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The Bermuda Triangle of
Madrid’s Museums: The
Prado, the Museum of the
Americas and the National
Museum of AnthropologyEsther Gabara

Abstract

The Bermuda triangle of the title refers to the magical space between
three Madrid museums— El Prado, the Museum of the Americas, and
the National Museum of Anthropology—in which the coloniality of
Spanish society disappears, in the contemporary moment as much as in
the historical narrative. This article asks: where is Latin America— spe-
cifically, Latin American art—in Spain? It sets out the discursive maneu-
vers that have obscured that coloniality in art and in the daily activities
that allow Spaniards to enjoy Andean potatoes in their tortillas and
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Mayan chocolate with their churros, without savoring the American bit-
terness that is their basic ingredient.

KEYWORDS: Coloniality; Art history of Spain; Art history of Latin
America; Prado Museum; Museo de Am�erica, Madrid; ARCO Madrid
art fair; exhibition history; Food studies

The “Bermuda Triangle” in the title of this essay refers to the space
between Madrid’s museums—the Prado, the Museo de Am�erica
[Museum of the Americas] and the National Museum of
Anthropology—, where the coloniality of Spanish society seems to
magically disappear.1 As we will see, the “sleight of hand” at play
here—echoing Alejo Carpentier’s sentiments in his discussion of
European Surrealism in contrast to Latin American in contrast to the
Latin American marvelous real2—manages to make Spain’s coloniality
vanish into thin air while simultaneously allowing the country to reap
the benefits of the cultural and artistic riches of the colonial system. As
one of the tools employed by the modern colonial system, which began
with the conquest of the Latin American territories and continues to the
present day, the work of this cruel magic is as much at play in habits of
everyday life as it is in museum exhibitions, and as present in historical
discourse as it is in the growing market for contemporary Latin
American art in Spain.3

Simply put, this work of investigation and intervention examines the
discursive maneuvers that have allowed Spaniards to enjoy (Mayan)
chocolate with their churros, and patatas (not Andean papas) in their
tortillas (potato omelets, not the corn flatbreads of the same name) on a
daily basis without tasting the American bitterness that serves as their
basic ingredient. It is no coincidence that unlike the Nahuas, residents of
the Iberian Peninsula enjoy their chocolate with a generous helping of
sugar, the other major product of the modern colonial system and slav-
ery in the Caribbean. The combination of these two products represents
a fusion of two forms of exploitation: the forced labor of enslaved peo-
ples on sugar plantations, and the pillaging of Latin America’s cultural
and natural resources.4 The somewhat murky nature of this triangle—
named (with a touch of dark humor) after the mythical space in the
Caribbean into which many boats and planes are said to have disap-
peared—was what inspired me to embark on a pilgrimage in search of
Latin American art in these three institutions.

This project is still in its early stages, which means I tend to raise
more questions than answers here. The questions I ask are an attempt to
speak up against the monotonous hum of the state powers and commer-
cial interests that drown out Latin American voices from the colonial
past and more recent immigration, making it hard to hear them against
the background hum of contemporary life.5 Where is Latin America—
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specifically, Latin American art—in Spain? As well as a work-in-pro-
gress, this essay has evolved into a kind of hybrid between a research
essay and a manifesto. If it were an out-and-out manifesto, I would
probably call it something like: “Manifesto in Support of the Rights of
Potatoes and Chocolate.”

To begin, let us consider each of these institutions and how they
relate to colonial history. The Prado, the Spanish jewel in the crown of
global museums, houses a collection of masterpieces from the sixteenth,
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The route to the Prado from the
east of the city the Buen Retiro Park, which started to take shape
between 1630 and 1640, when the colonial project was in full swing.
Walking through the “meadows” (prados) to which the name of Spain’s
most famous art institution refers, one follows the Paseo de Uruguay
before turning right onto Avenida de Cuba and then left onto Paseo del
Paraguay. Although the promenades and avenues along this route are
named after Latin American countries, we see no explicit mention or
portrayal of these former colonies upon reaching the museum itself,
even though their wealth of natural and cultural resources paid for the
masterpieces on display. Like all museums, the Prado rotates the art-
works from the permanent collection in its exhibition halls. However, as
we will see in this essay, the invisibility of the colonial project is really
quite astonishing in a museum that is famed for its collection of art pro-
duced at the peak of Spanish colonialism in the Americas.

