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The Silver lining of globalizaTion

on “Principio Potosí” at the Museo nacional Cen-
tro de arte reina Sofia, Madrid

Capitalism’s cradle is not located in Manchester but in 

today’s bolivia. The eventful history of the mining city 

of Potosí exemplifies the main features of the modern 

exploitative economical system: the origin of the concept 

of the market can be derived from here as well as the 

iconographic sources of the almighty dollar symbol. The 

silver mines in the city once served the Spanish colonial 

empire as the foundation of imperial power, bought 

dearly with the slave work of the indigenous people.

an exhibition in Madrid, the former center of the 

iberian global empire, investigates by art works from 

Potosí and how these patterns continue in today’s glo-

balized economy.

The wonderfully provocative exhibition, “Prin-
cipio Potosí. ‘How Shall We Sing The Lord’s Song 
In A Strange Land’”, curated by Alice  Creischer, 
Andreas Siekmann and Max Jorge Hinderer, 
explores the callous dynamics of global capitalism 
from the surprising perspective of the Span-
ish colonial empire and its distinctive imagery.1 
The show’s central focus is on the history and 
representations of the discovery and opening of 
the silver mountain of Potosí in a part of Vice-
royal Peru that is now Bolivia. The indigenous 
population mined the extraordinary mountain’s 
three-hundred-foot outcropping of silver ore from 
time to time, but when Spanish colonizers pushed 
south in the 1540s following their conquest of the 
Inca everything about Potosí changed. By 1545 
Spanish miners had begun tearing the mountain 
away. From then on, for half a century, the boom 
around the incredibly rich hill developed fantasti-

cally. Potosí began to generate a lot of traffic, with 
the stream of silver from its mines encircling the 
globe. By the early 1600s, the city’s population 
was close to 200,000, greater than London, Can-
ton, or Tokyo. It was certainly the largest human 
community in the Western Hemisphere. 

Through all this magnificent growth, silver 
was the allure, the motor, the driving force, 
the definitive prize. At the height of its startling 
prosperity even the horses of the city of Potosí 
were shod with silver. The Spanish never found 
the legendary city of El Dorado, but they certainly 
unearthed a fabulous mountain of silver.

Mining in Potosí spread quickly from the 
original discovery lode, to ever-deeper recesses 
within its base. With output reaching new 
heights, Indian labor – especially in the later, 
most difficult and dangerous stages of under-
ground extraction – became ever more crucial. At 
precisely this point a system of draft labor known 
as the mita was installed in the entire Viceroyalty 
of Peru. The Spanish Crown granted the native 
population the rights of citizenship, which meant 
freedom from slavery. But these rights came with 
a pending clause: the indigenous people now 
had to pay tribute to the crown through their 
labor force. Indian communities for hundreds of 
miles across the high plain of west-central South 
America, where the Andes are at their widest, 
would henceforth be required to send an annual 
complement of workers to the silver mines. From 
the standpoint of the indigenous population these 
changes were catastrophic – even genocidal. Labor 
conditions in the mines were so harsh that many 
sickened and died within months of their arrival. 
The total of mining deaths has recently been 
conservatively estimated to be in the many hun-
dreds of thousands. Another long-term effect of 
the mita was to depopulate the surrounding native 
settlements, as more and more indigenous men 
died or fled its spreading dragnet. Silver began to 
be traded first for African slaves, and then, when 
it became clear that the Africans were unable to 
cope with the 4100 meter altitude, for Chinese 
laborers twenty-thousand kilometers away.
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The exploitation of the rich Potosí mines pro-
duced the first significant accumulation of capital 
in the modern period. This led to the origins of 
the quantity theory of economic value, which cul-
minated in the purchasing power parity of money 
and the workings of what today we know as for-
eign exchange. Much of this was charted in 1569 
by the Spanish economist Tomás de Mercado, a 
fascinating figure who may have been born in 
the New World, and whose surname has come to 
define the “market”. Potosí’s abundant treasure 
led to the creation of the first global money cur-
rency, which is the silver coin. Indeed, the mint 
mark of Potosí (the letters “ptsi” superimposed 
on one another) is the origin of the dollar sign. 
The beginnings of the global economic system of 
capitalist modernity – that notoriously protean 
economic force – might be said to be located in 
Potosí. 

There was nothing transitory about “the 
Potosí principle”, the curators claim. Its process 
of what Karl Marx defined as “primitive accu-
mulation” – the accretion of capital through the 
plunder or privatization of the commons and the 
proletarianization of the majority of the popula-
tion – rampantly continues today on a world 
scale. One sees many examples of its implementa-
tion in neoliberal globalization. 

