
BY JUDY CANTORv

Collective

Experience
Rosa and Garlos de la Cruz’s assemblage of cutting-edge contemporary works boldly questions

the traditional definition of Latin American art

onspicuous white spaces and thick
strands of loose picture wire evi¬
dence the absence of some of the art¬

works that usually hang in the high-walled,
sunlit living room of Carlos and Rosa de la
Cruz’s spacious Key Biscayne home. Two
paintings— Star Gazer, by the Mexican mod¬
ernist Rufino Tamayo, and Orchestra Pit, by
the Chilean surrealist Roberto Matta — are

currently on loan to the University of Miami’s
Lowe Art Museum for the exhibition “Latin
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American Art in Miami Collections.”
Elsewhere in the living room, Sea Bitch

Born Deep, a large, hectic painting charged
with Santería symbolism that is an excep¬
tional example of the work of Cuban painter
Carlos Alfonzo, is present on one wall, while
a figurative painting alluding to Afro-Cuban
ritual by artist José Bedia hangs high on the
back wall, above glass doors that lead to the
house’s garden and pool. But a yellow apart¬
ment floor plan painted on a twin-size mat¬

tress by Guillermo Kuitca is gone from its
place on the left side of the room; the piece is
on tour as part of a retrospective exhibition of
the celebrated young Argentine artist’s work
that just opened at Miami’s Center for the
Fine Arts (CFA). And for the moment,
another important Kuitca painting,
Kristallnacht, which belongs in a nook out¬
side the living room doorway, can be seen
at the Institute of Contemporary Art in
Boston, part of a major exhibition dealing

with the Holocaust.
“When I’m asked to loan a work, I

respond,” says Rosa de la Cruz, emerging
from her study on a recent morning with a
list of a dozen institutions in different parts of
the country that have pieces on loan from her
and her husband’s collection of nearly 200
works. “When things go out, other things
take their place. I don’t want to create a
deposit of artworks; they should be seen
Continued on page 15
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outside of my house. It gives me a lot of sat¬
isfaction to see that these artists are recog¬
nized. As collectors we have a responsibility
to support the work of an artist. It’s not just
buying. Buying is the easy part”
Other pieces are absent from various parts

of the house, christened Punta alegre
(Happy Point) by the de la Cruzes: a light
installation by the Cuban-American artist
Felix González-Torres consisting of 45 light

I bulbs with porcelain
sockets; Chilean Alfredo
Jaar’s Terra non descop-
erta, an installation of
three two-sided light
boxes that show ocean

images on one side, and
pictures of indigenous
Latin American peoples
on the other side, the lat¬
ter reflected in fifteen
small mirrors decorated
with gold leaf hung on a
wall behind the boxes;
Miami artist César Tras-
obares’s Vitrine, a wood¬
en box filled with Cuban-
American artifacts; Lost
Forest Reliquary, an
altarlike structure con¬

taining a slice of trunk
and other pieces of
wood, by Uruguay’s
Rimer Cardillo; and
about a half dozen other
works, all of which have
been loaned to the
Lowe.
Additionally, the Co¬

lombian-born artist Iñigo
Manglano-Ovalle’s
Flotilla — three truck-
tire inner tubes marked
“Niña-Río Grande,” “Pin-
ta-Palm Beach,” and
“Santa Maria-Key West,”
respectively — and sev¬
eral other pieces by young Latin artists
belonging to the couple were part of a show
called “Exodus” that was on display in
December at the South Florida Art Center.
Finally, Andrés Serrano’s Cibachrome pho¬
tograph of a Ku Klux Klan member,
Klansman (Imperial Wizard III), plus two
other photographic works by the controver¬
sial artist are part of a traveling one-man

exhibition scheduled for the CFA in May.
“I don’t want to buy only validated art,”

points out de la Cruz, a slim blond woman
who moves swiftly about the house in a tai¬
lored skirt, T-shirt, and suede loafers. “My
whole focus is to document a decade. We’re
interested in collecting art that is happening
now.” Although the couple usually visits
exhibitions and goes to artists’ studios
together, it is Rosa who oversees the day-to-
day maintenance of the collection, the loans
to museums, and philanthropic endeavors

such as providing funding for artists’ shows
or exhibition catalogues.
“For me business is still my main focus,”

concedes Carlos de la Cruz. “But for Rosa
this has become a true passion.”
The de la Cruzes, both born in Cuba, met

in Miami when they were in their teens,
marrying when Carlos was twenty years old
and Rosa nineteen. The couple lived in