When I first set out in search of the Americas in the Prado Museum
(in October 2009, and again in February 2010), I could only find evi-
dence of Spain’s vast colonial enterprise in three works of art.6 The first
of these was Goya's Still Life (1809-1812) of a dead turkey, in which the
American bird occupies the genre of the bodeg�on (still life), traditionally
reserved for Spanish goods (Figure 1). The second piece was Juan Andr�es

Figure 1
Francisco Jos�e de Goya y Lucientes,
Still Life, c.1808–12, oil on canvas,
45� 63 cm, Museo del Prado,
Madrid # Prado, Madrid, Spain/
Bridgeman Images.
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Rizi’s portrait of Tiburcio de Red�ın y Cruzat, a high-ranking soldier who
became a missionary and died in Venezuela (Figure 2). The original
Spanish text accompanying this piece in the museum and the online cata-
logue contains a rather surprising description of the soldier’s life:

But he did not forfeit the energy or the enterprising spirit that set
him apart on the battlefield, turning his energies instead toward
evangelizing the indigenous American peoples.7

The museological “voice” that narrates this story does not seem to
distance itself at all from the colonial admiration of the “enterprising
spirit” of this soldier turned missionary. The final trace of the Americas
appeared in another portrait, this time of Jos�e de Rozas y Mel�endez de

Figure 2
Fray Juan Andr�es Rizi, Don Tiburcio
de Redin y Cruzat, 17th century, oil
on canvas, 203� 124 cm, Museo del
Prado, Madrid # Prado, Madrid,
Spain/Bridgeman Images.
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la Cueva, the first count of Castelblanco, born in Lima, Peru, and
painted by Jean Baptiste Oudry in or around 1716. This criollo came to
hang on the walls of the Prado by marrying Lady Mary Josephine
Drummond, the countess of Castelblanco.8 None of these three pieces
portray the colonial project thematically; it may even seem ridiculous to
insist on mentioning them here. Yet these works were the only trace of
the Americas I could find in the thousands of meters of art displayed in
the Prado, a museum that, as I mentioned before, is primarily dedicated
to exhibiting art produced during Spain’s colonial era, without naming
it as such.

There is one possible exception to the rule of exclusion, one so large
that it may signify that we should understand the invisibility of the
Americas in the Prado as a learned blindness from which I too suffer.
Scholars have argued that perhaps the best-known painting in the
Prado, Las Meninas by Diego Vel�azquez (Figure 3), contains an icon of

Figure 3
Diego Rodr�ıguez de Silva y
Vel�azquez, Las Meninas or The
Family of Philip IV, circa 1656, oil on
canvas, 316�276 cm, Museo del
Prado, Madrid # Prado, Madrid,
Spain/Bridgeman Images.
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the Americas, one that is edible like cocoa and potatoes. At the very cen-
ter of the painting, we see the young Mar�ıa Agustina Sarmiento offer a
clay pot (b�ucaro) to the Infanta Margarita.9 As Natacha
Sese~na explains:

The practice of eating b�ucaro, eating clay or eating plaster was
apparently sufficiently well-established among the Spanish nobility
[for the reference] to make its way, in the form of descriptions or
jokes, into the [country’s] Golden Age literature.10

Sese~na cites Madame D’Aulnoy, a French courtesan whose Travels
into Spain from the seventeenth century hints at a relationship between
two dangerous activities: the practice she refers to as bucarofagia (bucar-
ophagy), i.e. eating clay, and the consumption of chocolate.

There are some women who will drink six cups one after another,
and this they do very often twice or thrice a day [… ] and besides,
they eat everything so very high seasoned with pepper and spice,
that one would think it impossible they should not be burnt up
[… ] I have already told you that they have a vast passion for this
earth, which frequently causes in them great obstructions [… ] If
you have a desire to oblige them, you must treat them with such
kind of things which they call barros, and very often their
confessors enjoin them no other penance than to forbear one
whole day from eating thereof.11

We know that Charles V’s wife, Isabella of Portugal, took seventeen
b�ucaros with her to her marital home, and that Philip II’s sister, Joanna
of Austria, also listed various specimens in her inventory. Gustavo
Curiel also talks about the phenomenon of bucarophagy in “Las
Meninas” and among the Spanish elite. He writes:

[… ] Spanish ladies acquired the habit of consuming large pieces
of this imported earthenware, devouring these pieces of clay so
unrelentingly that, as penance, their confessors would ban these
wealthy women from eating the exotic clays. There are reports of
broken fragments of b�ucaros from New Spain being shipped to
Europe, evidence of the unbridled passion for bucarophagy among
Spanish women.12

The echoes of Madame D’Aulnoy in this statement from Curiel make
me slightly suspicious. After all, her vision of Spain was one of an out-
landish nation, and there are doubts if this French courtesan actually
travelled to Spain at all. However, what we can say for certain is that
the Spanish imaginary of the colonial period was fixated on the aristo-
cratic practice of consuming exotic Latin American products: chocolate,
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clay, and even the humble potato. Beatriz Rovira and Felipe Gait�an con-
clude that b�ucaros are “proof of the consumerist globalization that ori-
ginated in the European colonial enterprise”13—a pathological form of
consumerism, perhaps even a kind of “eating disorder” that ailed the
Spanish political and civil system.

