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men and women can learn from the heavenly leaders who appear as Native deities from the past.  

The present day workers can learn from their native ancestors how to best distribute and work 

the land in contemporary times.   

It is interesting to note also that the preferred method for planting in Mexico is in small 

triangular mounds as compared to the long horizontal ruts and rows in the US.  One can argue 

that the land and its ownership by individuals is the source of fertility for Benton, but for Rivera 

it is the workers who are also a source of fertility of the land that can never be owned by 

individuals.   The ever cycling relationship between Rivera’s revolutionaries and the land is seen 

when the martyrs’ bodies decompose and fertilize the soil after their toils above ground are done.  

In stark contrast with Benton’s figures, Rivera paints men and women who resemble 

archeological statues who are rounded, weighted and static with their large, bulky serapes and 

soft bodies.  The immobile figures are at peace with their surroundings in this chronotope of 

vertical space and cyclical time as transcendence is provided by their cyclical relationship with 

the landscape that also is viewed and blessed from the vertical heavens. 

 

Chronotopes in the Representations of Technology by Benton and Rivera 

 

Fig. 71. Thomas Hart Benton. America Today: City Building, Steel and Coal. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, NY. 

1930-1. https://charlesmcquillen.com/thomas-hart-benton-america-today-english-language-arts-lesson-plan/ Accessed March 16, 

2017. 
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Both Benton and Rivera thought that technology could improve the lives of Americans 

and Mexicans.  Benton’s time at the Art Institute of Chicago increased his appreciation for steel 

and industries (Bargell 12) and in his America Today: City Building, Steel and Coal (Figure 71), 

technology is the impetus for all the movements in the composition.  The people weave 

horizontally in and out between presses, barges, drills and steam as the fruits of their labor sit in 

the background in the ships in the harbor.  While they are working together, each man is 

distinctive as they arch in various directions in their individual rhythms.  The powerful men are 

never dwarfed by the machines of which they are always in complete control.  The deep space of 

the mural pulls the viewer’s eyes out to the steel mill and boats in the harbor, emphasizing the 

transportation of goods via water that travels outward to their destinations.  Man is always in 

control of the instruments of their labor, in the background or to their sides, aiding in their 

progress towards the future.  The flow of black and white smoke and melted steel silhouette the 

movements of the figures dancing between mechanisms.  Since it took Benton only nine months 

to paint this mural, one may even ask if the speed of new technologies was reflected perhaps in 

the speed and intensity of its preparation.  A golden aura emanates from the panoramic horizon 

that cannot be broken even by the cornices of the mural.  This golden light silhouettes the 

machinery and mechanisms of technology that will bring never-ending progress and change. 

The title America Today, reinforces the present tense of the mural, underscoring the latest 

enhancements in technology and a disinterest in the past.  On the left, three men are “shoring up 

foundation walls, the first step in skyscraper construction,” (Adams 165) and skyscrapers are 

seen at various stages of completion behind the builders.  We are watching the creation of an 

emerging city.  The liberation of man via technology is seen with the figure of the black worker 

using a jack hammer working alongside his white coworkers.  Steel literally takes center stage 
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with its blast furnace and Bessemer converter, an invention adopted by US businesses from the 

UK because of its ability to produce mass quantities of steel after burning away impurities.  

Benton honestly shows the overwork and poverty of the coal producing regions, but the coal 

cars, train and ship promise an outward journey towards modern power plants like the one in the 

background.  All of the products of technology that they are currently working on are on their 

way to another physical destination.  

Benton’s America Today is a sweeping epic of technology influencing the East, Midwest 

and South to show how the entire country is benefitting from high tech advances.  Benton said, 

“I was after a picture of America in its entirety” (Wolff 12).  Horizontal space in his murals 

requires the speed of the latest trains, cars, planes, etc. to access the sweeping plains of the vast 

countrysides, and that sweeping linear movement across the landscapes would lead to the 

progress of each day.  His vision of technology required horizontal space and linear time in his 

murals to solidify his view of its progress for the US.   

  

 

Fig. 72.  Diego Rivera. Detroit Industry: North Wall with Production and Manufacture of Engine and Transmission 

and South Wall with Production of Automobile Exterior and Final Assembly. Fresco on wall. Detroit Institute of Arts, Detroit, 

Michigan. 1932-3. https://www.dia.org/art/collection/object/detroit-industry-north-wall-58538. 

https://www.dia.org/art/collection/object/detroit-industry-south-wall-58539.   

https://www.dia.org/art/collection/object/detroit-industry-north-wall-58538
https://www.dia.org/art/collection/object/detroit-industry-south-wall-58539
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It is evident that Rivera also “had a fascination for modern technology and industry, and 

believed that the machine would eventually contribute to the realization of a classless society” 

(Segal 40).  His view of technology was similar to the assembly line of the industrial revolution 

that was built from the collective body of workers.  Whereas Benton’s figures remain individuals 

within their own personal and horizontal spaces, Rivera’s figures are a part of the massive 

machine (Figure 72).  His figures move together in a rhythmic dance as they all bend and sway 

in one direction like ocean waves.  They are swept away and up into a technical dance that 

reflects his belief in dialectical materialism that considered technology to be a major part in our 

evolution to a classless future, and the idea that technology can help Mexicans transcend to an 

equal footing in society.  While Benton’s progress and national narrative depends on the 

maintained individuality and spacing between his figures, Rivera’s Mexican story of technology 

is contingent on the collective identity of the group where the figures are in unison and grouped 

tightly together.   