Works on loan have left some empty spaces on the walls of the
collectors' art-filled living room

Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle's Flotilla swings outside on the de la Cruzes' patio

Philadelphia, New York City, and Madrid
before moving back to Miami in 1975.
Carlos, a businessman with an MBA from
the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton
Business School and a law degree from the
University of Miami, is the chairman of
Eagle Brands, the Anheuser-Busch distribu¬
tor in Dade County. His holdings also
include three local car dealerships. Now in
their early fifties, the de la
Cruzes have five grown
children.
For their first — paper —

wedding anniversary,
Carlos’s gift to his wife was
Mainstreams ofModern Art,
a classic 1959 art-history
tome written by John
Canaday. Wherever they
lived, the de la Cruzes went
to galleries and museums
regularly. ‘We were always
going to galleries and we
talked about buying art.
But with five kids, we didn’t have the
money,” remembers Carlos. ‘Then we saw
that we could afford it and we began buying,
and it sort of became our hobby. We really
just drifted into collecting.” Like many other
Cuban collectors in Miami, at first they
bought modern works.
“We weren’t focused," Rosa de la Cruz

explains. “Because of our Cuban identity, we

thought why not start in the area described
by those words that are used so much —

Latin American art." Accordingly, they
bought the Matta, the Tamayo, a Wifredo
Lam, a work by Cuban artist René
Portocarrero, and other important midcen¬
tury paintings. However, as they visited
more and more galleries, they became inter¬
ested in the contemporary field, and now

they are committed to buying only recent
works.
“Contemporary art is not for everyone,”

Rosa de la Cruz cautions. “It’s not decora¬
tive. It’s not something you hang over a
sofa.” She walks back into her study and
picks up a small cardboard box from the top
of a file cabinet cluttered with exhibition cat-
Continued on page 16
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document a decade.
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Untitled (31 Days ofBloodworks), by Felix González-Torres, honors the last month in the life of the
artist's lover, who died of AIDS
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alogues. The box is full of nylon stockings,
part of a work by the young Brazilian artist
Ernesto Neto that she acquired while in Sao
Paulo for that city’s biennial last October.
Upon her return, the collector bought two
25-pound bags of lead shot at Home Depot
with which to finish the piece. To install the
work, called Colonia, each stocking leg
must be filled with five pounds of the lead
pellets, then dropped to the floor from waist
level. When all of the stockings have been
dropped, they form a nearly twenty-foot-long
composition. By way of demonstration, de la
Cruz puts some shot into one of the stock¬
ing legs and releases it, creating an anthro¬
pomorphic blob on the carpet. A few lead
balls trickle out and roll under the file
cabinet.
Understanding that works such as this

one might be challenging for those unfamil¬
iar with contemporary art, de la Cruz has
put together a guide to her collection. Each
of the pieces is documented with a thick
ream of photocopied sheets, which she dis¬

tributes to the museum docents, students,
and senior citizens groups who frequently
ask to view the collection. On each page,
she lists the artist’s name, country of origin,
and the titles of his or her works in the col¬
lection. Below that de la Cruz adds excerpts
from catalogue texts or art magazine
reviews pertaining to the artist. Sometimes
she adds her own observations.
“You have to introduce people to contem¬

porary art,” de la Cruz contends, taking a
seat on the living room sofa with a cup of
espresso brought in by a housekeeper. “You
can’t just expect them to know about it
immediately. For some reason, contempo¬
rary art is difficult for people to view. I think
an artist who has a Spanish name is immedi¬
ately foreign to the non-Latin public. The
name’s difficult to pronounce and remem¬
ber. It doesn’t stick in your mind the way a
name you’re familiar with would. It’s not that
people don’t want to know. It’s that when
they don’t understand the language and the

symbolism, they take a step back. The coun-1
tries are so foreign that they feel more com- j
fortable here labeling them as one culture, j
When things are foreign, the easiest way to
simplify them is to give them one name — |
Latin American art.
“Sometimes people come into the house

and they walk right past all the work and go
straight into the garden. Maybe it’s that
they’ve seen only paintings [before], and
they’re confronted with an installation, and
they say, ‘What the hell is this?’ People are
afraid to ask questions, so it’s the institu- j
tion’s responsibility to make people more
comfortable. That’s what I try to do here.”