Nevertheless, the shocking absence of direct references to the central
economic, political, religious, and cultural project of the centuries most
represented in the Museo del Prado remains the overwhelming impact
of a casual visit as much as scholarly attention. Here, the American con-
tinent—the source of the wealth that helped to build the museum
itself—is lost in a historical, ideological abyss, one so dark that surely it
must be wrong to simply call it “oblivion.”14

Figure 4
Miguel Cabrera, De Albarasado y
Mestisa; Barcino, 1763, oil on
canvas, 135.5� 103.5 cm, Museo de
Am�erica, Madrid # Museo de
Am�erica, Madrid.
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Where then can we go to see the works of art from this era that have
been left out of the Prado Museum? The casta paintings, for instance,
which offer pictorial representations of Spain’s colonial enterprise?
(Figure 4). Academic and public interest in this genre has grown consid-
erably since the quincentennial of the Conquest, with important exhibi-
tions being held at the Americas Society in New York (1996), the Los
Angeles County Museum of Art (2004), the Museum of Mexican
History (2008), and the Tamayo Museum (2003), which put on a solo
exhibition by contemporary artist I~nigo Manglano-Ovalle that included

Figure 5
Miguel Gonz�alez and Juan Gonz�alez,
Conquista de M�exico: Bautismo de
indias. Castigo a los indios esp�ıas,
1698, oil on canvas, wood and
mother of pearl, 97� 53 cm, Museo
de Am�erica, Madrid # Museo de
Am�erica, Madrid.
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work with casta paintings. Although the eighteenth-century pieces in
question could have formed part of the Prado’s displays, not one of
them makes an appearance here. Other important pieces that have yet
to factor into this hegemonic version of the history of art include the
wonderful enconchados (Figure 5), the Mexican featherwork that fasci-
nated the Spanish nobility during the colonial period, and the indigen-
ous Andean painter Adri�an S�anchez Gallque’s masterpiece, Los Mulatos
de Esmeraldas [The Mulatto Gentlemen of Esmeraldas] (1599) (Figure
6).15 The latter painting appeared in two important exhibitions:
Retratos: 2,000 Years of Latin American Portraits, shown in the Museo
del Barrio in New York and the Smithsonian National Portrait Gallery
in Washington, DC; and Tesoros/Treasures/Tesouros: The Arts in Latin
America, 1492–1820 at the Philadelphia Museum of Art. S�anchez
Gallque’s painting is described as part of the Prado Museum’s collection
in the catalogues for these two exhibitions, when it is in fact hanging in
the halls of the Museo de Am�erica.16 All public museums in Spain
belong to the same network of public institutions, much like the
Smithsonian museums in the United States. But to continue the compari-
son, it becomes a question of whether the work of Hock E Aye Vi
Edgar Heap of Birds hangs in the East Wing of the National Gallery of
Art or in the National Museum of the American Indian. As discussed in
greater detail below, while both U.S. museums share a central location
in the Mall in Washington D.C., the Museo de Am�erica is located far
from the center of Madrid.

The rationale for why S�anchez Gallque’s painting does not warrant a
place alongside the masterpieces in the Prado helps to understand the
formation of the Bermuda Triangle at the heart of this essay. Mar�ıa Paz
Cabello Carro writes that Los Mulatos de Esmeraldas first came into
the royal collection under the rule of Philip II “as proof of the successful
outcome of the uprising of a group of Black Ecuadorians,” and in

Figure 6
Andr�es S�anchez Gallque, Los
Mulatos de Esmeraldas, 1599, oil on
canvas, 92� 175 cm, Museo de
Am�erica, Madrid # Museo de
Am�erica, Madrid.
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1873—during the century of Latin American independence—it was
moved from the Prado collection to the National Archaeological
Museum as an “historical document”:

In fact, one thing these paintings have in common is a dominant
descriptive intentionality, and compared to other paintings from
their era, they are of a lower artistic quality and possess less
mastery in terms of composition, perspective and other pictorial
techniques; indeed, were it not precisely for their somewhat naive
descriptive condition [… ] or the dramatic decorative aspect that
compensates for [their lack of] technique, as is the case in the
enconchados, these paintings would attract very little attention.17

It should be noted that this critique jumps from a historical assess-
ment of the painting (narrated in the past) to an evaluation of its quality
in the present tense. The devaluation of this piece began on the eve of
Spain’s complete loss of colonial power, when the painting was demoted
from the Prado to the Museo de Am�erica where it can still be found to
this day. We must ask, how is Los Mulatos de Esmeraldas more descrip-
tive and less pictorially interesting than the portrait of Tiburcio de
Red�ın y Cruzat?

One need not stray far from the Prado Museum to view examples of
the increasingly celebrated casta paintings. The route along the Paseo del
Prado toward Atocha train station leads straight to the National
Museum of Anthropology, with neo-classical architecture that echoes
the Prado’s on a reduced scale. The casta paintings displayed here are in
quite damaged condition, and appear in a museum setting though not in
an artistic context. The texts and the curatorship show that
the Americas continue to be viewed as other, as different from Spain,
while the former colonial power continues to benefit (culturally) from
the imported wealth, just as it did during the colonial period when
chocolate (along with tobacco) served as a symbol of indigenous
otherness in the chronicles but was consumed with gusto on the Iberian
peninsula.18

As we pass below the motto “Nosce te ipsum” [Know thyself]
inscribed in stone above the main entrance, we learn that the museum
itself has a rather different mission, which appeared on the museum’s
official website:

