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1. Introduction
During the third semester of the Master in Visual and Media Anthropology at the Freie
Universität Berlin y decided to do my internship at the National Anthropology Museum,
located in Mexico City, Mexico. The internship took place from the 14th of February, until
the 14th of March at the Ethnography sub-direction of the Institution.
2. Institution

Museo Nacional de Antropología (National Anthropology Museum)
52 (55) 5553 6266
Av. Paseo de la Reforma y Calzada de Gandhi
Col. Chapultepec , Polanco.
Del. Miguel Hidalgo.
PC: 11560
Ciudad de México, México.
Contact Person: Arturo Gómez Martínez (Ethnography Director)
arturo_gomez@inah.gob.mx

3. Reason for the choice of the institution and application process
Having gone through the first academic year of the Master, I feel I have acquired the
knowledge to apply the techniques and approaches learnt in the classes. Nevertheless,
this theory should be complemented with concrete cases to start applying those tools on
the field. This is the reason why I started looking for an internship that could give me the
opportunity to apply what I learned in the Master.
Because I come from Bogotá - Colombia - and my research field is Latin America, I applied
for several options in the region, related with anthropological research. Having in mind
several options, my priority was The National Anthropology Museum of México. The
institution is recognized as the best anthropology museum in Latin America and one of
the best in the world, due to their archeological and ethnographic research processes and
the release of their findings through creative and innovative installations. For example the
exposition “El Códice Maya de México. Eslabón, fuente y testigo (The Maya Code of
Mexico. Link, source and witness), in which the museum presents a Mayan Manuscript,
the oldest in Latin America, through an installation that combines text, sound and video.
4. Duration and time period of the internships
I started the internship the 14th of January of 2019 and my working hours where from
9:00 to 14:00, 5 hours every day. I worked for 8 weeks at the museum, until the 14th of
March of 2019. I worked both at the Ethnography and Museography sub-directions
during that period, trying to understand the way in which the ethnographic research
becomes an installation and the steps undertaken to fulfill that goal.

5. Descriptions of the Institution

The National Anthropology Museum was created in 1964, as a way to preserve the
Mexico’s indigenous past. It was also meant to be a way of creating a national identity
around that pre-Hispanic past and to transmit the cultural indigenous traditions and
beliefs to the new generations (“El Museo”, Museo Nacional de Antropología. Acceded
March 07 2019, https://mna.inah.gob.mx/el_museo.php#historia)
The Museum is divided in two main sections: the archeological collection, located in the
first floor and the ethnographic collection, located in the second floor.
The first floor exhibits the most important pre-Hispanic cultures and archeological sights,
such as: “Tehotihuacan”, “Tula” (where the “Toltecas” lived) and Tenochtitlan, the city
where the “Mexicas” or Aztecs used to live and where now a days Mexico City stands. The
first floor also contains important descriptions of other important cultures such as the
“Mayas”, which lived near the south of what today is known as México and the cultures
near the Mexican Gulf, such as the “Olmecas”.

In the second floor, stand the descriptions and cultural elements of the actual Mexico’s
indigenous groups. The ethnographic rooms exhibit the cosmovision, religion, dances,
ceremonies, economy, social structure and daily life of the indigenous groups that have
survive the Spaniards and adapted to the new ways of life in a syncretic cultural
transformation. Indigenous groups such as: Purepechas, Nahuas, Otopames, Huicholes,
Mixtecos, Zapotecos, Mayas and much more, are described in detail in this section of the
museum.
The Institution is also divided in four main sub-directions: The Administrative, The
Archeology, The Ethnography and The Museography Sub-direction. I will explain in detail
the last two, with whom I worked during my internship.
On the one hand, The Ethnography Sub-direction is in charged of the research,
recollection and maintenance of the elements and information obtained from the Mexico’s
contemporary indigenous cultures.

Its Director, Arturo Gomez, and its team are

responsible of the maintenance of the objects, while the ethnographers are the ones in
charge of the research and curation of the rooms. They work hand in hand with the
people in charge of taking care of the ethnographic objects divided in: textiles, stone,
ceramic and other organic materials. They restore and maintain the objects in good shape
to be exposed in the rooms, when the ethnographers need to change the installation or
make a new one.
On the Other hand, the Museography Sub-direction is in charged of the organization of the
elements in the museum and the construction of the museographic installation. Rafael
Balverde is the Director of the sub-direction and its main task is to develop the
installations for both, the archeology and ethnography sub-directions of the museum.

