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Let’s imagine the museum as an exercise in human exchange. A museum conceived to develop a 

principle of cooperation and mutual benefit: a polytopic mobile entity that migrates from house to 

house and can only exist while there is a mutual interest, born out of dialogue between artists and the 

city’s residents.  

With no permanent building and resisting the grandeur evoked by its name, the Puno Museum will 

nestle in the newly restored rooms of a number of houses located in the low income areas of Puno, a 

town populated by 100,000 inhabitants in Southern Peru. In a city suffering from serious structural 

deficit, the Puno Museum project will enable the finishing of precarious rooms so they can become 

temporary galleries for the exhibition of artists’ works. Once the temporary exhibitions come to an 

end, the house owners will determine the rooms’ future use, thus integrating the concerns of art and 

life in a natural manner. New rooms will then be finished to provide spaces for the following exhibition 

phase which will in turn be released to the residents at the end of the exhibition. By providing space 

for contemporary art, the residents will not only become involved in the preparation of the spaces but 

also in the process of working with the artists and curators as well as administering the visits and 

tours of the exhibition, as a means to generate income for the community.  

The much touted identification of art with life propagated by artists internationally since the 1960s is 

therefore applied in its most literal way in the Puno Museum project, superseding theory and utopian 

intent while providing a model for future initiatives in the developing world. The museum will act as 

social glue, through a process of incorporation and repair in which home owners and artists will 

participate, providing an innovative grounding for art where life takes place. The mobile museum in 

Puno aspires to be an elastic and porous museum, a museum as a hub, that obeying to centrifugal 

forces will attempt to take cultural artefacts back where culture is generated. As Cuban critic and 

curator Gerardo Mosquera once imagined: ‘a descentralised museum, a museum in motion…a 

museum disseminated all over... a museum with its name crossed’ 
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To place this project in a wider context, historical and contemporary precedents can be traced, from 

the eco museum models where the environment serves as an open air repository of knowledge, to 

punctual exhibitions. Chambres d’amis was an international group show run for three months by the 

Ghent Museum of Contemporary Art in 1986, invited fifty national and international artists to create 

original works for private homes in Ghent, Belgium. Although technically similar to the idea that 

sustains the Puno project, Chambres d’amis was different in intent. The exhibition tried to expand the 

spaces available to contemporary art beyond the reduced spaces of the Fine Art Museum but was 

mainly conceived to encourage collecting among the local population at a time of expansion of the art 

market. With a list of internationally renowned artists including Daniel Buren, Joseph Kosuth, Dan 

Graham, Sol LeWitt, Bruce Nauman, Lawrence Weiner, Luciano Fabro, Jannis Kounellis, Mario Merz, 

Giulio Paolini, Gilberto Zorio among others, it attracted considerable interest in the art milieu and 

became an iconic example of off museum initiatives. 

But more widely, one must look at the origins of the museum as a stage for the circulation of the new 

disciplines of knowledge, from natural history through art history to anthropology, and in turn as a 

validation system for otherwise malleable cultural processes. Subsequently one is forced to place it at 

the core of an outdated model of modernity, an historical construct conceived in hegemonic centres of 

the world that needs to be questioned on the basis of its singularity and non inclusive character. 

Argentine philosopher Enrique Dussel reminds us that modernity is not a phenomenon of Europe as 

                                                           
1
 Mosquera, Gerardo, Arte y Política: Contradicciones, Disyuntivas, Posibilidades, Brumaria.  



an independent system but of Europe as centre, a position of power which intrinsically depended on a 

colonial system based on economic explotation, therefore a paradigm critically anchored in the 

centre-periphery dichotomy
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. Following from these reflections, the interdependence of cultural 

manifestations in the global and post colonial world inevitably induce the creation of new models of 

production and consumption of contemporary art that reflect imaginative solutions to local problems. 