The National Museum of Anthropology wants to offer the public
a global vision of the cultures of different peoples, establishing the
cultural similarities and differences that unite and divide them in
order to highlight the richness and diversity of the cultures that
exist throughout the world, to foster intercultural understanding,
and to promote tolerance of other peoples and other cultures.19
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Upon entering the museum, we encounter skulls and dissected bodies
from the continents of Africa, America and Asia. And in a stark contrast
to the halls of the Prado, the exhibits are displayed here on mold-
infested walls, with a mixture of undated indigenous artworks appearing
alongside low-quality tourist art from more recent times. A catalogue on
casta painting published by the National Museum of Anthropology
opens with a preface from the Minister of Education, Culture and
Sport, Pilar del Castillo. The most surprising element of this introduc-
tion is that the author suggests that the mestizaje—or mixtures of what
today are called “races”— in the casta paintings still serves as a source
of useful academic knowledge:

[The paintings] depict not only peculiar popular customs—such as
the attire, jewelry and personal adornments of the era—but also
the different bodies and dispositions inherited by the descendants
of racial mixing, along with a wide range of natural products
from their native countries: Mexico and Peru.20

That is to say, the minister does not notice the visual discourse that
invented the ideological concept of mestizaje, and which was constituted
in the casta paintings, but instead takes it as fact. Furthermore, Indians
and mestizos are still portrayed as exotic beings, which at best represent
natural resources available for exploitation. The minister concludes that
the exhibition of these “mestizaje paintings” also helps to “promote the
conservation and restoration of cultural patrimony.” Spain’s cultural
heritage continues to profit from Latin American racial mixing, just as

Figure 7
Entrance to the Museo de Am�erica,
Madrid # Esther Gabara.
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colonial Castile benefited from the indigenous and African labor that
produced the sweetness of sugar to counteract the bitterness
of chocolate.

Once again, my desire to see the artworks and the precious objects I
knew made it to Spain from the colonies during the four centuries of
occupation was frustrated, so I turned to the Museo de Am�erica (Figure
7). As an institution that underscores the importance of its collection of
colonial and pre-Hispanic pieces, it was the logical place to look. But
once again, there were obstacles in my path. The first was pragmatic:
while the National Museum of Anthropology occupies a central location
near the Prado, the journey to the Museo de Am�erica involves taking
the metro to the edge of the tourist map of central Madrid, crossing a
series of dangerous avenues, then continuing on foot to reach the
museum. Upon arriving, one must dodge a sculpture of a Spanish colo-
nial-era ship to finally enter a building (finished in 1954) “[in] a neo-
colonial, traditional style, with an arch on the façade, a conventual lay-
out and a tower, reminiscent of the layout of baroque churches.”21

Indeed, as this introductory art history textbook on-line clearly states, the
original objective of what is now the Museo de Am�erica was “to demon-
strate Spain’s missionary and civilizing work on the American continent.”

Figure 8
Bag of raw cocoa, 1997, Museo de
Am�erica, Madrid # Museo de
Am�erica, Madrid.
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Even today, the institution has a somewhat indistinct identity, slightly
unsure of the value and meaning of its collection.22 The halls are home to
oil paintings, sculptures and gold pieces from various Latin American coun-
tries, as well as to contemporary videos and photographs that echo an
ethnographic discourse. A search for the term “cocoa” in the collection
catalogue reveals a humble object of “popular Peruvian art” from 1997 in
the form of a bag of raw cocoa (Figure 8). But the halls also contain some
truly spectacular works of art: the enconchado paintings, magnificent casta
paintings, some incredibly beautiful pre-Columbian artworks, and the fam-
ous Los Mulatos de Esmeraldas.

The museum’s identity crisis becomes even more apparent in its rep-
resentation of Latin American time and space. The Museo de Am�erica
presents the history of the indigenous peoples in the form of timelines
that depict the rise and fall of their different civilizations, with arrows
rising vertically toward the present. In these timelines, a single horizon-
tal line marks the arrival of Europeans on the American continent: all
indigenous cultures appear to cease to exist once the colonial period
commences. Despite attempts to describe the ethnic diversity of the
Americas in the museum texts, this portrayal of an abrupt ending can-
not help but shape the visitor’s understanding of history and time. In
this sense, the Museo de Am�erica is similar to the National Museum of
Anthropology, where just one date is stated in all the information
accompanying the Latin American exhibits. The American continent is
thus exiled from history in these two museums, just as it is in the Prado.

The portrayal of Latin American space in the Museo de Am�erica is
also rather striking. One of the halls in the exhibition space collectively
referred to as “The Reality of Latin America” contains three large
screens and a geological map of the continent. The video depicts a beau-
tiful, entirely empty landscape, one that is free from the inconvenience
of any pre-existing inhabitants and ready to accommodate the interests
and desires of the colonizers. We see aerial views of white sandy beaches
and crystalline water, verdant mountains and arid deserts. These pro-
jected images of an empty continent conceal the annihilation of millions
of people as the result of European colonization.