To show the Potosí principle’s continuing 
relevance the curators have asked about twenty 
artists or artist groups recommended to them 
by a network of correspondents in cities such as 
London, Moscow, Dubai and Beijing to produce 
artworks that respond to about twenty colonial 
paintings that pertain to Potosí. These paintings 
are not hung on the walls of the museum. Rather, 
the curators have opted to suspend them from the 
ceiling or on temporary support surfaces especially 
built for this exhibition to make the point that the 
pictures have hitherto not had any space in Europe 
where many have never before been shown.

The contemporary artists each chose a colo-
nial painting (and in some cases more than one) 
and related that painting to present-day experi-
ence. The old works in the exhibition are clearly 

regressive insofar as they primarily serve to sup-
port the interests of the Spanish colonizers. But 
the artists have read them against the grain. This 
is nowhere more clear than in Harun Farocki’s 
meticulous iconographical analysis of Gaspar 
Miguel de Berrio’s “Descripciòn del Cerro Rico e 
Imperial Villa de Potosí”, 1758. Farocki’s eighteen 
minute video projection, “The Silver and the 
Cross”, juxtaposes still close ups from the majestic 
colonial painting with the cityscape of contem-
porary Potosí. The voice-over declares Miguel de 
Berrio’s canvas a masterpiece. As Farocki points 
out, the picture depicts Potosí as a bustling, god-
loving city. Several orderly processions wind their 
way through the streets where churches, market 
stalls, and the red and brown roofed houses of 
the wealthy and trading class are located. The 
complex system of waterworks developed in 
order to produce energy capable of pulverize the 
big rocks from the mines is highlighted, as are 
the piles of crushed ore mixed with mercury, 
the amalgamation compound for the production 
of silver, neatly arranged alongside the process-
ing mill. But the voice-over notes that all signs 
of the enormous exploitation of the indigenous 
population by the Spanish are missing from the 
painting. Even the entrances to the mines are not 
represented. So although the picture today serves 
as a Bolivian national icon that portrays Potosí in 
all of its glory, key historical details are noticeably 
absent. That conspicuous absence speaks of the 
massive violence – what the voice-over describes 
as “the large-scale genocide” – brought upon the 
indigenous population.

Across the room, the Argentinian artist Edu-
ardo Molinari’s “Los niños de la soja” addresses 
the transformation of whole ways of life that the 
post-economic crisis cultivation of genetically 
modified soy beans have brought to many in his 
homeland. Molinari’s work consists of drawings, 
documents and photographs that relate to the 
enormous green fields (some the size of small 
European countries) of the Argentine provinces of 
Buenos Aires and Santa Fe. The information soon 
reveals that the land has been cultivated by the 
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transnational soy industry, which now spans from 
Brazil to Bolivia, Paraguay and Argentina, and is 
a sort of superstate – the artist refers to it as “soy 
republic”. The agribusiness was granted gener-
ous subsidies and unprecedented access to huge 
areas of common land following the devastat-
ing economic crisis of the late 1990s and early 
2000s. In return, the industry has provided much 
needed jobs and promises of a better economy. 
Soy, from this perspective, is the plant of hope. 
However, the chemical processing of the vast soy 
fields has made them highly toxic, and polluted 
the land throughout the entire area. Consequently, 
the locals no longer have safe land to plant their 
food and continue their means of subsistence, 
with the result that a lot of the population has 
been displaced as unattached proletarians on the 
labor market. But “Los niños de la soja” focuses in 
particular on children hired by the agribusiness to 
run in between the rows of plants, determining 
what sections of the fields require more pesticides. 
Photographs of children standing in the middle 
of the cultivated land waving flags to let the bush 
pilots know where to unload their cargo of pesti-
cides are harrowing. As with the mines of Potosí, 
where indigenous laborers were directed to stomp 
on tons of highly toxic quicksilver poured onto 
pulverized rock from the mountain to speed up 
the amalgamation process, in the soy fields of 
present-day Argentina efficiency and profit once 
again champions health and safety as the pilots 
drop the deadly chemicals on the children.

