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In the face of the systemic omission of their 
histories and artistic and cultural produc-
tion from cultural institutions, artists of the 

Chicano Movement of the 1960s and 1970s 
have long engaged in critical artistic practices 
and community activism. Chicana artists, in 
particular, have unearthed entire alternative 
histories by centering memory and spirituality, 
as they deploy innovative strategies culled 
from their families and communities. Their 
revolutionary artistic practices have informed 
the study of shifting identities and cultural for-
mations in diaspora, the effects of colonialism 
and intergenerational, systemic racism on 
Chicanx peoples, and the profound impacts 
of enduring spiritual and land-based tradi-
tions. Amalia Mesa-Bains is one such artist, 
whose groundbreaking works are sites from 
which she excavates, reconstructs, and remaps 
histories, honoring the Chicanx/Latinx com-
munity as a source of intellectual engagement 
and production. 

Amalia Mesa-Bains: Archaeology of Memory 
spans fifty years of her artistic and cultural 
production including prints, books, codices, 
altares (altars), and armoire-based instal-
lations. The compilation of these works 
reflects Mesa-Bains’s aesthetic contributions 
to Chicanx/Latinx, feminist, and installa-
tion art, as well as her conceptual and the-
oretical foundations, which have innovated 
artistic practice and art historical discourse. 
“Archaeology of memory” is more than a 
metaphor for the ruins she constructs, or the 
rich, layered aesthetics deployed in her instal-
lations. It’s an intervention into disciplines 
such as history, psychology, and art history, 
which have traditionally privileged Western 
ways of knowing and constructing meaning. 

If we do not say, we will be said.
—Trinh T. Minh-ha

Amalia Mesa-Bains’s familial history is the 
foundation for her artistic and theoretical 
explorations. The evolution of Mesa-Bains’s 
work is deeply entwined with her Mexican 
family and her Chicana identity, echoing her 
relationship with faith and spirituality and 
centering women’s work and the domestic 
space. Born in 1943 in Santa Clara, California, 
Mesa-Bains comes from a family of story-
tellers, agricultural workers, and healers who, 
like many, experienced loss and disruption 
due to immigration. Mesa-Bains’s parents 
were both undocumented, having left Mexico 
as young children. Her earliest memories 
include living under a veil of caution, afraid 
of bringing attention or problems upon the 
family. This experience greatly influenced 
Mesa-Bains’s exploration of immigration, 
memory, and family rupture in her artwork. 

Mesa-Bains’s family encouraged her 
artistic pursuits: her first studio was the back 
porch of her family home, and it consisted 
of an easel her parents bought her when 
she was seven years old. On her paternal 
side, she is the third generation of artists. 
She vividly remembers conversations at the 
breakfast table with her father, Lawrence 
Escobedo Mesa, in which they spoke about 
his dreams of the night before, a storytelling 
practice that instilled a deep respect for the 
dead and served as a reminder that those 
who have passed are always living. Lawrence, 
who worked as a ranch hand in the orchards 
in Sunnyvale in Northern California, was 
an avid storyteller, who came from a long 
line of craftspeople. He would later work in 
the canneries and ultimately own a grocery 
store with his brother. Mesa-Bains’s uncle, 
Luis “Louie” Mesa, was a folk carver, who 
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1 
Originally published in 
1995 with the title 
“‘Domesticana’: The 
Sensibility of Chicana 
Rasquache.”

2 
Mesa-Bains, “Domesticana:
The Sensibility of Chicana
Rasquachismo,” 94.

3 
Note that this and other 
Nahuatl words are spelled 
variously in Spanish, 
including in the artist’s 
own titles.

made objects from found items, as was 
her paternal grandmother’s brother, José 
Escobedo. Her father’s family influenced her 
tendencies toward storytelling and working 
with found objects. 

Mesa-Bains’s mother, Marina Gonzalez 
Mesa, worked as a maid and governess for 
a wealthy family in Beverly Hills. Marina 
experienced a challenging childhood, having 
lived for some time on the Ciudad Juárez– 
El Paso border and in Chicago before 
ultimately residing in a convent school. Her 
mother, Amalia Cornejo Gonzalez, passed 
away when Marina was just sixteen years old. 
Marina was a survivor, a warm, generous, 
kind, and industrious woman whose life 
experiences shaped how she kept her home 
and cared for her children. Marina fueled 
Mesa-Bains’s interest in fashion, fabric, and 
sewing, which shaped the lush, elegant, and 
ornate aesthetics that Mesa-Bains incorpo-
rates in her installations. 