Together, these representations of time and space establish coloniza-
tion as a kind of ground zero, as if human societies in the Americas
started from scratch when the Spanish invaded the continent. Though
the museological discourse in the introductory halls speaks of the value
of the different indigenous cultures, in later halls there are still referen-
ces to the “complex societies” of Europe as opposed to the “less compli-
cated communities” of the Americas. But what exactly is the meaning of
“complex society?” This is a distinction based on the premise that
European societies are older—i.e. these societies had already evolved by
the time they made it to these empty foreign lands—and therefore more
sophisticated than their American counterparts, which allegedly only
began to develop under the influence of colonization. This narrative is
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hard to reconcile with the fact that the Spanish actually arrived into
urban centers like Tenochtitlan, which already had hundreds of thou-
sands of inhabitants and boasted an advanced drainage system in the
mid-sixteenth century, when Madrid had a population of just 30,000.

Historical ties create unexpected yet strong connections between the three
vertices of the Bermuda Triangle of Madrid’s museums. The building that
houses the Prado Museum today was originally intended to showcase Charles
III’s Natural Sciences Royal Cabinet (Real Gabinete de Ciencias Naturales),
which in turn served as the original collection for what is now known as the
Museo de Am�erica. In the catalogue of casta paintings published by the
National Museum of Anthropology, Pilar Romero de Tejada writes:

This series has been part of the museum’s collection since the very
beginning, [… ] in Spain’s first public museum, Charles III’s Royal
Cabinet of Natural History [sic], which opened its doors in 1776
and was to sow the seed for various Spanish museums
years later.23

The National Museum of Natural Sciences, founded in 1815 as the
direct heir to the Real Gabinete, devoted a section to “Anthropology,
Ethnography and Prehistory” in 1883, and this became the National
Museum of Anthropology, Ethnography and Prehistory in 1910. As
Gustavo Curiel explains:

The first shipment of luxury goods from New Spain to Europe
dates back to 1519. It included gold and silver pieces, mosaics
made of precious stones, jewelry, articles of featherwork, leathers,
round shields, textiles, and two Mexican codices, which Hern�an
Cort�es, the Spanish conquistador, sent as gifts—part of the royal
tithe—to Emperor Charles V. To be clear, it should be noted that
these goods were not in the strict sense a Western domestic dowry
but rather dealt with pre-Hispanic objects that were chosen by
Cort�es as presents of extreme luxury for their exoticism and the
rarity and richness of the materials employed in their elaboration
[… ] These rare treasures, which met with great amazement after
travelling through various cities with the itinerant court of Charles
V, were exhibited in the grand chamber in Brussels Town Hall,
where they inspired many a compliment [… ] Over time, most of
the objects in this wonderful shipment of luxury goods were either
melted down or altered because the monetary value of the
precious metals and gemstones outweighed their artistic, historic
and ethnographic value (which was not known at that time).
However, some of the gifts, such as the featherwork articles,
became part of the so-called “cabinets of curiosities,” embryos of
the modern [practice of] collecting.24
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In fact, the permanent collections held in these three museums all
share a common origin, referred to on the Prado website as “the excep-
tionally important royal collection [that] started to increase significantly
in the sixteenth century during the time of Charles V” (https://www.
museodelprado.es/en/museum/history-of-the-museum).

Let us recall a few specific accomplishments of Charles V, the imper-
ial monarch, whose power literally reached global proportions with the
conclusion of Fernando de Magallanes’ circumnavigation of the world
by Juan Sebasti�an Elcano. During his reign, Hern�an Cort�es conquered
the Aztecs and Francisco Pizarro the Incas, seizing the two largest terri-
tories on the American continent and establishing the two most import-
ant viceroyalties. The European empire of Carlos V, achieved through
private deals but always in the name of the king, expanded across the
R�ıo de la Plata and through today’s Venezuela. In addition to maintain-
ing legal control over trade in the American continent, he was also
appointed patriarch of the Indies, thus controlling evangelization in the
territory. We cannot separate this series of events from the organization
of the royal collections.

Despite the apparent differences between these three institutions, the
collections share more than one might expect. I therefore wonder: how
shall we articulate the logic that structures these collections today?
What ideology instituted the distance between the three points of our
Bermuda Triangle?

The answer can be found in the introductory text to the Latin
American exhibition at the National Museum of Anthropology:

The discovery of the Americas had major repercussions on both
sides of the Atlantic due to the difference in the cultural
parameters that governed life in Europe and the Americas. The
Crown of Castile’s work in defense of the indigenous population
was very important, though the vast distance of the [Spanish]
metropolis caused many of its plans to fail. The missionaries also
acted in favor of the aborigine population on numerous occasions,
though their power was limited in the face of more powerful
sectors with economic interests. (Emphasis added.)