 

The city of Puno 

In an emblematic drawing of 1943, Uruguayan painter Joaquín Torres García put the map of South 

America upside down and entitled the work ‘ América Invertida’ thus graphically expressing his 

foundational idea for the School of the South: ‘Our North is the South’. By applying this simple 

strategy he made a simple but radical ideological proposition: the redrawing of economic and social 

structures implied a concentrated focus on the culture of here, expressing the need for intellectual and 

cultural independence from the North/ there. 
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In 2009 a massive indigenous gathering took place in Puno, at the shores of lake Titicaca. The site, 

laying at 3,800 metres above sea level is, alongside other sacred sites in the Andean region such 

as Machu Picchu, is a symbol of ancestral power for the Andean people. In the meeting of the 

indigenous people Abya Yala – the maturity of the millenary cultures of America was expressed 

through the summit which started in 1980. The cry to address the economic crisis and the urgency in 

tackling climate change at a planetary level were naturally interlinked with the call for self-

determination and a change in the socio political paradigm. This prompted the re evaluation of the 

economic model that perpetuates growth in spite of the exhaustion of natural resources bringing 

poverty to the vast majority of the inhabitants of indigenous America and was among the main points 

of the summit. 

The objective of the Puno museum is to reframe the concept of one of the edifices of modernity: the 

museum, to reflect a local socio economic context where among other particularities, over a quarter of 

children have suffered from stunted growth in relation to their age. A museum in a country which has 

one of the highest levels of income inequality in the world needs to come closer to being not a mere 

repository of artefacts devoted to preservation but a socially responsive/responsible public service. 

Cultural thinker Néstor Garcia Canclini optimistically suggests that the uncertain localisation of many 

cultural processes contains a poetic and hermeneutic potency for art production and its 

communication. In a recent lecture, he also reviewed the relation between art and politics and the 

critical possibilities that art can offer while de-legitimasing not only institutions such as museums and 

biennales but also the barriers that separate it from work, politics and everyday life.
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The Puno Museum was born out of the imagination of a Peruvian artist. As if history were repeating 

itself, César Cornejo brings to Peru alongside his experience of living out of the country and the 

benefit of an international art education a project that seeks to emancipate through respect and 

interaction.  

Echoes of Torres’ words resonate in his endeavour in relation to the creation of a localised model for 

art production: I have said School of the South; because in reality, our north is the South. There must 

not be north, for us, except in opposition to our South. Therefore we now turn the map upside down, 
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and then we have a true idea of our position, and not as the rest of the world wishes. The point of 

America, from now on, forever, insistently points to the South, our north. 

As Torres did in Uruguay with the creation of the School of the South, in other cities of Latin 

America artists of the historical avant-garde worked within a framework of reference that attempted to 

re-elaborate the avant-garde movements imported from Europe into a locally manufactured 

complexity. Enlightened poet extraordinaire from Brazil Oswald de Andrade named this 

process Antropofagia: a selective assimilation of the other culture, a cannibalism of European 

civilization for the purpose of elaborating something new.
5
 This manifested in the continent at different 

times in a number of ways. After his return from Europe to Uruguay in 1934 Torres García developed 

a pictorial language that integrated European Constructivism to the indigenous visual languages of 

pre-Colombian America: he called it Constructive Universalism. Few decades later, a local form of 

conceptualism infused a high dose of political struggle and direct social intervention across the 

continent, examples of which have been recently ‘discovered’ in the international circuit
6
  for their 

particular relevance to current participatory practice. As new as this might seem, it is important to 

signal that historically, Latin American artists have not made distinctions in their practice between the 

cultural and theoretical and the aesthetic, and in general terms have not split visual and social 

communication. This is why it is surprising that recently published research under newly coined 

concepts such as relational aesthetics seem to disregard over fifty years of achievements by artists’ 

interventions in social life outside the mainstream.  

Born out of the utopian impulse to create a means to mobilise opinion, reawaken the history of the city 

and provide a platform for the re elaboration of notions of citizenship, the Puno museum will hopefully 

stage a space of generosity, while simultaneously improving much needed basic housing structures. 

At the same time, by establishing a public sphere that will be less exclusive and less threatening than 

the institutional fixed space of the traditional museum, in Puno contemporary art is invited to live side 

by side with house owners, and in doing so acquires new and unexpected meanings. 
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