At a record-setting auction of works by I^atin
America artists held at Sotheby’s in New
York last November, collectors from South j
American countries and the United States
paid a total of $13.4 million for 61 pieces.
The sale also broke individual records for
the work of seventeen different artists. A I
Christie’s Latin American auction, held the j
same week, totaled $16 million, a figure that j

broke that house’s record
for Latin American art.
The January issue ofArt &
Auction magazine heralds
these precedents with a
cover story entitled “Brash
New World.” Writes editor
in chief Amy Page, “No
longer a fringe area on the
underdeveloped outskirts
of the art world, [Latin
American art] is becoming
increasingly a mainstream
concern.”
Increasing attention has

been paid to Latin American artists by col¬
lectors, critics, and curators over the past
decade, and some of that interest has cen¬
tered on Miami, often referred to as a Latin
American art capital. Its claim to that title
was corroborated convincingly at the
annual Art Miami fair, held earlier this
month at the Miami Beach Convention
Center. Art Miami organizer David Lester
said in a recent interview that he would like
to play down the fair’s reputation as a Latin
American event, featuring instead a
broader range of galleries. Nonetheless
this year’s fifth edition still had a predomi¬
nantly Latin flavor, testimony to the
strength of an existing Latin American art
market in Miami that caters to buyers from
both South Florida and other U.S. cities, as
well as from Latin American countries.
This Miami market, dictated by the tastes of

members of a Latin (mostly Cuban) elite, is
primarily for works in traditional media (paint-
Continued on page 18

“Cuban doctors are

among the biggest
buyers of Cuban art.

One is trying
to impress the other.
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ing and bronze or ceramic sculpture) depict¬
ing time-honored Latin American subject mat¬
ter: folkloric still lifes, figurative landscapes,
or bright-colored “fantastic” abstractions.
There is also a current interest among local
collectors in work by contemporary Cuban or
Cuban-American artists that reflects the politi¬
cal and social concerns particular to that cul¬
ture: José Bedia, who finds inspiration in the
Afro-Cuban Palo Monte religion; Maria Britto,
who addresses personal themes
of exile in her multimedia con¬

structions; and the conceptual
and performance artist Juan-Si,
whose latest works critique
aspects of Miami’s Cuban
community.
While bilingual, cross-cultural

Miami may be an ideal showcase
for diverse works by artists from
the Americas and of Latin
descent, not everyone here is
prepared to throw caution to the
wind. “So much of what the Latin
community buys has to do with
status,” laments Giulio Blanc, a
Miami-based art critic and consultant who
curated “Latin American Art in Miami
Collections” at the Lowe. “It may have to do
with identity and roots, but it’s also status —
there’s almost a tribal dimension to this.
Cuban doctors, for example, are among the
biggest buyers of Cuban art. They all buy the
same names — Lam, Mario Carreño, Amelia
Paláez— and it’s very competitive. One is try¬
ing to impress the other. It’s status buying.”
And commerce inevitably dictates what

makes it into the galleries and what doesn’t.
“I specialize exclusively in Latin American
modern and contemporary art,” notes José
Martinez Cañas, owner of Elite Fine Art, a
well-established gallery in Coral Gables. “But
I do not experiment. Not because I’m not
interested in far-fetched experimental art, but
because I just feel it’s unfair for a dealer to

experiment with his clients’ money.”
This attitude that prizes Cuban masters or

decorative contemporary painters while leav¬
ing little room for emerging artists interested
in any kind of a postmodern discourse affects
the general public, too. At the Lowe, for
example, according to Blanc, several visitors

thought that Felix González-Torres’s light
sculpture, which stands at the entrance to the
“Latin American Art in Miami Collections”
exhibition, was a holiday decoration.
While the works in the de la Cruzes’ collec¬