6. Description of goals, given-duties, activity areas and processes
My duties in the museum could be explained in two different stages: the ethnographic
work, that took place during the first month of my internship and the museographic work,
that was undertaken during the second month of duties at the museum.
My internship was meant to be only at the ethnographic area of the museum. The director
of the sub-direction, Arturo Gómez, assigned me the task of objects recollection and
maintenance at the ethnographic stock. My initial duty was to collect the objects brought
from the rooms of the museum and organize them. The steps where: re-collection,
cleaning, organization and categorization of the elements.
The first two weeks my task was to collect the objects from the rooms, do to the flood that
affected some of the spaces of the second floor, and classify them with a serial number
and a description. Later on, my task was to organize those objects in the ethnographic
stock.

After the emergence was controlled, I was commissioned a new task that consisted in the
reorganization of the ethnographic elements in the rooms of the museum. Once the
objects were cleaned and organized, we had to move them back to their showcases. We
were asked to select the best pieces and set up the showcases, taking into account the
parameters established by the museographic area of the museum.

I was assigned the Oaxaca room, that contained the ethnographic objects of indigenous
groups such as: “Mixtecos” and “Zapotecos”. My work consisted in the organization of the

show rooms with the objects I had moved from the ethnographic stock. I had to dress
three different manikins that represented a “Mixtecos” ritual ceremony. Also, I had to
clean the showcases that were damaged by the water and reorganized the objects. This
task took two weeks, until we finally finished the room and their showcases to be reopen
to the public.

Do to the work I did in the showcases and the relation I established with the
museographic area, I had the possibility to work with them in a new project they were
developing with Catalina Gutierrez, an ethnographic researcher. She was one of the
ethnographers I was looking for, but because of the emergency of the flood in the museum
I was not introduced to her, until the end of the first month of my internship. Her work
consisted in a new curatorship related with the production of pottery by an indigenous
group called “Purepechas”.

Even though the researchers belong to the ethnographic area, they work independently
from the sub-direction and come and go, depending on the necessities of the museum.
Each one of them has been assigned a room and they also have to develop, once in a while,
particular installations at different spaces of the museum. In this case, the researcher
Rodriguez had been assigned a space at the entrance of the museum and she proposed an
exposition of traditional labor performed by indigenous women in Mexico.
The process with Catalina Gutierrez started on February 11th and my task was to work
side by side with the museographic area, to develop a proposal taking into account the
research she did with the Purepecha’s artisans. First, she gave us the research and some
ideas for the script. The ethnographer had a draft already of what she wanted for the
curatorship and based on that we started working with the museographic team. With that
initial information and two feedback meetings, the final script was developed, taking into
account the researcher ideas and the knowledge of the museographers.
With the final script delivered, the museographers started their curatorship proposal.
They had to determine how the elements were going to be organized in the room and how
the narrative of the exposition could be better explained. After two different propositions,
finally one of the ideas was approved and we could start developing the installation. This
process took about two months and I was present during the last half of the development
of the script and museographic proposal, learning and adding some ideas to how the
research should be exposed to the public.
With the museographic proposal ready and approved, the idea was to start working in the
development of the installation and the organization of the place. The museographic
script asked for two different videos that explained the pottery production process and
the objects elaborated during the research with the artisans. What the museographic area
decided was to show the chronological steps of the ceramic production in a timeline, that
showed all the phases and stages of elaboration, having as the center of the installation a
big clay pot that showed how beautiful this artisanal work could be. The other decision
was that the videos would be played in the background, explaining how those ceramics

were produced and the research undertaken by Catalina Rodriguez and her assistant in
the field.
Because I mentioned that my master was related with ethnographic visual production, the
museographers assigned me the realization of the videos. This was the opportunity to use
the knowledge I had acquired from the M.A., first understanding the ethnographic
research and then transforming it into a video. They gave me the research information
and the conclusions, plus all the material collected during the fieldwork. Having the
research and museographic guidelines in mind, I used a draft in Power Point that showed
how the video would be developed scene by scene.
Based on the video script I used Adobe Premier to develop the video. First I used the
research description to create a narrative, together with the pictures. Then, I recorded
the dialog and added it to the video. Once I had a good sound, I did the spanish subtitles
and started working in the pictures animation to give the video a feeling of movement.
After that, I did some adjustments based on the suggestions made by the museographic
team and the requests of Researcher Catalina Gutiérrez. Finally I was asked to create the
English subtitles for the international visitors of the exposition. The final version took
more or less two weeks, taking into account the changes and different versions made.
Finally, the remaining days I worked with the ethnographic team in the realization of a
second video for the next exposition, related with the indigenous groups of northwester
México. For this video I did the script and the first version.

