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INTRODUCTION
Carla Stellweg’s life began as an accident of fate. The
daughter of European colonials in the faltering Dutch East
Indies, she was born in an internment camp for women
and children in Bandung, West Java, when the Japanese
invaded (1942) and her pregnant mother and aunt were
caught trying to escape to Australia. The time of her birth
was a literal crossroads for the family: the men were taken
as prisoners of war (to build a Japanese cross-Indochina
railroad); the women and children captured, all facing the
real prospect of an uncertain future after Europe had been
destroyed by WWII; and, more pressingly, all fraught by
the loss of a specific sense of place as Dutch nationals born
to the tropics. Rather than stymieing her, the circumstances surrounding her birth and early childhood resulted in a
productive ambivalence—being neither South East Asian
nor fully European—that afforded her an incredibly open
conception of herself and of others. Perhaps this fluidity
has allowed her to crisscross a wide array of identities and
roles during her lengthy and productive entwinement
with Latin American art: writer, thinker, community
organizer, activist, fundraiser, museum curator, gallery
owner, collector, private dealer, scholar, and teacher.
By the early 1970s, there had been a number of
important segues in the life of Carla Stellweg: Bandung,
Singapore, The Hague, Mexico City, and New York. But
with a young son to care for, it was also a time of reckoning
and of striking a balance between the personal and the
professional. “When one observes Christo’s work,” she
had written in 1970 about the Bulgarian-born artist’s
environmental collaborations with Jeanne-Claude, his
partner in art as in life, “one gets the sense that each new
project draws him nearer to madness.”1 Perhaps the largescale environmental projects that were then garnering
the artists increasing international attention may have
suggested to her a will to move away from a passive,
unidirectional relationship with art. Their strategy, Stellweg
continued in the critique, “could very well be read as an
attempt to totally eliminate ‘art,’ in favor of … breaching
through to life itself.”2 Maybe, just maybe, the liminality

of Christo and Jeanne-Claude’s production challenged
her to entangle herself—in the manner that their wrappings often do around structures, islands, landscapes and
buildings—in a similar space between art and life. For
Stellweg, this sort of vital convergence arrived in 1973
with the establishment of Artes Visuales, the journal that
she co-founded at Mexico City’s Museo de Arte Moderno
(MAM) and edited until 1981.
In June 2016, I was privileged to talk extensively with
Stellweg about her remarkable trajectory in the arts. What
follows is a fragment of that longer interview, focusing on
the period from her arrival in Mexico in 1958, to 1981
when—after over a decade of toggling between Mexico
City and New York—Artes Visuales folded and she (more)
permanently put down roots in the United States.
María C. Gaztambide (MG): It seems to me that your
uprooted upbringing, which may have been a handicap
for others, enabled you to move more freely within, outside, and between those places where you have spent the
majority of your adult life. This brings me to the question
of when and under what circumstances did your family
arrive in Mexico.
Carla Stellweg (CS): I had no idea Mexico existed until
my father found a job post there. I mean, I saw it on the
map, but I didn’t know what to think. My mother was
very deeply unhappy in the Netherlands, understandably.
There was no way that they could go back to Indonesia. So,
my father went to Rome, the headquarters of FAO (Food
and Agricultural Organization), essentially a neo-colonial
agency the United Nations had created post-WWII. […]
As a matter of fact, there was an ex-colonial Dutch man
who directed it, and [my father] told him: “My wife is
totally unhappy and so am I. We want to go somewhere
else, to a place in some tropical environment, and use my
expertise there.” This man gave him three options: Mexico,
Guatemala or Brazil. My mother checked the places and
decided on Mexico. Her reasoning was that Mexico had
already had its independence and an agrarian revolution.
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MG: Perhaps this was her own ingenious strategy to
minimize the risk of another uprooting for the family.
You’ve mentioned that you were sixteen when you arrived
in Mexico. How did you begin to work in the arts there?
CS: I had decided when I was in the Netherlands that
I wanted to be a social anthropologist. At the time,
there was no such thing as a combined discipline. It
was either sociology or anthropology. When I arrived
to Mexico, it looked like the entire place was one social-anthropological site—not dead, not buried, but right
in front of my eyes. My mother—who was a well-educated colonial person [who enjoyed] operas, concerts,
and museums—was very keen on taking us on visits
[to cultural institutions]. I remember the very first art
exhibition I saw was on Remedios Varo.3 I then made
friends and I pretty much started to look around on my
own. Then I met my son’s father [in Mexico City]. I first
came to New York following him; I was seventeen. […]
I started to look here in New York at certain things in
the museums and then I went back to Mexico to give
birth to my son. And then I just kind of moved there
[more permanently].
MG: But your family was in Mexico when your son
was born?
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MG: That was so fortuitous, Carla. In a way, you were
giving birth to your son, but it was also the birth of your
career in art.
CS: Exactly, through that act. By 1964, I had sorted everything out. I had gone back to New York and I was
working at the United Nations [giving] guided tours
with a uniform and a name tag that said my name on it,
very official. My father called me asking to come back to
Mexico to be with my mother because he had to go to
Holland and she was not in good shape. So, I went back
with my son and I was bored stiff out of my brain. [Soon]
I started visiting the Zona Rosa where the galleries were,
and talking to the [American] expat May Brooks, who
was very involved with the intellectuals in Mexico. She
had just opened a little space that was showing the guys
from the Nueva Presencia group: [Francisco] Icaza, [José
Luis] Cuevas, [Francisco] Corzas, [Arnold] Belkin, all
those people.5 I started helping her in the afternoons.
And on one of the very first days that I was doing that,
in walked Belkin and Icaza.
MG: Your first big break came from [the Mexican cultural
promoter, diplomat, and museum director] Fernando
Gamboa, whom you had met in Brussels before your
family’s move to Mexico. How did you meet him?