The reading of the composition is vertical with three levels that show above the ground, 

the ground and below the ground.  Rivera places the industrial complex into a subterranean level, 

resembling the monochrome reliefs in catholic churches.  An assembly line with conveyor belts 

requires large horizontal spaces in reality, but Rivera compresses the scene in the lower left by 

lining our peripheral vision with tall spindles that point upwards, resembling Toltec guards 

aiding the workmen.  To the right, “Rivera's model for this stamping machine was actually an 

outdated version and speculates that he chose this version because of its visual resemblance to 

the Aztec deity Coatlicue” (Downs 140).  This god required human sacrifices and perhaps she 

now requires the daily sacrifice of these workers in exchange for her gifts.  Rivera thought that 

technology and the machine world would contribute to the “realization of a classless society” 
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(Segal 40), and perhaps, an idealized version of the nostalgic Aztec world.  Rivera cannot help 

but appropriate his Mexican heritage and his Aztec gods into this “American” scene.  In Rivera’s 

chronotope, contemporary technology can still be connected to the distant past.  The furnace 

blasts heat at the top of the plant like a volcano spewing lava from a mountain.  He covers the 

automotive plant by strata of soil filled with the raw materials that power the industrial machine.  

At the very top are four allegorical figures reclining like chacmools who represent different races 

who are receiving the raw materials carried up from the fists bursting up through the soil.  

Primordial man and woman are placed in a hierarchical position above the present day toil.  

Unlike Benton, Rivera’s products of technology result in a vertical, uplifting moment for the 

people who celebrate now and not primarily in the future. 

 

Chronotopes in the Human Forms of Benton and Rivera 

 

Fig. 73. Thomas Hart Benton.  Social History of Missouri. Fresco on panel.  The House Lounge in the State Capitol of 

Missouri, Jefferson City, MO. 1936. 

Benton’s figures were always individualized as they moved in different directions, 

muscles bulging with their exertion, attempting to and at times succeeding in, breaking through 

the very edges of the picture plane (Figure 73).  The long horizontal panorama cannot contain 

these figures that demand to keep moving outwards across their frames and cornices to create 

more personal spaces for themselves.  For Benton, the future is determined by our exploration of 

the land by individuals and he creates “an atmosphere of energy and power that somehow 

corresponds to the energy of a vast continent” (Adams 262).  In his Social History of Missouri, 

the pioneer in the upper left rests his arm with a jug of spirits up against the architectural cornice, 
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and the man with an ax lifts it up so high that his ax and arm break into the upper panel 

containing Huck and Jim.  The farmer in the middle baling hay raises his pitchfork full of hay so 

high he seems to be ready to dump it into the railroad scene above him.  Muscles and tendons 

emphasize their bodies caught in motion as the majority of the figures are diagonal.  Of the 235 

figures, only 32 are of women as their social and economic status make them less dynamic as 

men, and thus, underrepresented in Benton’s composition.  Unlike Rivera, Benton’s figures are 

situated deep into the picture plane (informed by his construction of preparatory 3-D sculptures) 

and modeled by his dramatic golden light while some figures in front attempt to burst out of the 

picture plane.   

Instead of concentrating primarily on famous heroes or characters (although he does 

occasionally include well-known politicians and literary figures like Jesse James, Huck Finn, and 

Frankie and Johnny) Benton emphasizes the common citizens going about their daily tasks 

entering and exiting buildings and overlapping one another as they work and move in diverse 

directions.  Benton traveled all over Missouri sketching citizens for his mural.  While the 

community works cooperatively, each person’s individual fate is ultimately determined by their 

own actions.  The hands and feet are slightly larger than normal to emphasize the power and 

importance of their work and movements on the land.  The crowds are always filled with 

independent individuals that differ from Rivera’s blending hordes of people.  All of Benton’s 

characters are individuals who do not blend into the crowd, they are crowds of individuals in a 

large panorama. 
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Fig. 74. Diego Rivera. Fiesta Courtyard: Day of the Dead-City Celebration. 417 x 375cm. Ministry of Education. 

Mexico City, Mexico. 1923-8. https://smarthistory.org/rivera-murals-ministry-public-education/  

In Fiesta Courtyard, Rivera’s figures (Figure 74) mimic the mountain upon which 

Mexico is born.  They are stacked on top of each other in a dense and compacted, vertical space.  