Molinari’s “Los niños de la soja” responds 
to an anonymous painting from the seventeenth 
century, “Imposición de la casulla a San Idel-
fonso”, which features a fantastic garden. The 
garden and its plants are meant to represent 
utopian growth and hope. Several figures at the 
bottom end of the picture inspect their resources 
with the same sense of ownership of those who 
today manage and control the highly capitalized 
fields of soy. In ecstasy, they envision themselves 
in a sterile heaven. Two self-flagellating saints, 
one Dominican and one Franciscan, are also 
represented in the garden, while above in the 

heavens Mary gives an elaborately embellished 
coat to Saint Idelfonso, a defender of the dogma 
of Immaculate Conception. Molinari relates the 
soy fields in the early twenty-first century to the 
divine plants in the colonial painting. In both 
cases, an all-powerful mechanism brings hope as 
well as suffering to humble people who must bear 
the consequences.

The contemporary Bolivian artist María 
Galindo (founder of the feminist activist collec-
tive Mujeres Creando), through the means of a 
video and graffiti, analyzes the predominance of 
patriarchal representations in the colonial context 
and questions the economic function of patriarchy 
in conditions where bodies are considered to be 
resources. In particular, Galindo responds to the 
anonymous mid-eighteenth century painting “Las 
Novicias”, which depicts two very young girls 
from what evidently are wealthy families being 
promised to a convent by their fathers. Galindo’s 
video addresses the ideological dynamic of such 
representations. But the artist does not just focus 
on the colonial past. As she puts it in the video: 
“The relationship between patriarchy and colo-
nialism […] is an unnamable relationship deleted 
from the mental political map to speak about colo-
nialism and decolonialization. Every indigenous 
and Spanish woman assumes a specific place that 
is defined precisely through this patriarchal com-
munity between the one and the other society.”

The main provocation of the show lies in 
the parallels it draws between the operation of 
colonial painting and the function that contem-
porary art serves in legitimizing the new elites of 
globalization. The Russian artist collective Chto 
Delat’s video projection, “The Tower” (Song-
spiel), takes the form of a theatre-play with music 
in the tradition of Bertolt Brecht. The production 
features two platforms, one above the other. On 
the top stage stands the new Russian oligarchy, 
comprised of economic and religious elites, who 
discuss what to install in the new office tower of 
Gazprom state corporation, which is the tallest 
building in St. Petersburg. Plans to construct the 
tower provoked a heated debate and much public 
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opposition in Russia. The elite in Chto Delat’s 
play conclude that a museum of contemporary 
art would be most advantageous because it can 
provide entertainment and distraction for the 
disadvantaged simple people represented by those 
who stand on the platform below. So the dialogue 
exposes the conniving schemes developed by the 
new oligarchs to maintain the status quo, and the 
role assumed by contemporary art in that process. 
Chto Delat’s video relates to one of three paint-
ings that are hung nearby: Lucas Valdés’ “Santiago 
Batallando con los Morros” (1690); an anonymous 
eighteenth century picture entitled “Felipe V 
Convertido en Santiago Matamoros”; and another 
anonymously rendered canvas depicting “Antonio 
Lopez de Quiroga” (1660). The latter is a portrait 
of the wealthiest mine-owner in Potosí during the 
city’s heyday. As with the new post-Soviet Russian 
elites, Lopez de Quiroga was known periodically 
to provide bread and circus entertainment to 
appease the poor and less fortunate in seventeenth 
century Potosí. 

The Chinese viewpoint is very important in 
“Principio Potosí” exhibition, as is the Persian 
Gulf perspective. “Dubai-Expanded Horizons” by 
Creischer, Christian von Barries and Siekmann, is 
essentially a reenactment of a tedious press con-
ference held in Berlin in 2008 to publicize a scan-
dalous agreement made by three major German 
art institutions (the Dresden State Art Collections, 
the Berlin State Museums, and the Bavarian State 
Picture Collections) to provide the Dubai Culture 
and Arts Authority with the necessary expertise 
and contents with which to produce the world’s 
largest museum – a “universal museum.” The 
artists transcribed the text of the press conference 
and hired actors to reenact it. The scenography 
designed by Siekmann explains through the use 
of his pictogram language how Dubai produces 
a proletariat class to build its real estate. Large 
numbers of migrant laborers (presently totaling 
eighty-five percent of the population) from poor 
countries such as Bangladesh are encouraged to 
relocate to the oil-rich Emirate with the promise 
of a better life. But the huge debts these itinerant 

workers incur to get to and to maintain a resi-
dence in Dubai, combined with the fact that their 
passports and all of their rights are taken away 
from them as soon as they arrive, places them in 
conditions resembling slavery. 