There is no way we can reconcile this contemporary text with the
accepted narrative of Spain’s colonial history. Who else could have been
more powerful during the first years of colonization, especially under
the rule of Charles V, than the Crown of Castile? How can the author
claim that the missionaries were defending the same indigenous peoples
whom they wiped out by the thousands, if not millions? How can the
monarchs be extricated from the “economic interests” that grew under
their name? How is it possible to create a distinction between the evan-
gelist work of the church of the Catholic Monarchs and that of the king
who would be named Patriarch of the Indies?
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The excerpt above helps us to deconstruct the ideology of not just
this institution, but of the triangle as a whole. Obviously, it is very hard
to discover a continent that is already well-known to other human
beings.25 However, as the text shows, the problem at the core of the so-
called discovery of this continent has to do with difference—an abstract
concept of difference with regard to the respective “cultural parame-
ters.” Referring to difference in the singular here reduces all the differen-
ces concerning religion, language, lifestyle and so on, to a single
difference, one that was understood in those days—and still today—in
terms of racial difference.26 This is the logic that established a distinc-
tion between Europeans as human beings that enjoy reason and a soul,
and indigenous and African beings as bodies available for forced labor.
“Difference” and “distance” are presented as protagonists in their own
right in the discourse of the National Museum of Anthropology, serving
as insurmountable obstacles to the good intentions of the monarchs of
Castile and the Catholic Church. How bitterly ironic, then, that the obs-
tacle to the benevolence of Castile in expanding its great colonial enter-
prise should be distance itself, i.e. the “vast distance of the [Spanish]
metropolis” that would lead to the failure of the monarchs’ generous
provisions. If only they had stayed at home rather than setting out for
the American continent; I doubt the millions of human beings who
inhabited those lands would have minded.

As a kind of preliminary conclusion, let us return to the accomplish-
ments of Charles V, which bring us full circle to the subject of chocolate
and potatoes. Equally important for our understanding of the power of
the Bermuda Triangle is the fact that the emperor is known to have
received reports of chocolate in the letters of Hern�an Cort�es, before pop-
ularizing it in the court (Figure 9). The high value attributed to choc-
olate is demonstrated by:

Figure 9
Petaca, 1601–1700, Organic
material, leather, sugar cane, agave,
54�73� 54 cm, Vice Royalty of
New Spain, M�exico, Museo de
Am�erica, Madrid # Museo de
Am�erica, Madrid.
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[… ] the chests, cases and other objects used to safeguard
everyday items. Many of these cases, including suitcases and
petacas chocolateras—special cases for keeping the expensive
cocoa that was used to make New Spain’s favorite frothy
beverage under lock and key—could be found in the houses of all
the important potentates of the viceroyalty.27

Figure 9 shows a beautiful case that belongs to the collection at the
Museo de Am�erica. It originated in the seventeenth century and reflects
the clear connection between the monetary value of chocolate and aes-
thetic value.

I propose that this “value” is so great that it ought to be added to
the wider concept of “treasure”—already secular and sacred—that char-
acterized the royal collections in the sixteenth century.28 Charles V was
fully aware of the fact that cocoa not only provided gastronomic pleas-
ure but also served as currency in Mexico. In Nahuatl, all words with
the etymological root “cacahuatl” refer to cocoa and money in equal
measure. Cocoa was a treasure indeed for the emperor, and he filled the
Spanish diet with it, just as he filled the banks with gold that was
extracted from the mines and melted down from Latin American jew-
elry. And nowadays, the image of a cacahoaqu�ahuitl tree welcomes visi-
tors to the galleries in the Museo de Am�erica, accompanied on the wall
by the following quote from Fray Toribio de Benavente (also known as
Motol�ınia, “the humble one”):

The cocoa is abundant, hence the soil in which the cocoa is
cultivated must be very fertile, and as this cocoa is used for food,
drink, and money in those lands, I want to say what it is and how
it is produced.

Despite the huge difficulties in reconstructing the history of the Latin
American objects that were shipped to Europe during the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, it would appear that these items held a special sig-
nificance for the emperor. Thanks to Checa Cremades’ admirable work
on the inventories of Charles V and his family, we have learned that he
himself was responsible for the rise in imports of exotic objects from the
Americas, which was one of the few parts of his collection to which the
monarch paid close personal attention.29 The twofold value of choc-
olate—both symbolic and financial—thus begins to emerge from the
dark shadows of our Bermuda Triangle.

At this point, it must be noted that it was during Charles V’s reign
that Pedro Cieza de Le�on made first mention of the potato in colonial
era documents. Many years passed before Europeans began to cultivate
and eat Andean potatoes, primarily because the American lands pro-
duced so much in agricultural terms (compared to the infertile soils of
Spain) that they failed to recognize the immense value of this humble
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root. One historian of the potato has noted the ironic and bitter situ-
ation in which the population of Latin America, decimated by the
Spanish conquest, experienced a surplus of food production. As much in
the colonial period as today, these two American products enjoy signifi-
cant and lasting value.30

Despite the differences and distance established between these collec-
tions as a by-product of Spain’s national colonial discourse, we arrive at
last at an understanding of how chocolate and the potato came to epit-
omize both Spain’s national identity and Latin American exoticism. As
“typically Spanish foods,” these products quite literally enter the body
politic as signs of Spain’s national identity in its global expansion; to be
symbols of Spain they have to be the spoils of its colonial project. There
is no contradiction between globalization and nationalism. They are
complementary and mutually dependent discourses, not just in Spain but
in all nations that have an imperial tradition (whether old or new). The
Bermuda Triangle of Madrid’s museums encapsulates historical forget-
ting and also present-day society, which is laden with tensions regarding
the contemporary relationship between Spain and its former colonies in
the Americas.