Research Script:

Museographic Proposal
-Model

-Render

Graphic Design Proposal

Material Selection/Preparation

Video Production

Exposition: Challenge in Clay

Final Video
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wc7mPUHfSCY&feature=youtu.be

7. Description of the skills, knowledge and theory learnt or acquired through the
M.A. program that were used during the internship.
The best way to explain the theory and knowledge applied during the internship is to
describe the information that I used from the different classes taught in the M.A., during
the different phases of my work in the Anthropology Museum of Mexico.
Lets begin with the first month of work in the ethnographic stock of the museum. During
the first weeks of my internship I had some doubts about the way in which the indigenous
present of México was portrait and represented. With this asseveration I don’t want to
criticize the museum, but how anthropology has constructed an exotic view of the other,
separating the person from its culture and romanticizing their behaviors and believes.
In the case of the museum, they represent that “exotic other” through their objects and
recreate ceremonies using manikins and sceneries. During my work in the ethnographic
stock and later on, in the ethnographic rooms of the museum, I had the opportunity to
help recreate those sceneries and characters, selecting the objects of the display and
dressing them.
This entire situation made me think of what we had discussed during the first semester of
the M.A., related with the problem of representation in ethnographic research and visual
production. During both of our classes: Classics and Varieties with Tami Liberman and
Modes of Representation with Kristian Petersen, we had the opportunity to talk about the
ethical problems of representing the other through ethnographic films and our
responsibility as researchers, of being conscious of the power relation present in our
interaction with our subjects of study (collaborators) and the audience.
Having those classes in mind, I discovered that my critic was based on the promise of
reality that those installations convey. By using descriptive texts and static
representations of contemporary cultures, the installation transmits the idea that you
could know an indigenous group through the exposition of some of the elements they use

and by a narrative description of their way of living. The problem relies then in the power
relation that those expositions overlook, recreating a ceremony through the exposition of
elements and characterizing persons in the form of manikins.
How can the museographic narratives of the museum overcome these problems? This
was the biggest question I had during the second month of my internship, because I had
the opportunity to participate in the installation of Researcher Catalina Rodriguez. During
that period, two classes of the MA gave me some light around the topic. One of them was
Indigenous Media, taught by Phillip Budka and the other one was Research Methods,
taught by Julia Eksner (Yari Or).
On the one hand, I learned from Budka’s class that the indigenous media productions
were not meant to talk about the indigenous people, but were instead a “medium” for
them to talk about the way they conceive the world and to transmit their opinion. The
important thing about those productions is that they serve as amplifiers to address
different audiences. In my opinion the museum could overcome (in a way) this power
relation of representation, when they open spaces for the indigenous groups to talk about
themselves and their issues, recognizing them as contemporary societies with political,
economical, cultural and environmental problems and desires.
On the other hand, I learned from Eksner’s (Or’s) class how to develop a collaborative
research, in which the ethnographer works together with the people he/she studies in a
“Collaborative Narrative Inquiry”. You have to work with the collaborators since the very
beginning of the process: defining the problem/question of inquiry, collecting and
analyzing the information, reaching conclusions and finally generating some production
out of the research (text, film or installation). Its also very important to make visible the
different perspectives and positions of both the researcher and the researcher, to give the
audience a different perspectives of the information to build their own opinion. In this
perspective, the museum could involve the indigenous communities in the research and
production of the museographic installation, not only as the subjects of research, but as
active members of the research process, opening different perspectives for the audience

to analyze.
Both of this positions regarding the possible solutions for the representation problems
during an ethnographic research and presentation, where exposed during the tasks I had
assigned during the internship. Even though this academic position generated some
struggles with some of the members of the museums, also opened very interesting
discussions with some of the members of the ethnographic area like Catalina Rodriguez,
which I worked with in one of her expositions. She shared the idea that the way the
contemporary indigenous groups where portrait had to be changed or at list that had to
be a matter of discussion.
However, she also made me realize that in the process of ethnographic production inside
an institution as the National Anthropology Museum, there where other type of power
relations that go beyond the ethnographic research and museographic production, such
as the relation with other institutions like INHA (Anthropology and History National
Institute) and the Culture Ministry, both state-owned organizations with their own needs
of national and political narratives.

8. Final Words and Evaluation
The experience in the museum was a great opportunity to put into practice what I had
learned in the M.A. But more than the technical aspects taught by our teachers, I realized
that the biggest contribution from the master was the critical thinking towards the
ethnographic work. Cases like the one I saw in the museum, allowed me to realize how the
representation of the “other” is a very problematic process in which the ethnographer has
to be fully aware of the power relations involved, to try to contest them or at least to
make them visible to the audience. This point acquires more relevance in the context of
the National Anthropology Museum, because as part of the biggest anthropological
institution in the country possesses the authority to show the “reality” of indigenous
groups to the public.
The best lesson I learned from this experience and from the formation I received from the
M.A., was the importance of finding new ways to relate with the people involved in our
researches and encouraging us as ethnographers to create innovative productions out of
those studies, that may open discussion spaces more than represent “realities”. The
museum could serve to this goal, if the ethnographic research and museographic
narrative are able to create spaces of discussion where different perspectives could
converge, creating a multi-vocal scenario in which the researcher, the groups studied and
the public could interact.
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