The heads in the crowd are literally stacked one on top of the other.  The mass of bodies that are 

reminiscent of the pre-Columbian figures of the Aztec and Maya are sculptural and 3-

dimensional but difficult to separate from the overall corpus of humanity.  Equilibrium was as 

important as movement in pre-Conquest art (Arquin 22).  While there is a crowd, it is not the 

crowd of Benton’s motion but of a gathered communion where many are seated as they eat and 

drink.  Rivera was one of the “first individuals to develop a sizeable collection (sixty thousand 

objects) of pre-Columbian artifacts” (Helms 139).  Most of the faces are indistinguishable as 

they meld together.  The society at large is more important for Rivera than the individual.  The 

crowds are filled with nameless and faceless people at times who blend and fuse into a gathering 

mass.  The bright banner further flattens the space behind the figures, blocking the viewer from 

seeing into the city’s street, blocking any sort of deeper space provided by the landscape.  The 

https://smarthistory.org/rivera-murals-ministry-public-education/
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viewer’s eyes travel up and down with the vertical movement of the human figures and flat, 

paper puppets.  Paper skulls stacked as mini pyramids decorate the backdrop.  Like Benton, 

Rivera uses the common people as the focus of his murals instead of heroes and famous 

characters as we become a part of the crowd that sweeps upwards in Rivera’s chronotope where 

figures cling to the surface of the mural.  

 Unlike Benton’s moving figures, Rivera’s living figures commune with the dead during 

these Day of the Dead festivities via skull masks and other skeleton costumes articulating his 

cyclical chronotope.  Instead of Day of the Dead: City Celebration, Rivera could have named it 

Day of the Dead: City Reunion.  Time has stopped at this moment as the ancestors arise and 

become a part of society again.  The paper skeletons above the crowd are indistinguishable from 

those who wear their skull masks within the crowd.  There is a hypnotic quality to the 

composition as the crowd seems to be standing and waiting for their reunions with the dead.  We 

witness how time must slowdown in Rivera’s murals in order for his figures to experience the 

immanent moment. 

 

Chronotopes in the Representation of History by Benton and Rivera 

 

Fig. 75.  Thomas Hart Benton. Social History of Indiana: Reformers and Squatters and Early Schools and 

Communities. Tempera on canvas. Indiana University Auditorium, Bloomington, IN. 14’ x 230’. 1933. Photo by Cyndi Maitri 

2015. 

Benton explicitly wanted his murals to also be an educational experience that revealed 

important figures, inventions and events in the American narrative.  The title of the 48-page 
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brochure that accompanied the Social History of Indiana (Figure 75) included the phrase “a story 

told in form and word” (Foster, Kathleen 138).  The idea of progress and its role for the future 

dominates his narratives.  The past that occurred prior to the pioneer days established by 

European immigrants is always on the outskirts or a short preface that is added grudgingly to the 

beginning of each of these facing murals with the indigenous scenes at the beginning of the 

cultural and industrial progress timelines.  Those indigenous images are based primarily on his 

readings that were laced with stereotypes and exaggerations, expressing his assumption that the 

native origins of the nation’s story are not important.  They stand as a prologue to the real origin 

story of the pioneer or explorer.  The US citizen is supposed to recognize him/herself in the 

pioneer, truncating US history in the presentation of Benton’s chronotope, trudging through open 

space heading toward the future and progress.  The viewer is carried along laterally by the 

church steeple, telephone poles, trees and smoke that provide vertical poles that drag us left to 

right and forward and backward in deep space.  

Time can only move chronologically forward, as the linear movement indicates the 

progress being made towards a better life with more money, more inventions, more freedom and 

more comforts.  Many regarded his approach to storytelling as pragmatic “where every type of 

experience—economic, moral or social—is evaluated in terms of its consequences and 

relationship to future actions” (Foster, Kathleen 146).  As the mural moves towards the present 

in Benton’s life, the viewer can see the advances in technology, science and education.  Benton’s 

focus on the current life of Indiana in his day is revealed by the six months of research and 

traveling he made throughout the state and all the sketches he made of real people, objects and 

buildings.  It is unnecessary to remove controversial topics like the Klan rally and cross burning 
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since, for him, we can see how we are moving onwards in our growth to more equality and 

political freedom.   

The current Executive Vice President and Provost of Indiana University recently wrote in 

2017 in support of Benton’s murals after students raised the issue of their removal from their 

home in the classroom of Woodburn 100, “They depict the social progression of Indiana 

history—including, explicitly, the promise and hope of racial integration and a free press arising 

out of the fight against the political influence of the Klan—through the visceral and powerful 

vision of one of the most significant artists of the period” (Robel).  The provost could be 

responding to the linear time and progress signified by the chronotope of the murals.   

Benton was not interested in ignoring all of the bad events in the US story, but where 

they are present they are great reminders of how we have progressed forward and these are 

located further back in the panels.  As an example, Benton painted a scene in front of the Klan 

rally of a white and a black child being tended to by a white nurse, alluding to the changes 

already experienced in recent years.  The perpetual sunrise and sunset behind the figures remind 

us of the many more days to come and the changes and progress that will come with them. 
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Fig. 76.  Diego Rivera. The History of Mexico. West Wall. Fresco on wall. 749 x 885cm. National Palace, Mexico City, 

Mexico. 1929-35. Photo by Tammy Parks 2012. 