Her mother is the inspiration for Mesa-
Bains’s groundbreaking theorizing of tra-
ditionally feminine spaces within the home 
in the essay “Domesticana: The Sensibility 
of Chicana Rasquachismo.”1 Domesticana 
theoretically situated the emancipation of 
Chicanas within the contested spaces of the 
bedroom and the kitchen, and in spiritual 
practices such as the keeping of a home 
altar. The reenvisioning of spaces within 
the home as sites of resistance to dominant, 
patriarchal culture is made possible through 
the affirmation of Indigenous cultural 

and spiritual traditions in the home altar. 
Mesa-Bains’s research grounds Chicana 
artistic production within a feminist and art 
historical framing that centers familial and 
cultural influences, uncovering how “essen-
tial worldviews and identities, individually 
lived, are constructed, reproduced, and even 
redefined.”2 This fluidity of construction, 
reproduction, and redefinition is evident in 
Mesa-Bains’s own artistic production. Her 
early works, in the mid-1970s, consisted of 
altares and ofrendas (offerings on a home 
altar) for family members, historical figures, 
and artists such as Frida Kahlo, created for 
exhibitions at predominantly Chicano arts 
organizations and galleries for Día de los 
Muertos, or the Day of the Dead. These exhi-
bitions resituated the ofrenda away from the 
home to a public space, a political act of rec-
lamation of Indigenous cultural and spiritual 
traditions. Mesa-Bains’s Altar to Five Women 
(fig. 2), created in 1976 for a Día de Los 
Muertos exhibition at Galería de la Raza, in 
San Francisco, honored her grandmothers, 
Mariana and Amalia; her tía (aunt) Angelina; 
her school friend Susana; and the artist 
Frida Kahlo, crystallizing the importance of 
repositioning family histories and the power 
inherent in the recognition of a shared lived 
experience. The three-tiered altar featured 
traditional elements associated with Día de 
los Muertos ofrendas: pan de muertos, cem-
pasúchil (marigolds),3 and calaveras.

The construction of Altar to Five Women at 
Galería de la Raza was a collective activation 

FIG. 1 Family portrait of 
Marina Gonzalez Mesa and 
Amalia Mesa-Bains as a 
child, 1949. Collection of 
the artist.
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FIG. 2 Altar to Five Women, 
1976. Collection of the 
artist.

of memory. The act of remembering the 
dead and creating ofrendas became an 
important strategy for the recreation of tra-
ditional practices and the mending of lineages 
broken by immigration and displacement. 
Memory is not only a source of meaning for 
individual and personal exploration, but also 
an important political strategy in challenging 
dominant narratives. These early altares and 
ofrendas were the beginning of Mesa-Bains’s 
understanding of the artistic forms her per-
sonal memories would take, and how they 
transcended the individual experience. Día de 
los Muertos presentations and altar-making 
were a result of a spiritual and cultural rec-
lamation that came out of the individual and 
collective rage over the marginalization of 
communities of color and their histories.

During the early 1980s, Mesa-Bains began 
to shift away from the traditional ofrenda to 
altar-based installation. This shift was cata-
lyzed by her work on her doctoral disserta-
tion, “Influence of Culture on the Identity of 
Ten Chicana Artists,” in clinical psychology.4 
She interviewed Carmen Lomas Garza, Santa 
Barraza, Gloria Maya, Virginia Jaramillo,  
Judy Baca, Linda Vallejo, Judithe Hernández, 
and Yolanda M. López. As in her artistic prac- 
tice, Mesa-Bains included family members 
and pulled from her personal memories to 
inform her analysis. All the women she spoke 
to had similar stories—almost as though, 
despite differences in migration status, they 
shared memories. Learning from the stories 
of both migrants and those who had been 

in the United States for generations, Mesa-
Bains discovered that these artists created 
work that, while influenced by family and the 
home, reflected a myriad of material forms. 
This informed the shift in Mesa-Bains’s 
practice—memory is not just a reservoir 
of meaning or content, but a strategy and 
practice that allows the artist to manipulate 
the work, leveraging everyday objects and 
gendered spaces within the home.

Mesa-Bains’s development as a scholar 
occurred in tandem with her artistic tra-
jectory, informed by her deep intellectual 
engagement with other artists of color of her 
time. By the mid-1980s and early 1990s, the 
United States was in the midst of a significant 
multicultural movement, which saw a surge 
in large group exhibitions. Artists such as 
Margo Machida, Juane Quick-to-See Smith, 
Lowery Stokes Sims, Marta Moreno Vega, 
G. Peter Jemison, and Tex Wounded Face, 
among others, were brought together under 
the umbrella of large, ethnic shows. Mesa-
Bains recognized that the presenting insti-
tutions were not asking the right questions 
about why the works belonged together. 
Additionally, artists of color were inten-
tionally crafting themselves in opposition 
to mainstream America through the recla-
mation of non-Western spiritual practices, 
thereby defying categorization by main-
stream cultural institutions that did not have 
the language for this phenomenon.5

The process of collectively creating 
stories embedded in forms of resistance 

4 
Wright Institute, 1983.

5 
Amalia Mesa-Bains, 
conversations with the 
author, 2019–2022.
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shaped their artistic practices. Each artist 
found a way to leverage memory within their 
individual cultural contexts, playing with 
different forms to shed light on their commu-
nities’ shared sociopolitical conditions in the 
United States. This was the setting for Mesa-
Bains’s explorations into alternative forms, 
reimagining the altar in new constructions. 