“Dubai-Expanded Horizons” responds to 
Melchor Perez de Holguín’s enormous “Entrada 
del Virrey Arzobispo Morcillo en Potosí”, 1718, 
which illustrates three scenes from a lavish festi-
val held by the city of Potosí in April, 1716, to cel-
ebrate the visit of the archbishop of La Plata, Fray 
Diego Morcillo Rubio de Auñón. Morcillo had 
recently been appointed Viceroy by King Phillip 
V. Festivities in Potosí lasted a week, and as Perez 
de Holguín’s painting indicates a lot of ephemer-
alarchitectural facades were built for the occasion. 
By that time, though, the economy of Potosí had 
entered a period of decline. Investments on tech-
nology and labor no longer appeared profitable, 
and the upkeep of the industrial infrastructures 
had ceased. And yet, a huge expenditure went 
into celebrating the entry of the Viceroy into 
Potosí in order to create the impression that it 
was still the wealthiest city in the world with a 
completely healthy culture. Likewise, the Dubai 
Universal Museum, which called for the exhibi-
tion in the Emirate of many treasures from Ger-
man museums, was meant to indicate health and 
financial stability at a moment when Dubai’s eco-
nomic foundation was shaking, if not crumbling 
altogether. In both cases, investment in art and 
culture served to give the false impression that the 
economy was perfectly sound. 

The show features three positions from a 
Chinese perspective. The most powerful of these 
is by the Dutch artist Matthijs de Bruijne, who 
has made an actualization of a series of mid-
nineteenth century watercolors by Melchor Maria 
Mercado, “Album de paisajes, tipos humanos y 
costumbres”. Mercado travelled through the alti-
plano along the routes of trade, the path of money 
and capital. Ten of his marvelous watercolors are 
included in the show. The compositions represent 
typical customs and rituals of the indigenous peo-
ple, many of whom are dressed in costumes and 
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participate in fantastic carnival activities. These 
celebrations served to thematize the history of 
this region, including the conquest and the devel-
opment of the mines. Mercado’s watercolors are 
juxtaposed to de Bruijne’s “1000 Dreams”, which 
is installed in the exhibition on lcd monitors 
produced in China. The artist spent several years 
traveling through China, collecting dreams from 
migrant workers who had moved to industrial 
centers from various parts of the country when 
their villages were lost to modernization. As with 
the carnival system depicted in Mercado’s earlier 
watercolors, the dreams in contemporary China 
function as a means through which a population 
works through the brutality of modernity. Like 
carnivals, which are often delirious, dreams also 
break with reality. Moreover, many of the dreams 
captured by de Bruijne reflect on the repressive 
structure in which the subjects find themselves. 
Melancholic dreams of home are common, as 
are anxieties of workplace injuries. Thus the 
everyday conditions of the migrant laborers are 
worked through in their dreams. Both Mercado’s 
watercolor drawings and de Bruijne’s collection 
of dreams represent amazing manifestations of a 
repressed desire to subdue oppressive social struc-
tures even if only for a brief moment. 

“Principio Potosí“ also reveals that not only a 
tremendous movement of people and capital but 
a vast propagation of pictures too was required 
to buttress the whole imperialist endeavor. With 
Martin Luther having mobilized the first cut plane 
and book prints for the cause of what came to be 
known as the Protestant Reformation, the Catholic 
Counter-Reformation responded with images. 
Phillip II centralized and made a monopoly 
of the prints, which were produced en masse 
in Antwerp (under the direction of Cristophe 
Plantin) and distributed throughout the far-flung 
Spanish empire. Importantly, the Viceroyalty 
of Peru was a kind of factory for this pictorial 
turn, and as such for the Counter-Reformation. 
Many prints from Antwerp were sent there to be 
reproduced in paint by local artisans, and these 
canvases in turn were shipped to the other Span-

ish colonies. The curators of “Principio Potosí” 
found references to contracts in Peruvian archives 
that called on artists workshops to produce 
hundreds of paintings based on prints in only a 
few months. In the city of Cuzco alone there were 
three academies that combined realized upwards 
of 250,000 paintings a year – and this was before 
the beginning of industrialization. One of the 
earliest motifs developed in the colonies and 
shipped back to Europe during this time dates 
from the beginning of the sixteenth century and 
memorializes the Nagasaki Martyrs, six Francis-
can friars, three Jesuits, and seventeen of their 
converts who were executed in Japan in 1597. (A 
painting based on this print and presently housed 
in the Convent of the Recoleta in Sucre, Bolivia, 
is included in the exhibition.) The fact that this 
print was reproduced in multiples and traveled all 
the way to Europe at the same time that tens of 
thousands of pictures were being sent from the 
Occident across the globe reveals that already by 
the seventeenth century there was a world system 
of image distribution in place. 

