelled intellectual, artistic and musical 

exchange in the years between 1920-1935.9 

 Art, literature and music were not the only media that Americans and Mexicans 

used to define the traditions and cultural traits that defined the nation in the twentieth 

century.10 In Mexico domestic programs sponsored by the Ministry of Public Education 

targeted citizens and aimed towards redirecting the quality of life of the people. Public 

health, education and cultural programs were designed to be a part of the everyday lives 

of citizens. In the states, migrant workers brought traditions and customs north. Mexican 

music, food and artistic production that was became part of everyday life within ethnic 

enclaves penetrated the surrounding communities and drew the attention and curiosity of 

local citizens.   

 Therefore I have divided the dissertation into five chapters that address the topics 

of; World’s Fairs and the politics of display: archeology: The Monte Alban Treasure: its 

exhibition display: and challenges to the national project. Each of these traces a different 

process by which revolutionary identity emerged in the early 1930’s. More than merely 

describing the evidence that legitimized an emergent Revolutionary identity I seek to 

uncover the processes that led to its formation.    

 My objects of study are the Monte Alban Treasures (their discovery, collection 

and display): the presentations of the Monte Alban exhibit at the Century of Progress 

exposition in Chicago, the subsequent travelling shows in St. Louis, Missouri, 

                                                 
9 Helen Delpar. “The Mexican Vogue at its Peak: Cultural Relations, 1927-1935.” The Enormous Vogue of all Things Mexican: Cultural Relations Between the 

United States and Mexico, 1920-1935. (Tuscaloosa, AL: The University of Alabama Press, 1992): 55-90. 

10 Eric Hobsbawm “Introduction: Inventing Traditions.”in Hobsbawm and and Terrance Ranger, Eds. The Invention of Tradition. (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1985): 1-14. 



 19

Washington, D.C. and San Antonio, Texas: and finally an archeologist’s public 

declarations that the artifacts were fakes. I argue that the manipulation of culture fell in 

the hands of a select few government agents who determined the circumstances and 

conditions under which the Monte Alban display would be seen. Their ideas reflected 

specific aspirations that were in tune with larger government interests. Still, it is 

important to reflect upon how these ideas were not taken at face value, but questioned 

and contested by viewers both domestically and abroad. This process of contestation led 

to continued negotiations between audiences and intellectuals regarding the appropriate 

representation of the country. Without a doubt this push and pull ultimately characterized 

the struggle to define the country’s national identity. 

 Approaching the query using a more specific case study, I hope to determine the 

complicated processes that led to the articulation of a broader Revolutionary identity. 

That is to say, how the creation of the idea of the Revolution in turn grafted a mold for 

the citizenry and foreigners alike to interpret the nation and its people.11 In a broader 

sense I also offer a discussion of how art, museum and Fair displays embodied the way 

that Mexican bureaucrats and intellectuals wanted the past to be remembered.  

I am interested in the idea of a micro-history of the cultural programs. It seems as 

though in many cases these studies are overlooked because they are too broad. If we 

reduce the scale and scope of the question then perhaps we can determine patterns that 

applied to a wider breadth of the population. Looking at how one display was collected, 

designed and interpreted by a government commission in the 1930’s for example, offers 

                                                 
11 Texts that influence this idea include: Carlo Ginsburg. The Cheese and the Worms: The Cosmos of a Sixteenth Century Miller. Trans. John and Anne Tedeschi. 

(New York: Penguin Books, 1982).  
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insight into the intricacies of the Revolutionary rhetoric. Further, it demonstrates how 

memory, practice and the performance of the Revolution, after the fact, really crafted an 

idea of what the conflict was, its purpose and consequences. Last I tackle the issue of the 

politics of display and how challenges to the exhibition of Monte Alban Treasures 

reflected a possible broader rejection of the newly proposed social order.  

 In an effort to assess the place of such a study I read a number of monographs on 

the subject. I discovered that most of them presented consistent findings in which state 

patronage of mural project’s, public education, travel and tourism began shaping a 

cohesive post-revolutionary national identity. Desmond Rochfort, for example argued 

that public murals of the period  expressed the basic communality of the national 

experience.12 If so then they emerged and documented bureaucratic processes of change 

and most importantly were as Leonard Folgarait called them; articulations of imagined 

and proposed conditions that had yet to come to fruition.13 Anna Indych-Lopez’s study on 

institutions, artists and exhibitions fabricated Mexicanness, focused specifically upon the 

Mexican muralist movement in the U.S. from 1930-40.14  As opposed to focusing on these 

contributing factors alone, I aim to expand the center of inquiry to include archeological 

conservation, projection of regional traditions and the creation of historically themed 

displays in museums and World’s Fairs.  

                                                 
12 Desmond Rochfort. Mexican Muralists, Orozco, Rivera, Siquieros. (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 1993). Pp. 7.   

13 Leonard Folgarait. “Introduction.” Mural Painting and Social Revolution in Mexico, 1920-1940: Art of the New Order. (London: Cambridge University Press, 

1998.): 1-12. 

14 Anna Indych-Lopez. “Introduction: The Circulation of Mexican Muralism in the United States.” In Muralism Without Walls: Rivera, Orozco and Siquieros in the 

United States 1927-1940. (Pittsburgh, PA: The University of Pittsburgh Press, 2009): 1-11. The author makes an important point in the monograph about relying 

upon critical interpretations of muralist movement (as opposed to popular perception) and how this should be a valid way to gage audience interpretations since 

critics influence, shape and mold it. While this is true, I think that the author should also have considered alternative ways of evaluating the audience reactions such 

as letters to the editor of newspapers and magazines, the souvenirs purchased, correspondence to Foreign Relations describing attendance to name a few. There are 

alternatives to finding the popular interpretation that extend beyond oral histories.  
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 Archeology was a professional discipline at the turn of the 20th century. Its 

significance resonated in both Mexico and the United States because each employed 

scientific inquiry to better understand the past and determine a path towards the future. 

Before then, archeological studies documented artifacts as the remains of past peoples. 

No real effort was made to establish cultural continuities with contemporary indigenous 

societies. This strategy was a product of the period. In Mexico, archeology evidenced 

liberal elites attempts to fashion a national identity. Nevertheless they struggled with the 

overarching implication of indigenous inclusion.  

This problem was solved by the adoption of the pre-Hispanic identity as the 

cornerstone of nationalist sentiment and the simultaneous marginalization of 

contemporary indigenous societies.15 The purpose of the Revolution was to create social 

and political change that would redirect the historical omission of indigenous 

civilizations. In the 1930’s Mexican archeology was used to revisit these narratives and 

demonstrate the progressive evolution of native societies while recognizing and rejecting 

previous patterns of internal subjugation.  

 In Mexico archeological inquests were fueled by resurgent nationalism. Museums 

and exhibitions were the primary venue where the materiality of the discipline served its 

purpose. It provided a niche for locals to insert themselves into a broader scientific 

community and by extension a civilized world.16 This process was transnational since 

many archeological investigations in Mexico were conducted by foreign scholars 
                                                 
15 Cristobal Gnecco and Carolina Hernandez. “History and its Discontents: Stone Statues, Native Histories and Archeologists.” In Current Anthropology. Vol. 49, 

No., 3 (June 2008): 446.  

16 The idea that western knowledge defined the civility of peoples was prevalent in the 19th and 20th centuries. I’m referring here to the use of scientific racism in 

order to justify social prejudices. In general see: R.J. Halliday. “Social Darwinism: a Definition,” Victorian Studies. Vol. 14, No. 4 (Jun., 1971): 389-405; Chris 

Godsen, “Race and Racism in Archeology: Introduction,” World Archeology. Vol. 38, No., 1 Race, Racism and Archeology. (Mar., 2006): 1-7.  
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(primarily Americans) and served their interests.17 For Americans archeology was an 

extension of ideological imperialism. It legitimized their prowess as contributors to the 

professionalization of the science. Further it fed into nationalist concerns, since 

Americans could localize their position in the global hierarchy in relation to others. 18   

In sum, my examination of the development of a Revolutionary identity is 

informed by the interactions between a number of government institutions, bureaucratic 

agents and their intended audiences. For example, Chapter 1 compares and contrasts 

Mexican representations of the nation abroad in the late 19th century and again in the 

1930’s. The historical context demonstrates that both times under the auspices of the state 

curators and intellectuals used art and archeology to present the nation abroad. This 

presentation effectively represented the ideals and desires of political elites and not 

necessarily the social realities of the time period.  

Looking at the Mexican Revolution as a period of intense political change 

demonstrates how foreign representations of the country in the late 20’s and early 30’s 

were an important part of national consolidation. Considering how the rest of the world 

should interpret the country following a 10 year civil war became a priority. I also 

demonstrate how U.S. Mexican relations were hinged upon networks of cultural 

exchange. This exchange helped to solidify an interpretation of Mexico and Mexicans 

after the Revolution that was accepted by cultural institutions like the Ministry of Public 

                                                 
17 For a discussion on the Mexican governments and foreign scholars active involvement in the development of the discipline see: Rebecca Earl. “Archeology, 

Museums and Heritage.” In The Return of the Native: Indians and Myth making in Spanish America, 1810-1930. (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007): 133-160. 

18 Robert Rydell’s work in the field of World’s Fairs explored how ethnographic displays revealed the U.S.’s preoccupation with defining its place at the turn of the 

century. Because it hosted a number of expositions, it relied upon displays to order the world as they saw it. Archeology and ethnography provided a way to 

manipulate the past so that it fit in with its expectations for the political and social development of the nation. For more see: “The Chicago World’s Columbian 

Exposition of 1893: And Was Jerusalem Builded Here?” In All the World’s a Fair: Visions of Empire at International Expositions, 1876-1910. (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1987): 38-71. 
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Education and the National Museum.19 An examination of the archeological excavation of 

tomb #7 in Monte Alban illustrates the dichotomy inherent in display, specifically the 

relationship between exhibits and audiences (specifically pertaining to intended and 

actual meanings).20  Moreover, this analysis demonstrates the fruitful possibility of such a 

historical study.  

 The second part of this study explores social project of the Revolution; 

specifically how popular art and archeological displays in the 1930’s were in essence the 

revolution in action. Chapter 2 contextualizes Mexican exhibition culture in the United 

States in the era of the Great Depression. I present evidence that suggests that the 

Mexican government sponsored a number of art and archeological exhibitions at galleries 

and museums in cities like New York, Boston and Chicago in an effort to promote 

cultural awareness and acceptance amongst audiences. Exalting Mexican history and 

traditional manual crafts served as an affirmation of the nation’s indigenous heritage and 

its influence in the formation of the modern Mexican identity.  

Chapter 3 examines plans to excavate at the Monte Alban site in the southern 

Mexican state of Oaxaca. These efforts were part of a larger project to redesign the 

national history by incorporating regional culture into a national homogenous identity. I 

discuss the discovery of the Monte Alban Treasures as a rich cache of treasures 

appropriated by the state and wielded as a tool to disseminate popular ideas of indigenous 

appreciation and national consolidation.   

                                                 
19 Nelson Goodman. “Reality Remade.” In Languages of Art: an Approach to a Theory of Symbols. (Indianapolis, IN: Bobbs-Merrill, 1968): 3-40.  
20 Tony Bennett. “Speaking to the Eyes: Museums, Legibility and the Social Order.” In Sharon McDonald, Ed. The Politics of Display: Museums, Science and 

Culture. (New York: Routledge, 1998): 22-30. 
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I explore how the presentation of these artifacts at the Century of Progress 

expositions in Chicago in 1933 and later subsequent travelling shows was a statement 

regarding the emblems that best represented the nation. Further I posit that the fair and 

travelling show was a tool to disseminate very specific ideas about the country, its people 

and its indigenous legacy. This narrative was presented to American audiences by a select 

group of individuals who worked in tandem with state agencies—as such the presentation 

in Chicago was a platform for wider dissemination of cultural projects that were 

developed locally and later sent abroad.21 Using position as arbiter of the nation’s history, 

the SEP used a number of platforms to reinforce public support of the Revolutionary 

project. 

 In order to restore faith in the government, agencies like the Ministry of Public 

Education promoted cultural projects that improved the quality of life of the people. 

Literacy campaigns, rural schools, public health initiatives and conservation of 

archeological relics all were part of this effort. Once the government secured support they 

advocated for the consolidation of the country under a single historical narrative. As such 

they drew regional idiosyncrasies together and presented a more kaleidoscopic 

representation of the country.22 Diverting from previous historical accounts this project 

reinforced cultural awareness and acceptance both requisites for the fulfillment of the 

Revolutionary program of social justice and equal protection under the law.  

                                                 
21 Mary K. Vaughn. “Revolutionary Cultural Policy: The Secretaria de Educacion Publica.”Cultural Politics in Revolution: Teachers, Peasants and Schools in 

Mexico, 1930-1940. (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1997): 25-46. 
22 Perez-Montfort. “Una Region Inventada desde el Centro: La Consolidacion del Cuadro Estereotipico Nacional, 1921-1937.” Estampas de Nacionalismo Popular 

Mexicano, 121-144. 
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 The final chapters of this dissertation take on the more complex topic of display 

politics. Chapter 4 goes further, taking into consideration contemporary newspaper 

accounts of the MAT exhibit at the WF as well as subsequent shows in NYC, 

Washington and San Antonio. I aim to demonstrate the official goals of the exhibit 

organizers and the interpretation by local newspapers and visitors. I hope to demonstrate 

that the exhibit was designed by individuals to represent a more inclusive vision of 

Mexico’s historical narrative. By looking at the contemporary accounts I compare the 

intended meaning with the interpretation given by local reporters and visitors to the show. 

The way the exhibit was put together often speaks to the intended message put forth by 

the curator.23 

 Chapter 5 looks at the challenges to the proposed interpretation of Mexico’s 

Revolution. I argue that while Alfonso Caso spearheaded a campaign of inclusivity using 

the Monte Alban Treasure he was challenged by his colleague at the National Museum, 

Ramon Mena. Mena’s removal of several of the Monte Alban artifacts from the National 

Museum reflected a complete disregard for the authority of the revolutionary 

administration and its proposed interpretation of the nation’s history. I suggest that 

Mena’s action reflect the larger challenges the Revolution faced and embodied genuine 
                                                 
23 There are numerous theories associated with installation Design. A few of these have influenced this project. For example; Dadaism was post-war movement that 

rejected the rigidity of contemporary intellectual and social order. Pioneers like Marcel Duchamp, Hugo Ball and Man Ray found order in chaos and believed that the 

viewer not the artist attributed meaning to art. In the context of this study Dadaism is important because we see an overarching rise in state interventions in artistic 

production and yet a more pliable interpretation from audiences. Soviet Agitprop influences refer to the use of display as a form of propaganda. The purpose of this 

kind of propaganda varied from ideological dissemination, educational purposes with the ultimate goal of inciting some kind of response from the viewership. Most 

common examples of Soviet Agitprop come from the 20’s after the Revolution. Revolutionary ideology was promoted in posters, brochures and political pamphlets. 

The Bauhaus school believed in the principle of interdisciplinary models. They promoted the incorporation of fine, popular arts and architecture. Considered the 

cornerstone of modernist expression because of its applicability to the principles of basic design. For more information consult; Dickran Tashjian. “Introduction,” 

Skyscraper Primitives: Dada and the American avant-garde, 1910-1925. (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 1975): 3-15; Jurgen Riehle. “Agitprop in 

the New World: Popular Icons and Propagandistic Images Alexander Kosalopov’s art Reflects the Hermeneutics of Both Soviet and American Culture.” In Graphis. 

No. 304 (1996): 76-86; T’ai Smith, “The Identity if Design as Intellectual Property.” In Bahaus Construct: Fashioning Identity, Discourse and Modernism. Jeffery 

Saletnik and Robin Schuldenfrei, Eds. New York: Routledge, 2009: 226-244.  
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concerns regarding the speedy determinations made by the new revolutionary elite 

speaking for the nation as a whole. Looking into this domestic dispute regarding the 

authenticity of the display, I demonstrate that the rhetoric associated with art and 

archeological displays was contested and not always fulfilled government expectations. 

The scandal these allegations sparked resonated across the country and threatened the 

integrity of the national project originally proposed by the government at the Fair.    

 In the end the Monte Alban Treasure is an amazing case study and effective lens 

to examine the contentious debates surrounding determining Mexico’s brand following 

the civil war. Its discovery, subsequent appropriation by state agencies and the aftermath 

of its display in the US reflected a deep-rooted conflict amongst Mexicans as to how to 

represent the national abroad. Further it brings to the forefront the social ambitions of the 

new administration concerned with what symbols would appropriately reflect the country 

in the 20th century. I hope to shed light upon the complexity of US Mexico relations and 

reliance Mexicans had upon the interpretation of the nation by outside opinion. That is to 

say that following the revolution, state agencies busied themselves with reinvention 

programs preoccupied with how to best represent the nation abroad.  
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I. OUT WITH THE OLD AND IN WITH THE NEW: THE EVOLUTION OF 
MEXICAN WORLD’S FAIR DISPLAYS FROM VICTORIAN ERA TO MODERN 

EXPOSITIONS 
 

This chapter compares and contrasts Mexican patterns of exhibition and display at 

expositions in Chicago in the 19th and 20th centuries. Mexican commissions in the 

Porfiriato—the period under which Porfirio Diaz retained autonomous control over the 

country between 1876-1910-- established the staples (archeological, art and natural 

resources) that were presented throughout the country’s pavilion. Displays were crafted 

and presented using Europe as a constant point of reference. Pavilions built and displays 

erected attempted to make the country fit the established historical, cultural and aesthetic 

paradigms of the Old World. However similar in structure and pattern, the ideological 

imperative behind expositions in the 20th century changed.  

Using the tried and true exhibition patterns fixed in the Porfiriato, Mexico’s 

commission to the 1933 Fair attempted to define the nation based upon local cultural and 

aesthetic preferences. Changing the ideological underpinning of the exhibition was 

evidence of a broader more introspective interpretation of material culture. Tailoring 

displays to appeal to local sentiments (history, beliefs and practices) increased the 

probability that audiences could internalize the display’s subtext. These collections still 

transmitted political beliefs and introduced new ideas intended to transform the local 

body politic. But instead of looking to Europe as bastion of civilization, commissions 

created local origin narratives that would, in theory, boost support for domestic socio-

political and economic improvement projects.  
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 This chapter identifies Mexican displays in 1933 in order to engage and explore 

the value of these images.24 The 1933 display mimicked trends used in previous shows 

yet the narratives associated with manual crafts and archeological evidence was modified 

and fundamentally changed in intent and purpose. On one hand, Victorian expositions 

were entirely preoccupied with finite linear historical interpretations. In contrast, modern 

expositions of the 20th century looked to present a world of possibility, not necessarily 

just how things were—but the potential the future held as well.  

The Chicago fairs of 1893 and 1933 are perfect case studies to compare and 

contrast the shift in the politics of display. Initially fairs memorialized the achievements 

of great men and allowed host cities to insert themselves within a larger global meta-

narrative. This fit in with contemporary desires to codify the world in accordance to ideas 

of racial and social superiority. In contrast modern expositions were more interested in 

presenting possibility, structural and socio-economic proposals for the world of the 

future. Modern commissions reoriented exposition’s purpose and introduced new 

technologies, sociological and historical inquiries in an effort to literally craft the world 

of tomorrow.  

 The exhibits and exhibitions that composed the international fairs were designed 

to be short lived. Nevertheless, more often than not, the same kinds of exhibits were 

presented year in and year out. After a while these exhibits themselves formed a pattern 

or tradition.25 The museum evolved out of exposition practice (such as public fairs and 

                                                 
24 Irit Rogoff. “Studying Visual Culture.” Nicholas Mirzoeff Ed. The Visual Culture Reader. (London: Routledge, 1998): 14-26.  

25 Benedict Burton. “International Exhibitions and National Identity.” Anthropology Today. Vol. 7 No. 3 (Jun., 1991): 5-9.  
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festivals) and allowed organizers to preserve these traditions for posterity.26 As an 

institution, the museum represents more than anything, the guiding organizational 

principle for scientific knowledge and cultural identity.27 In the museum, strategies were 

employed to shape ideological beliefs. Cultural institutions “reproduced structures of 

belief and experience through which cultural differences are understood,” and harnessed 

these through the display of material culture.28 In effect this tradition of representation 

laid the groundwork for the development of national consciousness and identity.  

 The museum was and remains an institution of cultural authority. An inherent 

power dynamic emerged in managing the social and ideological behaviors of the viewing 

population. As such the museum served the interests of governing institutions and 

wealthy patrons who amassed collections of objects. Later when these were displayed 

they intended to “shape the moral, mental and behavioral” character of its visitors.29 Like 

its predecessor the fair, museums targeted audiences (first educated patrons and later 

popular groups) because culture was interpreted as a resource that could bring about 

change by presenting acceptable ideas and social behaviors. Once consolidated under the 

institutional banner of the museum these ideas were embedded within the ritual of the 

museum or fair experience. That is to say, the very practice of viewing these displays 

                                                 
26 Tony Bennett. “The Formation of the Museum,” in The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics. (London: Routledge, 1995):17-48.  

27  Susan Crane, Ed. Museums and Memory. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000): 2.  

28 Ivan Karp. “Introduction: Museums and Communities: the Politics of Public Culture.” In Ivan Karp, Christine Mullen Kreamer and Steven D. Lavine Eds., 

Museums and Communities: the Politics of Public Culture. (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992):19-34.  

29 Bennett, 21.  
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reinforced the power relations and authority of the institution as arbiter of history, culture 

and identity.30   

The museum was designed to both educate and entertain audiences. Within the 

confines of the building visitors encountered “material manifestations of cultural and 

scientific production.”31 Thus museums evolved in accordance with interests in 

preserving art, history, and science. The organization of these objects proposed specific 

meanings to ideas or “the invisible, visible.”32 Natural history museums of the 19th 

century, for example, stressed evolution narratives in efforts to organize the natural 

world. The content and scope of object varied by institution but the organizational 

principles were normative. In the 20th century thematic and chronological order replaced 

these and ultimately structured displays.  

The curatorial vision mirrored contemporary interpretations of the world and we 

can learn much about how people were encouraged to see themselves and others. In fact, 

one might argue that curators organized museum displays informed by their own cultural, 

social and political experiences.33 The subtext of the museum display thus reflects 

contemporary political and social concerns. Without a doubt a strong connection existed 

between the fair site and museum since commonly staff and exhibits from museums were 

often transferred to the fair site.34  

                                                 
30 This idea is commonly referenced by scholars interested in museum studies and is attributed to Michel Foucault’s theory of power relations. See “Discipline,” In 

Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. (New York: Vintage Books, 1995): 135-230. 

31 Crane, 3. 

32 Stephen T. Asma. “Exhibiting Evolution: Diversity, Order and the Construction of Nature,” In Stuffed Animals and Pickled Heads: The Culture and Evolution of 

Natural History Museums. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001); 154.  

33 R.G. Collingwood. The Idea of History. (London: Oxford University Press, 1946): 1-335. 

34 Bennett, 83.  
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Fairs served as the prototype for the modern museum. In this investigation, I 

explore how first the fair and later the museum amassed state appropriated symbols that 

audiences were encouraged to accept as defining markers of the nation. Tony Bennett for 

example, argued that while fairs were ephemeral the creation of the modern museum 

emerged in their wake allowing state organisms to conserve the ideological narratives 

proposed at world expositions.35 Through these permanent displays, developing national 

organisms (the government, church and educational systems) could establish the 

ideological relationship between citizens and the state and therefore mold their collective 

consciousness. While theoretically sound these arguments fail to take into consideration 

the free will of audiences or their ability to question, challenge or alter their perceptions 

of visual narratives they encountered both at Fairs and museums.   

In the 19th century large-scale international expositions harnessed the globe and 

brought in down to scale. Visitors from across the globe flooded cities that hosted Fairs. 

They walked the grounds exploring displays of objects and people that were designed to 

manifest both shock and awe to educate and promote the accomplishments of growing 

industrial countries.  Quickly emerging as the most popular form of education and 

entertainment, these events became the predominant form of transmitting political ideas, 

social norms and ethnic difference in the Western hemisphere.  

In the United States these grand shows showcased the advancements of Western 

civilization. Privately owned and government sanctioned collections were amassed and 

put on display in order to memorialize cultural achievements and distinguish civilized 

                                                 
35 Bennett, 19.    
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nations from counterparts in the colonized and developing world. In contrast by the 

twentieth century expositions propelled a global competition for natural resources and 

geographic expansion. In the United States modern exhibitions adhered to new 

ideological formats. Fair collaborators fashioned displays that presented idealized 

representations of the country they represented.36  Following the inaugural New York’s 

Crystal Palace exposition in 1853 American fascination with the medium grew in 

proportion to its influence on the global scene.37 In the years that followed expositions 

permeated the essence of American culture and by the turn of the 20th century embodied 

American perceptions of the rest of the world.  

The fair gathered ideas and innovations from around the world, organized them 

and presented a diverse sampling of the best the world had to offer. They provided 

audiences with a new sensorial experience completely reliant on the consumption of 

images. Some images were illustrations or big flashy advertisements but often they were 

objects—machinery, agricultural products or archeological artifacts that relied upon the 

curiosity and consumption of popular and elite groups alike. The collections on display 

were organized to fit pre-determined and very specific story. For Mexico this story was a 

combination of historical fact and modern fictions.  

The Porfirian commissions of the late 19th century, for example, placed heavy 

emphasis upon the evolution of Mexican civility and modernity. In 1889 Antoñio 

Peñafiel designed the Mexican building at the Paris exposition. His interpretation 

                                                 
36 Andrew Garn, Paola Antonelli, Udo Kultermann and Stephen H. Van Dyk. Exit to Tomorrow: World’s Fair Architecture, Design, Fashion, 1933-2005. New 

York: Universe Publishers, 2007. 1-227. 

37 Robert W. Rydell, et al. “Fairs of the Imperial Era.” In Fair America: World’s Fairs in the United States. (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 

2000): 45-71. 



 33

featured an ancient Aztec temple.38 The building was two-stories tall and composed of 

two sections. The first represented major events in ancient Mexican history including 

“the beginning and end of the nationality and autonomy of the Aztec tribes.”39 At the 

1898 Paris Exposition Universalle the commission raised an ancient Aztec temple. The 

architectural design of the pavilion featured neoclassical aesthetics with Grecian statues 

and cornices.40 The inability of the commission to design the building as a faithful 

rendition to the ancient monuments found in Mexico demonstrated their resistance to 

define the nation under their own terms. Instead they looked to European aesthetics and 

models of beauty to help define the nation. In doing so, they presented a greatly skewed 

interpretation of the nation and by extension of its people.  