While in Italy preparing for his career as a muralist, Rivera “had examined pre-

Columbian and Early Colonial manuscripts in Italian collections, and he continued to study the 

records and remains of pre-Columbian civilizations that were available to him in Mexico” 

(Helms 139).  Rivera’s desire to recover and revalue the importance of Aztec heritage and 

history in the national Mexican narrative is reflected in his concept and chronotope of indigenous 

history as a continuous cycle where the characters, stories and actions are constantly interwoven 

from the past, present and future within the same picture plane.   

The History of Mexico is painted on the walls of the National Palace, the center of what 

was once the great Aztec Empire.  Rivera depicted Montezuma and the Aztecs symbolically 

returning to that space they once ruled before the Spanish invasion.  The North Wall is devoted 

to the Pre-Columbian world before the Spanish arrival.  Rivera paints them as intelligent, urban 

dwellers who designed a complex environment while making forays into the arts and 
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technologies.  This is not a preference or a prologue to the Spanish Conquest but the origin of 

Mexican history. 

The West Wall (Figure 76) bursts with events from the Spanish conquest up to the early 

20th century.  In the center sits the eagle with the Aztec symbol of war in its beak, the older 

symbol for the creation of the Aztec capital and the newer symbol for Mexico’s Independence 

from Spain.  This emblem sits on the base of a stone trapezoid, underscoring how Mexico will be 

built on the ruins and layers of the ancient buildings and history.  The chronotope displays the 

history of Mexico moving through time vertically as the Spanish soldiers battled with the Aztecs 

at the base of the wall, while the slavery, rape, indoctrination and assimilation of indigenous 

tribes is located in the middle and the fight for independence from Spain occurs at the top.  The 

scene becomes more complicated as revolution after revolution occurs with various leaders.   

Rivera said that he wanted the mural to be “related to the dynamic upward sweep of the 

revolution” (Rivera, March 101).  Some sides express the idea of an agrarian future with signs 

that say Land and Liberty while some workers point to a technological solution for the future in 

another panel.  “The simultaneous presentation of opposites that Rivera used to express a 

dialectical development of history often led him to sacrifice actual historical chronology, 

repeating portraits of historical figures in the same panels or placing them outside their actual 

time.  The mural is “nearly illegible because of the visual complexity created by the necessity of 

presenting in each episode its thesis, antithesis, and synthesis, which in turn provides the thesis 

for the next episode” (Helms 133).  History is built physically and symbolically on top of the 

past in a complicated layering of space and time. 

The red Aztec Stone calendar below the eagle reinforces this recycling of symbols with 

its cyclical representation of time.  “On one side of the stone is the Aztecs' conqueror Hernan 
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Cortés’ hand holding a spear and on the other side of it the hand of Cuauhetemoc, the last Aztec 

emperor, holding a sling” (Cummings).  The current mestizo heritage of Mexico is symbolized 

by these two figures connected forever by the radial calendar and the story of Mexico’s new 

birth.  The past and present are in communion within the chronotope. 

 

The Legacy of Benton and Rivera 

Both of these men came out of civil wars that created crises of national identify in their 

respective nations.  While Benton was born after the US Civil War, the division and racism that 

ensued through the Reconstruction period with segregation at every level of society and the 

continued influx of immigrants created a crisis of identity.  Rivera would create his first public 

murals just two years after the end of a ten-year civil war that radically shook the nation that 

went through eleven presidents in that short and violent period of time.    

Nobody would argue that Benton’s and Rivera’s vociferous personalities and strong 

beliefs were causes of the loud debates, disputes and controversies surrounding their memorials.  

But one can argue also that the controversy surrounding their national memorials resulted 

primarily from the importance of their expression.  Both were making national narratives that we 

can now recognize as national memorials.  To do this each man rejected the modern art of the 

time because they felt it could not adequately communicate and represent their understanding of 

space and time as metaphors for national identities.  Their work, of course, would receive mixed 

reviews, as it is impossible to speak on the behalf of an entire nation of diverse and differentiated 

individuals to everyone’s satisfaction.  Once again, the critical focus was on the figurative 

elements, particularly specific figures of famous or infamous Americans and Mexicans.  There 
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was discontent on who was and was not included rather than on the overall meaning and 

signification of space and time (chronotopes) used.   

While mural painting would fall out of favor as a form with which to represent a national 

narrative in a memorial, it has continued within neighborhoods to encapsulate local identities in 

both countries.  Yet the way that Benton and Rivera used space and time to represent national 

identity found its way into the growing use of sculptures and architecture (incorporating 

primarily stone, water and light/shadow) in the later 20th century to symbolize national 

characters.  As we shall see later, Benton’s legacy of horizontal space and linear time can be 

found in later artistic forms that attempt to represent what it means to be an American.   