tion are by artists of Latin American origin,
they depart considerably from what many
people here think of as Latin American art.
The couple has compiled an avant-garde sur¬
vey that highlights the individual strengths of
exceptional contemporary artists, whose var¬
ied use of media and conceptual strategies

serves to question the validity of the term
“Latin American art” as a catchall category.
“There’s a stereotype that’s been reinforced

in this country, and especially in Miami, of
seeing art produced by Latin Americans as
something fantastic and colorful,” asserts
Berta Sichel, a New York-based Brazilian
curator in town recently to attend Art Miami.
“People don't recognize conceptual art as
Latin American. But there’s a strong concep¬
tual art movement in Latin America, espe¬
cially in Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico. A lot
of the artists whose work is in the de la Cruz
collection come out of that tradition.”
The almost 200 works in the collection are,

with some exceptions, by artists under the
age of 40, born in various Latin American
countries. Many have emigrated to the U.S.,
either as children or as adults, for both profes¬

sional and personal reasons.
Their work addresses com¬

plex issues of national and
cultural identity as filtered
through personal experience,
and their techniques reflect
elements of the artistic tradi¬
tions — both academic and
indigenous — of their respec¬
tive native countries. While
the works in the collection
most of all point up the diver¬
sity inherent in what could be
called contemporary Latin
American art, they share at
least two common character¬
istics: a continuous search
for identity and the use of a
postmodern language of uni¬
versal symbols.
“I think that when we

look at the de la Cruzes’
collection, we see art that
has become kind of trans¬
national or has gone beyond
any regional definition,”
observes artist Iñigo
Manglano-Ovalle, who lives
in Chicago. ‘The aesthetics
that they are looking at
encompass a larger scope of
concerns. 1 think the interest
in this collection has been to
see a major collector in

Miami be one of the precursors of how con¬
temporary work is being collected. This
major shift has to do with terminology.”
The debate over what qualifies as Latin

American art — and indeed, whether that
term should be used at all — has been going
Continued on page 20
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“Artists from Latin

America may have
similar problems, but
their responses to them

are different.”

In the “chapel," Jac Leirner's Double Blue Chain and 21 shirts
pierced with a steel blade (Untitled), by Doris Salcedo; in the
background, works by Ana Mendieta and Ernesto Neto
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on for decades among curators, critics,
dealers, and artists. These politics of iden¬
tity have become more complicated as
more artists explore the disparate cultural
influences in their work. While the artists
whose work composes the de la Cruz col¬
lection are from Latin America or of Latin
American origin, most would not define
themselves as Latin American artists.
“I’m not necessarily comfortable with the

term ‘Latin American artist,’ that particular
south-of-the-border distinction doesn’t jibe
for a lot of artists,” says Manglano-Ovalle,
who is currently working on a piece
inspired by the recent Summit of the
Americas. “And yet our particular kind of
roots, our culture and concerns, has to do
with a particular nationality, but also with
our status here in the United States. I usu¬
ally use the term ‘Latino.’ It’s an alternative
to ‘Latin America’ and ‘Hispanic,’ and one
that also implies social, cultural, and politi¬
cal demographic shifts.”
Guillermo Kuitca, considered one of the

leading contemporary Latin American
painters (his Idea de una pasión sold for
more than $40,000 at the Sotheby’s auc¬
tion) , says that despite the fact that deal¬
ers, museum curators, and art critics clas¬
sify his work as “Latin American,” he
doesn’t use the term to identify himself.
“I don’t classify myself as a Latin

American artist,” says the 34-year-old
painter, speaking from his studio in
Buenos Aires. “For me the term doesn’t
really signify anything. To other people it
signifies a lot. I’d say some people give it
too much importance. One thing that
artists from Latin America share is that
they are permanently imprisoned by this
classification.
“Artists from Latin America may have

similar problems, but their responses to
them are different,” he continues. “Each
individual, each city, each country has
their own experiences. For me ‘Latin
American’ does not represent a concept
that serves me in my work or my life. If it
works for others, I think that’s fine. It’s
very important that everyone find his or
her own place despite the place where they
come from.”
“When you set up a collection, you have

to deal with these particular terminolo¬
gies,” notes Manglano-Ovalle. “I think the
de la Cruzes’ interest is in artists who have
gone beyond the modernist description of
the Latin American to a more critical
reconstruction of one’s identity.”