CS: Yes, they were there, but I didn’t go to visit them,
[because when I married his father], my father said:
“Okay. Here. Fine. You’re married. Fine. But this is it.
This is a one-way ticket. You go, but you don’t come
back.” Se había vuelto muy duro.4
MG: So you left New York and returned to Mexico, but
you were on your own?
CS: Yes, I went to a friend’s house. Then my mother finally
said, “You know, well, we are here in this house at Calle
Jazmín in Tlacopac, San Ángel. There is a studio next
door that belongs to this Mexican muralist [Siqueiros]
who is in jail. You can rent this for little money.” And
so I did. Helen Escobedo [the Mexican sculptor and
installation artist] was working in the studio, and I rented
the tapanco, a huge loft space, with double height in
scale. At one end of the space there was a stairwell up to
a mezzanine, a room, and a little kitchen. That is where
I had my baby [in 1960].
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Fig. 1: Entrance to the Mexican Pavilion at the Brussels
World’s Fair designed by architect Pedro Ramírez Vázquez,
(1919-2013). April 17 to October 19, 1958. Photographer
unknown.

CS: Before boarding the ship to Mexico, my mother took
us to Brussels to see the Mexican Pavilion at the [1958]
World’s Fair.6 (Fig. 1) [There], Gamboa had set up his usual
script: pre-Columbian, colonial, folk art, semi-iconoclastic
at the time, to modern art, which included basically the
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needed not to be constantly shuffled from one place to
another [as I] had been while growing up. So I went back
to him after I thought the whole idea through and what
the logistics of it were and said, “you know, Fernando,
we can do this another way. We can do a magazine that
is bilingual. We can incorporate all of these ideas like an
exhibition on paper.” That is how it all began.
MG: In the introduction to the first number, you wrote
that these “countries with many common problems and
elements [should] confront the questions of their artistic
sensibility jointly.” And, several editions later, you described the intellectual panorama in Mexico as chaotic and
marred by a critical lack of intra-regional information.12
From the onset, you seemed to have had this idea that the
region needed to be more culturally integrated.
CS: Yes. That was the aspiration for sure.
MG: At a time when, as you mentioned, information was
mediated by the U.S. and Europe (“the countries that
invest in us,” as you wrote in the second of those early
editorials), was Artes Visuales’ continental reach a novel
idea in Mexico?13 How was that idea received?
CS: The thing is that I never quite asked anybody if they
agreed with my point of view. I just went and did what
seemed to me needed to be done. There was a big gap
there and an absence. The magazine was something that
was certainly necessary. And I was happy to create a
conversation and a dialogue with those working with me
on the magazine, as well as those that were invited to join
in the dialogue from other places. The basis and the whole
idea about doing a publication was to have a dialogue. At
the time, the region was all very nationalistic and each
one was in their own little world. I didn’t realize that I
was pioneering something that had not been done yet.
MG: But then, there began to be a growing discussion—
certainly among art critics—on whether or not this notion
of Latin American art, as a unifying concept, had any
traction. It was beginning to be discussed as well, outside
of Mexico.14
CS: Yes. Especially by getting these meetings together and
talking about what that all could mean, or would mean, or
might mean, or whether it should not exist at all […] Or