The term vie des forms, (Benton 342) used by Benton in his autobiography, where the 

forms or shapes of things call up or create other forms, is the best way to describe how whether 

consciously or unconsciously other artists continued to utilize his chronotope decades later in 

other national US memorials.  Benton most likely was referencing Henri Focillon’s use of the 

term life of forms in which Focillon described how “…all creation, is production about and based 

on the forms transmitted by tradition: the artist stores inherited forms and elaborates his or her 

own forms in a dialogue with forms from the past. As a result, these new forms bear the trace, 

the multiple traces, of the old forms among which they take their place.” (Focillon, 26-7)      

Likewise, Rivera’s chronoptope was appropriated into Mexican memorials that wished to 

represent some kind of united Mexican identity.  In the latter part of the 20th century, the United 

States struggled with disputed wars and economic recessions, and Mexico struggled with 

excessive government corruption and devalued currency.  Cultural and economic insecurity in 

both countries created an environment that craved the solace of visual expressions of unity and 

solidarity.  Hence, in recent decades we have seen examples of the idea that “Monuments, 
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memorials and museums are places where nationalism may be embodied and made visible” 

(Earle 134).  The final moments of this study should address the importance of how the vie des 

forms of prior artworks may give artists pause to consider the importance of studying and 

identifying the chronotopology that underscores the way people attempt to manifest their 

national identities. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

“Storytelling reveals meaning without committing the error of defining it.”  

--Hannah Arendt Men in Dark Times, 105. 

 

"The community that becomes a single thing (body, mind, fatherland, Leader...) ...necessarily 

loses the in of being-in-common. Or, it loses the with or the together that defines it. It yields its 

being-together to a being of togetherness. The truth of community, on the contrary, resides in the 

retreat of such a being." 

-- Jean Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, xxxix 

 

This dissertation is a story, a journey of sorts, that requires one to understand how stories 

are built by the aid of chronotopes.  Our identities and the way we understand things are 

intimately tied to our thinking that requires us to cognitively and visually map things to better 

understand them.  Our personal and communal identities comprised of certain representations 

have been given to us by our social and cultural settings, and stories are one of those 

representations.  The line between personal memory and myth is a tenuous one as individuals 

acquire memories that they were not mentally or physically privy to directly.  The underlying 

theme beneath all of this is the individual’s need, if not requirement, for having a collective 

identity because of the individual’s communal nature and his or her biological structure for 

learning and remembering dynamically through social interaction.  The individual both shapes 

and is shaped by the collective memory.   

Individual, communal and national identity stories become layered through time as 

certain dominant themes and images (origin stories) are selected and archived by individuals and 

the public.  The layering of memory allows for origin stories and myths to be filtered down 

through the centuries, speaking of the primordial questions of origin, identity, destiny, meaning 
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and value as explained by Paul Ricouer and Raymond Williams.  An examination of the ideas of 

John Bodnar and Benedict Anderson reveals how they have helped to fully define the 

terminology and dynamic characterization of imagined communities.  Imagined communities 

and nations have ontologies of memory and identity that are engendered by stories and images. 

The need for rituals, whether physical or representational, embodies memories and allows 

origin myths to be and endure.  The key to a ritualistic act is the symbolism required for marking 

the events, persons or ideas as they take place in the lives of individuals in communities because 

people think perceptually by nature.  Memorials attempt to concretize a feeling, an event, an idea 

and a memory.  In the thinking of Erika Doss and Yi Fu Tuan, we recognized how memorials are 

used to create a national imagined citizenry by choosing certain images, ideologies and values in 

its representations.  Our need to create memorials, especially national memorials, is one way we 

generate the illusion of a shared identity and ideology within a large corpus of people.  

Understanding the way a person, a group and a country remembers things and events is key to 

understanding the ideological space and time used in the public forms of Benton and Rivera.  

The thing that we need to be wary of is how our story can be laden with ideological structures 

and limited by the design of one main artist and one main idea.  A limited or discrete chronotope 

binds and restricts the possible identities to be expressed; and therefore, shared with the 

community.   

Excavating the US and Mexican origin stories and images, one can ascertain that the US 

sense of national identity is characterized by a horizontal understanding of space and linear 

concept of time while the Mexican sense of national identity is categorized with a vertical sense 

of space and cyclical concept of time.  The chronotopes based on the origin stories that Benton 
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and Rivera created and that were embraced by the US and Mexico respectively must be 

expanded to include rather than to limit the people embraced within the national stories.    

When I first began this dissertation, I was confident that I would argue how the Mexican 

representation of a national sense of identity was more benevolent and more authentic than that 

of the US.  After much thought and research, I believe that memorials need to have 

representations of both horizontal and vertical space and linear and cyclical time, a blending of 

the chronotopes, to be successful, especially if we want them to stand for a communal identity 

that transcends any specific or single event that they narrate in each country.  Can memorials be 

trans historical without using both kinds of space and time?  I would argue that they cannot as 

they are always leaving out some part of the population.  Some may argue that dominant 

narratives will still control the majority of the dialogues and experiences, but allowing the 

marginalized narratives into the memorials will extend their meanings and ability to live beyond 

their contexts of creation. 

These externalizations of identity become “sources for understanding reality” (Adam 80).  

How is it possible that the chronotopes developed by Benton and Rivera a century ago can still 

permeate the collective identity of the present?  “On occasion an artist comes upon an image that 

embodies some basic subject with a spellbinding validity.  The same story, the same 

composition, or the same posture lives on for centuries as an indelible contribution to the way 

man visualizes his world” (Arnheim, Art 144).   