In fact, despite the outright extirpation of the Americas from the his-
tory of art on display in the three museums discussed in this essay, con-
temporary Latin American art is currently very much in fashion in
Spain, where there is a thriving market for it in fairs and commercial
galleries. The 2010 international ARCO Madrid art fair included various
special exhibitions celebrating the bicentenaries of the colonies, and
many gallery owners interviewed at the fair reported much higher sales
of Latin American art than of Spanish art. Galleries such as the
Colombian-owned Fernando Pradilla gallery in Madrid exhibited works
by artists including Mexican Salvador D�ıaz, whose paintings on news-
paper directly reference Machiavelli’s Prince as an explicit critique of
both contemporary mass media and the pictorial tradition to which
almost all the halls in the Prado are dedicated. How are we to under-
stand this contradiction? Is this how the privileged status of European
art is to be remedied? Or is another royal/corporate collection being
compiled so that it can be divvied up into another Bermuda Triangle in
the future? Jos�e Luis Pano Garc�ıa reminds us that “the valuable treas-
ures of the Aztec confederation or the empire were appreciated purely
for their financial worth, [and] melted down to make bullions/ingots or
legal tender.”31 Will contemporary Latin American artworks be
destroyed or sold abroad like the golden trinkets that were melted to
bolster Spain’s new market economy?32 How are we to interpret the
words of ARCO’s director, Carlos Urroz— who said that “ARCO aims
to be an art fair of discovery. We want to discover new artists, new gal-
leries, new platforms for creativity…”—and the fact that the art fair
will achieve this breakthrough largely due to the presence of Latin
American galleries and artists?33 In the same interview, Urroz clarified

The Bermuda Triangle of Madrid’s Museums: The Prado, the Museum of the Americas and the National Museum of Anthropology 145



that he wanted to “discover Latin American artists.” Is this the same
“discovery” of difference that we witnessed earlier in the National Museum
of Anthropology? In one hundred years, will the photograph I took at
ARCO 2010 of a sculpture by the great Venezuelan artist, Jes�us Rafael
Soto, look like this early twentieth century postcard featuring Los Mulatos
de Esmeraldas in the National Archaeological Museum? (Figure 10)

Here this research opens up further: to the context of Spain’s con-
temporary immigration policy, to the government’s restored project to
disseminate the Spanish language, and to the expansion of Spanish
banks in Latin America, as well as their corresponding cultural, educa-
tional and artistic agendas.34 Will we witness the formation of another
Bermuda Triangle? If so, the art and rights of Latin American people
threaten to disappear once again into the exploitation of the old metrop-
olis. This last question will be at the heart of my future research into
the presence and absence of the Americas in contemporary Spain.

Notes

1. The Escorial could well serve as another node on a future version
of this map of historic forgetting. The palace, located in the
suburbs of Madrid, does not inhabit the same symbolic space as
the institutions I discuss in this essay (though it does indeed
occupy an important symbolic space). Note that the translation of
“Museo de Am�erica” in the singular to Museum of the Americas
in the plural is not accurate, although it obeys current usage of
“America” to refer only to the United States.

2. The Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier used the term “trucos de
prestidigitaci�on” (meaning “conjuring tricks” or “sleight of hand”)

Figure 10
Postcard by Hauser y Menet, circa
1900–1936, phototype on
cardboard, 9� 14 cm Gallery of the
Museo Arqueol�ogico Nacional.
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in the prologue to his 1949 novel El reino de este mundo (The
Kingdom of this World).

3. On the modern colonial system, see, for example: An�ıbal Quijano,
“Colonialidad, modernidad/racionalidad,” Per�u Ind�ıgena, vol. 13,
29 (1991): 11–29; An�ıbal Quijano y Immanuel Wallerstein,
“Americanity as a Concept, or the Americas in the Modern World-
System,” International Journal of Social Sciences, 134: 583–91;
Walter D. Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality,
Subaltern Knowledges, and Border Thinking (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2000).

4. Cocoa production does not lend itself to the large-scale agricultural
system used on the plantations; see Emma Robertson, Chocolate,
Women and Empire: A Social and Cultural History (Manchester:
Princeton University Press, 2009).

5. It may seem wrongful and even absurd for a citizen of the US—a
country with a neo-colonial history of violence against the countries
in South and Central America and the Caribbean—to adopt a
distinctly critical stance against Spain. In response to such concerns,
I would suggest that there is a strong historical and ideological
connection between the different colonial manoeuvres, and that an
in-depth analysis is crucial if we want to begin to understand what
happened here. I have also written about the complex and
contradictory power of colonial American discourse during the years
following the 1898 Spanish-American War, at the beginning of the
large-scale expansion into the Western hemisphere. See Esther
Gabara, “Cannon and Camera—Photography and Colonialism in
the Americas,” ELN 44, no. 2 (2006): 45–64.

6. This list cannot be comprehensive, as all museums are
contemporary institutions—including historical museums like the
Prado. These institutions define themselves and propose a
historical narrative through the process of selecting and exhibiting
specific pieces from their vast collections.