Victorian displays were successful because they provided a more accessible form 

of public display that mimicked museum presentation and confirmed an imagined reality 

that existed beyond audience experience, contrasted with personal experience or caused 

the viewer to reconsider that which they held as true. This complex mix of new 

innovation, ideas and people solidified the didactic nature of visual narratives. Ultimately 

Fairs both educated and entertained audiences of all ages. They combined the 

                                                 
38 Antonio Peñafiel. Explicacion de l’edifice Mexicain a l’Exposition Internationale de Paris en 1889. (Barcelona: Imprimerie d’Espasa, 1889). Books of the Fairs 

Collection, National Museum of American History. Reel 85 fs.4. The document lists Peñafiel’s extensive credentials. These include; General Director of the Mexican 

Statistics Department; Professor at the National Museum; Founding member of the Mexican Society of Natural History; Active member of the Medicine Academy of 

Mexico & the Pedro Escobedo Medican Society; member of the Geographical and Statistical Society; the Texcoco Nahuatl Society; Lancasterianan Company; 

Representative of the Tabasco State at the National Congress of Hygiene (1884); member of the Hidalgo Lyceum; Corresponding member of the Fraternal Medical 

Society of Guadalajara; Scientific and Geographic Society of Haiti; American Philosophical and Numismatic and Antiquarian Society of Philadelphia; Honorary 

member of the Philological Society of France and the Antonio Alzate Society of Mexico.  
39 Peñafiel, 28.  This comment will likely strike a chord with contemporary scholars who are familiar with monographs that dismiss the rapid acculturation and 

assimilation of native peoples after the conquest of Mexico. An example includes; James Lockhart, The Nahuas After the Conquest: A Social and Cultural History of 

the Indians of Central Mexico, Sixteenth through Eighteenth Centuries. (Stanford: University of Stanford Press, 1992).  

40 Tenorio-Trillo. Mexico at the World’s Fairs. Pp. 106-108.  
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acknowledged standards of museum display with eye popping and jaw dropping 

spectacle.41  

The increased popularity of the Fair evolved in tandem with the creation and 

recognition of cultural identifiers that were popularized in part through their distribution 

through mass communications.42 Cheaply produced and distributed print media expanded 

the reach of ideas and images and provided easy and equitable access to changing 

perceptions of the world. As a result, populations forged communities based upon shared 

understandings of the symbols and markers that came to represent them as parts of a 

larger, growing and ever changing whole—the nation.43 The field of vision thus 

represented a form of cultural capital that changed over time and in value, but shifted to 

continually express the markers that represented the nation. The cultural value of objects 

was and remains continually subject to the influence of global markets, ideas and 

perceptions.  

Porfirian elites used archeological evidence to represent the nation. They did so in 

a fashion that characterized indigenous artifacts and people as relics of the past. These 

displays strongly differentiated between contemporary citizens and ancient cultures 

noting that while worthy of study, the latter were not part of modern Mexico’s 

evolutionary path. Objectifying ancient cultures created associations between 

archeological artifacts that represented the idea, history and culture of people that had 

                                                 
41 Bennett. The Birth of the Museum. 59.  

42 Benedict Anderson. “Old Languages, New Models,” In Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism. (New York: Verso 1984): 
69-84.  

43 At the crux of this project is semiotics. I am interested in understanding what a specific collection of artifacts on display in Chicago represented rather than what 

they were. The idea behind the display, the broader ideological message (that cultural programs were in fact changing the national identity) was presented, 

internalized and challenged. The overarching question of the exhibitions integrity then really has to do with the language or unspoken ideological connotations of the 

display. See Daniel Laferrier. “Making Room for Semiotics.” Academe. Vol. 65 No. 7 (Nov., 1979): 434-440.  
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ceased to exist. In doing so, Mexican elites hoped that audiences would see the ancient 

Indian as part of the country’s social evolution. They glorified the ancient past and 

fashioned a chronological narrative that ended with the conquest and colonization in the 

16th century. These efforts to redirect the history of the modern nation established that 

Mexico was built upon the foundations of European cultural influence and religion.  

This emergent narrative was fashioned for display at expositions in Chicago 

(1893) and Paris (1889). Launched on the eve of American imperialist expansion of the 

west, Caribbean and Pacific the Chicago fair honored the quin-centennial of Columbus’s 

discovery of the Americas. It also celebrated the country’s economic and political 

mobilization as a global power. The selection of Chicago as host city was part of an 

urban development plan. Local citizens believed that Chicago had the potential to grow 

like New York and Washington D.C. These citizens tirelessly advocated for the 

transformation of the urban landscape. This meant redirecting focus from the acres of 

stockyards and tenement housing to a gleaming ‘white city.”44  

                                                 
44 David F. Burg. Chicago’s White City of 1893. (Lexington: University of Kentucky Press, 1976).  
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Figure 1: Photograph of the grounds World’s Columbian Exposition, 1893. All of the buildings were 

cheaply constructed to safe time and funds. They were covered with white plaster left in the end. Amidst 
the growing industries that surrounded the grounds the manicured gardens, exquisite waterways and canals 

and new buildings starkly contrasted with the real world outside the site. 45 
 

Scholarship on Chicago’s participation as host city to international expositions 

has in large part focused upon the 1893 Columbian exposition. The historiography of the 

exposition is extensive. Arguably it was one of the most documented fairs in United 

States history. This access to primary sources made the Fair a prime subject for historical 

study and analysis. Rydell, described the 1893 exposition as a national platform that 

projected the new government rhetoric of the expansion of the west and Anglo 

                                                 
45 “Exposition Grounds, World’s Columbian Exposition Chicago.” Frances Benjamin Johnston Collection. Library of Congress. Prints and Photographs Online 

Collection. Digital ID: (b&w film copy neg.) cph 3c04795 http://hdl.loc.gov/loc.pnp/cph.3c04795  
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superiority. He deconstructed the Midway Plaissance, an appendage to the fair that 

featured displays from around the world. He concluded that their organization fit a racial 

hierarchy that categorized the world in accordance to racial and cultural advancements.  

The Midway presented a path of social and cultural development that began with 

the most primitive of displays and culminated with the entrance to the Fair. Rydell argued 

that this meant to symbolize the evolutionary achievements of the American people. 

Ironically, the hosts intentionally ignored the significant number of foreign immigrants 

whose country of origins they mocked on the Midway and even went so far as to literally 

whitewash the city, protecting a self-fulfilling prophesy of racial superiority and 

discrimination.  Audience reactions to these exhibits, captured in photographs, postcards, 

and newspaper stories offer insight into the expectations and understandings of audiences 

who attended.46  

The 1893 fair harkened back to America’s European roots while promoting the 

nations emergence onto the global stage as a world power.47 The fair memorialized the 

achievements of man both in scientific and technological innovations—but also in the 

arts. Photographs of the scene suggest an immaculate testament to the civility of the 

American people—the cityscape looks impeccably clean, the buildings immaculately 

constructed. But these images are a perfect example of the complexities of visual culture. 

While the images portray these things they fail to acknowledge the controlled chaos that 

teemed along the banks of the canals or walls of the grounds. The buildings were 

                                                 
46 Burg. Chicago’s White City, 112.  

47 Stanley Applebaum. “From Conception to Opening Day,” In, The Chicago World’s Fair of 1893: A Photographic Record. (New York: Dover Publications, 1980): 

1-7. 
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haphazardly constructed of cheap steel spackled and painted white as a last minute and 

cost effective means to finish construction before the scheduled opening day. The images 

also do not reflect the increasing number of immigrants who inhabited the city and lived 

in tenement houses built for one but often housing three or four families. They omit the 

smell of the city’s stockyards and the noise and smoke that billowed from industrial 

factories. This collection in essence allows viewers to explore the city as a visitor would, 

allowing us to experience the Fair as the organizers intended—a pristine monument to 

Western civilization while consciously disregard the nuances that characterized the nation 

at the turn of the century.  

The WCE essentially reconstructed the world in miniature. This allowed both 

organizers and visitors a venue for self-reflection and expression. This fair, the last of the 

U.S. expositions of the 19th century, seemed to suggest that order, civility and decorum 

were the accomplishments of the nation in the last 100 years. Accommodating to all 

groups and social classes, the exposition was in essence a last stand against the dramatic 

changes brought about in the turn of the century. Focusing primarily upon the planning, 

financing and staging of the exposition, many scholarly studies fail to take into account 

how the contrasting imagery of the meticulously structured White City and Midway 

Plaissance could have confused visitors. While the White city stood as a testament to 

Western civilization—this was a society in the throws of industrial revolution. The influx 

of immigrants and freedmen brought new cultures, prompted industrialization and 

urbanization and radically shifted social and political relations in the United States.  At 

best the Fair reflected the aspirations and expectations of elites and intellectuals while 
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failing to consider how the hundreds of thousands of visitors who explored the grounds 

might interpret the scene, as foreign and not exemplificative of their everyday lives. 

Mexican displays at the 1893 Exposicion Universalle in Chicago confirmed this 

trend. In an interview with Chicago and New York papers, American concessionaires 

described the intent and purpose behind the Mexican government’s proposed displays. 

The general staple products produced in different states in Mexico were represented. The 

wide breadth of materials slated for display in Chicago emphasized budding trade 

relationships between the U.S. and Mexico. As of yet, it was believed that “merchants in 

the United States knew too little about the wonderful resources of Mexico.”48  

Chicago Fair representative W.E. Curtis personally met with President Porfirio 

Diaz who considered erecting a replica of an ancient Aztec temple. The temple had been 

a popular attraction at the Philadelphia (1876) and Paris (1889) fairs. The interested 

parties wanted to recreate the ancient city streets of Tenochtitlan prior to the arrival of the 

Spanish in 1519. The site would have the temple, street scenes and a canal on which 

Indian rowers would transport passengers in boats and canoes.49   

In 1891 the Mexican commission was toying instead with the idea of constructing 

a lavishly decorated traditional hacienda (“Mexican farmhouse of a rich landed 

proprietor,”) stocked with fruits, flowers and archeological and ethnographic displays.50 

Diaz intended to use the Fair as a platform to “portray the progress made by Mexico 

rather than an illustration of its past history, and hence the hacienda project superseded 

                                                 
48 “Trade With Mexico: An Exhibition of that Country’s Products Projected.” The New York Times (1857-Current File): ProQuest Historical Newspapers The New 

York Times (1851-2005) December 9, 1889: 2.  

49 “An Aztec Panorama.” The Washington Post. March 7, 1891. Pp. 7. ProQuest Historical Newspapers. Accessed July 10, 2009.  

50 “What Mexico will Exhibit.” Chicago Daily Tribune. March 8. 1892. Pp. 10. Proquest Historical Newspapers. Accessed July 10, 2009.  
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the Aztec village and temple.”51 The idea that was promoted was that Mexico had made 

more progress in the ten years under President Diaz than it had collectively throughout 

the 19th century.52  

Mexico also had a large display within the Anthropological Building. Altogether 

the country’s section was composed of a number of items sent from private collectors, 

various state governments and the national museum. More than 50 separate exhibits were 

put on display and varied in rage from furniture, Pre-Columbian ornaments, textiles, 

musical instruments and archeological artifacts (idols, weapons, pipes and human 

remains).53  The exhibits also included plaster casts of the Aztec calendar stone, copies of 

Mesoamerican manuscripts and models of ancient temples and cities in Mexico as well as 

photographs of the ruins.54 The anthropological exhibits focused primarily upon 

antiquities. Still some states sent examples of contemporary wares, such as Puebla and 

Toluca whose government sent “articles for industrial use.”55 The displays at the World’s 

Columbian Exposition reinforced the narrative established at the1889 Paris exposition. 

Porfirian participation in expositions up to this point was as much about generating 

momentum to stimulate domestic change as manipulating foreign perceptions of the 

country’s socio-political and economic potential.56   

                                                 
51 Ibid, 10.  

52 The author specifically stated; “Mexico has made more progress in the last then years than in the preceding years of the nineteenth century, and should President 

Diaz be chosen to remain in office another term if four years he will bring his country up to the level of the finest on the globe.” Ibid.  

53 Official Catalogue of Exhibits. Department M. Anthropology. (Chicago: W.B. Conkey Co, 1893): 31-32.  Books of the Fairs, National Museum of American 

History, Reel 113, Fs 13.  

54 Ibid, 31. 

55 Ibid, 31. 

56 Gene Yeager. “Porfirian Commercial Propaganda: Mexico in the World Industrial Expositions,” The Americas. 34:2 (Oct., 1977): 230-243. 
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Figure 2: Exterior view of the Mexican Pavilion at the 1889 Paris Exposition. The buildings design 
idealized ancient MesoAmerican civilizations while incorporating western ideals of architectural beauty. 

The figures in the panels that line the building were bore a striking resemblance to Greco-Roman 
sculptures.57 

 

                                                 
57 Pavilion of Mexico, Paris Exposition 1889. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Online Catalog. LC-USZ62-102655 (b&w film copy neg.) Accessed 

03/04/2012.  
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Figure 3: Interior view of the Mexican Pavilion, 1889. While the interior focused upon exalting popular 

iconography and mythology associated with the nation, specifically the emblem of the eagle perched on a 
cactus, the prevalent use of neo-classical architectural motifs continued with the columns and cornices that 

adorned the interior. 58 
 

                                                 
58 Interior View of the Mexican Pavilion, Paris Exhibition 1889. Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Online Catalog. LC-USZ62-106513 (b&w film copy 

neg.) Accessed 03/04/2012.  
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Figure 4: Exhibit of food displays in the Mexican pavilion, Paris 1889. 59 

 
However many formal exhibits appeared on the grounds there were always 

exhibits designed for entertainment purposes. At the 1876 Centennial Exposition in 

Philadelphia Pennsylvania, for example, a popular concession was the Orrin Bros and 

Nichols Aztec Fair and Mexican Village. Located within the horticulture hall on the 

fairgrounds, the concession presented “a world of wonders from the land of flowers.”60 

Inside native men women and babies were stationed alongside displays of “hundreds of 

curios and antiquities” that were “instructive, amusing and interesting.”61 A Mexican 

orchestra held daily performances in the hall. Music added to the overall ambiance and 

offered audiences more entertainment. The Aztec Fair and Mexican Village offered an 
                                                 
59 Image of the Exhibit of Food at the Pavilion of Mexico at the 1889 Paris Worlds Fair. Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Online Catalog. LC-USZ62-

106512 (b&w film copy neg.) Accessed 03/04/2012.  

60 Official Guidebook. Orrin Bros and Nichols Aztec Fair and Mexican Village. (Philadelphia, PA: Ceer’s Union Square Print, 1876). National Museum of 

American History Archives Center. Warshaw Collection 516 (Geographic Location, MX). Box 1 of 1, Fs. 5. Pp.1-5. 

61 Ibid, 4. 
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example of the ways that representing Mexico became open to foreign and layman 

interpretations. While some displays at fairs were coordinated by national governments 

and institutions those presented by concessionaires like the Orrin Brothers demonstrated 

how an increasing fascination with the world and cataloguing its people was a 

preoccupation that interested entertainers, educators and businessmen alike. 

 
Figure 5: Catalog of the Orrin Bro’s Aztec fair and Mexican Village. The imagery on the cover features a 

Mexican man and woman, surrounded by local flora, dressed in regional attire. 62 
 

                                                 
62 Orrin Bro’s Aztec Fair, 1.  
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The exhibition of the Monte Alban Treasures at the 1933 fair was presented in 

this context. The display design suggested to audiences that indigenous peoples were 

exotic objects to be sensationalized and consumed by audiences.63 Curators attributed a 

timelessness to the ancient society that produced the artifacts suggesting to audiences that 

“they modeled an earlier, universal human past, one beyond the memory of advanced 

societies and yet visible in the evolutionary mirror.”64 More often than not these exhibits 

integrated the indigenous past into the collective memory of fairgoers.65 The display of 

indigenous material culture at the 1933 fair was a strategy employed to foster ideas of 

collective history and shared memory that drafted a homogenous historical narrative for 

Mexico in the wake of the civil war.  

In Chicago, Mexican commissions presented remnants of the material culture of 

Mesoamerican indigenous peoples created in the period before the conquest. Once 

excavated, they were amassed in a collection known as the Monte Alban Treasures. The 

artifacts were evaluated by museum technicians and trained archeologists. Their display 

in Chicago within the Presidential train car isolated the artifacts and disassociated them 

with their original context. The original use for the majority of the pieces (rings, 

necklaces, stones, vases, bowls) was not explicit. Instead, a group of scholars acting on 

behalf of the National Museum in Mexico City informed audiences about their original 

purposes and uses on note cards and in an exhibition catalog.66 The sponsored 

                                                 
63 Museums and Memory. Ed. Susan Crane. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000): 5. 

64 Crane, 3. 

65 Maurice Hallbawchs. “The Social Frameworks of Memory.” In On Collective Memory. Trans. Lewis A. Coser (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992): 

1-167. 
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commission relayed an official interpretation seconded by the government; one that 

emphasized the collections significance as opposed to each items individual purpose.  

My analysis of the Monte Alban exhibit is informed by literature and scholarship 

that gained popularity in the 1980’s. Studies on exhibition culture aimed to shed light 

upon political, social and cultural currents and detail how new organizational patterns 

reflected major changes in contemporary society. These pioneering works suggested that 

exhibitions were hegemonic displays used by intellectual elites and politicians alike to 

promote nationally sponsored imperial policies and initiatives. Audiences accepted the 

narratives on display in fairs and later museums based upon their understanding of the 

state as a governing force that legitimized objects and displays. Audiences thus accepted 

these as part of their reality because they associated the authority of the institution with 

the ascribed power of the government.67   

Government influence was ascribed the most weight in early interpretations of 

expositions.68 Elite groups selected objects and symbols for display using patterns of 

representation that popular groups accepted. Fair exhibits were constructed to model the 

world (past, present and future). When closely examined most reflected contemporary 

ideological underpinnings that shaped society.  

The fair site was symbolic in both design and function. Patterns of display 

directed the audience experience. Specifically, by individuals who had an interest in the 

                                                 
67 Bennett, 23.  

68 In this context people unwittingly are active participants in their own ideological subjugation. Referenced in his work as cultural hegemony, this idea proposes 

that people in society often adhere to specific patterns of behavior that are shaped, determined and imposed by ruling classes. While not suggesting that people 

robotically acted out their daily life, it suggested that the cultural values that social classes adhere to are the result of community logic developed in tandem to 

specific economic and social hierarchies. Cultural practices then, while de facto determined by the practices of political and social elites, become imperceptible to 

social groups in their daily lives. See T.J. Jackson Lears. “The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems and Possibilities.” The American Historical Review. Vol., 

90 No., 3 (Jun., 1985): 567-593.   
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success of the venture. To mold audience ideas, curatorial staff amassed collections of 

material culture and arranging them so audiences could visualize a proposed narrative. 

The art and objects on display stood in place for the country, state, or idea that they 

represented.69 Fairs in the U.S. occupied an important part of people’s lives and these 

forms of media taught audiences “what and how to see and think,” and thus influenced 

American social interactions, interpretations and understandings of the world.70  

In the United States in the 19th and 20th centuries Fairs were ideological 

constructs in themselves—manipulated by organizers to garner support for domestic 

projects. Popular ethnographic displays (those that depicted foreigners in simulated 

natural habitats) organized the world into neatly arranged and hierarchical schemes 

designed to solidify America’s place at the top of the world order. This was 

accomplished, through the base comparisons audiences made between their own ways of 

life and those observed within the confines of the fairgrounds. Although this may seem to 

allow for some audience speculation, the prevalent dominant theory of Social Darwinism 

in which the Darwinian survival of the fittest could be applied to the structural 

organization of society in which competition rooted out the weak and organized social 

order (national and global) on the basis of their worth (GNP and cultural production) and 

performance in the marketplace.71 

Fairs held in the first half of the 20th century differed from those of the Victorian 

era because the latter promoted economic and technological innovation and progress to 

                                                 
69 Charles R. Garoain and Yvonne M. Gaudelius. “The Spectacle of Visual Culture,” In Studies in Art Education. A Journal of Issues and Research. Vol. 45, No., 4 
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70 Garoain, “Spectacle of Visual Culture,” 298.  
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counter global depression.72 Moreover, modern fairs continuously served as cultural 

assessments of global standings based upon racial and social development. When 

comparing European and American expositions, the former engaged in imperialist quests 

for colonial submission of racial and ethnic groups around the world. In turn, the U.S. 

sought to achieve political domination through economic growth and technological 

advancements. Fairs in the 1930’s, such as the Century of Progress in Chicago, thus 

countered the outwardly imperialist ventures and displays of submission seen in 

European expositions and encouraged developing nations to see the U.S. as a potential 

ally and protectorate of nascent economies still in the process of industrializing.73  

Existing studies only recently began to take into account audience ability to filter 

visual narratives through their own cultural, political and social perspectives. Without a 

doubt groups grappled to contextualize the changing world around them and locate 

themselves as participants in shifting ethnic dynamics, technological change and 

commercial enterprises.  

Because fair going was a didactic exercise, it encouraged audiences to see 

themselves as active members of a changing world.74 By recognizing the impact the 

viewer has upon the allocation of value and interpreted meaning, we recognize the 

complexity of visual culture. Using new sources (historical artifacts, photographs, 

personal memoirs and collective memory) sheds light upon the Fair experience from a 

perspective that takes into consideration the hopes and desires, fears and apprehensions 

                                                 
72 Robert W. Rydell. “Forerunners of the Century of Progress Expositions,” In, World of Fairs: the Century of Progress Expositions, 1933-1934.  (Chicago: 
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73 Rydell, World of Fairs. 22.  
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of elite and popular classes alike—recognizing the exhibition space as the location where 

these come into contact and vie for acceptance.  

Fair displays were interpreted as plural manifestations of culture that were 

assigned value yet open to audience perspective. The Victorian fair apparatus 

reconstructed social hierarchies that already existed in society. This practice sought to 

maintain a balance already forged between social, economic and ethnic groups within 

society. Maintaining the status quo relied upon an exchange of material goods and 

cultural ideas that reinforced and stimulated natural competition between nations 

participating in the exhibition. Often fairs outlined national culture in relation to 

‘otherness.’75 Defining countries based upon their differences is something he discussed 

and speaks to my argument that this exhibit promoted the adhesion of social groups on 

the basis of national affiliation. This in turn reinforced symbolic representations of 

national stereo-types. For Mexico in 1933, these stereo-types included a mythic 

indigenous heritage, the docile singing beauty and hyper-masculinized mariachi charro.  

Fair exhibits stimulated international competition that encouraged audiences to 

accept new ideas and technologies that ultimately set many nations on new paths towards 

modernity. For Mexico, international expositions allowed political figures in the 19th 

century the opportunity to feign an image of modernity, while promoting the industries 

that would eventually lead them there (i.e. industrialization, railroads, import/export 

                                                 
75 Said’s work is an integral part of theoretical discussion of the ‘other.’ His work explores how ethnic divisions were an integral part of colonial expansion in the 

19th century. Determining the power relations between colonized and colonizer included a strict delineation of the defining markers of civilization (i.e. education, 

political systems of government and Western medicine and religion). He argued that Western powers legitimized their influence upon other countries based in 

relation to invented gradients of incivility of colonized peoples. Edward Said. “The Scope of Orientalism,” In Orientalism. (New York: Vinatge Press 1979): 31-112.  
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economies).76  While grappling to establish a cohesive political infrastructure in the wake 

of the Revolution, Chicago businessmen suggested that the new government use the 

popularity of Mexican art and archeology to regain its footing on the global stage. 

Building off previous patterns of representation which dichotomized indigeneity as 

backwards and uncivilized and modernity and educated and innovative—1933 displays 

overturned these previously established ideas.77  

These exhibits fused the country’s indigenous ancestry with its modern 

counterparts. Revolutionary rhetoric was the platform upon which this historical 

integration became possible.  As they would have it, fair coordinators were right—

American audiences were incredibly receptive to Mexican art and archeology. In fact 

between 1930 and 1933 the major art galleries and museums in the U.S. played host to 

more than 5 Mexican art shows. Without a doubt, visual culture (art and archeology) 

would be the most effective means to explain the Revolution, and posit a new historical 

narrative that calmed foreign anxieties and quieted lingering doubts about Mexican 

modernity.  

Expositions were an integral part of American life in the 20th century. More than 

twenty expositions were hosted in the United States between 1853 and 1933.78  Often 

                                                 
76 Warren Susman. “Introduction,” In Culture and Commitment, 1929-1945. (New York: G. Braziller, 1973): 1-26. 
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thought of as trade shows these meetings also hosted conferences, presented world 

cultures and introduced new political and social ideas. While they introduced a variety of 

novelty, medical and food products (among the most notable carbonated beverages, baby 

incubators, the waffle ice cream cone and telephone) Fairs were an important part of 

American consumer culture in part due to the products manufactured and sold, but also 

because of the ideas organizers and presenters promoted. By 1928 an organization was 

established to “ensure the integrity and quality of expositions.”79 To this day the Bureau 

of International Expositions provides sanctions to countries interested in hosting 

international expositions and safeguards the integrity of the organization. The 

organization ensured the continuing success of these endeavors secured their place within 

community memory and history.  

The 1933 Chicago exposition, aptly entitled a ‘Century of Progress’ was the first 

U.S. fair of the Depression era. Until then, the national economy was stunted with 

agricultural and industrial production coming to an abrupt standstill. Organizers proposed 

the exposition to present a serious blueprint for national economic growth and 

technological development underneath a series of amusements. After the culmination of 

the 1st World War, the United States emerged as a global power in the unique position to 

craft its vision of the free world.80 Some scholarship suggests that Fairs after the wars 

                                                                                                                                                 
International Exposition St. Louis Missouri (1904) The Lewis and Park Centennial and American Pacific Exposition and Oriental Fair Portland Oregon (1905) 

Jamestown Tercentenary Exposition Jamestown Virginia (1907) Alaska Yukon Pacific International Exposition Seattle Washington (1909) Panama Pacific 

International Exposition San Francisco California (1915) Panama California Exposition San Diego California (1915) Sesquicentennial Exposition Philadelphia 

Pennsylvania (1926) Pacific Southwest Exposition Long Beach California (1928) A Century of Progress International Exposition Chicago Illinois (1933). Cited from 

ExpoMuseum.com Accessed 02/02/2012.   

79 Extracted from the official BIE website. http://www.bie-paris.org/site/. Accessed 02/03/2012.  
80 Robert W. Rydell. “World Perfect,” In World of Fairs: The Century of Progress Expositions. (Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press, 1993): 115-156. 
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were simply extensions of previous exhibition politics and standards. In fact the 20th 

century fairs were markedly different from their 19th century counterparts.  

The exposition held 40 years after the famed Columbian Exposition contrasted 

sharply with the stark white exteriors of the grounds at the turn of the century. Invoking 

the spirit of fantasy and whimsy the sights and sounds of the Fair were intended to boost 

the spirits of audiences amidst the depression. The visual narrative—of the Fair as a 

whole—needed to encourage the world to see the potential new innovations and industry 

had to offer. In essence, the Fair showed audiences how to begin to see the world in 

color.  

 
Figure 6: Postcard of a scene at the 1933 Exposition. The enchanted island was an area designed for 

children. It was an amusement park with rides and games frequented by families. 81 
 

While the 1893 Fair exaggerated the successes of American civilization, the 1933 

exposition went so far as to encourage presenters and audiences to ignore the modern 

realities that impeded social and economic growth and instead simulate the world they 

envisioned in the future. More than spectacles designed to entertain notions of Anglo 
                                                 
81 “The Enchanted Island, Chicago 1933.” National Museum of American History, Archives Center. Larry Zim World’s Fair Collection. Series 519. Box 78.  
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superiority, these displays presented important evidence of the potential for growth and 

national development. Introducing new political and cultural values motivated the 

collective consciousness of those in attendance and offered a structured visualization of 

the world of tomorrow.  

