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INTRODUCTION
“An American of genuine distinction whose vision and success… has played a direct role in
furthering relations” between the United States and Mexico.
President Lyndon B. Johnson

I came to write a thesis about William Spratling by chance. My thesis advisor knew of
my interest in Mexican art and suggested him as a potential topic given his connection to Tulane
University and extensive archival information available within the institution for my perusal. I
was quite skeptical of the idea at first, knowing only that Spratling made decorative silverwork in
the 20th century and that he often integrated pre-Columbian motifs in his designs. I looked over
the existing scholarship and was unsure of what I might be able to contribute given the
seemingly uncomplicated nature of his life and artistic contributions. Still intrigued by the
possibility of working on a figure who had taught at Tulane and who had lived in New Orleans, I
continued to investigate him as a potential topic. When Dr. Penny Morrill, an expert on
Spratling’s silver designs and a collector of his work, visited the campus in conjunction with a
new archival donation of Spratling-related material to the Latin American Library, I went to see
her speak. Following her talk, I asked her about any gaps in scholarship that I might fill and she
told me about a collection of objects donated by Spratling to Tulane’s Middle American Research
Institute (MARI). She mentioned that the collection might make a good Master’s thesis topic and
that the objects included dance masks, painted gourd bowls, and pre-Columbian figurines.
My interest was piqued and at the earliest opportunity, I went across the campus to
investigate. The collection I found at MARI was small, only sixty-seven objects, but what it
represented in terms of Spratling’s professional activities pointed to his crucial role for the
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history of collecting pre-Columbian objects and folk art from Mexico. I also gained access to the
MARI archival sources on the collection, including letters regarding the sale of the objects and
correspondence between Spratling and other U.S. collectors and gallerists. As I quickly found,
Spratling’s silverwork is only the tip of the iceberg. This thesis thus considers Spratling not as a
silversmith but as a collector and dealer of pre-Columbian and folk art from Mexico, and situates
him within intellectual and commercial networks that brought pre-Columbian and folk art of
Mexico into U.S. collections in the early 20th century. Given his importance to any history of the
vibrant artistic activity in early 20th century in Mexico and to U.S. collections of Mexican
objects prior to 1940, this thesis is attempt to fill a void in the scholarship by addressing the
presence of pre-Columbian objects collected during this period when museums were beginning
to seriously treat these as artworks rather than archeological data; and folk art in a period when
Mexican nationalism was being reformulated through post-Revolutionary state collecting/
patronage and by Mexican modernist artists . This will be accomplished by examining
Spratling’s professional activities and personal networks with regards to the collection of preColumbian and Mexican folk art objects as a case study for the larger movement of objects from
Mexico to the U.S. during the period of 1926 to 1940. Objects that passed through Spratling’s
hands are not considered to be the crown jewels of any collection, but rather are ancillary and
often provide their caretakers with issues given their lack of provenance and sometimes tenuous
authenticity. They do, however, represent a period where the collection of pre-Columbian objects
and Mexican folk art kicked into overdrive due to the promotion of larger diplomatic and cultural
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frameworks, both within Mexico and internationally.1 These objects were viewed as both the
essence of Mexico and its past monumental history prior to conquest.
The purpose of this thesis is to dissuade my audience from pigeonholing Spratling as I
first did and to investigate his operation as a dealer and collector linking the U.S. and Mexican
art worlds in the early 20th century through the MARI collection and archive. Spratling was not
only a silversmith, he was an amateur anthropologist, a collector, and a dealer. The period of the
early 20th century in Mexico has been a subject quite en “vogue” in recent scholarship, and
Spratling is an emblematic figure who was connected to many of its most notable figures.
Spratling knew and interacted with all of the most famous individuals which have come to
represent the period. A short list of the renowned artists and intellectuals Spratling knew includes
Diego Rivera, Miguel Covarrubias, David Alfaro Siquieros, Rufino Tamayo, Frida Kahlo, Tina
Modotti, Edward Weston, Frances Toor, and Anita Brenner. Extensive academic work has been
done on the Mexican muralists and many of these art world figures, but Spratling represents a
lesser-known individual that made major contributions to the scene. I would personally argue
that Spratling is one of the most under appreciated figures of the era, and as this thesis will argue,
greatly influenced the U.S. collection of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art objects. Though
Spratling lived in Mexico for most of his adult life, he was an active participant in the
Joan Mark, The Silver Gringo: William Spratling and Taxco (Albuquerque, NM: University of New
Mexico Press, 2000).
I am not the first to write about Spratling as a collector, but this thesis will be the first piece of scholarly
work that has focused solely on a collection of his objects in a U.S. institution and on archival material
which directly portrays his role as a dealer of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art objects. The scholar
who has previously focused on this aspect of his life is the historian Joan A Mark. Her work and book The
Silver Gringo has been an invaluable resource for this project. Chapter Seven of her book,“A Passion for
Archaeology,” provides an overview of Spratling’s function as a dealer and collector of pre-Columbian art
but does not include Mexican folk art in the discussion. Her chapter also focuses on Spratling’s
relationships within Mexico, such as with Diego Rivera and Miguel Covarrubias, and does not include
any information about his larger collection practice or his relationship with U.S. institutions in a broader
sense.
1
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interactions between the U.S. and Mexican artistic worlds. This thesis provides another
perspective with which to view object collection of both pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art
that most of these key players in the Mexican scene, both Mexican and transplants, practiced as
supplemental to their other artistic endeavors. Representing another important dimension of
understanding for this thesis, the diplomatic policy of the Good Neighbor, and a U.S. cultural
phenomenon known as the Mexican “vogue,” will respectively construct the overarching context
for this thesis.
The era of the Mexican “vogue,” or increased U.S. interest in the Mexico and cultural
exchange between the two countries, came to a peak between 1927 and 1933. The phenomenon
was named specifically in a 1933 article in the New York Times as “the present enormous vogue
of things Mexican…[which] came into being when people gave signs of being fed up with
material comforts and turned, for respite from the Machine Age, to primitive cultures. Mexico
lay close at hand.”2 This statement is incomplete and as historian Helen Delpar has argued in her
pioneering book on the topic, the era occurred as a result of both the diplomatic policies of the
Good Neighbor and waning “revolutionary momentum” following the Mexican Revolution’s
conclusion in 1920.3 Tourism also played an important factor, as travel to Mexico was financially
and geographically accessible during the Great Depression. The “vogue” of Mexico contributed
to increased consumption of all things Mexican-related by U.S. citizens including books, art,
movies, and interest in archaeological discoveries and pre-Columbian culture. As this thesis will
show, U.S. institutions and citizens also ramped up their collection of Mexican objects during
2“Topics