whether we were completely off the track here thinking
that there was such a thing. You could go through each
of the issues of Artes Visuales and it pops up again, and
again and again.15
MG: Artes Visuales was also among the first to position
Latino art production as part and parcel to Latin American
art. For example, in the 1977 issue dedicated to Mexican
muralism, you had an article by Shifra Goldman on Los
Angeles street art.16
CS: I think it was probably the first time that anyone;
certainly in the United States and probably also in Mexico,
mentioned the Los Angeles mural art scene as part of a
common lineage of Mexican art. What blows my mind
is that we said it so early in Artes Visuales, despite some
of us being so deeply, totally disinterested in the East
Los Angles murals. Just like we were disinterested in the
Puerto Rican [art] scene in New York. But were doing
Contrabienal.
MG: Perhaps you found these proposals too peripheral,
too far removed from the conceptual propositions that
you were about to introduce through Contrabienal.
CS: We really didn’t understand. It was ignorance, you
know, combined with arrogance. I had started looking
at that scene [in the U.S.] as a result of having been in
Texas several times, at the Hemisfair ‘68 and what not.
All these things were really important and sitting on my
mind. But [at the same time], they were not things that I
could reference in Artes Visuales [until later].
MG: Could you talk a little about how the magazine
folded?
CS: I should have made the magazine independent [from
the MAM], but you know how it is with magazines, they
have a life span.
MG: Artes Visuales came to a sort of abrupt, or unforeseen,
stop in 1981.
CS: Well, I was savvy having learned from Gamboa how
to maneuver the government’s institutional systems. The
magazine was able to survive three directors of INBA
[Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes], and I can’t remember
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how many secretaries, and three from the Secretaría de
Educación Pública. You know, with each change they
would bring their favorite people.
MG: Everything gets cleaned out in these transfers of
power; but you remained irrespective of the intellectual
content of the magazine. Just being able to survive all
those political changes, and also bringing in sponsors,
was quite an accomplishment.
CS: Oh, well for one, it was all political. It was not because
of my incapacity for changing. No. I am always able to
change. [When it finally shut down], it was because a
[new director came in and he] recommended a new
structure [for the magazine]. Gamboa had resigned from
the MAM and he now had a double position as INBA’s
technical director. Meanwhile, while everybody was
on the campaign trail, a very mediocre poet, Mariano
Flores Castro, comes in and invites me to lunch. And he
proceeds to get totally drunk and he proposes that I take
the magazine out of the MAM and into the Departamento
de Artes Plásticas.
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there. Then, of course, the scandal broke out. The director
of the INBA, the secretarios, Gamboa, and [a number of
ministry men] were all in the middle of la campaña [for
the 1981 election]. So when Gustavo Saenz, who was the
director of the INBA journal, was hauled off to jail for
supposedly publishing an editorial criticizing the wife of
José López Portillo [Mexico’s outgoing president, in office
1976−82], I said to myself “hold on, this is dangerous
here.” So I went from friend’s house to friend’s house, but
not [to my own] home. I was in hiding for a while, and
then I came to New York [where] I had already had this
loft since 1978. […] I had thought that when [Miguel] de
la Madrid’s term finished [in office, 1982−88], I would go
back and do something. But I just really didn’t want to
take on that kind of work with Mexico and Latin America.
Maybe from here rather than from there.

MG: To take it a step above the museum?
CS: Yes, technically. [He told me that he was] more
interested in seeing the magazine integrate writers and
do something with poetry and those kinds of things. I
reminded him that there was already a magazine at the
INBA that [did that]. More importantly, I asked him
“what makes you think that I would betray the current
INBA and MAM directors and take this magazine out
of the office to your office?” I had received numerous
offers during all the years I had been with Gamboa, and
I mentioned to him a few that were very appealing in
terms of financial benefits. But I never took any of it.
[What he was proposing was] out of the question. He then
asked the temporary interim director that was replacing
Gamboa to confiscate the magazine and seal the offices.
MG: Absolute retribution!
CS: Meanwhile, my team and I had gone off to see Vicente
Rojo at Imprenta Madero, and when we returned, we were
blocked.17 We could not even get our toothpicks. Nothing.
I left a whole bunch of stuff that was part of my private
collection, that was hanging on my office wall and I left it
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Fig. 6: Cover for the last
issue of Artes Visuales.
The color photograph,
entitled Dos mujeres of
1978, is by the Phoenix-born photographer
Louis Carlos Bernal
(1941-1993).

CONCLUDING OBSERVATIONS
It seems prescient that the last [issue] of Artes
Visuales was the June 1981 issue dedicated to Chicano
art. (Fig. 6) Unknowingly to Stellweg, it closed the cycle
for that journal. But, it also opened up another important
dialogue—a vital one, as artist Roberto Gil de Montes,
whom she had brought in as guest editor for the number,
underscored in his editorial—between Mexican and
Chicano art. Its focus on artists that subscribed to the
Chicano Movement; but also explored “new possibilities,
trying to escape imposed clichés,” foreshadowed her own
lines of inquiry in the U.S., where she permanently settled
after Artes Visuales’ abrupt closure.18
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“To solve anything, you first need to identify the
problem,” Stellweg wrote in her thoughtful commentary which closed the issue. Certainly, the “problem” of
Chicano representation could be easily encapsulated:

5

[…] [W]hat happens with the making of
art that was born Chicano, in solidarity
with a class, a race, a colony within the
North American system, but now faces
the pressure of questions that come out
of the superdeveloped, superstructured
art establishment?19
Yet, the roadblocks that she and her generation would
stumble upon in promoting the work of artists such as
Carlos Almaraz, Jerry Dreva, Pedro Luján or Sylvia Salazar
Simpson in the U.S. presaged unimaginable struggles.20
Even today, as the superdeveloped and superstructured art
establishment crumbles.
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