The Fair offered Mexico the opportunity to present to American audiences new 

cohesive political and cultural platforms unheard of since the end of its own much 

publicized and criticized civil war. Mexico’s invitation to present at the exposition was 

extended by the President of the Fair commission Rufus C. Dawes. An avid aficionado of 

Pre-Columbian antiquities and artifacts, Dawes was set upon constructing a replica of an 

ancient Mayan temple he had visited on one of his many trips to Central America. 

Attentively he awaited a response from Mexico and was disappointed to receive several 

letters from the Presidential office rejecting his invitation.82  Not easily discouraged he 

remained determined to have them participate.  

Mexico embraced visual media to convey the indigenous past. This opportunity 

set in motion a plan to revitalize the revolutionary project. That is to say, the fairgrounds 

in Chicago presented a world of possibility. For Mexico, this potential future included a 

unified and homogenous cultural identity. Rejecting the factionalism of the armed phase 

of the civil war, the ongoing revolution was a cultural project that stimulated social and 

political change. Moreover, these displays also incorporated references to the 

technological innovations that propelled the nation into the 20th century.  

                                                 
82 Memorandum from the Presidential Secretary regarding Mexican participation in the 1933 Exposition in Chicago dated 10/26/32. SRE Serie Ferias: IV-546-13 

Fs.3. 



 54

A strong exhibition at the Century of Progress exposition demonstrated the 

government’s commitment to reimagining the nation’s past, incorporating the indigenous 

population and strengthening foreign relations. As President Abelardo L. Rodriguez 

posited, the exhibition of the Monte Alban treasures in Chicago would be an 

advantageous step towards rebuilding national prestige and exposing foreign audiences to 

the country’s history.83 A history that was, to the appeal of the government, still in the 

making. 

Mexican displays in Chicago were used to construct and present a vision of the 

nation that the government approved. In order to make this display an effective vehicle to 

redefine the Revolution in the terms of the new government, the visual narrative would 

have to recognize and later be associated with both the country and its people. The 1933 

incarnation consisted of archeological artifacts, ethnographic displays, art, music as well 

as examples of contemporary technological innovations (such as railroads and industry). 

For government representatives, an invitation and a coveted spot on the Fairgrounds 

legitimized the government and provided a mutually advantageous opportunity to 

rekindle economic, political and cultural networks between the Mexico and the United 

States.  

Like the WCE, the Century of Progress exposition infused the American public 

with a sense of hope and the blueprint for national development. Both expositions built 

upon popular political rhetoric; the first imperialist expansion and the second government 

sponsored economic protections or New Deal policy. The first fair helped to craft the 
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shape the city. Incorporating innovative urban planning techniques, the designers 

modified the fairgrounds in order to obscure the negative repercussions of rapid industrial 

development. As a result, the fair presented more of a utopian vision of the progress 

achieved in the Western world. By consciously redirecting the scope of the visual objects 

presented, so that they were on a sliding scale hierarchy towards modernity, the fair 

represented the organizers general understanding of the world as it was and as it should 

be in the 19th century.  

In contrast the 1933 exposition took the fair venture one step further. The theme 

of progress encouraged all participants to present displays that reflected the social and 

political progress of the past century. The Mexican civil war brought into question the 

ideas of modernity and civility that had defined the Porfirian administration. Searching 

for a new defining historical and cultural paradigm they saw the fair as a test site for a 

revisionist historical narrative written by locals that embraced the country’s indigenous 

past. Instead of looking abroad to European standards of civilization and culture, the 

emergent government focused upon developing art, archeological and historical inquiries 

that localized the Americas as the origin of contemporary Mexican heritage. Progress for 

Mexico was recognizing modernity as a local accomplishment, made possible by the 

people. The Century of Progress exposition was a platform where a—civilized, cultured 

and modern Mexico made its debut.  
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II. ART AND ARCHEOLOGY: PROMOTING THE NATION ABROAD 

 Mexican art and archeology exhibits at shows held in the United States in the 

Depression era defined the country for American audiences. In the decade following the 

armed Revolution, culminating with the signing of the Constitution of 1917, Mexican 

government officials became increasing preoccupied with the nation’s image abroad. 

Determined to maintain control of public representations of the conflict, government 

representatives sponsored Mexican themed displays in an effort to control and manipulate 

American interpretations of the Revolution. The idea was to appropriate the history of the 

Revolution and use art to capture its spirit, legitimize its cause and finally allow 

Mexicans to represent Mexico.   

Displays in the 1930’s reflected varying interpretations of Mexico and its people. 

On many occasions Mexican agencies relied upon expositions in the United States to 

experiment with new ideas of national patrimony. As an emerging global power, 

audiences in the United States corroborated with agents to validate new historical 

interpretations and representations of national culture. The truth of the matter is that like 

the Revolution itself, Mexican themed shows reflected the aspirations and goals of some 

rather than the realities of a larger whole. Like Fairs and expositions characterized by 

their ephemeral and ever changing meanings the Revolution is equally contentious and 

remains in the eyes of many an ongoing process. 

The nature of the revolution and counter-revolutions of the early 20th century 

made any one definitive account of the events insufficient.84 Writing the history of a 
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revolution—its antecedents, causes and consequences was a daunting task.85 Under these 

circumstances the revolution is best articulated as a series of events that weakened the 

existing status quo and created space for new issues, individuals and ideas to occupy the 

popular consciousness and promote social change.86 Instead of turning to books, 

government agencies like the Ministry of Public Education sponsored painting 

syndicates, local artisans and archeologists to present new examples of cultural 

patrimony.  

Art was politicized early on by artists commissioned by government agencies 

intent upon literally creating a vision of the nation that was vested with state authority. 

Art was used as an apologia for the armed revolution and was used as a tool for the public 

dissemination of an imposed and redirected national consciousness. At the time, public 

art stood as testament to social and cultural liberation. In many ways the public exhibition 

of Mexican arts in the 1920’s and 1930’s was exploited in an effort to evoke social and 

cultural transformation both domestically and abroad.87  

Determined to reveal a more authentic vision of the country these displays 

included curatorial selections in tune with goals espoused by emergent cultural arbiters 

from the Ministry of Public Education and national museum. New selections of fine and 

manual arts as well as archeological artifacts implied that the Diaz administration (1876-

1910) tried too hard to minimize the contributions of local populations in favor of 

endorsing foreign influences. Displays like the 1931 Mexican Arts show proposed that 

                                                 
85 Richard Pipes, “The Inexhaustible Problem,” Times Literary Supplement, May 19-25, 1989. Pp. 548.  

86 Alan Knight. “The Mexican Revolution: Bourgeouis? Nationalist? Or just a great Rebellion?” Bulletin of Latin American Research. 4:2 (1985): 5.  

87 Ana Indych-Lopez. “Mural Gambits: Mexican Muralism in the United States and the ‘portable’ fresco.” The Art Bulletin. Vol. 89, No. 2 (Jun., 2007): 287-305.  



 58

the major changes brought about by the revolution included the process by which 

unadulterated and authentic expressions of nationalism could be captured in the artistic 

production of the people.  

Between 1929 and 1933 Mexican themed exhibitions were held all across the 

United States. Defining Mexican identity in the 1930’s depended upon reconciling 

Mexican idealizations and expectations from audiences in the United States. Without a 

doubt, the interpretive power ascribed to intellectuals working at the behest of the 

Ministry of Public Education and National Museum was legitimized by approval from 

scholars, journalists and audiences who visited their displays abroad. Their acceptance 

spoke to the acceptance of a new historical narrative that legitimized the social 

inequalities that incited political rebellion and justified unique heritage based 

characteristics that embodied the nation as a whole.  

In November 1925 local venture capitalists in New Orleans Louisiana sent 

requests to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Mexico City requesting items for display at 

a semi-permanent international commerce exposition.88 Investors in the display argued 

that New Orleans was the best site for a semi-permanent display of Mexican goods 

because as a port city it received traffic from and could exponentially increase trade 

between the two countries. The print advertisements for the exhibit showed a smiling 

señorita holding a basket full of fruit extending a neighborly invitation for audiences to 

attend. The promotion suggested that local attendance would expand and broaden local 

businessmen and citizen’s outlooks on the Republic and “strengthen an already existing 
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friendship.”89 The limits of this friendship could extend beyond industrial exchange as 

audiences began to experiment with the buying and selling of cultural commodities. 

These informed American audience perceptions of their neighbors, while defining a 

national sense of self-awareness and consciousness in Mexico.  

 

Figure 7: Advertisement for Mexican exposition in New Orleans, LA.90 
 

In the fall of 1930 the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, Massachusetts hosted a 

Mexican Arts Exposition. Four main rooms on the lower gallery were used for the event. 

The museum hosted Rene d’Harnoncourt who offered two conferences on Mexican art. 

Eduardo Soriano Bravo, Mexican consular representative in Boston, reported to the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs in Mexico City that he had invited a number of affluent 

citizens and merchants who expressed interest in the country, hoping to stimulate 

commercial exchange. The exhibit featured a number of manual and fine arts, including 
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samples from contemporary muralist painters, was heralded by the local press who 

determined that “every human emotion from personal joys and grief to national causes is 

given graphic or plastic expression as far back as Mexican cultural roots can be traced. 

This innate artistic sense finds expression in the things of everyday use designed and 

decorated by Mexican craftsmen.”91  

Mexico’s cultural revival mirrored resurgent nationalism similarly expressed in 

other parts of the world. Germany, for example, experienced its own kind of socio-

political resurgence with the definition of its national cosmology or Weltanschauung. The 

Nazi socialist party, as a political force gaining momentum in the country and its ethnic 

conclaves abroad in the 1930’s, similarly used realist artistic expressions to depict the 

ideal German citizen.92   

In the United States, President Roosevelt funded public education and encouraged 

curriculum changes that encouraged everyday citizens to develop an appreciation for the 

arts.93  In the United States, as we will later also see in Mexico, state sponsorship of the 

arts initially catered to domestic audiences using patriotic themes to boost morale and 

reinforce public awareness of the governments helping hand. Amidst the growing 

economic tensions and mounting social conflicts, consequences of the Great Depression, 

art emerged as a medium of entertainment and education. New Deal era art, while 

invariably tied to government worker projects, propelled the “cultural enrichment of the 
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nation.”94 Institutional proclivity towards the appropriation of art to encourage nationalist 

sentiments thus became a dominant medium of generating public support for state 

sponsored projects.  

Artists sponsored by the New Deal’s Works Progress Administration and Federal 

Arts Project embraced Mexico’s eagerness to promote public art projects in the service of 

the state. Artists like Lucienne Bloch, for example, took to the walls of the New York 

State Detention House for Women and George Washington High School to share a more 

optimistic and idealized vision of the world. In broad terms Mexican art and muralism in 

particular was influential in the U.S. because it encouraged local artists to adapt the issues 

and concerns of contemporary citizens and bring to light more positive interpretations of 

the national path to progress.95 

 

                                                 
94 T.H. Watkins. “The Second New Deal,” in The Great Depression: America in the 1930’s. (New York: Little, Brown & Co.: 1993).  Pp. 250-251.  
95 Greta Berman. (Review) of Richard D. Mackenzie’s The New Deal for Artists. The Art Bulletin. Vol. 59, No. 4 (Dec., 1977):653-655.  
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Figure 8: Promotional brochure and posters that began to promote travel to Mexico, like the one above 
were widely distributed well into the 1930’s. The above image bears a friendly Mexican man in a sombrero 

amicably greeting Uncle Sam. 96 
 

In Mexico the emergent cultural renaissance channeled expressions of a new 

indigenista movement. Indigenismo emphasized the social integration of indigenous 

peoples and recognition of their social contributions to society.97 Propelled by Jose 

Vasconcelos, indigenismo was a social philosophy espoused by liberal elites. Writing 

about the plight of marginalized social groups, the movement motivated popular classes 

to pursue their entitlements and rights in the new social order. After personally 

championing the creation of the government funded Ministry of Public Education and 

serving as its first department head, Vasconcelos used his influence in office to extend 

indigenista ideas. He wrote intellectual tomes, sponsored national literacy campaigns and 
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97 Manuel Gamio. Arqueologia e Indigenismo. Mexico: Secretaria de Educacion Publica: 1972. Pp. 105-106. 
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public education programs that made education a real opportunity for all citizens. These 

efforts dovetailed with the larger goal of retracting historical narratives that addressed 

these groups as “the Indian problem,” thus encouraging broader social acceptance and 

integration into mainstream society.98  

Mexico’s past exclusion of its contemporary indigenous populations in historical 

texts proved contradictory under the new administration. As the image above 

demonstrates, the country’s indigenaity had become a selling point—something that lured 

in visitors with the promise of exotic lands and peoples. At the heart of this socio-cultural 

shift was the rhetorical change that occurred in terms of representing the national identity 

abroad. As opposed to presenting Indians as impediments to progress and modernity, they 

became symbolic of the racial integration (mestizaje) that would define the nation in the 

20th century. Selling this new discourse meant reusing available tools, archeology to craft 

a new national narrative that exalted the indigenous past as opposed to repressing it.  

Archeology played an important role in this new imagining of the nation because 

it could be manipulated to locate domestic origins and evolution. Studying the artifacts 

left over the centuries demonstrated a historical continuity that was completely rejected 

by the Porfirian intelligista. The main concern of the late 19th century Mexican elites was 

isolating the indigenous past from the modern nation. As a result they used archeology to 

justify a finite interpretation in which the ancient indigenous societies and civilizations 

were vanquished by conquest and colonial order. Their quest for modernity led them to 
                                                 
98 There are a number of studies in which scholars have addressed what was referred to as ‘the Indian problem.” A few notable studies include: Alfonso Caso. 

Indigenismo. (Coleccion Culturas Indigenas No. 1) (Mexico, D.F.: Instituto Nacional de Indigenista, 1958). Florencia Mallon, Peasant and Nation: The Making of 

Postcolonial Mexico and Peru. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); Keith Brewster. “Redeeming the ‘Indian’: Sport and Ethnicity in Post-Revolutionary 

Mexico. Patterns of Prejudice, Vol. 38, No. 3 (2004); Robert Redfield. “The Indian in Mexico.” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science. 

Vol. 208, Mexico Today (Mar., 1940): 132-143.  
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interpret connections with indigenous peoples as an impediment. Locating a definitive 

beginning and end of these cultures and societies allowed them to cling to a colonial 

legacy of European influences and cultural practices.  

Archeological inquiry in the 20th century proposed alternative interpretations of 

the national heritage. Aiming to minimize the influences of the Old World upon the 

culture of the New, these narratives championed a linear historical chronology. This new 

Revolutionary ideology proposed the existence of a wholly Mexican culture. Using 

archeology as evidence of a true local Mexican identity, collecting artifacts and crafting 

displays became a way of legitimizing these claims.  Thus, archeology became an 

integral part of the Revolutionary narrative, because it helped to fashion a local origin 

narrative that reduced the implication that European colonization brought civilization to 

Mexico. Instead, archeology evidenced the cultural repression and intellectual 

subjugation of local peoples.  

Although Vasconcelos has been recognized as the driving force behind 

indigenismo, he was building off a platform established by Manuel Gamio. Gamio was a 

reputable anthropologist and archeologist trained by Franz Boas and employed by the 

National Museum. His pioneering study Forjando Patria, proposed the integration of 

Mesoamerican aesthetics and emblems into the cultural patrimony representative of the 

nation.99 Gamio wholeheartedly rejected the scientific positivism and racism that 

characterized late 19th century Porfirian politics.100 Instead he argued that the rejection 
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and/or suppression of MesoAmerican art and heritage reflected only the “patrimony of 

pedantics and imbeciles.”101 My work echoingly adapts his proposition furthering the 

supposition that art, archeological and ethnographic displays in museums and gallery’s 

lent indisputable evidentiary support to newly drafted historical narratives.  

The combination of art and artifacts on display crafted an idea of what the 

Revolution contributed to the country. In 1921 Alberto Pani, director of the Department 

of Treasury, sponsored the first exhibition of popular arts under the Revolutionary 

administration of Alvaro Obregon (1920-1924). The exposition was organized in the 

nationalist spirit of the centennial celebration and aimed to affirm the artistic potential of 

the local populations. By reintroducing folk arts (pottery, textiles, woven crafts, painting 

and sculptures) the administrations hoped to revitalize the Mexican spirit and spur the 

nationalist sentiments that kick started by the armed phase of the revolution.  

The exhibition was held in Mexico City and featured an impressive collection of 

regional folk crafts including ceramics, textiles and painting. While the organizers 

themselves received their artistic educations from the Academia San Carlos (the national 

art academy founded by the Spanish crown), they demonstrated an overwhelming 

appreciation for the domestically produced wares selected for display. The exhibitions 

catalog consisted of 26 original chapters written by Pani. The double volume catalog 

offers some insight into the original displays. Original plates detailed the craftsmanship 

of local wares and photographs of artists working. The magnitude of the exhibition 
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promoted a change in direction suggesting an original perspective on the direction the 

new national administration would take. Gearing up to literally turn Mexican modern art 

on its head, the collection exalted the capacity of the informal artisans who in essence 

embodied the crux of the revolutionary identity.  

Starting in Mexico, the Artes Populares exhibit reoriented the populations 

understanding of what visual objects codified the national culture. By presenting folk arts 

and manual crafts as the basis for national identity the administration completely rejected 

the assumptions previously made by the Porfirian elite. It defended the integrity of the 

revolution, and demands for social and cultural repatriation of the marginalized common 

man. In essence the exhibition set the stage for future displays in the United States. By 

proposing a new collection to domestic audiences, one that was familiar and accessible, 

the administration validated their preoccupations for self-determination and affirmed 

their place in modern Mexican society.  

Visual manifestations of the nation’s historical narrative at art shows, gallery’s 

and international expositions in the United States proved successful in the 1930’s. 

Because tourism prompted networks of cultural and intellectual exchange in the years 

preceding the 1933 Fair, audiences increasingly associated Mexico with art and 

archeology as cultural exports. Therefore, American audiences were already inclined to 

accept visual narratives to represent others.102 Arguably, these shows presented positive 

affirmations of indigenous heritage and culture, something that Mexicans (all Mexicans) 

could identify with. Mexicans could see themselves in these displays; their wares, street 
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art, folklore and self-portraits.103 Through this affirmation of mexicanidad (regardless of if 

it was real, imagined, protested or accepted) American audiences could learn to better 

appreciate Mexican history cultural patrimony and the nations path towards modernity.104    

  Mexican artistic production between 1920-40 reflected the social paradoxes that 

dominated the country in the years following the end of the Revolution. Mural painting, 

manual crafts and other art forms attempted to reconcile the promotion of domestic 

cultural programs that incorporated the indigenous populations with the aspirations of the 

new political program. The crux of this contradiction stems from the Secretary of Public 

Education (SEP) efforts to revise and justify the cultural and political aspirations of the 

Revolution. In Mexico the revolution instigated a series of social reforms that triggered a 

“search for the national self.”105  

As a government funded and regulated institution, the SEP carried out ideological 

campaigns and used public education as a means to sway popular interests. The National 

Museum and Department of Education sponsored cultural programs created encouraged 

citizens to learn about Mexico. Still, this public understanding furthered the interests of a 

few acting on behalf of the citizenry. The visual displays sponsored by the two agencies 

were authoritative representation of contemporary preoccupations with how the 

Revolution and Mexican people would be remembered.  
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Audiences in the United States were familiar with traditional Mexican crafts and 

wares because of the increasing number of Mexican immigrants that populated the 

country in the early 21st century. Crafts produced by Mexicans living in the United States 

informed American perceptions of their cultural identity.106 Mexican-American 

communities sprung ethnic enclaves where language, art and native traditions were 

allowed to flourish.107 Art and archeological displays in the New Deal era are indicative 

of paralleled desires to appropriately shed light upon common socio-political realities 

(post-revolutionary in Mexico and Depression in the U.S).108  

Americans and Mexican-Americans living in the United States could relate to the 

historical events depicted in exhibitions because of a shared socio-cultural and political 

transformation led by a new government administration. Mexicans on the one hand 

recognized the work of ancient civilizations by the remnants that littered the landscape. 

They incorporated the iconography of ancient peoples into modern crafts and wares, 

embracing the local as a reflection of the national sense of self. Mexican artists in the 

United States appropriated the cultural renewal underway in Mexico and applied it to 

their own understandings of life as Mexicans living abroad. Jesus Torres for example 

pioneered Fiestaware, a collection of ceramic dining wares that incorporated inspirations 

from his hometown of Silao, MX while catering to audiences in the Midwest.109 Mexican 

themed crafts and wares presented abroad were selected as primary markers of a nascent 
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national consciousness promoted by the revolutionary administration. They were 

presented not only at art shows but also in museums and small private collections.  

Collecting popular art allowed the everyman to appreciate and better understand 

contemporary Mexicans political and social preoccupations. Their location in public 

places is evidence of the fact that they were designed for mass consumption. 

Understanding the themes, characters and ethos of the scenes depicted was equivalent to 

possession of these works of art. The exaltation of the mestizo as the cornerstone of 

modern civilization, directed audiences to reconsider the repression they faced and 

justified the country’s call to arms for social recognition and justice.110 

Artistic production after the 20’s relied upon a fixed set of aesthetics and ideology 

of indigenismo featured prominently in murals, sculpture and tourism campaigns in the 

United States. Embracing this trend representatives from the Ministry of Public 

Education, Syndicate of Mexican Painters and diplomatic representatives gathered 

objects for display and arranged them to recreate popular attractions like temples, ruins 

and small villages. Artists and intellectuals used their medium to bridge the gap between 

contemporary indigenous populations and their Pre-Columbian ancestors. In its most 

unadulterated manifestation indigenist ideology was directed at rectifying social 

injustices inflicted upon indigenous peoples.  

Bridging the gap between marginalized indigenous people became the primary 

goal of intellectuals who were cultural and ethnic mestizos. They wrote and advocated to 

improve the quality of life for indigenous peoples from the outside looking in on the 
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challenges and struggles that they faced. Intellectual and artistic production in the 20’s 

and 30’s meant to capture the essence of Mexico by authenticating the historical 

experience of its indigenous population and integrating them into the country’s history. 

Art shows and expositions in the United States brought a little bit of Mexico abroad.  

Reciprocal cultural exchange between the U.S. and Mexico peaked in the 1930’s. 

Middle class Americans explored foreign cultures as tourism gained momentum. New 

modes of transportation including increased access to automobiles, luxury train rides and 

the completion of interstate highway systems made travel easy and affordable. Latin 

America emerged as a vacation hot spot and inexpensive way to experience new foods, 

language and people. Increased accessibility to Mexico, America’s neighbor to the south, 

pulled middle class citizens out of their homes and into “paradise.” 
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Figure 9: Travel Pamphlet Mexican Central Railway. One side features the allure of nature while the other 
highlights essential scenic reference points such as the famed Aztec calendar stone, and the former 

Presidential residence in Chapultepec castle. 111 

                                                 
111 Old Mexico via Central Mexican Railways. National Museum of American History, Archives Center. Warshaw Collection. geographic location: Mexico 60 Box 

1 of 1.  
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Figure 10: Map of Mexico. On the cover a Mexican woman embraces the stone sculpted feathered serpent 
similar to those that adorn the MesoAmerican temples around the country. Also four images; a temple, 

cactus, church and corn are the primary focal points of the image. 112 
 

American interest in Mexico grew in relation to their access to the country.113 

Between 1920-1927, writers legitimized the new political and social order pointing out 

new domestic programs and incentives.114 The achievements of social, education and 

legislative reforms had a positive effect and improved the quality of life for some 

                                                 
112  “Mexico: New Horizons for Old!” Informational brochure and map of Mexican attractions. National Museum of American History Archives Center. Warshaw 

collection. Grographic location: Mexico. 516 box 1 of 1. 

113 Nicolas Dagen Bloom. “Introduction.” In Bloom Ed. Adventures Into Mexico: American Tourism Beyond the Border.  (New York: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, Inc., 2006.): 1-12. 

114 Jose Vasconcelos. La Raza Cosmica. (Madrid: Agencia Mundial de Libreria, 1925).  



 73

Mexicans. Allowing foreign audiences to see these achievements first hand could lead 

them to understand the goals of the Revolution.  

From 1927-1935 expressions of popular culture in the form of art, literature and 

performing arts raised curiosity about the nation, its history and path towards the future. 

It should come as no surprise then that before the 1933 fair a number of U.S. cities hosted 

Mexican art and archeological exhibitions in prominent galleries and museums. These 

included the Exposition of Mexican Arts held in New York, Boston and San Antonio 

(1930-31) as well as the Exposition of Mexican Art and Manual Crafts in St. Louis 

(1931). 

The Mexican Arts exhibit was presented at prominent museums in major cities 

across the U.S.  Scholarship by Bennett, Maleuvre, Foucault and Coombes has examined 

the role of the museum and found that it emerged in many countries as an extension of 

government programs, ideology and rhetoric. Their work informs my own analysis of the 

modern museum as a stage to present the narrative of the Revolution. By this time, the 

museum was an institution considered in many circles as the authoritative voice of 

scientific research, new inquiry and education. Legitimized by the government, wealthy 

patrons and intellectuals it was a place of scientific and humanistic exploration, where 

audiences could observe simulated representations and hierarchical depictions of race, the 

success of empire across the globe and historical chronologies. Inside the museum, 

curators manipulated objects and organized them in displays.  Displays told specific 

stories that fell within the parameters of pre-conceived and contemporary socially 
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acceptable cosmologies. Museum embodied the beliefs of the status quo and its social 

acceptance made it the perfect place to debut Revolutionary Mexico to the world.    

The first stop on a nation wide city tour of the Mexican Arts display was the 

Mexican art display at the Museum of Modern Art in New York.115 The show was co-

sponsored by Dwight D. Murrow, former ambassador to Mexico, the American 

Federation of Art and the Mexican National Museum of Anthropology. Mexican consular 

representative Enrique E. Diaz wrote to the Ministry of Foreign Relations in Mexico City 

and relayed the significance of the displays. Diaz wrote that the objective was to “allow 

people from this country the opportunity to see Mexican art in some of its most important 

manifestations.”116  

The Mexican Arts exhibition presented the one of the largest collections of 

Mexican art and antiquities in the United States.117 The exhibition catalogue for the 

display offers some insight into the conceptualization and organization of the show. 

Conceived by Dwight Morrow, the show was created in order to offer the American 

public the opportunity to become familiar with Mexican art, in “its most important 

manifestations.”118 Working in tandem with Dr. Fredrick P Keppel, the director of the 

Carnegie Corporation’s New York Office and Federation of Arts, Morrow endeavored to 

have the institute sponsor this exhibition. Acquiescing to his requests the Carnegie 

Corporation decided to send the Director of Fine Arts exhibits from the Pittsburg office, 
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116 Letter from Mexican consular representative in NYC Enrique E. Diaz to Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Mexico City dated October 16, 1930. SRE IV-266-6.  
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 75

Homer Saint-Gaudens, down to Mexico to explore the potential for an art exhibition. 