7. Translator’s note: Unless otherwise indicated, all quotes translated
in this text are my own.
“Pero no abandon�o la energ�ıa y el car�acter emprendedor que le
hab�ıa distinguido en el campo de batalla y dirigi�o sus esfuerzos a
la evangelizaci�on de los ind�ıgenas americanos.” To see the original
Spanish text in context, visit: https://www.museodelprado.es/
coleccion/obra-de-arte/don-tiburcio-de-redin/e184d5a4-c35e-4cde-
bfd9-6f23cf353c23.

8. Translator’s note: criollo refers to Spaniards born in the Americas,
who were excluded from the highest ranks of the colonial
government reserved for those born on the Iberian Peninsula.

9. Translator’s note: the term b�ucaro was used to refer to
earthenware vessels that were used to cool water and appreciated
for their aroma and taste.
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10. Natacha Sese~na, “El b�ucaro de Las Meninas,” Vel�azquez y el arte
de su tiempo, V Jornadas de Arte (Madrid: Editorial Alpuerto,
1990), 39.

11. Cited in Sese~na, “El b�ucaro de Las Meninas,” 41.
Translation quoted from: Madame d’Aulnoy, The Lady's Travels
into Spain, Or, A Genuine Relation of the Religion, Laws,
Commerce, Customs, and Manners of that Country (London: T.
Cadell and W. Davies, 1808), 329.

12. Gustavo Curiel, “El ajuar dom�estico del tornaviaje,” M�exico en el
mundo de las colecciones de arte, Vol. 1 (M�exico: UNAM,
Consejo nacional para la cultura y las artes, 1994), 159.

13. Beatriz Rovira y Felipe Gait�an, “Los b�ucaros: De las Indias para el
mundo,” Canto Rodado 5 (2010): 53.

14. The lack of artworks that would increase the visibility of the
colonization of the Americas is even more striking if we compare
the Prado with its European counterparts, for instance, the British
Museum and the Louvre. Museums are notorious for showcasing
the spoils of foreign exploits, but in the case of the Prado, it is as
if Spain had never had any commercial contact with the colonies,
and as if it had never mined Latin America for goods or human
beings. I am not highlighting this difference between colonial
strategies in order to support or reinvent the black legend that
portrays Spanish colonization as being more savage than its British
counterpart. Rather, my main goal here is to investigate the
political and cultural strategies that continue to exist in the former
colonial metropolis.

15. Enconchados are paintings encrusted with iridescent shells and
mother-of-pearl.

16. Elizabeth P. Benson, et al. Retratos: 2,000 years of Latin American
portraits. (San Antonio, Tex.; Washington, D.C.; New York; New
Haven: San Antonio Museum of Art; National Portrait Gallery,
Smithsonian Institution; El Museo del Barrio; Yale University
Press, 2004), 115.
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18. Marcy Norton, Sacred Gifts, Profane Pleasures: A History of
Tobacco and Chocolate in the Atlantic World (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 2008), 10.

19. http://mnantropologia.mcu.es/informacion.html. Author’s note: since
the original publication of this essay in Spanish, the Museum has
altered its mission statement to diminish that emphasis on otherness.
The new text reads: “to offer you a global vision of the cultures and
different peoples of the world so that you can appreciate how that
cultural diversity enriches us [nos enriquece]” Accessed June 5, 2020.
Despite revisions, the stated mission of the display of diversity still
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employs the language of Spanish wealth. As with the Prado, this
analysis of display was based on visits in 2009–2010.

20. Preface, Frutas y castas ilustradas, coord. Pilar Romero de Tejada
(Madrid: National Anthropological Museum/Ministry of
Education, Culture and Sport, 2003).

21. https://www.artehistoria.com/es/obra/museo-de-am�erica-madrid
22. Elisa Vargaslugo tells us that “the story behind the Museo de
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caused by the political circumstances and the civil war,”
Introduction to M�exico en el mundo de as las colecciones de arte,
vol. 3 (Mexico, D.F.: El Gobierno de la Rep�ublica, 1994), 4.

23. Romero de Tejada, Frutas y castas ilustradas, 15.
24. Curiel, “El ajuar dom�estico del tornaviaje,” 157.
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speak of “the conquest” (la conquista) rather than “discovery” of
the Americas.
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argument put forward by Amelang differs considerably from my
line of reasoning here.
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Haven: Yale UP, 2009), 68.

31. Artigrama, no. 24 (2009): 44.
32. See Christian F. Feest, “The Collecting of American Indian
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Karen Kupperman (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
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33. Interview on “Hoy es Arte” with Carlos Urroz from Tuesday, 14
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11052-entrevista-con-carlos-urroz-director-de-arco-madrid-.html

34. For example, “Santander Universities” is an initiative which
encompasses grants and promotes Spanish language learning,
educational programmes, relationships between university and
companies, new technologies and research programmes (http://www.
santander.com). The story of the well-known chocolate brand
“Carlos V” is also worthy of note here: the company originally
hailing from Mexico was known in the post-revolutionary and
nationalist era as “F�abrica de chocolates La Azteca” [La Azteca
Chocolate Factory] and now belongs to the multinational Nestl�e
corporation.
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