Rosa de la Cruz gets up to take a phone
call from Felix González-Torres, the artist
whose light sculpture at the Lowe was mis¬
taken for a holiday display. González-
Torres is in town from New York. A loud,
animated conversation in Spanish about
restaurants and food ensues. About ten
minutes later, the collector, still smiling at
the artist’s anecdotes, leads the way to a
sparely furnished library off the house’s
living room. The silhouette of a female
form sculpted from sand lies on the marble
floor. It is a prized acquisition, one of the
few existing pieces by the Cuban-American
artist Ana Mendieta, who died in 1985 after
falling from a window of her New York
apartment.
Several photographs of Mendieta’s pow¬

erful, spiritual earthworks, made by bury¬
ing her body in mud or sand — or burning
her outline into the grass at sites in
Mexico and Cuba — are displayed on a
mauve wall over a recessed bookcase. A
stack of 21 men’s shirts, all white, pene-
Continued on page 22
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trated by a steel rod sits on the floor behind
the sand sculpture. This untitled piece by
Colombian artist Doris Salcedo was inspired
by the experiences of 40 women who wit¬
nessed their husbands being killed on their
own doorsteps. A dark work entitled
Witness, painted by Carlos Alfonzo — who
rjied in Miami ofAIDS at age 41 — is on the
wall behind it. De la Cruz refers to this room
as “the chapel."
She points through the windows of a con¬

necting parlor to the back yard, where she
soon plans to start construction of a separate
exhibition space for works from the collec¬
tion, which has outgrown the house. Many
of the installations the de la Cruzes own

have special spatial requirements. “I’m not
buying normal household art,” de la Cruz
emphasizes. “I’m going beyond that.... I
have a work by Rimer Cardillo that requires
soil and leaves — where do I put it?”
De la Cruz speaks fervently about each

artwork in her home, stressing that she and
her husband do not buy art as an invest¬
ment. “If I were to start pricing the current
value of my works, that would defeat the
purpose of what I’m doing,” she explains. “I
just want people to recognize these artists
for the quality of their work. I’m not doing
this for myself, I’m doing it for the artists.
It’s not my work, it’s theirs. I don’t care how
much it’s worth. This art is not: for sale.”
The strong-willed de la Cruz has been

known to.have her differences with art deal¬
ers, who she often circumvents by buying
directly from artists in their studios. The
artists themselves enthusiastically confirm
the couple’s ongoing support of their work
above and beyond that of most collectors.
“The de la Cruzes bought one of my earli¬

est paintings,” remembers Roberto Juarez,
whose show, “They Entered the Road,”
opened last week at the CFA. “Then they
bought a more recent painting, so it seemed
they were trying to tell a story. It wasn’t like
they were just buying a name that everyone
else was buying. They were really interested
in the development of the work, and that’s
rare.”
“Rosa and Carlos are open to a lot of

experimental work, not only in terms of
materials, but in terms of philosophical
approaches,” says César Trasobares, who
created the light-box installation owned by
the couple. ‘They’re not the typical Cubans
who collect prerevolutionary art. They’re
buying live art. It goes beyond accumulating
valuable property, it’s sort of a philosophical
commitment. I’ve met a lot of collectors
through the years, and if we had three more
like them, Miami would really be in good
shape."
The de la Cruzes plan to donate their col¬

lection to a public institution at some point
in the future. With this is mind, they are
acquiring museum-quality pieces that most
private collectors would stay away from. For
instance they often buy works that are large
in scale or otherwise difficult to install. And
they have supported artists by funding
works for museum shows. “The de la
Cruzes have commissioned work sight
unseen,” confirms Manglano-Ovalle. ‘They
said to me, ‘We know you do a lot of work
that could never fit inside a house. So if you
ever need financial support, give us a call.’
So I did.” The result was an installation
piece called Balsero (Rafter), currently on a
museum tour. The de la Cruzes still have
not seen the work.
“I want the best of every artist’s works,” de

la Cruz states emphatically, gesturing to the
artwork around her. “These are the kind of
works that museums are looking for, but
they may not have the funding right now to
buy them. So we will. CD
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