Once there he travelled south (beginning his tour in Guadalajara and ending in Oaxaca) 

hoping to uncover the finest examples of local art. Not only was he determined to 

“understand the genius of Mexican art,” but he also tried to grasp its practical 

applications.119  

Ambassador Morrow’s connections in Mexico City helped Saint-Gaudens locate 

Count Rene D’Harnancourt, a local antiquities collector and dealer, recommended to help 

collect and organize the best examples of local art. D’Harnancourt’s own connections in 

the city allowed him to secure government support for the show leading to several 

financial donations. Their commitment to the exhibition was solidified through their 

efforts to obtain donations in the form of paintings, sculptures and artifacts from the 

National and Civic Museums in Mexico City as well as the State Museum in 

Guadalajara.120 The production behind the scenes of this exhibition is just as important as 

the finished product. In fact, the catalogue offers the best explanation of the goals and 

aspirations of the organizing committee and donors. Their interest in making the 

exhibition a reality paralleled efforts to stage a new interpretation of the national 

narrative that incorporated the ideals, goals and rhetoric of the Revolutionary 

government.  

Slated for a 4 week run at the MOMA, the exhibit drew in large crowds. Excited 

about the success of the display, local consular representative Enrique Diaz spoke to 

several local papers. Rich in variety he was convinced that the displays presentations of 
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woven textiles, tile and ceramic goods did not capture the overarching breadth of manual 

arts produced in the homeland.121 His comment reflects one of many contradictions 

associated with Mexico, specifically as one contemporary writer explained, “is probably 

the least arty and most artistic of lands.”122 The author captured here the enigmatic appeal 

of Mexico’s artistic aesthetic. Its merit was best reflected in the everyday products, wares 

and artifacts produced by its people. Incredibly captivating and unintentionally beautiful 

these examples of local artistry were engaging because of their simplicity and implied a 

symmetry that mirrored the realities and perceptions of the broader collective 

consciousness.123  

Newspaper commentators from the New York Herald and Tribune agreed and 

noted the absence of “a few well stocked puestos.”124 Traditionally seen at fairs and trade 

shows, puestos were small vendor stations that sold a variety of products such as pottery, 

textiles and artisanal crafts. Marketed as authentic representations of local color, these 

kinds of stands let visitors peruse, learn and purchase a little bit of Mexico. In fact, many 

of the objects selected for exhibition were considered as little more than “household 

articles which they use everyday.”125 This comment alludes to the possibility that the 

audience craved the personal touch a vendor lent to the sale of such manual arts. 

Presenting the manual arts in the context of the museum setting confused some visitors 

unaccustomed to interpreting these crafts as art. 
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 Although visitors could easily bring home souvenirs to commemorate their visit 

and harbor personal ideas associated with the country, some considered that the exhibit 

failed to embody “the intense sense of plentitude” that could be gained in a 10 minute 

walk through the sidewalks in the old pueblo. 126 Visitor desires to acquire a part of the 

exhibition was not lost on the coordinators. In fact, sponsors intended to capitalize on the 

sale of art, and saw it as an advantageous promotional campaign that would bring more 

visitors to the gallery.127 Despite a few mixed reviews the exhibit at the Metropolitan was 

a success, with several hundreds in attendance. Mexican Arts went on to Boston where it 

was met with wider acclaim and some mixed reviews.  

In Boston the press coverage of the Mexican Arts exhibition favored the nations 

use of art as the premiere expression of the Revolution.128 Referred to as a “renaissance in 

Mexican art,” the show redirected audience interpretation towards the revision of national 

history in order to successfully transmit the purpose of the uprising. The Boston Evening 

Transcript acknowledged the exhibit as the outgrowth of the muralist movement from the 

Syndicate and the steadfast of ancient cultures. It refocused the publicity and promoted 

the idea that the Mexican Arts exhibition allowed audiences to see the “idea or painting 

of the Revolution,” as locals saw it.129 The exhibit appealed to the sensibilities of people 

coming to terms with the effects of changing labor patterns, a rise in immigration and 

inclinations toward nationalist expressions. Americans confronting these processes found 
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the Revolutionary rhetoric appealing in so much as it presented a potential outcome that 

remained possible following struggles that in some ways mirrored their own.   

The exposition opened at the Witte Museum of Fine Arts in San Antonio, Texas 

on August 12, 1931.130 This time the government hosted a series of cultural events to 

bolster appreciation and understanding for the U.S.’s sister republic.131 The opening was 

proceeded by a banquet organized by the Pan-American Round table. Local Mexican 

associations also sponsored a dinner in honor of the exhibit coordinator (Harnoncourt) 

within days. Florence T. Griswold, General Director of the Pan-American Roundtable, 

gave opening remarks where she noted that no time was better than the present to bring 

attention and generate a real appreciation and understanding of the republic.132  

Local consular representative Soriano Bravo, rallied support by encouraging local 

middle and high schools to visit the show. He advocated that the youth of this city see it 

because the show gave the perfect opportunity for new generations to examine the 

historical and artistic life of Mexico. He was convinced that the exhibit was a “living 

lesson of the many artistic activities of which the Mexicans are capable.”133  The 

exhibition was a prime piece of cultural propaganda. It was evidence of American 

support in the nascent government, their hopes and determination.  Further, it lent 
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credence to the government in Mexico and served as somewhat of an endorsement or 

affirmation of educational and cultural programs that steered the country into the future.  

From San Antonio, the exhibition moved on to the International Institute in St. 

Louis, MO. The center extended an invitation to have its own variation of the Mexican 

Arts show for approximately one week. Referred to as the Exposition of Mexican Art and 

Manual Crafts, the show received support from the local consular office. Jose Torres 

wrote to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and outlined the benefits of participation. Among 

the most obvious was the “opportunity to generate positive propaganda that favored the 

country abroad.”134 Torres knew that the invitation offered a great opportunity to promote 

the Revolutionary government’s agenda. As a government representative his primary 

responsibility abroad was to promote the interests of the government. The show led to 

commercial opportunities particularly in the sale of art and literature.  

The displays consisted of manual crafts, many of which could be imported, 

produced by locals or made available to tourists travelling in Mexico. He, like many 

during this time, saw art and manual crafts as manifestations of the country’s ideas. They 

evidenced the vindication of the nations integrity abroad by providing a cohesive cultural 

narrative that they argued had been suppressed before the conflict. The show validated 

the nations call for social change and lifted the creative veil imposed by foreign influence 

finally allowing audiences to see Mexico as revolutionaries intended. 

The Mexican Arts show primed audiences for the country’s revised presentations 

at the 1933 World’s Fair. Publicized as “an exhibition of Mexican Arts not of arts in 

                                                 
134 Letter from Jose Torres to the SRE dated May 20, 1931. SRE-IV-487-8.  



 80

Mexico,” the show emphasized local art production that reflected the spirit of Mexicans 

(while minimizing European and American influences). The organizing committee aimed 

to capture the spirit of works that were interpreted as expressions of Mexican 

civilization.135 Harnoncourt’s own interpretation of Mexican history fell in sync with the 

revised narratives promoted by the Revolutionary government. He argues in the catalogue 

that while marginalized since conquest and colonization Mexico’s indigenous people 

adapted to the cultural, administrative and social changes inherently part of these 

processes. They adapted so well, in fact, that “the basic elements of Indian ideology and 

habits of mind were not even touched much less transformed.” Instead he suggested that 

gradually a uniquely Mexican culture emerged from the marriage of foreign ideas and 

Indigenous cosmology.136 Struggling to explain in his own words the change occurring in 

Mexico he nevertheless validated the Revolution as a necessary process. The Revolution, 

he suggested, led to a renewed government interest and appreciation of national cultural 

and artistic production. 

The success of the multi-city tour drew the attention of Chicago businessmen 

sponsoring the 1933 Century of Progress exposition. It let them to believe that Mexican 

displays would be a prominent attraction. Mexico’s recent success defending the course 

of the Revolution in the Mexican Arts exhibition fell in line with the organizers 

overarching theme of progress. The political and cultural platforms established during the 

exhibition season maintained that political change had led to progress, cultural 

                                                 
135 Rene D’Harnoncourt. “Introduction.” In Mexican Arts.  (New York: American Federation of Art, 1930-31). Pp. xi.  

136 D’Harnoncourt, Mexican Arts. Pp. xi.  
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revitalization and modernity. Securing their participation became an important part of the 

organizational committee’s efforts.  

The presentation of Mexican archeological artifacts at the Fair reinforced the idea 

that Mexicans were exotic people with different ideas of beauty, politics and social order. 

Nevertheless, by no means did it diminish organizers admiration for the aspirations of the 

Revolutionary administration. In fact, the committee went out of its way to repeatedly 

court the government with promises of outstanding pavilion plots, reduced leases and free 

installation of water and sewer lines. By 1932 Mexican consular representatives, artists, 

intellectuals and American businessmen labored to draw crowds in and used the time 

they had their attention wisely. As clearly seen in the work of Mexican muralists in the 

U.S. as well as the use of the Mexican Arts exhibition, political agendas and ideological 

messages became an integral part of art shows and fairs. Patronizing the arts not only 

showed appreciation for the humanities, but also a deeper commitment to understanding 

and lending support to the developing world  

 The exhibition of Mexican art and archeology in the years prior to 1933 

established audience expectations for the Century of Progress Exposition. Art shows in 

Boston, New York and San Antonio showed Mexican culture and history in the 

convenience of the museum setting. These staged displays were choreographed and 

exposed audiences to very specific symbols and iconography associated with the country. 

The Mexican Arts exhibition specifically is an important example of the shift in national 

rhetoric. Starting with the Mexican Arts exhibit, both U.S. sponsors and Mexican 

government agents introduced a new national narrative that recognized, accepted and 
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promoted the achievements of indigenous peoples. Backed by rich assortments of manual 

and fine arts, this narrative would increasingly gain momentum at the 1933 exposition.  

The museum and gallery setting lent authority to the displays inside. Visited by 

prominent government representatives and local citizens, these shows integrated 

indigenous crafts, manual, modern arts and archeology into the domestic and foreign 

national consciousness. Receiving support from the U.S. and Mexican governments as 

well as the respected American Foundation for the Arts, the Mexican Arts show created 

the platform upon which organizers in 1933 could convincingly present and market Pan-

Americanism as the path to modernity.    

The U.S. emphasis on the development of art programs through the Works 

Progress Association (WPA) also contributed to this boom. In part, the WPA sponsored 

Mexican-American artists and promoted their production of traditional handicrafts. 

Emphasis was placed on basket weaving, loom work, pottery and painting. The WPA 

established work for Hispanos in the United States and re-invented national traditions for 

American consumption.  

The Mexican Arts exposition countered the discrimination and prejudices faced 

by immigrant groups in the U.S. the 20’s. The Chinese Exclusion Act and National 

Origins Act reflected the same prejudice towards marginalized groups that the social 

revolution in Mexico attempted to eradicate. Likewise it created social tensions in 

American Society. With a growing Hispano population in the United States, forging 

cultural awareness and appreciation for this growing minority group was important for 

national development and modernization.  
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In Mexico the new Revolutionary government sought to redefine the national 

character by appropriating marginalized groups, traditions and practices and refurbishing 

them as expressions of the nation’s cultural identity. Increasing cultural awareness on 

both sides of the border made the Mexican Arts exposition a success. Americans 

interested in foreign cultures could learn about their history and culture through the 

Mexican Arts show. Mexicans invested in discovering what the nation was and who they 

were as citizens following the Revolution were on a similar voyage of self-discovery. 

These explorative missions were important self-reflective processes. Mexican displays in 

Chicago’s World Fair of 1933, presented national progress as a process of self-

discovery—one that became a reality only after the Revolution of 1910.  
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III. THE MONTE ALBAN TREASURE 

 The discovery of a rich collection of archeological artifacts in the Valley of 

Oaxaca in 1932 was an extraordinary event. The Ministry of Public Education initially 

controlled the flow of information out of the dig site, while public officials struggled to 

determine the size and scope of the cache. After all the items were assessed by Alfonso 

Caso (director of the field expedition) news spread quickly across Mexico and rekindled 

public interest in the country’s common ancestry. Curiosity hummed throughout the 

country as people began to imagine what lay beneath the earth and what possibilities the 

dig really yielded if technicians had only scratched the surface.  

A few weeks after the find, local news outlets caught wind of the governments 

protective care of the field site and artifacts removed from it. The Department of 

Archeological Monuments and National Museum enveloped tomb #7 and worked 

tirelessly, investing money, resources and staff to conserve the site and preserving all 

extracted artifacts. Guards were stationed under Caso’s orders to deter looters and curious 

locals from approaching the area.137  

The Ministry of Public Education mandated that all items be cleaned, 

photographed, cataloged and placed within the collections of the National Museum under 

the direction of the Department of Monuments and Historical Artifacts. Teasing the 

public about the magnitude and cultural significance of the find, the government, 

drummed up an impressive publicity campaign that alluded to the unparalleled beauty 

and value of the discovery. Their guarded presentation of the discovery—the selective 

                                                 
137 BNAH INAH-Telegram from Caso requesting guards for the field site. There is literature on the subject of guardians for archeological sites. See: Cristina Bueno, 

“Forjando Patrimonio: The Making of Archeological Patrimony in Porfirian Mexico.” Hispanic American Historical Review 90:2 (May, 2010): 215-246.  
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imagery and hyperbolic descriptors released to the press appealed to the public’s popular 

imaginary. Soon after the President heeded requests from the Century of Progress 

administration to debut the artifacts in Chicago.  

 This chapter discusses Caso’s proposal to conduct archeological explorations in 

Oaxaca, the discovery of tomb #7 in Monte Alban, and the presentation of the find to 

media outlets and museums. Examining Caso’s proposal shows how its approval fit into 

larger cultural programs to establish a shared historical narrative revised to incorporate 

the interests of the new administration. Field site reports, Department of Archeological 

Monuments correspondence and newspaper articles shows that how the find was 

collected was as important as its public exhibition. Further, the display of the Monte 

Alban Treasures at the 1933 World’s Fair exemplified contemporary rhetoric that 

advocated for the incorporation of the local indigenous population and consolidated the 

nation under the banner of a shared historical past.  

 The reliance upon archeology to strengthen historical narratives dated back to 

eighteenth century studies and inquests that were precursors to Creole affirmations of 

independence.138 A newly emergent political and social elite endorsed positivism, a 

philosophical movement that informed new political and economic systems in the 

1870’s.139 These ideologies were focused upon learning about the country’s past, staking 

a claim on it and establishing unique origin narratives. Appropriating artifacts gave state 

                                                 
138 Jose Cañizares-Guerra. “The Making of a Patriotic Epistemology.” In How to Write a History of the New World: Histories, Epistemologies and Identities in the 

Eighteenth Century Trans-Atlantic World. (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001): 204-265. 

139 Leopoldo Zea. Positivism in Mexico. Trans. Josephine H. Schulte. (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1974).  
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leaders and intellectuals a means to exert control over the population by delineating a 

common history that consolidated the country.  

In the early nineteenth century archeological inquiry evolved in tandem with 

efforts to define a local identity separate from Spain. Up until then it was a science 

undefined by local scholars.  In large part this was related to the liberal approach travelers 

and government institutions took when collecting cultural artifacts. Suddenly archeology 

emerged as a method of scientific study that required new geographical surveys, mapping 

the country and government appropriations of movable and immovable artifacts.  

An accepted shared history could potentially unify the population after 

Independence. If so then artifacts discovered in archeological excavations were used like 

puzzle pieces. They were arranged and displayed in ways that reflected ideological 

beliefs and broad political aspirations. These displays forged common ideas among the 

citizenry. Their appropriation of this proposed narrative crafted in turn tangible markers 

of culture such as artwork, and other future displays. Organizing objects for public 

display lent legitimacy and substantiating the claims made writers, politicians and artists. 

These claims advocated for the glorification of past indigenous civilizations and 

recognition of their production of the immovable monuments that stood as testimony to a 

local identity prior to the arrival of the Spanish in the 16th century.140  

Commonly, positivism in Mexico has been studied as a burgeoning political 

ideology that influenced the Independence movements of the 1820’s. The influence 

stemmed from the success of the French Revolution (1789) and the triumph of the people 

                                                 
140 Jose Antonio Alzate. “Descripccion de las Antiguedades de Xochicalco.” 1791. See Bernal.  History of Mexican Archeology: the Vanished Civilizations of 

Middle America. (London: Thames & Hudson, 1980).  
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there. By the 19th century, Mexico itself was searching for ways to restructure the 

existing social order to accommodate popular demands for liberty and equality.141   

Ignacio Bernal, the architect of Mexican archeological study, argued that the late 

colonial period embraced discourses of segregation from the “medieval Spanish line of 

continuity.” His work sought to “awaken fresh curiosity” and “renewed interest,” in a 

local Mexican past.142 This sentiment was exemplified by the renewed interest in cultural 

affirmations after 1920.  Localized historical narratives after independence set the 

foundation for archeological studies in the post-revolutionary period.  

The armed struggles of the Mexican Revolution (1910-1921) revealed deeply 

ingrained social fragmentation caused by regional cultural differences and political needs. 

The declarations made by the Constitution of 1917, promising social integration and 

equal protections under the law, ushered in a period of reform.143 Among the most notable 

changes was an increased emphasis upon national consolidation. The key to bringing the 

country together was defining a shared experience that tied the regions together. A 

common history with predetermined markers and characteristics could bridge this stark 

divide by determining symbols and semiotics to reference the country as one culturally 

diverse yet unified nation.144 The humanities played a prominent role and art and 

archeology fulfilled the promise of defining Mexico’s past and laying the path for the 

future.  

                                                 
141 Johnathan Eastwood. “Positivism and Nationalism in France in 19th Century France and Mexico.” Journal of Historical Sociology. Vol. 17, No., 4 (2004): 331-

357. 

142 Bernal, 74.  

143 Victor Niemeyer. Revolution at Queretaro: The Mexican Constitutional Convention of 1916-1917. (Austin: Published for the Institute of Latin American Studies 

by the University of Texas Press, 1974). Also see: Wilfrid H.Callcott. Liberalism in Mexico, 1857-1929. (Hamden, Conn., :Archon Books, 1965).  

144 Jorge Castañeda. The Estados Unidos Affair: Cinco Ensayos Sobre un Amor Oblicuo. (Mexico, D.F.: Aguilar, 1996): 112. 
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The origins of Mexico’s national consciousness were directly tied to archeological 

studies of the 18th and 19th centuries.145 Beginning with the formation of the National 

Museum in 1825, the collection and protection of archeological artifacts and monuments 

suggests that there was a genuine appreciation and worth associated with the indigenous 

past.146 Later in the 20th century archeology was appropriated again to justify the 

revolution that brought about the birth of the new Republic. Showing that a rich culture 

existed in Mexico prior to the conquest stirred nationalistic sentiments that encouraged 

further archeological inquests. 

Following a rigorous campaign to obtain government funds, Dr. Alfonso Caso 

secured grants and private investors to fund an archeological season in the southern state 

of Oaxaca. Fieldwork was a means to demonstrate, he proposed, how archeology could 

serve a broader state purpose. Building off the success and same spirit that had propelled 

the Mexican Arts exhibition in 1930-31, Caso attempted to decipher the cultural 

idiosyncrasies that regionally divided indigenous peoples.147 In doing so, he hoped to 

determine a pattern of expression or common historical trajectory that could unite the 

people. A shared historical narrative, could resolve lingering unresolved ethnic and social 

tensions that threatened the integrity of the Revolutionary government.   
                                                 
145 Larissa Kelly, “When the War Came: Mexican Archeology in Revolution.” Digging Display and Inidgenous Peoples: Archeology and Anthropology in Mexico 

and Central America. RMCLAS conference. Denver, CO. April 9, 2010. Her upcoming dissertation project also addresses nationalism and archeology in the years 

leading up to and throughout the Porfiriato. Cristina Bueno has a number of works that emphasize the growing contentiousness of  creoles in Mexico. See: “Forjando 

Patrimonio: The making of Archeological Patrimony in the Porfiriato.” HAHR, Vol. 90, No. 2, (2010), 215-245. Recent presentation entitled: “Archeology and Elite 

Nationalist Sentiment in Porfirian Mexico.” Digging Display and Inidgenous Peoples: Archeology and Anthropology in Mexico and Central America. RMCLAS 

conference. Denver, CO. April 9, 2010. At the RMCLAS 2010 meeting outlined the antecedents to porfirian scientific appropriations of archeology and national 

patrimony. She emphasized Calvijero and later Justo Sierra as formative Enlightened scholar who called for a universal mission to excavate Mexico’s past for 

Mexican people.  

146 Luis Morales Moreno. “Introduccion In Origenes de la Museologia Mexicana: Fuentes para el Estudio Historico del Museo Nacional, 1780-1910. (Mexico: 

Universidad IberoAmericana, 1994): 17-21.  

147 Alfonso Caso’s proposal to the Department of Monuments regarding funding an archeological season in Oaxaca, MX. BNAH, Serie DMDDH. 03/20/33-12/6/33. 

Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 78.  
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Caso’s excavations in the early 1930’s attempted to establish a comparative 

chronology between ancient Mexican civilizations. Understanding the past was 

imperative to the process of moving forward—of knowing where Mexicans came from 

and what they were capable of achieving. Artifacts and monuments were evidence of the 

creative and political organization of Pre-Columbian civilizations prior to Spanish 

conquest and colonization. Caso believed that archeological discoveries demonstrated 

how ancient Americans could, by his own efforts and without Old World influences, 

evolve from nomad to farmer and later artist--as creators of great empires and 

civilizations.148  

Caso argued that archeology merited the support of the state because it 

illuminated the historical processes that contributed to the cultural formation of the 

country. The hieroglyphics, temples and tombs of great chieftains and priests had, 

according to Caso, an abundance of gold and jade objects.149 A systematic investigation of 

the site would produce great results, he proposed, and “would vigorously propel the 

world’s knowledge of Mexico’s history and culture.”150 Years of internal political unrest 

sparked interest amongst foreigners, something exposed in the overwhelming popularity 

of the Mexican Arts exhibition and the consolidation of the National Museum. Using 

archeology to define the contemporary character of the nation legitimized the rejection of 

foreign definitions of the national character and emphasized a localized interpretation of 

                                                 
148 Alfonso Caso, El Tesoro de Monte Alban. (Mexico: INAH, 1969). Pp. 240.  

149 “Exploraciones en la zona arquelogica de Monte Alban, Oaxaca durante los anos 1931-1933.”INAH Serie DMAA Caja 9 Exp. 566 Fs. 443 
150 Ibid.  
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the Revolution. Funding invested in archeology, could yield returns from domestic and 

international tourism and publishing.  

When the first team of archeologists of the 1931-32 season arrived atop the tall 

mountain where the ruins of Monte Alban lay, they believed there were rich materials yet 

to be uncovered. Caso’s proposal to Dr. Jose Puig Casauranc (head of the Ministry of 

Public Education), described Monte Alban as a chest that kept a great treasure, not just 

“in monuments and inscriptions but also in the tombs of great chiefs and priests where 

gold and jade objects abound.”151 His proposal directly addressed the goals of the 

Ministry arguing that the explorations “would vigorously propel people’s knowledge of 

Mexican history and culture which would be highly appreciated around the world.”152 The 

archeologist was adamant about the potential the site could yield and his determination 

generated some enthusiasm for his work in Oaxaca.  

Although Caso’s proposal looked great on paper the reality of limited resources 

posed an impediment to his project’s progress. As an employee of the National Museum, 

Caso’s work was not only monitored but also budgeted by bureaucratic institutions--

specifically the Ministry of Public Education. Despite growing initiatives in the late 

1920’s there was little cash flow in the state budget for field expeditions.  Not a man to 

sit and wait Caso found alternative sources of funding. Looking abroad he secured a 

sizeable investment from the Pan-American Institute of Geography and History as well as 

                                                 
151 “Proyecto formulado por el Lic. Alfonso Caso Jefe de Departamento de Arqueologia del Museo Nacional de Arqueologia, Historia e Etnografia con el fin de 
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a number of English private investors.153 Although the state did not fully fund the project 

by the time that fieldwork started in the fall of 1931, a number of private investors came 

forward with noteworthy names like Dwight Morrow (former U.S. ambassador to 

Mexico) and Eleazar del Valle contributing funds to the exploratory commission.154 

The report also detailed the practical demands of developing the field site. At the 

forefront a was list of necessary equipment and crew, mapping the land, laying digging 

grafts, setting up camp, establishing a payroll. He also hired guards and 

groundskeepers.155 His preliminary field notes and reports to the SEP outlined in detail 

the initial problems encountered; limited access to the field site due to lack of paved road, 

high cost of gasoline and the need for an established dump site to lay the soil lifted from 

the excavations. Despite the initial setbacks that the expedition faced, they worked only a 

short period of time (October to January) before making the discovery that would put 

Oaxaca on the map.   

The expedition received little publicity early on. Communications between the 

SEP and private investors included field reports that detailed the project site. Site maps, 

catalogues of artifacts, budgets and drawings were among the most common forms of 

documentation. These were not confidential findings per say, but they were part of 

continuing state sponsored efforts to explore and better understand the nation. Therefore, 

they were handled confidentially as to protect the government’s vision for the country 

and prevent a premature release of information that could be misinterpreted by the public. 

