odds and ends

Exhibits

The Museum of
Interventions, a
Unique
Experience

The National Museum of
Interventions is located in the
old Churubusco convent. “It
wasnt’ accidental that this site
was chosen for the museum,”
explains its director, Mdnica

Cuevas y Lara, “given that this
is where Mexico City was
defended from the U.S. in-
tervention on August 20,
1847."

The museum was created in
order to provide an historical
understanding of the nature
and significance of the various
armed interventions against
Mexico throughout the 18th
century and the beginning of
the 20th. As in the rest of Latin
America, these events have
played an extremely important
role in shaping the Mexican
national consciousness.

Opened in 1980, the museum
seeks to fulfill the same general
goals that guide all of the
museums sponsored by the
National Anthropological and
Historical Institute; namely, to
rescue, investigate, preserve
and disseminate the countrys’
history. As Cuevas explains, the
museum does not restrict its ef-
forts to any one historical
period, but ratherdeals with the
whole of the countrys’ history.
The permanent exhibit begins
with an introductory hall in
which the last days of the
colony and the first days of in-
dependence are reconstructed.
That is intended to set the
stage, “to provide an historical
framework and a general con-
text.”

Next, it continues with displays
regarding armed interventions
as such. They begin with the
last Spanish attempt to recon-
quer Mexico in 1819, the first
French intervention in 1838
(popularly known as the “pastry
war'') and the U.S. intervention
in 1847. Following on their
heels were the French interven-
tions in 1862 and 1867, and
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finally, the U.S. intervention in
1914.

According to the director, “the
idea is that in the permanent
exhibit we develop the concept
of armed intervention, while in
our other activities we can be
more open... that is, we deal
with issues such as economic,

ideological, and cultural in-
tervention.” Nonetheless, the
museum is not a

heterogeneous cultural center.
It takes care so that all of its ac-
tivities are related to the ques-
tion of intervention.

“Within the next few years, we
hope to strengthen some of the
areas in which the museum is
still weak. For example, we
hope to recover and to project
in our exhibits the popular
nature of resistance and to in-
tegrate elements of the
traditionally striking participa-
tion of women,” explains Mo6-
nica Cuevas. She adds that she
has always believed that Latin
American museums should play
an educational role, given the
serious shortage of other

educational possibilities (the
lack of adequate schools, ram-
pant illiteracy, etc.) in the
region.

In addition to its permanent ex-
hibit, the museum sponsors a
variety of activities. Noteworthy
among them is the program
known as the “Topic of the
Month.” A small display is
developed regarding some
topic related to a significant
date of that month. Handouts
are also prepared to provide
more information and as an ad-
ditional teaching aid, and ex-
perts are often invited in to give
special lectures on the topic.

The museum also presents
temporary exhibits that develop
issues more fully than what can
be done in the monthly
programs. The temporary ex-
hibits have been so successful
that some, like “Womens’ Par-
ticipation in the Popular
Resistance,” have later been
shown at other institutions or
have even been developed into
smaller, mobile displays that
travel around the country.

Another of the museums’
programs goes by the name of
“artistic-cultural activities.”
These seek to promote the
recovery of nationalist
traditions. Recently, for exam-
ple, the museum sposored an
activity called, “The Songbook
of the French Intervention.” A
variety of numbers were per-

formed, and aftér each one, the
context in which it was written
was explained.

The museum also gives sum-
mer courses. Last year, some
sixty children between the ages
of nine and twelve participated
in the program. “This year,”
says Mobnica Cuevas, “we’ll
have the children write and per-
form skits about the interven-
tions that are dealt with in the
permanent exhibit...The course
is called "History Lives,” and the
idea is that children will visit
the halls, become sensitized to
the issue, work with their
hands; wel’l be giving them
historical background and help
them to set the stage regarding
daily life in the period they’ll be
studying.”

The museum provides a variety
of other services to the public
as well. There is small photo
archive that can be lent to any
institution that makes a re-
quest. And a documentation
center is being set up to serve
investigators, students and the
general public.

As the Director tells the story,
when the museum was first es-
tablished, the U.S. ambassador
at that time complained that
the museum had an “anti-U.S.
spirit.” ""But that is simply not
true;” says Monica Cuevas,
““the museum shows our
history...and we have always
distinguished between the
government of the U.S and the
people of the U.S.” It is also im-
portant to add that the museum
places an equally strong
emphasis on the French in-
terventions.

One of the museums’ major ob-
jectives is to have the public
understand that Latin
Americas’ history and the
history of the Mexican people
are really one and the same.
While it is true that Mexico,
because of its specific condi-
tions and development, has
maintained a foreign policy
based on the principles of non-
intervention and the right to a
nation’s self-determination, the
underlying conditions that have
made Mexico the victim of in-
terventions throughout its
history are conditions that are
also shared by the rest of Latin
America. %
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Interior of the colonial building that houses the Museum
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