If US and Mexican memorials bear Benton’s and Rivera’s spatial and temporal 

symbolism, then their representations depend primarily on mythological origin stories that will 

continue to hinder their viewer’s authentic identification via the memorials’ forms.  “Image-

making serves to make sense of the world,” (Arnheim, Visual 257) and this mapping of space 
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and time continues to influence, mold and ultimately hinder the viewers’ phenomenal experience 

with the art.  Benton and Rivera’s legacy could get in the way of the viewer’s authentic 

experience because they utilize only the dominant chronotopes of their respective nations.   

Perhaps what this study has shown us is that we should use the lens of chronotopology to 

see how artists represent the narratives of their work.  In his essay “Chronotopology: Critique of 

Spaiotemporal Regimes Chronotopology,” Eduardo Mendieta describes chronotopology as the 

study of how space and time are produced and how society, in turn, produces and reproduces 

itself via these lenses of space and time (Wilkerson 180).  We must continue to excavate through 

the histories and representations of US and Mexican identity to recognize the counter-narratives 

that have been eclipsed. 

 Perhaps the voices of dissonance, divergence and contradiction can help us recognize 

how certain preoccupations with representational forms of space and time in art hinder us from a 

more complex and authentic national identification.  Heidegger believed that art is important 

because it opens up another world for us and is “…the becoming of truth” (Heidegger, Basic 

140).  The representational arts parallel the real world in that they both reveal and conceal their 

truth.  Heidegger deemphasizes the artwork’s value based on its expression of the life of the 

artist who created it and focuses instead on the art as an allegory and symbol, a phenomenon that 

can be universally encountered and appropriated by all.  Art, especially memorials that depend 

more on the artist and a dominant narrative than on the art as a thing-in-itself, will constrict the 

viewer’s interpretation, identification and transcendence.  Heidegger wants to talk about Being 

and the primordial level from which we create and engage with art, a level before a separation 

between subject and object.  From a Heideggerian perspective, the way that space and time are 

used in memorials is important because they are the forms, the ontology, of our sensory 
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experience in the world, our way of being in and experiencing the world.  We cut down on the 

affective quality of a memorial by designating the space and time so dogmatically in the US and 

Mexico based on the legacy of Benton and Rivera’s chronotopes.   

Paul Ricoeur explained how we live with both cosmological (the linear progression of 

our births to our deaths) and phenomenological time (events and actions cause us to think about 

what came before and what will come after in a more complex relationship of connections).  

Ricoeur described how these two concepts of time are integrated or “anchored” to one other.  

When we think of celebrations such as an Independence Day we may think of it in relation to 

those that came before and those that will come after while acknowledging its present succession 

on a linear timeline.  Ricoeur called this anchoring an “inscription” of phenomenological time on 

cosmological time (Ricoeur, Time 103).  To attach a national identity more to one sense of time 

minimizes one’s ability to recognize themselves in the symbolism of the memorial and is 

antithetical to each person’s way of being in the world.  A memorial must have both linear and 

cyclical time in order for its citizenry to experience both cosmological and phenomenological 

time. A preoccupation by the US and Mexico with Benton’s and Rivera’s chronotopes 

respectively, could cause US memorials to concentrate on linear time and limit the embodied 

experience of the viewers while Mexican memorials minimize linear time and the viewers’ 

cosmological disposition. 

As examined in Chapter Two, Friedrich Nietzsche’s monumental memory is at work in 

the US and Mexico as the representations of each ideology in memorials focus on the image of 

each country’s perceived past grandeur based on their origin stories.  Through space and time, 

the US and Mexico constructed an ideology of what it means to be American and Mexican, and 

adopted those ideas into 2-D and 3-D forms that have extended into the 21st century.  Using 
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Nietzsche’s other category of antiquarian (Donohoe 97), we see that memorials seek to preserve 

and revere those ideological origins.  What is needed now is Nietzsche’s third category of 

history, the critical category, with a critical interpretation of the memorials and their 

representational forms.  “The form of art…is a privileged place in which one can observe social 

conditioning and thus the social situation” (Jameson, Conversations 179).  I believe that 

Jameson’s political lens was too narrow and I propose that the artist-philosopher can discover 

and disclose how artists are consciously or unconsciously repeating the chronotopes that are 

controlling and constraining the conversations and images of identity.   We are in need of a 

Nietzschean critical memory that is not interested in just forgetting or throwing off the yoke of 

an imagined story, but one which questions that story because the work of art can reveal some 

desire, truth or revelation that can authentically reveal an understanding of these communal 

identities in the present.   

“American people who achieved independence in the late 18th century were few and 

homogenous; overwhelmingly white, British and Protestant, broadly sharing a common culture 

and overwhelmingly committed to the political principles embodied in the Declaration of 

Independence, the Constitution and other founding documents” (Huntington 11).  This is not the 

US of the 21st century with a little over a third of the population identifying as a minority with 

the 2010 Census (US Census Bureau 2011).  Therefore, to utilize forms that primarily represent a 

homogeneous, white European identity is an injustice to the real US heterogeneous identity.  