                                                 
153 Ibid,2-4.  
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This mission was in tune with Revolutionary aspirations to include and recognize the 

indigenous community and their contributions to the development of the country as it 

stood. In this sense the excavation was a national project similar to the exploration 

commissions funded in the late 19th century geared towards classifying, cataloging and 

investing in the history of the nation.156 

Fieldwork conducted in the 1931 season had proven that the site was unkempt yet 

rich in potential.157 Work started on the southern platform of the principal plaza. From 

there, Caso’s team accessed a large staircase that he worked to uncover (it measured 

roughly 40 by 11 meters tall with 35 total steps). The work site appeared to have three 

layers of construction, the last of visible in the foundations. The structures initially 

discovered were platform style construction similar to those found in Teotihuacan. The 

expedition planned on exploring the two buildings that this staircase led to (with 

entrances on the east and western sides). Their progress was derailed by the discovery of 

the antechamber that led to tomb #7, and the proclaimed richest find of the Americas.158 

At 12:45pm on January 12, 1932 Caso sent a telegram sent to Jose Reygadas 

Vertiz, Director of the Department of Monuments of the National Museum. Its contents 

were brief but the excitement apparent: “have discovered the most important tomb in 

America. Details to follow. I urge you to send today, if possible, Marquina, Borbolla and 

Eulalio Guzman. Do not go to press.” Vertiz sent an equally ambiguous reply: “received 

                                                 
156 For more information on geographic commissions in Mexico see: Julio Alvarado. The Geographical and Exploration Commission of the Republic of Mexico: 
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news. Marquina, Borbolla and Guzman will leave as soon as funds permit.” His telegram 

requests Ignacio Marquina (architect and sub-secretary of the Department of Pre-

Hispanic Monuments) and Daniel F. Rubin de la Borbolla (anthropologist) to help with 

the initial retrieval of artifacts.159  

 The discovery in question was Tomb #7.160 Longstanding historical information 

on the site suggested that the original inhabitants were Zapotec but that the site was later 

inhabited by Mixtec peoples.161 Thus while Caso explored the outer monticule and ante-

chambers to the tomb, he described a number of Zapotecan decorative motifs such as 

etched danzantes and funerary urns. Nevertheless a number of the human remains found 

interred were notably Mixtec. Caso concluded that the original tomb was used for a 

Zapotec burial and later re-opened and used by Mixtecs for their own funerary 

ceremonies.162  

Tomb  #7 was discovered serendipitously. According to Caso’s memoirs, the top 

of the structure was hardly noticeable. Still after excavations in tombs 3, 8 and 9 workers 

noticed the very top portion of the structure adjacent to the roadway constructed to 

transport goods and debris off the mountain. Investigations in the surrounding area 

yielded a series of temples (named system Y). The tomb is located in the north of the 

main acropolis and beneath what was originally interpreted as a temple but in later years 

                                                 
159 Telegram from Alfonso Caso to Reygadas. “Descubierta tumba mas importante America. Enviare detalles. Urge salgan hoy si es possible Marquina, Borbolla y 
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as part of an elite residential complex.163 During the first season, excavations above 

ground led to the discovery of remains of the structural foundation of a temple had once 

stood above the tomb.164  

Underneath were two main rooms, anti-chamber and the tomb, connected by a 

long passageway. The first man to descend to the tomb was actually Juan Valenzuela, 

because Caso himself felt the opening too narrow for him to pass. Once inside 

Valenzuela described the interior as best he could with the light from an electric 

headlamp. His descriptions eventually convinced Caso to descend himself. Once there he 

found that the east chamber contained the human remains of four individuals and a 

number of secondary objects (including an additional 5 mandible bones that were most 

likely part of buccal masks and a skull covered in turquoise mosaic).165 The west chamber 

was partitioned by five rows of low laying stones. The archeological team found the 

scattered remains of approximately three individuals in the central section with the most 

complete (and undisturbed) burial located in the westernmost partition.166 According to 

Caso’s report repetitious entry into the tomb likely disturbed the original burial shifting 

the contents and scattering the remains. When the original team entered they used the 

original foundation as a path and avoided the floor to reduce the risk of damaging 

artifacts.  
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 Altogether, ‘The Monte Alban Treasure’ consisted of the partial skeletal remains 

of ten indigenous chieftains that were entered with all of their jewels. The archeologist 

also found an abundant amount of gold, jade, rock crystal, alabaster bowls, pearls, 

turquoise and carved bones.”167 Caso had a trusted team working alongside him during 

the discovery. His trusted archeological technician Martin Bazant worked with Juan 

Valenzuela and Caso’s wife, Maria Lombardo de Caso. Together they retrieved several 

hundred gold and silver worked pieces, pottery and obsidian tools.168 Altogether the team 

unearthed hundreds of semiprecious stones, rings, decorative pins, and beads once part of 

bracelets and necklaces.169  

Overwhelmed by the sheer size of the discovery Caso demanded that the team 

work day in and day out to finish the dig as soon as possible. In a letter to the Director of 

the National Museum urged that it was absolutely vital that the discovery be brought to 

the attention of the Minister of Public Education, Narcisso Bassols. Caso hoped that in 

turn Bassols could request Presidential approval to exhibit the items in the National Bank 

in Oaxaca and then immediately transport them to the National Museum in Mexico 

City.170    

Nine days after their discovery the artifacts retrieved from the monticule were put 

on display in the national bank’s local branch in Oaxaca. Although the state governor was 

in attendance there were some local protests to the eminent transfer of the artifacts to the 
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National Museum in Mexico City. The local chamber of commerce sent a letter to the 

Department of Monuments urging that the government consider having the artifacts 

permanently displayed in the city.171  

Similarly the local offices of the Partido Nacional Revolucionario (later the PRI) 

submitted a proposal for the artifacts to remain in the city for the quadricentennial 

celebration of the city’s founding.172 Another letter from the city’s Masonic organization 

echoed the previous requests. Prof. Policarpo Sanchez suggested that the government 

consider displaying the artifacts locally in museums across the city.173 The discovery of 

the find in Oaxaca generated interest amongst the locals for its permanent display in the 

state. This correspondence suggests that the regional factionalism that characterized 

politics during the Revolution persisted even after the consolidation of the national 

administration in 1921.  

Local citizens believed that the artifacts were representative of regional history 

and emblematic of the local heritage. Their letters demonstrated their fear that taking 

them outside the state would somehow adulterate their regional significance. It shows 

initial hesitance towards the state appropriation of the artifacts and their proposed display 

in the National Museum.  This conflict regarding the future of the find would only 

continue to plague the government in the years that followed.  

                                                 
171 Letter from Cayetano Blanco Vigil Presiident of the Oaxacan Chamber of Commerce to Narcisso Bassols President of the Ministry of Public Education (SEP). 

01/20/32. INAH/ Serie Departamento de Monumnetos Historicos Artisticos e Arqueologicos. (01/07/31-29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566. Fs. 97. 

172 Letter from Lamberto Ortega representative of the local PNR syndicate to the Minister of Public Education. INAH/ Serie Departamento de Monumnetos 

Historicos Artisticos e Arqueologicos. (01/07/31-29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566. Fs.75 

173 Letter from Prof. Policarpo Sanchez to the National Museum. INAH/ Serie Departamentos de Monumentos Historicos Artisticos e Arqueologicos. (01/07/31-

29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566. Fs. 76.  
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Perhaps if the fate of the artifacts was unclear the matter was definitively put to 

rest on January 27, 1932. In a letter to Caso in Oaxaca, the Director of Monuments 

confirmed that Bassols wanted the collection immediately brought to Mexico City. The 

SEP made arrangements for four armed guards to accompany Dr. Caso and guard the 

artifacts on the journey north. Reygadas noted that, “the Minister believes that it would 

be most convenient if the artifacts were removed without anyone noticing in Oaxaca,” so 

he should “find the most discreet way” of arranging it.174 

The Minister was intent upon having the collection moved as soon as possible. In 

an effort to ensure the cargo, he requested that an inventory be taken immediately and 

that a report be left in Oaxaca and the other taken to the National Museum because 

apparently there had been some unfounded stories circulating about what was or wasn’t 

discovered there.175 In response the next day Caso presented the Department with the 

inventory. Listed were a total of 317 items. His letter ends with a brief note to Reygadas 

asking that he clarify and refute recent claims that appeared in the local papers suggesting 

that the treasures had been stolen. Caso makes no effort to hide his belief that the tombs 

were most likely sacked in the years following the conquest. His request comes from his 

desire to defend his professional reputation and the integrity of the Museum.176  

                                                 
174 Letter from Director of Department of Historical and Archeological Monuments Jose Reygadas to Alfonso Caso in Oaxaca. 01/27/32. INAH/ Serie 

Departamento de Monumnetos Historicos Artisticos e Arqueologicos. (01/07/31-29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566. Fs. 91. 

175 Ibid. The document reads: “Antes que todo esto desea el Sr. Bassols atendido una peticion del Lic. Genaro Vasquez y del Notario Castro de Oaxaca que se haga 

una protocolizacion en esa de lo encontrado en la tumba de Monte Alban y lista de los objetos somera descripcion de ellos y opinions de los descubridores a fin de 

que en Oaxaca quede una constancia fuera de fantasias de lo que realmente fue encontrada en dicha tumba de Monte Alban.”  
176 Letter from Caso to Jose Reygadas. (01/28/32) In fact he closed his letter saying “pues nuestra honorabilidad esta por encima de toda sospecha.” He believed that 

his honorability and professionalism would rise above such accusations, but having the support of the state would likely end the suspicions. INAH/ Serie 

Departamento de Monumnetos Historicos Artisticos e Arqueologicos. (01/07/31-29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566. Fs.96. 
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In the month that followed the artifacts were transported to the National Museum 

in Mexico City. There, they were inspected, catalogued and added to the museum 

collection. Photographs were commissioned to the Department of Fine Arts (Bellas 

Artes) and attached to the official annotated catalog. This thorough inventory aimed to 

prevent theft and mismanagement of the items on behalf of any of the museum or 

curatorial staff. Further, as requests for information began pouring in from scientific 

journals, art galleries and museums across the United States an increasing sense of 

urgency to determine the scope of the find became apparent.177 Without a doubt, recent 

worldwide fascination with Howard Carters infamous 1922 discovery of Tut-An-

Kahmen’s tomb in Egypt fueled American popular demand for the Monte Alban 

artifacts.178  

Caso dubbed the artifacts from Tomb #7 the ‘Monte Alban Treasure’ because it 

was by far the largest and contained the most diverse array of semi-precious and precious 

metal and stone objects discovered at the acropolis. A total of 335 objects were organized 

in 15 cases for display at the National Museum.179 The collection went on exhibit 

beginning in February and continuing until April. Admission to the exhibit inside the 

National Museum was free on charge on Monday’s in order to promote attendance.180  

                                                 
177 Letter from Juan Enrique Palacios to Museum director Reygadas. Stated that he had been approached by members of the press interested in printing material 

about Monte Alban. 01/20/32. INAH Serie DMAA 1 de junio 1931-29 de diciembre del 1933 Caja 9 Exp. 566 Fs. 25.  

178 “Treasures Unearthed Near Luxor: Tomb of Tutankhamen Dug into by Scientists who gain many Millions.” Los Angeles Times. December 15, 1922. ProQuest 

Historical Newspapers The Los Angeles Times (1881-1987), Pg. 15.   
179 Telegram from the Secretary of Industry and Commerce regarding the gifting of cases for the Monte Alban exhibit at the National Museum. INAH/ Serie 

Departamento de Monumnetos Historicos Artisticos e Arqueologicos. (01/07/31-29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566. Fs.132. 

180 Memorandum Department of Archeological and Artistic Monuments. INAH/ Serie Departamento de Monumnetos Historicos Artisticos e Arqueologicos. 

(01/07/31-29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566.  
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In April, the Museum was authorized by the Minister Bassols to “select a few of 

the best items from the collection,” for exhibition at Oaxaca’s quadricentennial 

celebration. He authorized the display from April 21-May 5, 1932.181 Afterwards the 

selections would be returned to the larger collection in Mexico City.  

After their return to the museum, Caso petitioned the Museum director, Luis 

Castillo Ledon, to authorize chemical analysis on select objects from the Monte Alban 

collection. This decision was in part informed by a series of troubling letters published in 

newspapers such as El Imparcial and Universal suggesting that Caso had falsified his 

discovery and the artifacts known as the ‘Monte Alban Treasure’ were fakes.  

In response Lendon gave Caso approval to conduct his analysis and noted;  “the 

collection would not be discredited by the absence of these pieces.”182 A small sampling 

of jade and gold beads were removed from the collection and submitted to Sr. Pedro 

Olea, a mineralogist, for analysis.  His report determined that the objects were authentic. 

All were in incredible shape especially after having been in contact with the decomposing 

remains of the warriors.183  

Olea’s testimony figured into a larger Department inquest into the authenticity the 

find. Challenges to the Ministry’s appropriation of the artifacts led them to confirm the 

legitimacy of the excavation and the integrity of Dr. Caso. Caso himself urged the 

                                                 
181 Telegram from Martin Bazant to the Narcisso Bassols (SEP) (04/21/32). INAH/ Serie Departamento de Monumnetos Historicos Artisticos e Arqueologicos. 

(01/07/31-29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566. Fs. 136 

182 In the letter Ledon stated “Se sirve dar a usted autorizacion para llevar a cobo esos analisis, pues en concepto de esta Direccion debe accederse a la solicitud del 

Lic. Caso ya que la coleccion de joyas de Monte Alban no sufrira menoscabo ninguno.” Letter from Museum Director Luis Catsillo Ledon to Luis Castillo Ledon 

regarding the chamical analysis of gold objects in the Monte Alban Collection. (05/06/32) INAH/ Serie Departamento de Monumnetos Historicos Artisticos e 

Arqueologicos. (01/07/31-29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566. Fs. 85 
183 Mr. Olea’s Declaration of Authenticity of the Monte Alban Treasure. (05/21/32) INAH/ Serie Departamento de Monumnetos Historicos Artisticos e 

Arqueologicos. (01/07/31-29/12/33) Caja 9 Exp. 566. Fs.116. 



 100

department to host a public conference where he could present all of his findings. After 

all he considered “that the denouncements made against him lacked in scientific 

reasoning and were inspired by jealousy and ill will.” A conference was necessary since 

after all “to quell the slightest doubt existing in the public consciousness,” and so “each 

of those making such claims,” could be put in their proper place.184 

The extraordinary quality of the artifacts propelled the publicity of the discovery 

well beyond traditional scientific or historic publications.185 The excavation was heralded 

in press across the world as an example of the glory of Mesoamerican peoples. 

Subsequently, the display of Monte Alban Treasures was transformed into a commentary 

on indigenous society and cultures that legitimized their incorporation as recognized and 

valued members of the Mexican community. Moreover, Mexican and American authors 

alike continually purported the finding as American—pushing a continental appreciation 

for Mesoamerican cultures as the cornerstone of American civilization.186 

As one Washington Star writer pointed out in reference to the find, “only within 

the past decade has reason begun to penetrate the darkness of falsehood.” He pointed out 

that as new discoveries were made and studied a better idea of life in 16th century 

Mexico was revealed. Correct in pointing out that “Monte Alban is but one of hundreds 

                                                 
184 Caso to Narcisso Bassols. 03/12/33 BNAH-DMAAH (12/30/33) Caja 31 Exp. 2040 Fs.1  

185 The discovery of tomb #7 was covered by domestic and international press alike. News outlets promoted the discovery as the most significant discovery of 

ancient civilizations originating in the Americas. Undoubtedly this is directly related to the gold, silver, jade and crystal artifacts found at the archeological site. 

Further these publications shed some light upon American philanthropic interests in Mexico’s Pre-Columbian heritage. For some references see; “Mexicans to 

explore tombs of five kings: Important discoveries expected at Monte Alban, shrine of the Zapotec race.” New York Times, December 22, 1922. Pp. 2. “D.W. 

Murrow helps researchers in Mexico.” Chicago Daily Tribune, September 25, 1931. Pp. 23. “Expedition will search ruins of Zapotecan city.” Los Angeles Times, 

September 25, 1931. Pp. 5. “Expedition to seek link in American Anthropology.” The Washington Post, September 25, 1931. Pp. 1. “Carved Gold and Jade in 

Mexican Tomb rival Tut’s Treasures.” Chicago Daily Tribune, January 18, 1932. Pp. 13.  
186  Wireless to the New York Times. “Calls Discovery Greatest Find in the America’s.” New York Times (1923-Current File) Jan. 20, 1932. P. 12 

http://ezproxy.library.arizona.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/99591324?accountid=8360. 
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of buried sites of Indian culture,” he noted that “there should become available a wealth 

of precious materials” for “an accurate evaluation of the Mexican race.”187  

Advocating for the reconsideration of what people at the time knew about the 

history of the Republic, the author suggested that further inquiry would demonstrate the 

true character of the “peaceable, refined, orderly and measurably happy people” who 

“raised such monuments as those of Mitla and Cholula, Chichen-itza and Uxmal, 

Palenque and Copan.” The author applauded the Mexican government for its efforts and 

declared that they “deserved a vote of gratitude for its resurrection of the national past.” 

Only second was his congratulations offered for the country’s “policy of scientific 

exploration and recovery.”188 This journalist’s fervor was not uncommon. In fact almost 

all of the press relating to the find regarded it as a game changer. The discovery and 

subsequent display were treated as evidence that would finally set the record straight 

about the history and character of the Mexican people.   

After the contents of the tomb were removed from the site and transported to 

Mexico City did images of the artifacts were released to the public. Soon after media 

circuits in the United States such as the New York Times, Chicago Tribune and National 

Geographic Magazine promoted the discovered tomb as “rich in promise.”189 Images of 

gold pectoral plates and earrings and necklaces and covered the front page of papers in 

                                                 
187 “The Monte Alban Exhibit.” 11/02/33. BNAH-DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 71 

188 “The Monte Alban Exhibit.” The Washington Star. November 2, 1933. BNAH Serie:Departamento de Monumentos Artisticos Arqueologicos e Historicos. 

(03/20/33-12/6/33) Caja 26 Exp. 4606 Fs. 259. 
189 “Herbert J. Spinden, “Monte Alban Tomb is Rich in Promise,” Wireless to the NY Times. New York Times January 24, 1932. Pp. XX5.  
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the United States, France and Germany. As a direct result requests to exhibit the artifacts 

poured in from all over.190  

Caso’s report asserted that his discovery would not only put Monte Alban at the 

forefront among world archeological discoveries and its relics “unique in world 

museums.”191 The relics were reportedly “worth millions,” and this language generated 

increased excitement about the find.192 The colorful language described the artifacts as 

best as possible and often accompanied articles that did not feature images of the 

artifacts. The hyperbole continued with parts of Caso’s report taken out and modified for 

the public. He was quoted in the paper saying that “any first-class museum in the United 

States would be glad o write us a check for 1,000,000 without even examining them.”193 

A headline in the New York Times refered to the find as “gems and gold ornaments,” and 

likened them to the riches Howard Carter discovered in Tut-ankh-Amen’s tomb. 

According to the author, Caso described the tomb as “decorated with such magnificence 

in jewelry that the total value of his discovery” was priceless.194   

In the press, Caso often reflected upon his experience during the excavation and 

gave readers his initial impressions of the site. Upon entering the chamber he “saw dead 

warriors, six of them seated around the walls, jewel covered and ornamented with gold 

and other precious things.” Around the bodies, “were many extraordinary objects—gold, 
                                                 
190 The Ministry of Foreign Relations has several letters forwarded from consular offices in the United States including Florida, San Antonio, San Diego, 

Washington, D.C., Tamaulipas, MX, Nuevo Laredo, and Dallas, TX. See; SRE-IV-625-7; SRE-III-309-27; SRE-DAC 532-1 Caja 203: 1960-1980.  

191 Gems and Gold Ornaments in Mexican Tomb Likened in Richness to Tut-ankh-Amen’s. Wireless to the New York Times. New York Times (1857-Current File); 

Jan. 18, 1932; ProQuest Historical Newspapers The New York Times (1851-2005):1. 

192 “Further Rich Finds Expected in Mexico,” New York Times (1857-Current File); Jan. 19, 1932; ProQuest Historical Newspapers The New York Times (1851-

2005); 23.  

193 “Calls Mexican Find America’s Richest,” Wireless to the New York Times. New York Times (1857-Current File); Jan. 20, 1932; ProQuest Historical Newspapers 

The New York Times (1851-2005); 12.  
194 “Gems and Gold Ornaments in Mexican Tomb Likened in Richness to Tut-ankh-Amen’s. Wireless to the New York Times. New York Times (1857-Current File); 

Jan. 18, 1932; ProQuest Historical Newspapers The New York Times (1851-2005):1.  
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silver, copper, jade, turquoise, shell, pearl, coral and other materials.”195 His personal 

experience, and overwhelming willingness to reiterate his testimony made him incredibly 

popular in the press. Without a doubt his own excitement regarding the find was catching 

and he successfully lobbied his own story into the popular imaginations of readers 

everywhere.  

Between 1932 and 1933 the Mexican government received no less than fifteen 

requests for either the artifacts themselves, photographs of these or exclusive rights to 

publish the first English language article on the find. Between July and October 1933 

alone requests came from New York City, San Antonio, Washington, D.C., Austin, St. 

Louis and consulate offices in Florida.196 Demand for the treasures remained high well 

after the decision to give the Century of Progress fair commission the exclusive rights as 

the host city of the treasures debut in the United States.   

  The discovery and exhibition of the Monte Alban Treasure in Mexico and the 

United States affirmed the government’s commitment towards refining the national 

character. Under the auspices of the National Museum and the Ministry of Public 

Education the government appropriated the discovery in Oaxaca and immediately 

controlled public access to the site, public information and images associated with the 

find. In doing so they could manipulate the display and narrative associated with the find 

to suit the overarching purpose of crafting a more inclusive historical narrative—one that 

                                                 
195 Alfonso Caso, “Mixtec Tomb Riches Described by Finder.” New York Times; Jan. 21-1932; ProQuest Historical Newspapers The New York Times (1857-

2005):23.  

196 Las Joyas de Monte Alban. SRE-IV-625-7 and III-309-27.  
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demonstrated the administrations commitment towards conserving and protecting the 

nations indigenous past.  

 Still, as noted by regional agencies, not everyone agreed with this tactic. Local 

organizations lobbied to keep the artifacts in the state and protested their removal to the 

capital in Mexico City. Acting as arbiter of national culture and heritage the National 

Museum pooled its resources and used the support it received from the government to act 

as the guardian of national treasures. Without the support of the government agencies, it’s 

unclear if the find would have received the amount of attention it did. Further the 

appropriation of the find under the umbrella of the National Museum of Anthropology 

meant that it was protected under the laws pertaining to national artifacts and monuments. 

Also, the association with the institute increased the visibility of the find in close knit 

academic networks and circles and propelled its discussion amongst transnational press 

networks.  

  In the months that followed the initial discovery and display plans were set in 

motion to officially unveil the find abroad. Part of the preparation in developing a foreign 

display included determining what the overarching message of the display would be. The 

find was incorporated into broader pre-existing efforts such as: educational reform and art 

programs. It would be used as a tool to disseminate information about the country’s 

heritage and emphasize the importance of indigenous peoples in the molding of Mexican 

cultural identity.  

 Part of making sure that the find was presented in the best light meant controlling 

the avenues of publicity. For this reason, the Museum proved integral in the protection 
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and supervision of the dig, recovery and display of the artifacts. Without the constant 

vigilance of the excavation team and museum staff, the find could have easily fallen prey 

to artifact poachers and private collectors. Because the find yielded for Mexico an 

incomparable array of gold and precious stones it was treated as a national treasure. 

Further, unlike any other archeological discoveries in Mexico to date, the find was used 

as emblematic of potential cultural capital. If successfully brokered this cultural capital 

could be used to legitimize the efforts of the Revolutionary government and extol the 

importance of Mexican civilizations in the Western hemisphere.  As we will later see, 

because of its potential the government worked tirelessly to make sure that the artifacts 

would be presented domestically and abroad in accordance with the desires of the 

National Museum and Ministry of Public Education.  
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IV:THE TRAVELLING SHOW:  
MONTE ALBAN GOES ON THE ROAD 

 
The Monte Alban display at the Century of Progress exposition in Chicago 

provided audiences with a specific vision of the Mexican Republic. Placed on exhibition 

inside the Presidential train car at the Travel and Transportation platform, the collection 

featured a number of archeological artifacts made of gold, obsidian and semi-precious 

stones. The display encouraged audiences to consider the ancient past as a prominent 

feature of the emergent national consciousness. That is to say that the government was 

making a concerted effort to present ancient indigenous peoples as integral participants in 

the nations social evolution during the revolution.  

The inclusion of the artifacts within the train reflected the government’s 

appropriation of the indigenous past. The government had financed a portion of the 

excavation and allowed the National Museum to act as guardian of the treasures. In turn 

the museum staff transformed the artifacts from simple objects into a collection that 

reflected a broader statement regarding the revolutionary administrations interest in 

preserving and protecting its past and present indigenous citizenry. Later, the museum 

was also held responsible for the transportation and presentation of the artifacts for local 

and foreign audiences.   

Domestic presentations of the artifacts for local audiences were organized at the 

national bank in Oaxaca and the National Museum in Mexico City. Attendance included 

politicians, wealthy citizens, scholars, travelers and aficionados of Mexican history. 

Presented as a national treasure, the collection of artifacts was suddenly high demand 

from foreign audiences. Sending the treasures abroad to the Century of Progress 
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exposition in Chicago would provide a widely visible forum for representatives to shape 

and mold audience interpretation of the artifacts and their significance. The forum also 

was a statement on behalf of the President and the administration. Altogether it showed 

an appreciation for the country’s indigenous heritage, and would continuously strive to 

protect and promote the indigenous past as part of the formative features of the country’s 

national identity.  

The decision to present the Monte Alban Treasure at the Century of Progress 

exposition did not come from Mexico. Instead, the government was invited to attend with 

Fair President Dawes extended a specific request for the Monte Alban treasures. In a 

telegram dated March 20, 1933 President of the Fair, Rufus Dawes reiterated his 

excitement for Mexican participation and suggested that the government consider sending 

the Monte Alban treasures and exhibit them in the Presidential train at the World’s Fair. 

Further asked that the representatives “please express to President Rodriguez that we 

would be most happy and appreciative if we had a display that has garnered such 

worldwide acclaim and undeterminable value at our exposition.”197  

Dawes was not just a man of words. In fact to sway the Mexican government, he 

negotiated with the Director of Exhibits, Charles W. Fitch, and obtained free exhibition 

space for the Mexican convoy at the Travel and Transportation building.198 Dawes then 

contacted Arthur Bliss Lane (Mexican business attaché in the U.S.) and suggested that 

the jewels be shown in the Presidential train and have part of the cars open to the public 

                                                 
197 Telegram from Rufus C. Dawes (forwarded by the U.S. embassy) to the President of the Republic. March 12, 1933. Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Expediente 4606 

Folio 1.  

198 Letter from Mariano Cabrera (Director of Mexican National Railroad) to Narcisso Bassols of the Ministry of Public Education and Primo Villa Michel of the 

Secretaria de Economia Nacional regarding exhibition space and charge of admission. April 28, 1933. BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 7. 
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without fee and the that a small fee be charged for entrance to the cars containing the 

Monte Alban exhibit.199  

 

Figure 11: Image of the Mexican Presidential train docked at the Travel and Transportation section 
of the Fairgrounds.200  

 
Interdepartmental correspondence suggests that the government began to see this 

exhibit as advantageous. Minister of Public Education Narcisso Bassols voiced his 

opinion to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs urging the agency to “do everything in its 

power to immediately begin publicity campaigns for the jewels.” While not convinced 

about charging admission to the exhibit, he noted that it seemed as though “the desires of 

                                                 
199 Letter to Arthur Bliss Lane sent to the President via the Consular offices of the SRE. April 8, 1933. DMDDH Caja 25 Expediente 4606 Folio 4.  

200 Image of the Mexican Presidential train located in the Travel and Transportation section of the Fairgrounds. SEP-Secretaria Particular, Serie Monumentos 

Historicos, 1931-1936. Caja 394 Exp. 899.1 
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the Mexican government coincide with the Fair commission’s point of view.”201 President 

Rodriguez agreed and emphasized this point in a reply to Bassols stating, “ it appears to 

be to our advantage, for the prestige of the country and to spread knowledge regarding its 

history that the jewels be exhibited at the Fair in Chicago.”202 

Dawes’ efforts and clear interest in having the first American viewing of this 

remarkable exhibit demonstrated not only a strategy to market the Fair, but also a strong 

appreciation and fascination with the country’s past that coalesced with Mexican cultural 

revitalization projects. Before Mexico had even accepted the invitation to attend, Rafael 

Aveleyra (consular representative in Chicago) urged them to consider the Fair as a 

valuable social and political platform. He suggested the government send information on 

ongoing projects that promoted social reform and education. “These should be 

represented,” he argued, “to vindicate our Revolution before the eyes of the world and to 

demonstrate the constructive spirit that our people contributed to establish in America a 

new and advanced social organization that is still unknown in other parts of the 

continent.”203   

As the first line of access to the Mexican government Aveleyra worked with the 

Fair commission to promote participation. His correspondence demonstrates that the 

commission offered everything from installing all water, gas and sewage lines for a 

pavilion as well as prime exhibition space in the Industrial, Commercial and 

                                                 
201 Minister of Education, Narcisso Bassols to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. April 22, 1933. DMDDH Caja 25 Expediente 4606 Folio 5.  
202 Letter giving authorization from the President of the Republic, Abelardo L. Rodriguez to head of the Ministry of Public Education Narcisso Bassols to take the 

Monte Alban treasure to the United States for exhibition in Chicago. DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Folio 2.  