This shift was actualized with the creation 
of Dolores del Rio altar (1983; fig. 3) for an 
exhibition at the Mexican Museum, in San 
Francisco. She included items contributed by 
friends, replacing traditional elements typi-
cally found in ofrendas: Yolanda M. López’s 
bobby pins and Carmen Lomas Garza’s 
hairbrush, along with personal items like 
her mother’s powder puff. Mesa-Bains used 
stick-on mirror sheets and draped a man-
tilla and began to recognize that the altar 
was transforming into a vanity table. The 
vanity table was rustic, with minimal con-
struction, featuring personal photographs 
of Dolores del Río on loan from the Mexican 
Museum. The reimagining of the altar as a 
vanity repositions the spiritual in an overtly 
feminine space and marks the beginning of 
Mesa-Bains’s explorations into alternative 
installation forms. The move away from the 
altar, a symbol of spirituality in the home, 
to the vanity table introduces new identity 
formations for Chicanas/Latinas, centering 
their sexuality, power, and intellect.

This is evident in Mesa-Bains’s Venus 
Envy series, the culmination of all her years 

FIG. 3 Dolores del Rio, 1983. 
Collection of the artist. 

constructing her family’s histories, culling 
from, activating, and making meaning from 
memory. Her research and artistic explo-
rations culminate in the creation of entire 
rooms that continue to draw from Mesa-
Bains’s personal history yet are embedded 
within a critique of social and cultural 
institutions, such as the Catholic Church, 
and dominant narratives that shape the lives 
of women. The altar transforms into com-
parable forms, with the return of the vanity 
table, and new constructions—the labora-
tory table, desk, and armoire (figs. 4–6;  
plates 7, 10, 34). Mesa-Bains’s personal 
memories fold into gendered histories in 
her use of the harem, Sor Juana’s library, 
and Cihuatlampa—the place where women 
who died in childbirth reside in Mexica 
mythology. These spaces transcend her 
individual family’s memories, contextualizing 
them within a broader historical critique of 
the role of women, reflecting the viewers’ 
own stories back to them. The historical, 
religious, and spiritual figures featured, such 
as Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, Coatlicue, 
Cihuateotl, the Virgin of Montserrat, and the 
Virgin of Guadalupe, form a bridge between 
the past and the lives of everyday women 
today. The assemblages of perfume bottles, 
photographs, jewels, clothing, miniature 
figures, shells, natural material, mirrors, 
and an assortment of other found objects 
reflect decades of Mesa-Bains’s collecting, 
archiving, and preserving of artifacts. For 
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6 
For the different installa- 
tions dedicated to Dolores 
del Río, please see Pérez, 
n. 12 in this volume. 

FIG. 4 Venus Envy Chapter I: 
First Holy Communion, 
Moments Before the End,  
1993/2022, detail. Collec-
tion of SFMOMA. 

this exhibition, with the recreation of all four 
installations together for the first time, she 
reinterprets items she has assembled over 
the course of her artistic career, infusing 
them with new meaning. This practice is her 
tool for activating memory. It is this series 
that marks the entry point to this retrospec-
tive exhibition—a working backward, con-
ceptually, to the essence that fueled this 
work: the altar. 

Ruins are the leftovers, what remain from 
the ravages of time and place—history; ruin 
is also devastation. Yet the works in this 
exhibition, as sites for excavation of memory 
and meaning, reflect the beauty that comes 
from resilience, healing, and the survival 
of a people. The Venus Envy series is where 
the archaeology of memory takes root and 
where the story of this retrospective begins. 
The selection of works for this exhibition 
focused on assembling all of Mesa-Bains’s 
pivotal installations, taking the viewer from 
space to space: the chapel, library, harem, 
lush verdant gardens, and laboratory. Her 
books, codices, and prints are the textual 
realizations of her conceptual work, map-
ping her artistic trajectory throughout the 
exhibition. 

The final gallery features An Ofrenda for 
Dolores del Rio (1983/1991; plate 1) and Mesa-
Bains’s early codices, bringing us back to 
the work and thinking that inspired the new 
course of installations in this retrospec-
tive. This exhibition presents the seventh 

iteration of this work, which was acquired 
by the Smithsonian American Art Museum 
in 1995 and last toured in the exhibition Our 
America: The Latino Presence in American Art, 
in 2013.6 During its creation, Mesa-Bains 
recalled how she came to know of del Río 
through watching movies with her mother, 
who was a big fan, having met her at the 
prize fights in Los Angeles. Mesa-Bains 
would later meet del Río herself, at the San 
Francisco International Film Festival in 
1982, just six months prior to the actress’s 
passing. Poignantly, An Ofrenda for Dolores 
del Rio (1983/1991) is the only iteration that 
includes a photo of her mother, Marina, 
alongside Dolores. 

The placement of everyday cultural and 
personal items within her installations is 
a powerful example of how Mesa-Bains 
activates memory, leveraging it in a broader 
critique of history. These strategic rearrange-
ments reflect back to viewers a shared his-
tory that transcends the individual experience 
and places them at the center of artistic 
production and meaning making. Mesa-Bains 
provides an opportunity for disenfranchised 
communities, relegated to the margins of 
history, to see themselves as central to a 
broader understanding of history. Her per-
sonal stories become our stories; her family 
is our family. Through these transformative 
practices, Mesa-Bains retells the story of 
American art through the power of her iden-
tity, intellect, and excavation of memory.