Gertrude Stein is famous for saying that “There is no there there” (Stein, Everybody’s 289) when 

talking about Oakland, USA and her expatriation from the country.  I believe that she was 

actually identifying the US preoccupation with open, horizontal space and linear time in its 

national identity and how her childhood home was no longer recognizable to her after all of the 
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changes that had taken place from “progress.”  The United States continues to be a nation that 

identifies with calculating and streamlining everything and every person for maximum 

production and progress.  A linear focus in US memorials expresses the hubris of trying to totally 

encapsulate the memory of events by leaving no room for ambiguity or inscrutability.  Linear 

time that dominates in memorial art relies on the successive narrative too much and tries to 

answer questions that perhaps cannot be resolved.   

Open space that implies the absence of enclosure or confinement, ironically does not lead 

to an “open” memorial in the US as it narrows the narrative and the experience with its 

chronotope.  Open space reinforces our separation and our aloneness.  “The American bubble of 

personal space is a display window” (Sellers 139) that keeps us concerned with our individuality, 

and our individuality will not allow us to be in a community when our preference for communal 

identity is placed on the first half of the famous Dumas’ quote unus pro omnibus, omnes pro uno 

(one for all, and all for one).  Self is placed above the group, and self-reliance is the goal of a 

horizontally focused citizenry.  Basing one’s national identity on the notion of freedom and open 

space results in US citizen’s protesting over quarantine requirements imposed by the US federal 

and state governments during the Covid-19 pandemic.  Restrictions on some US residents’ 

ability to move through horizontal space is considered more of an assault on their freedom rather 

than recognized as a necessary measure to safeguard the lives of those citizens more vulnerable 

to the spread of COVID-19.   

Anything that extends past a structured and linear narrative breaks from the US 

preoccupation of moving towards the future.  Benton himself, who artistically exulted in the use 

of linear time, recognized that a heavy US identification with linear time resulted in what he 

defined as parvenuism where “the new became synonymous with better” (Benton 28).  What 
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comes next is valued not for its substance but for the simple fact it is new, and therefore, 

synonymous with progress.  Our preoccupation with the new and the future has a backlash 

because we devalue the past and even the present as the abstracted future is the most important 

time.  A compulsive identification with an abstracted future results in the immortalization of the 

future and those dwelling in it.  Heidegger warns of the alienating consequences for Being for 

those who are unable to “dwell” authentically in the world because they cannot recognize 

mortality.  “Heidegger suggests that it is more properly human to feel anxiety in the face of such 

finality.  He asserts that this anxiety draws us away from our constant concern for the mundane 

activities of everyday life” (Donohoe 236).  Henri Bergson also notes the alienating 

consequences of nations who lack a cyclical understanding and internalization of time, “We have 

no grasp of the future without an equal and corresponding outlook over the past” (Bergson 69).  I 

have heard people say that death is un-American, and what I believe this means is that the 

thought of their individual selves no longer existing is contrary to the US emphasis on the future 

because finitude is the enemy of that forever forward movement through time that is equated 

with freedom. 

 

Fig. 77.   Lluvia Arras and Maria Ramos. The Quincunx. Handbook to Life in the Aztec World. 2006.  pg. 302. 

https://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/ask-experts/why-do-there-seem-to-be-two-domino-pieces-on-the-sunstone. Accessed 

August 9, 2020.  

https://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/ask-experts/why-do-there-seem-to-be-two-domino-pieces-on-the-sunstone
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Mexican memorials can suffer from the same restrictions that allow more of their 

populace to engage with memorials if they are constrained under a chronotope similar to 

Rivera’s that relies on vertical space and cyclical time.  The preoccupation with vertical space 

overrides the fact that indigenous peoples’ space in Mexico was quite open and horizontal with 

their lack of individual ownership of the land as it had no “stable boundaries or territories” 

(Kirby 51).  With the appropriation of primarily the vertical space in the indigenous cultures 

comes a legitimization of the conquest of the tribes by focusing on their shared vertical 

transcendence with the Europeans.  While the axis mundi and a vertical understanding of the 

world that connects the heavens, earth and underworld together were important for Mayans and 

Aztecs, they saw the equal importance of the horizontal dimension of space and the land.  The 

quincunx (Figure 77), a delineation of the earth bounded by solar movements and cardinal 

directions, forms a flat plateau that extends to the horizontal limits of the Mayan and Aztec 

world.  The verticality of the indigenous cosmology was insignificant without the comparative 

horizontal expanse of the land and the world.  Could this recognition allow for a recovery of 

more horizontal perception of Mexican identity that can allow their individuality to have a place 

of worldly significance within the group dynamic of vertical space?  Jose Luis Cuevas, a 

Mexican muralist of the Generación de la Ruptura (Break Away Generation) who was inspired 

by international movements and styles in post-World War II, wrote “What I want in my 

country’s art are broad highways leading out to the rest of the world rather than narrow trails 

connecting one adobe village with another” (Werner 99).  Octavio Paz believed that part of the 

identity crisis that his fellow Mexicans suffered was their inability to “liberate themselves from 

the glorification of the Aztec period,” (Hoy 380) a glorification that we have seen in Rivera’s 

chronotope. 
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A concentration of cyclical time in Mexican memorials can instill an emphasis on the 

eternal revolution of history and events.  Cortés’ arrival and subjugation of the indigenous 

peoples was seen as the fulfillment of the 5th sun for Montezuma and the return of the Toltecs to 

their rightful power usurped by the Aztecs.  Fate can be seen as inevitable in cyclical time.   