203 Letter from Mexican consulate Rafael Aveleyra to the Minister of Foreign Relations in Mexico City. March 25, 1931. SRE Serie Feria Mundial Chicago IV-546-

14. Folio 2.  
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Communications exhibits in exchange for a firm commitment from the government.204 

Clearly preoccupied with educating the American people about its history, culture and 

social evolution, he suggested printing brochures that explained the political crisis of the 

years before. Once Americans came to understand the Revolution, he argued, they would 

come to admire its efforts and therefore become a friend of the nation.205   

Aveleyra’s preoccupation with defending the Revolution abroad was also an 

overarching goal of the Fair commission in Chicago. Changing American perception of 

the national past would benefit the country’s diplomatic relationship and could encourage 

positive economic relationships through tourism and trade. Using the Monte Alban 

exhibit as a visual narrative the grounded the country’s historical legacy in a rich 

indigenous past—the display encouraged audiences to re-think their understandings of 

contemporary Mexico and its people. If successful, Mexico could replace Canada as the 

premiere vacation destination for American tourists interested in “seeing something 

new.”206  

The government and Fair commission began quick work to iron out all details of 

the country’s display.  The entire exhibit was designed in cooperation with several 

bureaucratic offices among these were the Ministries of Foreign Relations, Public 

Education, the Department of Archeological artifacts and Monuments as well as the 

Department of Economic Development and Commerce.207 The official government 

commission was composed of 7 people, 5 of who were archeologists or technicians who 

                                                 
204 SRE-IV-546-14 Folio 3.  
205 Ibid, 3.   

206 SRE-IV-546-14-Fs. 4 

207 At one point or another all of these offices were consulted regarding the possibility of sending exhibits to Chicago for display.  
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had worked on the original excavation. The delegation also included two police officers, 

Jorge Rovira and Javier Arriaga, charged with guarding the exhibits and commission. 208 

Following the selection of cultural diplomats it was decided that the artifacts 

would be on display in Chicago for a period of 90 days (from July 7, 1933 to September 

30, 1933).209  Slated to leave Mexico City on June 15th the exhibit would travel by rail 

though Texas and head north towards Chicago. Before the artifacts would leave the 

National Museum they were subject to a thorough inspection. Each object was itemized 

on a master list and checked against the exhibit catalogue. The artifacts were then placed 

in boxes and sealed with markers from the government as well as the Department of 

Monuments. This procedure was over seen by the cultural representatives who then 

served as witnesses to the proper handling of the artifacts.210 Once the materials were 

securely packaged the commission received assistance getting all material through U.S. 

customs in an expedited fashion.  

Anxious to assure the government that they had made the correct decision to 

debut the Monte Alban Treasure in Chicago, Dawes sent word to the President of his 

excitement for the imminent arrival of the display. In a letter to Caso, he suggested that 

the display was an exposition of goodwill on behalf of Mexico towards the United States. 

Further, he reassured “the American people will view this remarkable exhibit with great 

interest and realize more clearly than ever the great cultural background of their 

                                                 
208 The commission included Alfonzo Caso’s trusted assistant Martin Bazant, his collegue Daniel Rubin de la Borbolla, Alberto Leduc, Amelia Martinez del Rio 

and Vladimiro Rosado Ojeda. Payroll and expense report August 21. 1933. DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Folio 26.  
209 Letter from Javier Gaxiola Presidential secretary to Manuel Cabrera, President of Mexican National Railroad regarding the length of display of Monte Alban 

artifacts at Chicago World’s Fair. May 27, 1933. DMDDH Caja 25 Expediente 4606 Folio 259.  

210 Revision and inspection report. June 10, 1933. DMDDH Caja 25 4606 Folio 14.  
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neighboring Republic.”211 While in reality unable to predict attendance Dawes was right 

about the popularity of the Mexican display.  

Designed by Caso, the display was limited to the luggage car of the Presidential 

train. Inaugurated on July 3rd the exhibit presented the indigenous community as a 

cornerstone of the country’s progressive evolution. To facilitate transport and economize 

on exhibition space 21 custom wood and glass cases were ordered from the Fabrica de 

Vidrios Carretones, S.A. for the occasion.212 Tall cases were divided in three levels and 

shorter wider cases were singles.  Each was lined with velvet padding that served the dual 

purpose of protecting the artifacts while evoking visual experiences reminiscent of 

jewelry shops. Without a doubt the visual parallel established between the artifacts and a 

jewelry display encouraged audiences to hold these objects in similar esteem.213 

When visitors approached the display, the story it told was more than an 

archeological survey of indigenous civilizations of Oaxaca. Instead the exhibit fused 

historical narrative with Revolutionary rhetoric presenting indigenous propaganda 

intended to further contemporary understandings of Mexico and its people. Mexican 

consular officials in Chicago hoped that once the American public came to understand 

the Revolution they would becomes an admirer of it and in doing so become a friend of 

Mexico.214  However untraditional the medium, the narrative presented through the 

                                                 
211 Letter from Dawes to Caso. June 27, 1933. DMDDH Caja 25 Expediente 4606 Folio 15.  
212 “Letter to Narcisso Bassols.” Secretaria de Educacion Publica. Departamento de Archivo Historico y Reprografia. Secretaria Particular. Serie: Expocisiones 

Internacionales. Caja 10. Expediente 28. 

213 Image of the exhibition as displayed at the Pan-American Institute in Washington, D.C. SEP-Caja 10-1-05-207.  

214 Consular report. “Feria Mundial de Chicago-A Century of Progress.” September 18, 1933. SRE Topo: IV-546-14.  
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exhibit reached an incredible number of people, as the exhibit averaged more than 600 

visitors daily.215  

This display departed from traditional scientific archeological discourses. Instead 

it combined traditional museum like display with ethnographic representation. Outside 

the exhibit women in traditional Oaxacan attire welcomed guests aboard the train and 

collected admission fees. Their presence invoked a connection between the contemporary 

indigenous peoples (who the women represented) and their ancestors (whose efforts were 

on display inside).  

 

Figure 12: Image of the opening ceremony commemorating the inauguration of the display at the 
1933 World’s Fair. 216 

                                                 
215 Consular Report. “Feria Mundial y Participacion Mexicana.”  July 3, 1933. SRE Topo: IV-546-13.  
216 “Aboard a Palatial Train from Mexico.” Chicago Daily News. ()8/08/1933). BNAH-Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 256-259.  
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Figure 13: Photograph of the entrance to the Monte Alban Exhibit, Century of Progress 
Exposition, 1933.217  

 
Caso was in charge of the curatorial design of the fair display. Visitors to the 

display could purchase exhibit catalogues that detailed the name, description and purpose 

of each article showcased. The catalog explained the cultural value of each object on 

display. While visitors to the exhibit may not have been to the site where these were 

excavated, they most certainly had come into contact with promotional brochures, 

banners or news articles that impacted what they expected to see.  

 Photographs, oral testimony and contemporary newspapers offer information 

about the presentation of Mexican exhibits and audience reception. Visitors entered the 

                                                 
217 Image of the entrance to the travelling Monte Alban exhibit at the Century of Progress Exposition, 1933. SEP-10-1-5-207 Fs. 310. 
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Monte Alban display from a secondary platform located midway through the Presidential 

train. Admission to the exhibit cost .25 cents and signs posted outside the entrance stated 

that all funds would be used to fund further archeological excavations in Oaxaca.218 

Staging the display inside a competing space forced audiences to make implicit 

connections regarding the linear development of Mexican civilization.219 The Monte 

Alban exhibit rooted the rest of the display. As such it presented a narrative that implied 

that the indigenous people were the cornerstone of western civilization. While 

contemporary curatorial agents attempt to reduce outside distractions from display 

pieces—the Mexican narrative of progressive evolution functioned only when spatially 

displayed as the underpinning of the country’s contemporary achievements.220 

 

Figure 14: Original sketch of the plan for the travelling Monte Alban exhibit. 221 

                                                 
218 Entrance to the Monte Alban Jewel Exhibit. SEP-10-1-5-207, Fs. 310 

219 Sketch of the Monte Alban and Presidential Train exhibits. SEP-10-1-5-207, Fs. 300. 

220 Brian O’Doherty. Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space. (Berkeley: University of California Press), 1986.   

221 Original sketch of the travelling Monte Alban exhibit. SEP-10-1-5-207, Fs. 300.  
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The Chicago Daily Tribune reported that at the opening ceremony hundreds of 

visitors arrived to see the Monte Alban Treasures.222 Reports widely publicized the fact 

that the artifacts had never been seen outside of Mexico.223 After the opening ceremonies 

the Mexican consulate reported that approximately 500-600 fairgoers visited the 

exhibition daily, with more than 18,000 estimated to visit just the Presidential Train 

section alone.224  

Although this display fetishized Pre-Columbian artifacts to justify a new historical 

narrative it did not satisfy everyone who visited the exhibit. Gossip columnist June 

Provines captured the interpretation of one female visitor who failed to read the narrative 

as proposed by government officials. In a column printed on August 28, 1933 Provines 

detailed one visitor’s disappointment upon viewing the treasures. She described a “well 

upholstered woman,” who upon entering the exhibit spent some time walking up and 

down the length of the car observing all of the items in their displays. Upon finishing her 

inspection, she approached the attendant and inquired: “Where are the jewels?” 

Confused, the attaché waved his hand referencing the entire display and simply stated: 

“The jewels, madame? They are here—everywhere.” Unimpressed by the answer she 

sniffed and turned to walk away commenting over her shoulder: “Jewels is diamonds to 

me. Sparklers, if you know what that means.”225   

                                                 
222 “Mexico Shows Art of Ancients on Fair Train: Thousands View Exhibit after Dedication.” The Chicago Daily Tribune. July 1, 1933. INAH/ Serie DMDDH Caja 

25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 259. 

223 “Fair Crowds View Mexican Train: Monte Alban Collection on Display in Chicago after Ceremonies.” The San Antonio Express. INAH/ Serie DMDDH Caja 25 

Exp. 4606 Fs. 259.  

224 Letter from Mexican consule in Chicago F. Roji to the Minister of Foreign Relations Mexico City. July 7, 1933. SRE-Ferias-IV-546-13 Fs. 20.  

225 June Provines. “Front Views and Profiles.” Chicago Daily Tribune (1923-1963), August 28, 1933. 

http://ezproxy.library.arizona.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/181449291?accountid=8360. 
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Provines account demonstrated problematic that came with employing visual 

narratives to codify symbols of national identity. Expecting a collection of jewels like 

diamonds, ruby and emeralds this woman failed to grasp the likening of this monumental 

archeological discovery to a fabled treasure.226 Provines’ account emphasizes the 

subjective nature of Fair exhibitions. Caso employed semantics and optical manipulations 

to draw audiences in and comparatively present indigenous artifacts and treasure as the 

equivalent of treasure. For Mexico the exhibit was in fact a treasure, a find that had the 

potential to catapult the nation to global acclaim. Yet, what government representatives 

could not account for were individual interpretations influenced by social, economic and 

cultural factors.  These interpretations, while not in line with official narratives or 

expectations force us to reconsider the politics of exhibit display and reconsider the 

authoritarian voice of curatorial agents. Curators used the exhibit and the subsequent 

catalogues to emphasize curatorial narratives. While certainly not all visitors failed to 

read the exhibit as intended, it would be foolish not to consider that at least fraction did.227 

While there are limited images of the items as displayed inside the train we can 

get a better idea of the display from the exhibition catalogue.228 The catalogue was a 15 

page illustrated pamphlet that featured photographs of the most important pieces from the 

larger collection. Amongst the photographs, the catalog featured short descriptive 

narratives that outlined the general history of the indigenous peoples who inhabited 

                                                 
226 June Provines, “Front Views and Profiles,” Chicago Daily Tribune (1872-1963); August 28, 1933, Pp. 17.  
227 I came across a souvenir postcard from the Monte Alban site sent from Mexico to Jacksonville, FL. On the note caption the author (then visiting the ruins, and 

sending back a memento from the site wrote the following in the note portion: “Having a good time looking at these old rocks and stuff.” Without a doubt, even when 

the postcard features images of the most interesting objects found in tomb #7; gold, tourqouise and jade pieces, the author still did not appear to capture the narrative 

associated with the initial display in Chicago. Picture postcard, Oaxaca. Zahra M. Moss Monte Alban Collection.  

228 The Monte Alban Treasure, exhibit catalogue. SEP-Relaciones Internacionales-Exp. 28 Fs. 1 
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Monte Alban. While there is no credited author to the catalog its purpose was to make 

sure that select artifacts were immortalized and committed to collective memory through 

the catalogue.229  

The catalogue offers insight into the interest the government had in committing 

the exhibit to public memory. Not only does it offer a short history of the Oaxacan people 

but also included maps and photographs. Photographs in the catalog informed visitors of 

the artifacts provenance and significance as part of the whole exhibit. As a transferrable 

commodity the catalog perpetuated the significance of the show in the mind of its owner 

every time it was read. 

 

 

                                                 
229 Visiting Lecturer Mary Statzer. “Collection Catalogues/Exhibition Catalogues.” The University of Arizona. December 2, 2009.  
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Figure 15: Image of the display of Monte Alban Treasure, Century of Progress, 1933. This image 
featured in the Chicago Daily Tribune, is the only image of the treasure on display in its original context. A 

woman, Srta. Helen Martin of Mexico dressed in traditional Mexican attire gazes at the artifacts on 
display.230  

 
 The display of Monte Alban Treasures at the 1933 World’s Fair proved to be a 

very popular exhibit. The fair commission received a certificate from the Fair 

commission commending them upon their display.231 Subsequent invitations to keep the 

exhibit open for the 1934 season  (although denied) urged the government to consider 

because “the Mexican exhibit was an attractive feature, which not only added materially 

to the success of the 1933 exhibition, but brought world wide publicity and goodwill for 

                                                 
230 “Joyas Mexicanas en la Feria.” The Chicago Daily Tribune. [s/f] INAH- Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Expediente 4606 Fs. 259.  

231 INAH- Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Expediente 4606 Fs. 259.  
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your country.”232 Letters from locals in Chicago, such as local grocery store owner Ed 

Guggenheim, featured comments about how much they enjoyed the exhibition altogether 

(the Presidential train and the Monte Alban Treasures) and commended its representation 

of a “great example of the country’s potential.”233 

 The discovery and rapid display of the artifacts in both Oaxaca and Mexico City 

suggests that the government wished to act quickly to appropriate the find and dictate the 

terms under which it would be seen by the public. These initial viewings were limited and 

admissions reserved for important politicians and government representatives. This kind 

of limited access to the find led some to question the authenticity of the discovery and its 

scientific credibility. While I believe that the government agencies handling the find were 

trying to determine the next appropriate method of display, and how to integrate the find 

into the Revolutionary mission—keeping the secrecy surrounding their work proved 

prejudicial in the end.   

Early responses to the U.S. show demonstrated an overwhelming public 

appreciation for the Monte Alban treasures. Gerberdt P. Kramer, director of the Mexican 

themed Mayan Temple exhibition, wrote to the Ministry of Public Education in Mexico 

marveling at the level of culture achieved by the Pre-Columbian civilizations.234 

Likewise, a representative from the Carnegie Institute in Washington, D.C wrote in 

admittedly astonished that the exhibit had lived up to the hype surrounding it in the 

months leading up to its Chicago debut. These impressions encouraged organizers 

                                                 
232 Letter from Edward Kelley (Mayor of Chicago) 12/14/33 to the Department of Archeological Monuments. BNAH-Serie MNAHE 12/30/33-01/05/34 Caja 4 Exp 

363 Fs. 2.  
233 Letter from Ed Guggenheim to the SRE. AGN-ALR-Caja 3 Exp 7/16-3 (Expo Chicago Tren Presidencial).  

234 Gerbert P. Kramer to the Minister of Foreign Relations. 08/12/33. BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 23. 
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working at the behest of the National Museum to consider sending the display on a 

travelling tour. The travelling exhibit hoped to appease the demands of curious 

aficionados and affluent citizens who clamored for a chance to behold the treasures for 

themselves.  

The success of the display in Chicago spurned the Monte Alban travelling exhibit. 

Using the train as its principal form of transportation, the treasures were slated for short 

appearances in St. Louis, New York, Washington, D.C., Dallas and San Antonio. Once 

the months long engagement at the fair was over, the train went to the Pullman company 

factory for refurbishing. The carpets, tapestry demanded attention, as did all of the 

electrical fixtures. Because the Presidential train was originally commissioned to the 

Pullman Company during Porfirio Diaz’s administration in the late 19th century, a pre-

existing business relationship and familiarity with the rail cars made the turnover efficient 

and quick. Once finished, the train was ready to face the demanding public along the 

eastern seaboard and southwest.  

Planning the travelling show was as important to the Ministry of Public Education 

as the display in Chicago. Caso sent numerous letters to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

asking that Mexican representatives do everything in their power to both fund and extend 

the exhibits stay in the United States. He felt that it was imperative because it was the 

primary means of disseminating information about the Republic.235  

                                                 
235 Letter from Alfonso Caso to the Ministry of Foreign Relations. 08/04/33. BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 20.  
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The creation of a display that promoted a new historical interpretation was not 

enough for the archeologist. Their steadfast ambition was having the story heard—by 

circles of the most affluent citizens in the United States.  

The travelling show was designed to take full advantage of the mobility of the 

Presidential train. A schedule was drafted and relied upon using the Mexican National 

Railways connections with American rail corporations for assistance. Coordinating the 

transportation of the treasures included considerations for the security of the items, 

insurance and a detailed itinerary. Determined to continue an “exposition of goodwill,” 

Caso used the treasures as a focal point that drew the attention of audiences and later 

encouraged them to learn more about the country they came from.236  

The same commission that represented the National Museum while the treasures 

were on display in Chicago accompanied the treasures to their next destinations. Alberto 

Le Duc, a Columbia graduate served as a guide. Luis Gonzales Torres was the exhibit 

manager and in charge of the daily operations. These men received guidance from Dr. 

Daniel Rubin de la Borbolla (curator of anthropological exhibits at the National Museum) 

and Dr. Alfonso Caso (acting director of the Archeological division of the National 

Museum and head of the exploratory commission that discovered the artifacts).237 These 

men worked together to provide audiences with the interpretative direction they needed 

when viewing the display. They also served as general coordinators securing locations for 

the displays and accepting invitations for speaking engagements when appropriate. Their 

                                                 
236 Letter from Rufus C. Dawes to Alfonso Caso. (06/27/33). BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 15.  

237 “Mexico Shows off Art of Ancients on Fair Train: Thousands view exhibit after the Dedication,” The Chicago Daily Tribune. (-7/01/33). BNAH Serie DMDDH 
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combined efforts led to the successful display of the treasures in St. Louis, New York, 

Washington, D.C., and San Antonio. 

Publicity for the travelling show preceded the actual arrival of the artifacts. 

Before the exhibit left Chicago, The Globe Democrat presented a pictorial that promoted 

the show. Images featured included a number of the most prominent pieces in the 

collection, including the celebrated gold Xipe mask, carved bone, and jade beads.238 Not 

to be outdone, the Missouri Pacific Railway took out a full page advertisement in the St. 

Louis Democrat. The promotional poster reiterates the cooperation between the Mexican 

government and the Missouri Pacific Railroad in making the exhibit possible. Although 

the National Museum worked in conjunction with the Ministry of Public Education and 

diligently so, to promote the exhibit abroad—the co-sponsorship of the exhibit by 

American organizations was a step in the right direction. It was exactly the kind of 

endorsement the agencies desired to spread positive feedback for the display and 

promotion of the treasures in the United States. The promotion peaked with a radio 

broadcast feature on the exhibit on KSD St. Louis, the local broadcasting station.239  

 

                                                 
238 “Mexican Jewels to be Shown Here.” St. Louis Democrat. (09/08/33). BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 35. 
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Figure 16: Full page advertisement in the Globe Democrat promoting the Monte Alban Travelling 
exhibit.240  

 
   Alternatively, more behind the scenes promotions were conducted on behalf of 

the Missouri Pacific Railroad Company. On September 12, 1933, for example, W.F. 

Miller, managing agent of the passenger lines wrote a general letter addressed and sent to 

the principles of the local public and parochial schools. Miller gave the pertinent 

information regarding the dates and times the exhibit would be open for visitors but also 

addressed the educational opportunities the display provided for the local youth. He 

reminded educators of the unusual and rare opportunity for the children to see a foreign 

                                                 
240 Ibid, 37. 
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Presidential train and artifacts from Pre-Columbian societies. The up close and personal 

viewing of the train and Monte Alban collection could stir enthusiasm and curiosity 

among new generations of Mexican enthusiasts.241   

The Presidential train docked in Union Station in St. Louis on September 14, 

1933.  It took the museum staff travelling with the object the two days it had prior to the 

public opening to accommodate the artifacts and prepare the exhibit.242 Once readied two 

armed guards stood watch over the exhibit.243 The show opened on Saturday September 

16th and closed the next day at 10pm. The biggest selling point for the exhibit in 

Missouri was its comparison with Howard Carter’s discovery of King Tut’s tomb in 

Egypt. For audiences who had heard stories of the abundance gold artifacts discovered 

there, the Monte Alban treasures were billed as the Western equivalent. While presented 

as remnants of ancient peoples the promotional literature heralded the “high degree of 

civilization,” of the indigenous group that created them.244 It would seem as though the 

first stop on the travelling tour was a success.  

There were several advantages to the limited engagement of the Monte Alban 

exhibit in St. Louis. First, the high volume of print and radio promotion for the exhibit 

stirred the public interest. The advertisements ran for approximately two weeks, much 

longer than the slated two days the train stayed in Missouri. Although the limited 

engagement was never part of the print campaign it could have generated a sense of 

urgency for locals to see the show. Second, having the show continuously displayed 
                                                 
241 Letter from W.F. Miller to the local principals in the state regarding the travelling Monte Alban exhibit. (09/12/33). BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 
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242 “Monte Alban Jewel Collection Arrives.” The Globe Democrat. (09/14/33). BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp 4606 Fs. 41.  
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244 “The Monte Alban Treasures Here,” The Globe Democrat. (09/15/33). BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 40.  
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inside the Presidential train triggered an opportune partnership with the Missouri Pacific 

Railroad. Not only did the railroad offer transportation, logistical support and 

accommodations within the local station—but they also approved the exhibit.  

This ringing endorsement validated the efforts made by the original commission 

in Chicago and was a testament to the success of the endeavor. Last, a limited 

engagement in St. Louis meant that the exhibit could continue to other important 

destinations like New York and Washington, D.C. Each served as stepping stones to 

broader audiences and more opportunities for the dissemination of information about the 

cultural preservation efforts made by state agencies in Mexico. Without positive feedback 

and recognition in St. Louis future shows, such as that in New York, could easily have 

fallen through.  

In New York, organizers faced some problems when the promotional materials 

failed to generate the attendance expected. The artifacts were transferred from the 

Missouri Pacific to the Pennsylvania Railroad for secure transport to New York City. 

Once set in the big city however, the exhibit failed to generate the same crucial exposure 

as it had in St. Louis. Co-sponsored by the Carnegie Institute, the artifacts were slated for 

display at Pennsylvania Station.245 Besides the low numbers of attendee’s to the exhibit, 

organizers cited poor publicity and visibility of the artifacts for the lackluster turnout to 

the opening. Ultimately, the show at the station was deemed a failure. Because of the 

failed reception at the station the artifacts were moved to the Museum of Modern Art.246 

                                                 
245 Elizabeth L. Cary. “Treasure From Mexico: MIxtec Ornaments, Discovered at Tomb in Monte Alban, Now on View in New York.” The New York Times. 
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246 Telegram from Mexican consulate in New York City to Lic. Gaxiola, director of the Ministry of Foreign Relations in Mexico City. (10/30/33). BNAH Serie 
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While there is limited information regarding the attendance to the show, the limited 

information in the archives suggests that this was not something the organizers in Mexico 

City aimed to dwell upon. In fact as soon as possible, focus was placed upon the next leg 

of the artifact tour.  

In Washington, the Monte Alban display received the highest praise. In the 

nation’s capital, the exhibit was co-sponsored by the Carnegie Institute and George 

Washington University. Before the exhibit opened for the public a private lunch fete was 

held at the Pan-American Union.  Among those in attendance included members of the 

cabinet, diplomatic corps, officials of the government as well as those “prominent in 

resident circles.”247 After lunch, guests were treated to a lecture offered by Dr. Rubin de 

la Borbolla who spoke about the initial excavations at Monte Alban and the discovery of 

tomb #7.248  

The official exhibit opened on October 31 and closed on November 3, 1933. The 

display was open to visitors from 9am to 4pm. Unlike the displays in St. Louis and New 

York, the Washington show was designed for display within a building. This could be the 

direct result of the failure of the original show in Pennsylvania Station in New York or 

could be attributed to the high profile visitors expected in Washington. Either way, 

altering the existing exhibition changed the overarching design pattern established at the 

fair. That is to say, because the exhibit was designed for exhibition within the Presidential 

                                                 
247 The Washington Star. (10/31/33). BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 67.  

248 “Mexican will Talk on Tomb Discovery: Monte Alban Gems Topic at GWU Tonight.”  The Washington Post. (10/31/33) BNAH Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 
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train, its display on its own in Washington had new meaning and significance for both the 

organizing committee and audiences in attendance.  

The Monte Alban exhibit was moved from the Presidential train to the Pan-

American Union. Inside the cases used to transport and display the artifacts inside the 

train were placed in intervals around the buildings main hall. Amongst the flags and 

banners that decorated the building, 21 glass cases featuring previously unseen national 

treasures were placed on display. While larger than the original venue, the Pan-American 

Union offered a place for both cultured and common citizens to bask in the sheer 

awesomeness of the find. It also lent an air of importance and validity to the artifacts. In 

this context they were not part of a potential narrative, inside the Pan-American Union, 

the story was set, the display fixed and the audience attentive and receptive to the 

information espoused by the coordinating commission.  
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Figure 17: Opening night of the Monte Alban Exhibit at the Pan American Union, Washington, 
D.C.249 

 
The original display within the Presidential train allowed the Mexican 

commission to fuse two exhibits in one. The National Museum and the organizers spared 

the government the economic burden of building a freestanding pavilion. Without the 

additional economic stress the group forged a narrative that related to the broader social 

aspirations of the Revolutionary administration. In the Presidential train the artifacts were 

under the protection/possession of the state apparatus. The artifacts were considered 

cultural patrimony and their exhibition within the train was a metaphorical reference to 

the overarching protective wing of the National Museum, the Ministry of Public 

Education and the President himself. Domestic efforts at national cultural consolidation 

                                                 
249 Photographs of the opening exhibition of the Monte Alban Treasures at the Pan-American Union. 10/30/1933. SEP-Seccion: Secretaria Particular, Serie: 

Relaciones Internacionales. Caja 10-1-05-207.  
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were a part of the design plan, as coordinators aimed to bridge the history and 

achievements past with the contemporary citizenry. Placing the Monte Alban Treasures 

within the Presidents train spoke to domestic efforts to consolidate the national history, 

reconcile the past and present indigenous populations and receive recognition from the 

United States.  