“Principio Potosí“ exhibition makes clear that 
the enormous generation and diffusion of images 
in the sixteenth century parallels the develop-
ment of the first global currency. Each followed 
the path of the other. Attached to the backside of 
several of the canvases exhibited in the show are 
the original prints that served as models for the 
production of the paintings in the Andes. The 
curators argue that the images are part of a com-
plex biopolitical mechanism that accompanied 
and supported the interests of the economy. 

Most paintings featured in the exhibition 
are anonymous, made by indigenous artists in 
the altiplano. Not all of the canvases come from 
the city of Potosí. But they are all related in one 
way or another to the Potosí principle. Huge 
tableaus such as “El Inferno” (1739) and “La 
Muerte” (1939) from the Church of Caquiaviri in 
the Department of La Paz, which is located over 
five-hundred kilometers from Potosí, are included 
because this was an important site from which 
laborers were recruited. The leaders of this village 
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regularly made deals with the Spanish, receiving 
money in exchange for workers. For these ruth-
less entrepreneurs, commissioning paintings for 
the local church was a way to demonstrate their 
devoutness, as well as a means through which to 
offset critiques that they had profited from selling 
the townspeople. So pictures such as these were 
directly related to the worker migration system 
necessary to keep the mines of Potosí running. 

But the show also makes the powerful point 
that the interpretation of images is never entirely 
in line with the technology of power – that even 
the most subservient art can offer messages of 
resistance to future generations. Colonial paintings 
might have avowed and taught the ecclesiastical 
doctrine of the day. Yet they were often also rein-
terpreted by the indigenous community for their 
own purposes. Double meanings were attributed 
to much of the iconography, which endowed it 
with a coded resistance to the colonial enterprise. 
For instance, in the center of “La Muerte” by the 
Master of Caquiaviri there is a compassion scene 
with an indigenous person on his knees confess-
ing to a priest who sits on a chair. The mouth of 
the native is covered by the hand of a devil that 
stands immediately behind him. The iconogra-
phy is ambivalent. On the one hand, the silenced 
figure might symbolize the endless, structural debt 
of the indigenous subject to the Spanish crown 
and the Catholic Church. There is always more to 
confess. But on the other hand, the devil’s gesture 
of covering the mouth of the indigenous person at 
confession could be interpreted as a message that 
one should be careful in such rituals since speak-
ing too much can be detrimental. Indeed, it is 
known that Aymara and Quechua miners’ culture 
had reinterpreted the figure of the devil as a devi-
ous, but not necessarily evil, god of the earth. The 
Aymara referred to him as el tio (the uncle). Rather 
than an enemy, the devil was someone that was 
slippery but ultimately on one’s team. So although 
all of these paintings were ordered and paid for by 
the ruling few who often had their own sinister 
agenda, some of the iconography was interpreted 
to resist domination and oppression from forces 

above. In close readings and critical reinterpreta-
tions of art such as these, the curators see the 
glimmer of present and future hope.
aleXanDer alberro

Note
1  The show opened at the Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 

Sofia in Madrid, Spain, in May, 2010. From there it travels 
to the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin, Germany 
(October 2010) and then to the Museo Nacional de Arte 
and MUSEF in La Paz, Bolivia (April 2011).

a DoSe of feeling

on Michael Krebber at galerie Daniel buchholz, 
berlin

if on various occasions in this issue contemporary 

forms of virtuous labor are mentioned which, according 

to the italian philosopher Paolo virno, aims at the per-

formance itself rather than at the material end product, 

this may also apply to Michael Krebber. The Cologne-

based artist, who became especially influential as a 

professor at the Städelschule frankfurt, has cultivated 

the act of hesitating as a practice and particularly as an 

attitude like hardly anyone else.

in the press release for his latest exhibition at the 

berlin branch of Daniel buchholz gallery authored by 

himself, Krebber accordingly states that the question 

is not about matching criteria of good or bad art, but 

that it is entirely sufficient to call himself an artist – 

which he has been doing, as proved by his “early work”, 

since 1968. With all its conceptual finesse in the Kreb-

beresque denial of expectations, the result turns out to 

be embarrassing and touching.

“I don’t aspire to any indifference of non-partici-
pation. I blush like everyone else.”

Jacques Rigaut