Historically, we can see how this sort of predestination of endless births and deaths resulted in 

converting the institutional corruption of the ancient Aztec tribute into the current Mexican 

mordida (bite), bribes paid to pubic officials.  Many weaker tribes were exploited by more 

powerful tribes, and many indigenous people accepted their marginal place within the society 

created by the Europeans as a continuation of their assigned fate.  A predestination reigns in 

cyclical time and “Conquest, establishment and revolution become a cycle” (Souter 151) in the 

Mexican narrative.  Mexican national identity is filled with endless repetition and reinvention 

with no sense of progress or change promised by a more linear concept of time.  Unfortunately, a 

nation that identifies primarily with cyclical time could add this dishonesty and fiscal abuse to 

the list of other inevitable things that have occurred because it can be seen as unavoidable fate of 

cyclical time.  

 

 

  

Fig. 78 and Fig. 79 Nahui Ollin. Illustrations from the Codex Borbonicus 1519-1521.  Bibliothèque de l'Assemblée 

Nationale, Paris. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nahui_Ollin and https://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/aztefacts/oh-

balls. Accessed November 2, 2019. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nahui_Ollin
https://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/aztefacts/oh-balls.%20Accessed%20November%202
https://www.mexicolore.co.uk/aztecs/aztefacts/oh-balls.%20Accessed%20November%202
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The ollin (Figure 78), an Aztec glyph that symbolizes movement and represented by both 

eye and ball, has traditionally been equated with the cycles of eras.  I would remind us of its 

other incarnations and its association with the ballgame and its projection outwards, soaring 

through open space (Figure 79).  The movement through horizontal space was as much a part of 

the ball game as the height of the walls that encircled it.  The inner circle of the ollin reinforces 

the repetition, but the extended outer arms indicate a freedom of projection that is not 

predetermined in scope.  There is an impossibility of a national identity existing in the now or 

simply living/being in the present when the past is always the “living present” (Chorba 12), 

evident in all of Rivera’s national murals.   The living present comes with the belief that certain 

things are inevitable, a lush landscape that could cultivate corruption.  Both understandings of 

linear and cyclical time exist within the history and culture. 

 The vertical space and cyclical time of Mexico has an uneasy partnership with the 

ideologies and representations of those Spanish colonials and the indigenous peoples, coming to 

a union with the contemporary mestizo of Mexican citizenry.  Where does that leave the mulattos 

(African-Spanish) and the zambos (African-indigenous)?  Are they still relegated to the bottom 

tier in the casta painting of the national ideology?  If a memorial chronotope only represents the 

dominant narrative, then other groups remain anonymous at worst and undervalued at best.   

Limiting the types of space and time used in US and Mexican memorials does not 

provide the means for Heidegger’s aletheia, a revealing or disclosure of truth and meaning.  Art 

has the power to reveal not just itself, but other beings in a particular way, and I would argue that 

it can reveal our communal identities among other beings and ourselves. There must be a 

meshing of both chronotopes in memorials to affect a more representative, heterogeneous 
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national identity, a space where citizens can be together but maintain their individual 

subjectivity. 

I believe that the philosopher who can most help us with our critique of memorials and 

our critical memory is Mikhail Bakhtin.  Bakhtin commended Dostoevsky’s The Brothers 

Karamazov because the author creates independent voices that are fully equal and become 

subjects in their own right, not serving the ideological position of the author, “a sublimity of 

freed perspectives” (Bakhtin, Problems xx).  In a polyphonic novel, the characters and the reader 

participate as equals in the creation of truth.  Can this not also work in the creation of communal 

identity among the creators, the artworks and the perceivers?  National art that does not 

consciously include both horizontal and vertical space and linear and cyclical time commits itself 

to monologue instead of dialogue and does not actually represent the amalgamation and 

heterogeneity of its citizens.   

National art that includes an ensemble of images and experiences can reach as many 

viewers as possible.  An ensemble allows Bakhtin’s dialogic approach to story where more 

voices are heard.  Therefore, within a dialogic memorial, the chronotope would expand to 

include both horizontal and vertical space, as well as linear and cyclical time, allowing for a 

diversity of voices and perspectives and for disrupting and countering dominant storylines of 

prior national narratives based on origin myths.   

What better way to expand on this ensemble approach to memorial making than to have 

art works created by a collective group of artists who can contribute a multiplicity of 

perspectives and ideas.  Collaborative art projects are a response by artists looking to incorporate 

a dialogical methodology in the creation and distribution of art works with communication as 

central in every stage of the art process.   
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