In Washington, these motivations changed. It is possible that the change in 

location in New York to the Museum of Modern Art prompted the commission to urge 

for a free standing display in Washington. Alternatively, it is also possible that the change 

of display venue was reflective of the success of the overall goals of the exhibition 

committee. If audience members were anxious to see Mexico’s latest cultural 

achievement (which happened to be rooted deep in its indigenous past) then the train was 

not a necessary marker of the nation’s commitment to its history and future. Instead, the 

collection served to represent the broader scope of the preservation effort (the dig, the 

excavation, collection and public display). Further, the Pan-American Union, George 

Washington University and Carnegie Institute endorsements recognized the country’s 

efforts to promote social change and validated the means by which they aimed to 

preserve the integrity of the revolution.  
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Figure 18: Opening night of the Monte Alban exhibit in Washington, D.C.250  

 

When the exhibit closed on November 3rd the First lady and Secretary of State 

were among those in attendance. The Mexican commission counted a total of more than 

13,000 visitors, but Mrs. Roosevelt was by far the most esteemed of guests. Having 

mentioned the Presidents interest in seeing the display, the commission then selected 26 

of the most stunning items for a private viewing the following day at the White House. 

The committee could have considered their mission fulfilled when the President and First 

Lady wrote favorable comments regarding the travelling show. While the First Lady 

referred to the pieces as “a most interesting and unique collection,” the President lauded 

them as “visible proof of a great civilization.”251 Onward from Washington, and with the 

                                                 
250 Opening night of the Monte Alban exhibit in Washington, D.C. 10/30/1933. SEP-Seccion: Secretaria Particular, Serie: Relaciones Internacionales. Caja 10-1-05-

207. 
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praise of the President of the United States, the exhibit moved to San Antonio before 

returning to Mexico.  

The success of the display in Washington led to a planned program and arranged 

schedule for the San Antonio exhibition. Like the exhibit in Washington, the Texan 

display would be free standing. Co-sponsored by the Pan-American Round Table, the 

group made arrangement and leased space in the Witte Museum for a 10 day 

engagement. The display opened on November 11, 1933 and visitors’ welcome between 

the hours of 4-9pm. After the inauguration the daily program featured scheduled guests 

from civic, religious and scholarly groups around the city.252 The logistics of the San 

Antonio exhibition reflected not only the growing experience of organizational 

committee but also a continued engagement with scholarly and professional circles 

committed to endorsing the exhibit.  

By the time the show closed in San Antonio on November 21st, Florence J. 

Griswold, writing on behalf of the board of directors of the Pan-American Union sang the 

praises of the travelling exhibit and Mexican commission. She called the group “the most 

interesting group of men,” and applauded their commitment and “sincere desire to be of 

assistance to those visiting the exhibit.”253 The development of the exhibit from its initial 

stages and presentation from Chicago to San Antonio reflected the growing 

understanding and appreciation of the potential the exhibit, not only from the Mexican 

contingent but also their American counterparts.  

                                                 
252 Among those groups invited to the exhibit were Archeological and Scientific societies, Cambers of commerce, Daughters of the American Revolution, Catholic 

Women’s Association, Lions Club and Rotary. Program for the exhibition of the Monte Alban Treasures at the Witte Museum, San Antonio Texas. BNAH Serie 
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By the time the artifacts were crated and shipped back to Mexico City on 

November 21st the success of the exhibit was clear. In Chicago, the National Museum of 

Anthropology and History was awarded a medal celebrating their participation.254  In St. 

Louis the short stay of the artifacts in the train station increased the public demand for the 

treasures. While the New York show was less than a shining success, it allowed 

organizers on both sides of the border to reconsider the importance of the show and 

attack future shows with increased vigor.  

The Washington, D.C. exhibition solidified the display as the premiere attraction 

amongst affluent politicians and cultured circles. The Presidential endorsement of the 

artifacts as the legacy of a great civilization only validated the revolutionary 

administration’s stance towards conserving its revitalized national cultural patrimony. 

The San Antonio program strengthened the support for the efforts of the National 

Museum and its trans-national commission by establishing a network of civic minded 

community members interested showing support by showing up in numbers to learn 

about and show genuine appreciation of the work being done to bring the national history 

to the forefront. Even after the artifacts were carefully collected and sent abroad for 

display rumblings continued throughout Mexico that something just wasn’t right about 

the Monte Alban Treasures.  

In the years that followed the initial display in Chicago a troubling feud 

developed between archeologists as Professor Ramon Mena, a collegue of Caso’s at the 

National Museum, repeatedly challenged the authenticity of the find. Public declarations 

                                                 
254 Certificate of participation awarded to the Mexican Commission, Century of Progress Exposition. BNAH-Serie DMDDH Caja 25 Exp. 4606 Fs. 81. 



 134

were printed in local papers and scientific journals that presented alternate origin stories 

that suggested that Caso was a thief and possibly a purveyor of counterfeit goods. 

Challenging his reputation and position within the Museum and as a part of the new 

Revolutionary administration, Mena’s accusations were not taken lightly. While their 

debut in Chicago and subsequent tour proved successful, the overall integrity of the 

display was slowly being threatened on the home front. In the years after 1933 the Monte 

Alban Treasures became the center of one of the most overlooked scandals in Mexican 

history.  
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V.THE CASO/MENA FEUD 

 American desires to see the famed Monte Alban treasures increased after their 

U.S. debut in Chicago. Following the exposition the Treasure was sent on a very 

successful travelling exhibition tour to St. Louis, New York, Washington, D.C. and San 

Antonio. In 1935 the organizing committee for the California Pacific International 

exposition requisitioned the display. Soon after the repatriation of the artifacts to Mexico 

however a national scandal prohibited their removal from the country.255 When the 

Treasures were next put on display audiences saw only replicas of a number of pieces and 

large photographs of the dig site. The change in the original exhibit only 2 years after its 

original debut made audiences privy to a domestic dispute regarding the artifacts 

authenticity.  

Allegations surfaced in local headlines that suggested the artifacts on display in 

Chicago were stolen. In the months that followed they were called forgeries, fakes and 

poor reproductions on ancient art. The accusations that the artifacts discovered by Caso in 

1932 were fakes sparked a publicized inquiry spearheaded by archeologist Ramon Mena. 

He sensationalized his accounts and openly criticized Alfonzo Caso and the Department 

of Archeological Artistic and Historic Monuments in local papers. His actions prompted 

the government to investigate and determine the veracity of his claims. After a five-year 

campaign by Mena only the public declaration of findings by an independent research 

committee could restore faith in the government’s cultural program, validate the claims 

made by the 1933 Fair commission and by extension the Revolutionary state.  

                                                 
255 Planning committee requests The Monte Alban Treasure for display at the California Pacific International exhibition held in San Diego.  SRE III-309-27.  
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The importance of the Monte Alban Treasure cannot be overstated. The 

government appropriated the artifacts to introduce and promote a new history of Mexico. 

This revised history was attuned to the aspirations of the Revolution. It integrated the 

large indigenous population into the official narrative and went so far as to exalt the 

country’s Pre-Columbian past as the cornerstone of American civilization. This emergent 

history made its debut with the presentation of the Monte Alban Treasure at the Century 

of Progress Exposition in Chicago. The fair presented a great opportunity to reach a wide 

audience who came to the exposition to learn, but also to be entertained. If sparkly 

baubles and curious artifacts drew in audiences then curators could advantageously 

introduce their new interpretation of the past. The display fit in with the expositions 

overarching theme of progress, because it encouraged audiences to embrace the potential 

Mexico—taking it for what it could be it could be. This idea deviated completely from 

previous historical interpretations so the fair commission laid out images for audiences so 

they could truly visualize it. The work put into this display by the SEP and DMAAH 

would be for not if the disparaging rumors proved true.  

This salacious story took over the domestic press and marked the beginning of a 

years long feud between two reputable archeologists, Ramon Mena and Alfonzo Caso. 

Mena’s crusade to uncover a government conspiracy implied the artifacts were known 

forgeries and the discovery of tomb #7 a sham. His accusations challenged the legitimacy 

of the display in Chicago. It also threatened the integrity of the Ministry of Public 

Education, the office responsible for the selection of the collection as the primary 

representation of the country in 1933.  
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 The commotion began with a story. A woman by the name of Irene Salinas, a 

native of Oaxaca, started writing a series of letters to then President Abelardo L. 

Rodriguez claiming that the artifacts referred to as the Monte Alban Treasure were stolen 

from her family. Writing directly to Rodriguez, Salinas stated her case. She claimed that 

an acquaintance of hers, Victoria Moreno, conspired with her husband to steal several 

Pre-Columbian era gold pectoral plates, earrings and necklaces from her home. In order 

to accomplish this, they made false claims to local authorities that led to her being 

detained in the Oaxaca city jail. Then she alleged that Moreno’s husband entered her 

home in the company of two technicians working at the archeological site and stole a 

number of artifacts. She recognized a number of them since they had been printed in local 

papers and identified as the Monte Alban Treasure.  

Salinas claimed the collection was an inheritance left by her late father Marcial 

Salinas a reputable man who had served as President of the Chamber of Deputies.256 As 

soon as the find went public in the fall of 1932, Salinas began appealing to the 

government for assistance retrieving the artifacts. Domestic papers reported that they 

would be put on display for public viewings in Oaxaca and later Mexico City. Salinas 

was desperate to have them returned to her since they were being publicized as national 

treasures. The excitement generated by the local media attracted the attention of outlets 

across the United States. Plans made to take them out of the country for exhibition soon 

followed. Salinas feared that the thieves had left Mexico and were living in Chicago. She 

                                                 
256 Letter from I rene Aurora Salinas to the President of the Republic. Not dated. Archivo General de la Nacion (AGN) Gallery 3 Series 185 (Abelardo L. 

Rodriguez) Box 86 Folios 532.2/675-3,4.  
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insisted that taking the objects there increased the likelihood that she would never see 

them again.257  

In a telegram dated June 7, 1933 Salinas implored the Presidential secretariat to 

pass on her case for Presidential review, since her claims were “true” and “justice 

necessary.”258 She wrote the office on several occasions between October and June 1933 

and yet there is no evidence of a response. By January 1934 she requested a direct 

audience with the President since everyone else “would not listen.”259 Post-script on the 

note forwarded to the President shows the office had no intention of investigating the 

allegations of a “demented,” woman.260 Instead they concluded that the issue did not merit 

Presidential attention, and her letters were sent to the Ministry of Public Education (SEP) 

for review. It seems that Salinas felt the weight of bureaucracy working against her.  

The allegations involved archeological artifacts so the matter was turned over to 

the Department of Art Archeology and Historical Monuments (DMAAH) the division of 

the SEP that organized the National Museum and safeguarded cultural patrimony.261 

Salinas continuously wrote to the Presidential office in the year leading up to the artifacts 

exposition in Chicago. Her tireless efforts did little to dissuade the office and ultimately 

had done nothing to prohibit the removal of the artifacts from Mexico. Even after they 

                                                 
257 Excerpt from a letter addressed to President Rodriguez from Irene Salinas. Dated March 27, 1933. AGN Gallery 3 Series 185 Box 86 Folio 532.2/675-18.  

258 Private correspondence President of the Republic. Acknowledgement of letter. AGN Gallery 3 Series 185 Box 86 Folio 532.2/675-1.   

259 Excerpt from a letter from Irene Salinas to the President of the Republic. January 17, 1934. AGN Gallery 3 Series 185 Box 86 Folio 532.1/675-2. 

260 Telegram from Irene Salinas to the office of the President of the Republic. January 17, 1934. AGN Gallery 3 Series 185 Box 86 Folio 532.2/675-1.  

261 Letter from Francisco Javier Glaxiola, Jr. to the Minister of Public Education. Department of Art, Archeology and Historical Monuments henceforth referred to 

as DMAAH. Dated October 6, 1933. AGN Gallery 3 Series 185 Box 86 Folio 532.1/675-6.  
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left she demanded that the items be returned or she be compensated for government 

appropriation of her personal property.262  

The number of messages in the Presidential correspondence dated between 

October 1933 and January 1934 reveals that there was no immediate resolution. On June 

11, 1933 the Presidential secretary wrote to the SEP urging them to inform Salinas that 

the case was closed and her assertions unfounded. By July 7, 1933 Salinas wrote to the 

President yet again complaining the DMAAH refused to acknowledge her claims and was 

unfit to resolve the issue. Salinas was not foolhardy. Because the government refused to 

acknowledge her claims or mount an investigation she told her story to newspapers like 

La Prensa, El Imparcial and Universal.  Public awareness of Salinas’s claims triggered a 

feud between the archeologist who discovered the artifacts Alfonso Caso, and his 

colleague at the National Museum Ramon Mena.  

The newspaper stories presented biased narratives that featured images of a 

forlorn old woman. She was portrayed as a victim who suffered injustice at the hands of 

the SEP and the DMAAH. Her insistence attracted the attention of Mena who at the time 

was a Professor of Archeology at National Museum. Previously a member of President 

Porfirio Diaz’s intellectual attaches (the cientificos) he served as an associate curator at 

the National Museum. He was well recognized within the local scientific community and 

the 1911 publication of his seminal article “La Ciencia Arqueologica en Mexico,” 

solidified his place as one of the best local scholars in the field.263 Mena’s own 

scholarship demonstrated his His familiarity with the case most likely came from his own 

                                                 
262 Extract from telegram directed to Presidential office from Irene Salinas. Excerpt dated October 2, 1933. AGN Gallery 3 Series 185 Box 86 Folio 532.1/675-7. 

263 Ramon Mena. La Ciencia Arqueologica en Mexico desde la Proclamacion de la Independencia hasta Nuestros Dias. (Mexico: F. Diaz de Leon, 1911).  
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interpretations of the case once it was sent to the DMAAH for review. He took up the 

cause and came to the aid of Ms. Salinas. He conducted a historical investigation and 

attempted to trace Ms. Salina’s claims.  If his participation did not confirm her story, his 

public support of her claims to the media did.  

Mena did not fear the publicity. His tenure as an archeologist at the National 

Museum was secure and he wholeheartedly believed in this cause. Exposing Caso, he 

argued, would spare the exposition commission and the government embarrassment. If 

correct, he could stop the artifact display in Chicago and stop Caso from falsely 

representing the nation abroad. His work as an archeological technician and curator at the 

National Museum substantiated his claims. His professional experience lent authority to 

his protest and legitimized Salinas’s claims that there was something amiss about the 

Monte Alban Treasure. 

The discovery of tomb #7 at Monte Alban was a serendipitous event that changed 

the way people viewed Mexico. While the site had been an open site and previously 

explored no find was as captivating as the 1932 discovery. The chief archeologist in 

charge of operations at the dig site although professionally trained as a lawyer, ultimately 

found his calling in archeology. He would use the discipline as an outlet to promote an 

increased awareness and understanding of the country’s indigenous cultural heritage. The 

excavations at Monte Alban, figured into Revolutionary desires to revitalize the national 

consciousness and present a unified identity to the watching world.  His work with the 

Monte Alban Treasure contributed to the reconciliation of ancient and modern indigenous 
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peoples in historical narratives and the use of archeological artifacts as markers of 

cultural patrimony representative of the new nation.   

The story circulated by Salinas ridiculed Caso’s knowledge of MesoAmerican 

cultures and artifacts. Her accusations undermined his authority as an arbiter of the 

collective beliefs and values of the people. Caso spearheaded efforts to explore the 

country’s indigenous heritage.  Archeological inquiry, he believed, contributed to a better 

understanding of modern society. The study of regional history dovetailed with 

Revolutionary goals to embrace domestic markers of identity and limit foreign influence 

upon local self-determination. Without a doubt this included the artifact display in 

Chicago. While Caso made no efforts to validate the authenticity of the find in the press, 

the increasing speculation and libel against him led the Minister of Education to mount a 

formal investigation and public hearing. Discrediting Mena and exposing Salinas as a 

fraud became a task both Caso and the DMAAH undertook in the years that followed.  

Caso participated behind the scenes in the campaign to deflect the stories. In a 

letter to the Director of the SEP Jose Reygadas he outright told him to issue an official 

statement refuting these claims. Caso insisted that it was the responsibility of the 

department to stop readers from believing that “the greatest find in Mesoamerica had 

been stolen.” Tombs all over the site, he argued, had been sacked prior to and during the 

conquest. Perhaps Salinas’s claims referred to items obtained previously acquired 

through similarly unscrupulous methods. Either way his and the department’s integrity 

and honor, he noted, should “rise above such suspicions.”264 

                                                 
264 Letter from Alfonso Caso to Director of the SEP Jose Reygadas. BNAAH Serie DMAA Caja 9 Expediente 566 Folio 31.  
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Public suspicions were not improved by rumors that circulated in private circles. 

In May of 1933, the editor in chief of La Prensa, J.E. Campos, wrote to the Presidential 

office. His letter implied that he was told not to print any stories regarding Ms. Salinas’s 

allegations or any news relating to the Monte Alban Treasure. He specifically stated that 

he was told that the message came from Jose Vasconcelos, Secretary of Governance 

(director of the Secretariat of Governance or SEGOB). He intended to clarify if this 

information was correct and if the Presidential office had made such a request he assured 

that he would eagerly oblige. If the stories were baseless, he argued, he would not act as 

“anyone’s puppet.”265 Campos doubted Rodriguez would impose such a restriction, yet 

felt obligated to inform the office that someone was exerting influence using the 

Presidents name.266  

Campos followed up this letter less than a week later. The follow up reiterated his 

previous request for written clarification from the President as to whether he had 

indirectly sent messages to the paper to stop printing stories. When the story broke he 

stopped publishing follow up reports as a professional courtesy to the President, who he 

considered a “personal friend.”267 From what he understood, he noted, he had been taken 

for a fool for not publishing stories relating to Monte Alban and not received as much as 

a thank your for his efforts to abide by Rodriguez’s wishes. If the tide had turned, he 

assured them, it would be a great sacrifice but one he was willing to make in order to 

preserve his friendship with his excellence. He insisted the office clarify, he wrote, 

                                                 
265 J.E. Campos letter to the office of the President of the Republic. Dated October 10, 1933. AGN Gallery 3 Series 185 Box 86 Folio 352.1/675-15. 

266 J.E. Campos letter to the office of the President of the Republic. Dated October 10, 1933. AGN Gallery 3 Series 185 Box 86 Folio 352.1/675-15. 

267 Ibid, 352.1/675-15. 
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because “ it is his right to prevent the President and his he, his humble servant, from 

further humiliation.”268  

Campo’s letters suggest that Ms. Salinas had taken her case to the papers in an 

effort to obtain both recognition and perhaps to force a government response. Further, 

Campos acknowledges that there had been backhanded attempts to prevent his paper 

from publishing stories that called into question the authenticity of the find, and Caso’s 

professional integrity. He alleged that someone affiliated with bureaucratic institutions 

had told the paper to stop printing this story. These claims challenged the veracity of the 

find, the collection and display in Chicago.  Endorsed by the President, the SEP and 

DMAAH as an authentic example of Pre-Columbian history and artistic merit, 

questioning the display was akin to refuting the authority/influence of the government. 

There is no obvious explanation as to why Ramon Mena took up the Salinas 

cause. Some suggested professional jealousy. One disgruntled reader of the academic 

journal Der Weg, Pablo G. Carmona wrote a letter to the editor criticizing Menas 

declarations. He argued that the discovery at tomb #7 had been examined and 

authenticated by several scholars in the field of Mexican archeology including American 

Zelia Nuttal and Manuel Gamio. Their support of the finding lent credibility to Caso’s 

work since Nuttal herself had visited the field site, reviewed the reports and endorsed the 

National Museum. Naturally, the support of these scholars carried little weight with Mena 

since he continued to criticize Caso. 

                                                 
268 J.E. Campos letter to the office of the President of the Republic. Dated October 16, 1933. AGN Gallery 3 Series 185 Box 86 Folio 352.1/675-14. 
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The bad press surrounding the discovery undermined the capacity of indigenous 

peoples. Mena’s article in Der Weg encouraged readers to associate poverty and general 

state of misery with contemporary indigenous peoples. Swaying the public opinion in this 

direction would make it impossible to envision them as skilled artisans who worked gold, 

silver and jade. Such comments gradually weakened the true value of the Monte Alban 

find as new historic and scientific knowledge. The work in Monte Alban could lead to 

better understanding of Mexico’s comparable place among countries such as Peru, that 

were already recognized for their contributions to western civilization. He argued that 

Mena’s efforts to challenge Caso began in scientific journals that targeted a notably 

smaller, yet incredibly influential audience.  

Carmona was the first to suggest that the root of Mena’s accusations were born 

from his associations with Porfirian cientificos. In his letter to the SEP, he essentially 

stated that Mena was sore because he had lost the confidence and privileges associated 

with his association with the previous administration. Under the banner of the 

Revolutionary government and new political platforms, Mena would be forced to work 

towards a new historical interpretation of the nation. This new narrative would have to 

recognize the continuity of indigenous presence in Mexico. In order to accomplish this, 

indigenous peoples of the past (i.e. great civilizations Aztecs, Olmecs and Zapotecs) were 

the ancestors of the contemporary indigenous and therefore should be recognized for their 

contributions to Mexican society. 

According to Mena’s own investigations, printed in La Prensa, the items 

catalogued in the 1932 collection were actually first seen in 1906 when Marcial Salinas 
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hosted a dinner party at his residence located at number 17 Liberes street in Oaxaca. At 

this party a performance of the play, ‘La hija de Monteczuma’ was the main attraction. 

According to witness reports gathered by Mena, one of the performers sported a pectoral 

necklace that was similar to one listed amongst the items reportedly found inside tomb 

#7. This scene was captured by a foreign painter by the name of Morris Topchevaky and 

later published in the periodical El Ilustrado.269 This he suggested showed beyond a doubt 

that the artifacts were previously displayed and owned by the Salinas family. There are 

significant gaps to this story that never seemed to match up. As a reader of the story in 

the papers I questioned; Who is Irene Salinas and what is her connection to the artifacts? 

What were the intentions of the people who stole the artifacts? Were the artifacts stolen 

and taken to the U.S.? If so, how was it that they were ‘discovered’ in 1932? If the 

artifacts had not been ‘discovered’ again in 1932, would Ms. Salinas have renounced 

them as lost? 270 

The information in the press was spotty at best. In most cases the story remained 

similar across all papers. But there were several discrepancies that merit attention. First, 

Ms. Salinas’s father had already passed away by the time this commotion began. There 

was no way to corroborate the information that she gave with his testimony. Second, La 

Prensa, a periodical that closely followed the case identified her father as Marcial Salinas 

and then later in the same story as Jesus Castellanos. Under no circumstances was this 

deviation mentioned or questioned in the text. A final example was the allegation that the 

                                                 
269 Ramon Mena “Las Joyas de Monte Alban Fueron Conocidas en Oaxaca desde 1906.” Report to the SEP. 03/25/33. INAH Serie DMAAH Caja 25 Exp. 1615 Fs. 

2.  

270 “Las Joyas de Monte Alban Fueron Robadas.” La Prensa. June 2, 1936.  
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artifacts were reburied. In the correspondence Salinas sent to the Presidential office she 

never alluded to the fact that the items that were stolen were reburied. Why would they 

be? How did this benefit the people who stole them?  These loose ends made this 

sensational story even more intriguing.   

Mena presented other arguments to support his case. In a report sent to the SEP 

Mena fiercely protested the proposed exhibit of Monte Alban artifacts at the 1933 Fair in 

Chicago. The meticulously dissected the collection coming up with an itemized and 

annotated list of artifacts that he now deemed unfit to represent the nation. In total he 

made 15 major points challenging the artifacts. Mena’s report detailed specific aesthetic 

and composite problems with the integrity of several pieces from the collection. Most of 

these arguments were made based upon his own examination of the artifacts in the 

National Museum. 

Mena’s report began by asserting that the pearls found in the tomb couldn’t be 

from earlier than the 16th century. His analysis suggested that had these come into 

contact with decomposing bodies of the warriors found there they would not retain their 

original shape or appearance. He argued that Herbert Geo Spinden from the Brooklyn 

Museum in NYC published an article in the NY Times in which he states that the remains 

found in the tomb were from the 16th century and the objects there from after the 

conquest.271 This would explain the lack of deterioration from the gasses produced from 

the bodies inside the tomb.  

                                                 
271 "Rich Mixtec Tomb Hailed by Experts." New York Times (1923-Current File), Jan 19, 1932, 

http://ezproxy.library.arizona.edu/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/99758065?accountid=8360 (accessed January 28, 2012). 
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Regarding the gold objects found in the tomb, he noted that they maintained an 

equal and evenly coated appearance, something one can only achieve by laminating 

process a technology that the indigenous peoples of the Americas had yet to practice. His 

evaluation of the gold objects with fissures provided conclusive evidence that they were 

made using soldering irons. By this time there had been no evidence that this technology 

had been introduced to the Americas. Mena concluded that since there were no 

comparable findings in the Valley of Oaxaca that the local indigenous population had no 

knowledge of this technique. Also the cylindrical strings made out of silver and gold used 

in the necklaces and bracelets reflected modern era productions since gold or silver 

plating was a new process not employed by indigenous artisans. 

Similarly, the craftsmanship on the bells on the headpieces also appeared to have 

been soldered to the bulbous body piece. This was done along both the length and width 

of the piece. According to the archeologist, authentic pieces from the era would have 

been fabricated from a single mold. The items would be one solid piece with no 

superfluous additions.   
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Figure 19: Golden breast plate. This is one of the most celebrated pieces in the Monte Alban Collection. It 
became the subject of national scandal when it was reportedly stolen from the National Museum by one of 

its own employees. 272 
 

The celebrated mask of Xipe, had a number of small golden wires that were 

welded onto the main piece. The use of individual golden wires and filigree on the 

borders represents artistic style that does not match any recorded findings in the Valley of 

Oaxaca. Similar overlay welding appear on either side of the mask around the ears.  

                                                 
272 Golden Breast Plate. Image from the Monte Alban Treasure, exhibition catalog. A Century of Progress, 1933. Pp. 4 Zahra M. Moss Monte Alban Collection.  
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Mena believed the mask was a reproduction forged and later gold plated a technique 

employed by modern artists in the creation of jewelry and archeological 

reproductions.273  

 Likewise Mena took issue with the number of rings found inside the tomb. He 

doubted their authenticity because of the quality (purity) of the gold and silver used in 

these pieces. Apparently there was little evidence of impurities in any of the rings. Mena 

questioned the refining capacity of Pre-Columbian artisans. Further, he found no 

evidence in relief carvings, codices or previous excavations of indigenous peoples ever 

wearing rings. Those discovered were determined to have origins in the colonial period 

and buried only in the tombs of regional chiefs or caciques.274  

 Mena’s report pointed out a number of other intricacies of the collection. He 

suspected that the carved animal bones were made by Japanese artisans and whitewashed 

to hide their age. Also, that the turquoise mosaic skulls found in the tomb were old (noted 

by the makeshift plaster used to adhere them), but not ancient. He justified his argument 

by stating that there was no evidence in previous historical record of that semi-precious 

stone being traded in the Valley prior to the conquest.  

 Mena wholeheartedly believed that the Monte Alban Treasures did not represent 

authentic remnants of ancient Zapotec civilizations. He thought that the materials in the 

collection did not represent archeological finds, but rather fancy pieces of jewelry. Mena 

dismissed the find in its entirety and postulated that if his 25 years of experience and his 

                                                 
273 Mena referred to this piece specifically as having “un baño galvanoplastico.” He clearly states that this mask was not ancient art but a modern production. INAH 

Serie DMAHH (03/27/33-09/14/33) Caja 25 Expediente 1615 Folio 3.   

274 Here Mena is suggesting that political alliances between native chiefs or caciques led to their adoption of Spanish traits. Amongst these, he insists, was the 

practice of wearing jewelry such as rings. INAH Serie DMAHH (03/27/33-09/14/33) Caja 25 Expediente 1615 Folio 3. 
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professional reputation were not enough to settle the issue then the SEP should mount a 

secondary investigation.275 Without a doubt they would second his findings and the matter 

resolved in a matter of days. Mena underestimated the importance of the discovery and 

its usefulness in shaping new Revolutionary interpretations of the nation’s history. The 

SEP responded to his report by refuting each of his claims, and providing their own 

justifications in defense of Caso and the find.  

Narcisso Bassols, Minister of Public Education and superintendant of the 

Department of Monuments responded to Mena’s allegations in a letter dated April 3, 

1933. According to the letter, Bassols held a meeting with Mena in which he allowed him 

to present his findings as recorded in his report dated March 25, 1933. The letter 

contained a sixteen-point outline that refuted Mena’s original arguments. The purpose of 

the letter was to explain and “answer once and for all,” the reasons why the Department 

had sustained a firm belief in the archeological nature of “the objects and jewels” 

discovered in Monte Alban.276  Bassols refuted several of Mena’s claims citing reports 

made by American scholars such as Dr. Fredrick R. Putnam (a scholar working in Ohio 

on behalf of the Peabody Museum of American archeology and Ethnography at Harvard) 

and Dr. Marshall Howard Saville (served as the first Director of Mexican and Central 

American Archeology at the American Museum of Natural History and also worked at 

Yale’s Peabody Museum).  

                                                 
275 Mena, “Report.” INAH Serie DMAHH (03/27/33-09/14/33) Caja 25 Expediente 1615 Folio 3. 
276 Letter from Narcisso Bassols, Minister of Public Education to Ramon Mena refuting claims that the discovery of Tomb #7 were inauthentic. INAH Serie 

DMAHH (03/27/33-09/14/33) Caja 25 Expediente 1615 Folio 4.  
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After investigating each of the points made by Mena, Bassols determined that 

there was no evidence that confirmed the jewels were replicas. Further, “besides the fact 

that the circumstances surrounding the find and the fact that it was not yours,” all other 

experts who had reviewed the objects “admitted that they found them to be genuine.” 

This led the office to the conclusion that “the Monte Alban treasures do not suffer from 

the faults that you continuously insist on finding in them.” Drawing this conclusion the 

Minister recognized Mena’s fervor as an “animated scientific spirit of inquiry.” Bassols 

reflected that Mena’s zeal was undoubtedly manipulated his “attempts to stir up 

controversy” baseless. Either way he encouraged Mena to “avoid swift affirmations and 

pretentious publications that threaten to disorient the public opinion.”277  The Minister’s 

final word was a candid testimony meant to discourage and silence Mena. The memo 

cautioned him against exacerbating reports of the falsehood of the find and questioning 

the judgment of the SEP. Ultimately it led to its display in Chicago.  

In some ways the initial response by the SEP quieted Mena long enough to have 

the collection displayed in Chicago. Nevertheless, when the artifacts were repatriated and 

set for display in the National Museum Mena resumed his dispute with the Department of 

Artistic Archeological and Historical Monuments. How far was he willing to go to stand 

his ground? Ultimately Mena’s commitment to the case led to him down a path of illegal 

dealings that further intensified the conflict and strained his relationship with the SEP.  

 On August 7, 1936 the Judicial Division of the Ministry of Public Education filed 

suit against Ramon Mena. The case claimed that Mena had removed three major items 

                                                 
277 Ibid, 3. 
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from the Monte Alban displays in the National Museum. Their unauthorized removal 

resulted in irreparable damages to the artifacts that in turn provided sufficient cause for 

investigation. Formally filed by Alfonso Caso, the case had a number of credible 

witnesses including an archeological technician who would testify that Mena had indeed 

removed the items without authorization from the Museum Director. The case was the 

culmination of the long drawn out confrontation between the two archeologists.  

A 20-page report, filed by the Judicial Commission, drafted by Carlos B. 

Gonzalez and Lic. Luis Flores Esponda outlined the investigation from beginning to end. 

Starting with the charges, they determine that three pieces from the collection were 

removed from the designated Oaxacan salons of the museum for an extended period of 

time (between 24-72 hours). The objects included a small axe, the pectoral plate referred 

to as “Caballo Tigre” and the golden Xipe mask. The goal of the inquest was to 

determine Mena’s motives for removing the artifacts and what was done with them while 

they were outside the jurisdiction of the Department of Monuments.  

The charges were very specific. The removal of items designated as archeological 

artifacts by the SEP without express permission of the Museum Director and President of 

the Republic was against the law. It violated article’s 38 and 39 of the laws protecting 

national patrimony in the National Museum if Archeology, History and Ethnography. 

Article 38 affirmed no object that belongs to the museum could be removed without the 

express permission of the Minister of Public Education. Article 39 acknowledged that 

prohibited the removal of all catalogued objects with scientific value or importance from 

the museums collection. Furthermore objects in the national collection could not be 
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removed from the museum without Presidential authorization. Even then the items should 

only be removed in exceptional cases such as Centennial celebrations or events of similar 

magnitude.278 The removal of the artifacts presented a blatant disregard for Museum 

protocol and was in direct violation of the laws protecting national treasures.  

Lic. Luis Castillo Ledon conferred with an internal investigatory committee to 

assess the situation. The alleged theft of Monte Alban Treasures was serious and 

Gonzalez and Esponda interviewed witnesses who confirmed Caso’s allegations. All 9 

witnesses testified that three objects were removed from the collection; an axe, the Xipe 

Mask and “Caballo-Tigre” pectoral. Although the items were returned they were visibly 

damaged and their initial removal from the museum was against the law. The 

investigation was internal and the police not directly involved. In this case, the Ministry 

of Public Education and the Museum sought to prevent further negative attention towards 

the Monte Alban Treasure.   

The axe in question was removed from its case in the viewing salon for a period 

of 15 days between April 29 and May 13, 1936. Salvador Mateos’s the archeological 

technician on staff working in the Oaxacan salon submitted a written statement to the 

Director of the Museum Lic. Luis Castillo Ledon. In it he offered some insight into the 

case. He recognized that the axe under consideration was under his supervision and care 

up until June 1, 1936. On the date in question (04/29/36), Dr. Mena removed the item 

                                                 
278 Article 38 states: “Ningun objeto perteneciente al museo podra ser sacado fuera del establecimiento ni transladado de un departamento a otro del mismo sin 

previo aviso o pase que firmara el Secretario y recogera en el primer caso en Intendente y en el seguno el professor o ayudante que entregue la pieza. Tampoco podra 

hacerse nungun canje o inutilizacion de algun objetos sin autorizacion de la Secretaria de Eucacion Publica.” Article 39 follows along the same lines, “Por regal 

general todo objeto de importancia que ingrese al Museo jamas saldra de el; las reliquias historicas nunca podran prestarse para actos publicos, si no es con la 

autorizacion expresa del Presidente de la Republica, y eso solo en casos excepcionales, como fiestas de centenarios u otros analogos.” Excerpt from Reglamento del 

Museo Nacional de Antropologia, Etnografia e Historia. (Mexico: Imprenta del Museo Nacional, 1923): 31.  
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from the gallery. While Mateos was not directly told why the item was removed, he did 

note that the Museum did not have the appropriate facilities to conduct chemical or 

stratigraphic object dating. Instead this kind of work was often contracted out to 

independent parties. He also admitted to having given the Xipe mask under investigation 

to Dr. Mena on May 20, 1936. Mateos testified that he personally handed it to the 

Professor and it was returned the next day. The mask therefore was not on display for a 

period of approximately 24 hours. His testimony confirmed that Mena had indeed 

removed the artifacts from the display cases in the Museum, although Mateos does not 

elaborate (because he can’t) on what happened in the period of their absence.  

Nevertheless, he does offer some commentary in reference to the general state and 

condition of the items once they were returned. The axe, he stated, “appeared different 

than when it was under his care.” Its surface sheen looked as though it “had deteriorated 

completely,” and lost “the blackish green coloring previously visible on the blade.” 

Further, the loss of the original patina suddenly left a number of visible fingerprints along 

the blade. The axe submitted for review also lacked the original catalog identifier, N-18, 

which was designated to the axe when it was entered into the Museum’s collection. The 

current specimen had the catalog number written on a small piece of paper which was 

adhered to the blade was in his own handwriting haven been written by him on May 21, 

1936 at the explicit request of Dr. Mena.  
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His examination of the Xipe mask upon its return to the museum proved equally 

unfavorable for Mena. According to Mateos, when the mask was returned a number of 

clearly visible defects were acknowledged. He noted three (3) bent wires around the front 

of the mask (representing hair) as well as three (3) large wires and one (1) smaller one 

completely broken off the side. This was not the condition in which he had given the item 

to Mena and even noted that when compared with the accession photographs these faults 

were not visible. That is to say that the damage incurred was not recorded when the item 

was discovered in 1932. Further, since Mateos worked directly with the objects in the 

Monte Alban salon he was familiar with the objects state. His testimony confirmed that 

the mask was altered in the period that it was out of his custody.  

The official findings of the investigatory commission were submitted to museum 

director Lic. Ledon for review. The report is important because it speaks to the 

importance of the Monte Alban Treasure. Even years following its discovery and display 

the Century of Progress Exposition, it remained a permanent part of the national narrative 

through its incorporation into the Museum of Anthropology, History and Ethnography. 

Its addition to the museum reinforced the historical revisions presented in Chicago and 

encouraged local audiences to accept them as well. The commission concluded that Mena 

sought to discredit the Monte Alban Treasure as false. Driven by “an impulse towards 

scandal and not scientific inquiry,” Mena again refused to follow logical protocol and 

take his suspicions to the SEP. Instead he removed the artifacts from the museum for 
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chemical analysis. The committee determined that Mena’s decision to speak to the press 

about his findings demonstrated an “obvious attempt to provoke spectacle.”279  

The Department was aware of its responsibility as arbiter of culture. They 

collected, interpreted and displayed the artifacts as part of a larger historical narrative.280 

Within the museum setting, the narrative was revised again, this time in order to 

incorporate the find into a much broader scope of national history. That is to say, the 

National museum served as the country’s cultural safeguard, and as such found a niche 

for the exhibit as an appendage to a larger body of collected artifacts. When interpreted as 

a whole, the institution (which was transiently represented at the Fair) provided a general 

retrospective of local indigenous cultures, and presented them as the cornerstone of 

modern Mexican culture and heritage. 

The investigation also lent credence to the idea that the artifacts were national 

treasures. The museum received numerous requests from the state government in Oaxaca 

for the return of the artifacts. While the artifacts eventually were sent to Oaxaca for 

permanent display, this decision may have been influenced by the seemingly never-

ending scandal that followed them in the capital. Nevertheless, while the items were on 

display in Mexico City they figured in as part of a larger origin narrative that represented 

all parts of the nation. Because the museum was under the patronage of a government 

agency it reflected contemporary government interests and concerns. In the 30’s this 

focus was aimed at magnifying regional features and appropriating them as representative 

of a common national identity.  

                                                 
279 Investigatory committee Report to Lic. Ledon. June 10,1936. INAH Serie DMAAH 03/27/33-09/14/33 Caja 25 Exp. 1615 Fs. 4. 

280 Stuart Hall, Representations: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices. (London: Sage in Association with the Open University, 1997). 162-163.  
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Artifacts in Mexico were used as symbols that represented regional groups and in 

the museum they were organized into mini-collections under a larger umbrella that 

represented the shared history of the citizenry. The Department memorandum that 

declared the authenticity of the Monte Alban artifacts in 1933 was definitive. Mena’s 

actions in 1936 overlooked the laws governing national patrimony, the Department that 

protected them and by extension the government who recognized the legitimacy and 

authority of the institution.  

Ramon Mena’s outright disregard for the authority of the DMAAH and the SEP 

demonstrated his own unwillingness to participate in the new revisionist history 

presented at the 1933 Fair. His initial claims intended to thwart their exposition in 

Chicago. When that proved unsuccessful, he resorted to stealing the artifacts for 

independent evaluation. His efforts demonstrate a lack of trust and perhaps his belief that 

the Revolutionary cultural mission was more important than the science behind the 

discipline. The seriousness of Mena’s actions shows that he believed the government 

would overlook scientific truth in order to promote a display that reinforced a historical 

interpretation that found continuity between ancient and contemporary Mexicans.   

Based upon the research compiled for the purpose of this investigation, I 

concluded that this idea was completely unfounded. The conflict between Ramon Mena 

and Alfonso Caso is reflective of a larger process of ideological change. Mena was an 

active part of the Porfirian intellectual elite. As such, he adhered to the practices and 

interpretations of the nations past that relied upon European standards of civilization. 

Caso, as part of the emergent Revolutionary regime, favored a new ideological school 
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that tried to locate the Americas as the cornerstone of Western civilization. This idea 

itself was radical because it coalesced with other state sponsored initiatives (educational 

reform, patronizing of the arts and the preservation of historical monuments) that 

reinforced this innovative idea.  

Caso’s determination to promote the Monte Alban Treasures reflects the steadfast 

resilience of the Revolutionary project. His personal ambitions were part of a larger effort 

to redirect the future of the nation. No longer content to gage Mexican progress against 

European standards, he became part of a larger government coalition that redefined the 

country’s collective consciousness. His transnational approach broadened the scope of his 

audience and by extension his influence. The efforts he invested into defending the 

authenticity of the find shows the level of commitment he had towards the Revolution 

and his steadfast belief in its ability to change the country.   

Without a doubt, Caso’s own defense of the veracity of the find weight heavily 

not only upon his scientific expertise but ideas of honor associated with his position in 

the scientific community. When discussing the conflict with the Museum Director, 

Minister of Public Education and amongst colleagues, he consistently referred to his own 

integrity. The associations between idealizations of masculinity and honor have long been 

debated within the historiography of colonial and modern Latin America.281 Still, he 

draws a strong connection between his honor, integrity and scientific practice. As an 

                                                 
281 The number of monographs that broach this subject abound. Among the most notable that informed my own research are: Asuncion Lavrin. Sexuality and 

Marriage in Colonial Latin America. (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1989); Ann Twinam. Public Lives, Private Secrets: Gender, Honor, Sexuality and 

Illegitimacy in Latin America. (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999); Matthew C. Gutman. Changing Men and Masculinities in Latin America. (Durham: 

Duke University Press, 2003); William F. French and Katherine Bliss. Gender, Sexuality and Power in Latin America Since Independence. (Lanham, MD: Rowman 

& Littlefield Publishers, 2007). Carmen Ruiz. Insiders and Outsiders in Mexican Archeology (1890-1930). Unpublished dissertation. (Austin: University of Texas-

Austin), 2003.  
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extension of his own self, his defense of the work conducted at the field site in Monte 

Alban, the National Musuem and later the Century of Progress exposition reflected a 

lingering preoccupation with defending his scientific work, with his honor as a man. 

Without a doubt, Caso’s defense of his honor added a gendered component to this 

discussion that while not discussed in length in this research project, definitively merits 

further attention.  

 Today the Monte Alban Treasures are exhibited in the Santo Domingo Cultural 

Center in Oaxaca. There they continue to reinforce the same historical narrative promoted 

in 1933. Their permanent display serves as a reminder of their status as markers of 

cultural patrimony. Today, as much as in 1933, the artifact collection and display inserts 

the indigenous back into the country’s national history. They figure prominently not only 

in the local, but at the national imagination.  The successful incorporation of the Monte 

Alban Treasures into the museum reinforces the desire to preserve and protect symbols 

that embody the national. Their status as a permanent fixture in local and national 

memory follows through with the declared objective of indigenous social integration and 

national consolidation.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

One of the most tangible manifestations of the legacy of the Monte Alban 

Treasure is its commemoration on national currency. Long after the 1933 fair the F series 

Mexican 20 peso note was drafted to celebrate President Benito Juarez and his 

indigenous heritage. The symbols chosen to represent the President and celebrate his life 

and accomplishments were legitimized by the state and used as a way to commemorate 

the country’s cultural heritage. They featured some of the most popular pieces from the 

Monte Alban collection and stood to stimulate collective appreciation for the nation.282  

On the front of the bill, a portrait of 19th century President Benito Juarez takes 

center stage. Most notably recognized for his work advocating for the elimination of 

church and military fueros  (privileges) his work was later incorporated into the 

constitution of 1857. The constitution of 1857 at its time, demonstrated the governments’ 

commitment to liberal reforms. Most notable among these was the separation of church 

and state, abolition of slavery, freedom of speech and the right of citizens to bear arms. 

Juarez would later become that nation’s first indigenous President. Stoic and proud his 

image reminds Mexicans everywhere of the liberal reforms he fought to enforce and his 

battle for civil rights. His achievements are celebrated because of the impact they had 

upon society, but also because of Juarez (‘s) acknowledgement of his indigenous 

background. His recognition on the bill speaks to longstanding government attempts to 

bridge social divisions amongst the largely marginalized indigenous population. Juarez, 

                                                 
282 Bennedict Anderson. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism. (New York: Verso, 2006).  
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the reformer, achieved social and political change and had a lasting impact upon Mexican 

society while openly embracing his indigenous heritage.283  

On the notes reverse, a landscape illustration of the most recognized archeological 

monument in the Presidents home state of Oaxaca—Monte Alban. The illustration is 

bordered by images of artifacts collected at the site including a funerary urn and a gold 

pectoral plate. Note the way that the bank has inserted itself into the artifact. This 

suggests that the bank is referencing its own history with the artifacts. When they were 

initially discovered the archeological treasures were housed inside the bank (both in 

Oaxaca and Mexico City) for safekeeping. In some way, the insertion of the bank name 

onto the image of the pectoral plate could signify the banks role as a protectorate of 

important national artifacts. The images and objects put on display on the note hold 

significant value in the historical and cultural memory not only of the Mexicans who use 

the currency in their everyday lives, but also the visitors who take part in its exchange.  

 
Figure 20: Mexican 20 Peso, front view. Issued in 2007 this F Series bill printed by the Banco de Mexico 

features President Juarez as well as justice scales and 1857 Constitution symbolizing not only his 
profession as a lawyer but his commitment to legal change and social justice. 

 

                                                 
283 Roalf Roder. Juarez and his Mexico. (New York: Viking Press, 1947). See also Juan A. Carbajal. La Consolidacion de Mexico como Nacion: Benito Juarez, la 

constitucion de 1857 y las Leyes de Reforma. (Mexico, D.F.: Editorial Porrua, 2006).  
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Figure 21: Mexican 20 Peso, rear view.  Illustration of the archeological site of Monte Alban including two 
artifacts unearthed in the 1932 excavation of tomb #7. On the left a pectoral plate and on the bottom right a 

funeral urn. 
 

The exhibition of Monte Alban Treasures at the Century of Progress Exposition 

epitomized the cultural mission of the Revolutionary government. While it might seem 

contradictory to present archeology at a fair whose theme was progress, the exhibit did tie 

into a broader cultural project. It was specifically the theme of progress that encouraged 

the Mexican commission to use art and archeology to re-write the history of the nation. In 

a period where most were focused on the future, Mexican officials had to reconcile the 

past legacy of internal conflict and racial prejudices in order to move forward. For 

Mexican fair commissioners progress was achieving social justice, ethnic recognition and 

integration as well as cultural awareness.  

 Mexican domestic cultural revitalization programs initiated in the 1920’s proved 

successful. By 1933 the Secretary of Public Education and National Museum endorsed a 

local interpretation of the Revolution. Displays at fairs art shows and museums lay the 

foundation for America’s second look at the neighboring republic. These public 
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exhibitions shows generated American interest and forced Mexico’s government to 

determine the symbols that would define the nation abroad.  

Changing peoples perception of the country abroad proved a necessary task in the 

wake of the Revolution. Before the conflict, the Porfirian administration followed a 

deeply ingrained historical interpretation of the country’s past. Up until then, Mexico was 

a colonial product—an offshoot of the Old World. Civilization in Mexico was imported 

as part of the colonial project. For historians in the Porfiriato, the nation’s indigenous 

populations posed a threat to modernity. Archeology became a tool that allowed 

intellectuals to craft an origin narrative that spoke to their larger ideological beliefs. For 

them, archeology could establish a beginning and end to the country’s indigenous legacy.  

Porfirian archeology and archeological displays presented indigenous society as a 

thing of the past. Temples and relics of ancient civilizations were used to validate a 

historical narrative in which European colonization brought knowledge, social order and 

religion to the country. Modern Mexico then was presented as a product of European 

influence and national development. Indigenous peoples were thus an impediment to 

industrial and technological development because they were uncivilized and socially 

annihilated following the conquest.  

Art shows in the 20’s and 30’s introduced a new historical narrative that 

countered Porfirian histories. Using archeology to draw a continuous chronology from 

ancient to modern times, the Revolutionary administration advocated for indigenous 

inclusion and recognition. Archeology was used as evidence of the past achievements and 

capabilities of indigenous peoples in the fields of art, architecture, science and manual 
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wares. These findings showed that they were able to accomplish those things prior to 

European interventions. They used these artifacts to create an origin story that reduced 

the significance of Old World influences and instead focused upon local potential. Art 

complimented this narrative and spoke to a larger audience. When presented in tandem 

the new narrative justified the Revolution by presenting the colonial period as oppressive 

and its legacy stifling to the creative and social potential of its people.  

 The Monte Alban exhibition at the Chicago World’s Fair did just that. It drew the 

attention of large audience and introduced those unfamiliar to the country. It provided a 

way to present a revised linear Mexican history. The display of artifacts was an extension 

of previous exhibitions held in the U.S. Extremely popular in the local and international 

print media, the Treasures had already garnered acclaim as ‘the richest find in the 

Americas.’ The presentation of the exhibit at the Fair meant that Mexico could further its 

Revolutionary mission by presenting newly discovered evidence of the importance of 

Indigenous society upon the making of the modern Mexican nation. Progress for Mexico 

was moving away from the denial of indigenous heritage and instead embracing it.    

The artifacts were such a hit at the Fair that they continued on a multi-city tour in 

the months following their display in Chicago. Although they proved to be quite the 

spectacle in the U.S. the display, the commission and the Ministry of Public Education all 

suffered embarrassment in domestic papers upon its repatriation to Mexico. The scandal 

surrounding the Monte Alban Treasure evidenced some resistance to the Revolutions 

cultural project. Ramon Mena’s disdain for the revisionist narrative led him to pursue the 
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false notion that the artifacts were fake, and that the archeologist who discovered them a 

liar.  

These accusations undermined the authority of the state to direct the course of the 

nation’s past, present and future. Further, it drew into question the integrity of the 

government and the agency governing over the protection of artifacts and monuments. 

Would they be willing to trade the nations good name and clout amongst the scientific 

community in exchange for completing the mission of the Revolution? Mena believed so. 

His convictions ultimately led to his own personal humiliation after he stole artifacts 

from the museum in an attempt to prove his point. This last attempt to stifle the 

Revolutionary project was the final straw. The removal of the artifacts from the custody 

of the museum was against the law. And when they were returned damaged and visibly 

altered, the Ministry of Public Education had no choice but to formerly denounce the 

former Professor of Archeology.  

As a direct consequence the Monte Alban Treasure was never again released for 

display abroad. Instead an alternative exhibit was created that featured a number of 

replicas of the most prized of the Treasures. Also a number of photographs were 

incorporated in to the display. The images included views of the discovery site, the tomb 

prior to its excavation and a number of the artifacts not on display. This new display was 

created specifically for the public. Mena’s actions were a direct result of the Treasures 

display in Chicago in 1933. As national treasures, the items needed protection on the 

home front as well as abroad. Who was to say what other harm would come to them if 

they continued to be displayed as they were? Not taking any chances the government 
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erred on the side of caution and removed the original items from display at foreign 

exhibitions. 

Government commissioned replicas of the Monte Alban Treasure resumed its 

popular run in the U.S. in the 1960’s. Under the office of the Mexican cultural 

ambassador and the supervision of the Minister of Foreign Affairs an assortment of 

replicas and enlarged photographs of the famed artifacts were sent to Texas and 

Oklahoma. In New Laredo, they were displayed at the Mexican Gallery of Art. The local 

paper, El Diario, referred to the Monte Alban Treasures as “the finest example of the 

great culture of our [in reference to the Mexican population] ancestors.” Consular 

officials in Eagle Pass incorporated the Treasures into tourist campaign directed towards 

American travelers.  

 
Figure 22: Promotional photograph from the Eagle Pass News Guide. The image shows a display that 

included posters promoting travel to Mexico and a reproduction of the Aztec Calendar Stone.284 

                                                 
284 SRE-Direccion de Asuntos Culturales. 532-1 Caja 203 (1960-1980). Folios 13. 
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 In San Antonio the Mexican tourist bureau favored the Mexico a Traves de los 

Siglos displaying “solid gold reproductions of jewelry found in the pyramids.”285 In 

Oklahoma City, the display was shown at the local Rotary club in conjunction with a 

lecture on Mexican art. By far largest display after 1933 was held at the Statler-Hilton 

hotel in Dallas, TX.  

 
Figure 23: Mrs.’s Mildred Killman and Merl R. Warren of Lawton, OK with the travelling Monte Alban 

exhibit set for display at the towns Rotary Club. The exhibit included a series of images and reproductions 
of 18 of the most famed treasures. 286 

 

                                                 
285 “Mexico to Send Exhibition Here.” The Laredo Times. March 3, 1960. SRE DAC 532-1 Caja 203, Folio 5.  
286 SRE Direccion de Asuntos Culturales. 532-1 Caja 203 (1960-1980). Folio14.  
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Designed by the Hal Perkinson and associates marketing and advertising firm the 

exhibit opened February 23, 1962. The exhibition was funded and co-sponsored by 

Mexiana aviation and the consular office in Dallas.287  More than 1,500 people were 

invited to attend and a coalition of singers, dancers and musicians were contracted to 

perform at the opening ceremony. Altogether a success the display in Dallas led to 

subsequent requests for display in Belgrade (1973) Turkey and Switzerland.288 

Domestic presentations of the Monte Alban Treasures were also changed. Instead 

of keeping the artifacts in the National Museum they were transferred to Oaxaca. The 

Ministry of Public Education sent all 25 original display cases and a number of itemized 

ledgers accounting for each item. Today, the Monte Alban Treasure is on display in the 

Cultural Center located in the ex-convent of Santo Domingo in the state capital. Visitors 

to the site perhaps know little about the tumultuous history of the display. Almost 100 

years have passed between the initial discovery and display and now. Until this day the 

secrets surrounding the treasures remain as intriguing now as they did then.  

 
 

 

    

 
  
  

 

 

                                                 
287 Hector Rangel Obregon (consular representative in Dallas, TX) report to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Mexico City. SRE Direccion de Asuntos Culturales. 

532-1, Caja 203 (1960-1980). Folios 44-45.  

288 Ibid.  
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