of the Times,” The New York Times, April 15th, 1933, pg. 12.

Helen Delpar, The Enormous Vogue of Things Mexican: Cultural Relations Between the United States
and Mexico, 1920-1935 (Tuscaloosa, AL: University of Alabama Press, 1992), 56.
3
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this period with actors like Spratling stepping in to fill the demand for pre-Columbian objects
and folk art.
The Good Neighbor policy of the early 20th century forms an international diplomatic
framework for this thesis because it represents an overarching structure of the relationship
between the two countries at the time. Through the policy, the United States was attempting to
foster an era of cooperation and non-interference with Mexico and other Latin American
countries. The U.S. would not intervene militarily but wanted to remain involved in Latin
America economically and politically. The policy was first named in a national setting in the
United States by Franklin Delano Roosevelt in his first inaugural address given in 1933, at the
heart of the Great Depression.
In the field of world policy, I would dedicate this Nation to the policy of the good
neighbor—the neighbor who resolutely respects himself and, because he does so, respects
the rights of others—the neighbor who respects his obligations and respects the sanctity
of agreements in and with a world of neighbors. We now realize as we have never
realized before our interdependence on each other; that we cannot merely take, but must
give as well.4
The policy was not solely economic or political, and many aspects were related to attempting to
change mutual perceptions and foster cultural relationships. The 1930 Mexican Arts exhibition at
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, encouraged and supported by the governments of both
countries, is a prime example of an effect of the policy and the coordination from both countries

Franklin Delano Roosevelt, March 4th, 1933.
While the policy was first officially named in Roosevelt’s inaugural address, it had been in operation
since the mid-1920s.
4
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to foster cultural relationships. Spratling contributed objects from his own collection to this
exhibition and had some involvement in its organization. In the era of the Good Neighbor policy
and its organizational embodiments such as the Mexican Arts exhibition, Spratling performed as
a cultural representative of the arts of Mexico for U.S. audiences. His activities as a dealer and
collector of Pre-Columbian objects and Mexican folk art supported that role.
This thesis will examine the collection of both Mexican folk art and pre-Columbian
objects and delve into their broader implications for collecting practices that operated between
the United State and Mexico. Mexican folk art, often referred to as arte popular, is art typically
made by individuals with no formal artistic training and is often functional instead of serving
only an aesthetic purpose. In Mexico, folk art is often made by people of indigenous descent
living in rural areas of the country. Folk art in Mexico was also understood to represent a broader
nationalist vision during the post-Revolutionary period. Following the Mexican Revolution,
which ended in 1920, popular art became a symbol of a unified Mexican national identity during
a period where national and racial divisions were rife. For U.S. citizens and other non-Mexicans,
folk art also represented a commonplace belief at the time that Mexicans shared an innate artistic
ability which permeated their daily lives and the objects they created.5 This artistic sensibility
was seen as related to indigenous creativity and artistry unable to be quashed by the Spanish
conquerers and the horrors of colonization. The most famous advocate for the thesis was the
scholar Anita Brenner whose 1929 book Idols Behind Altars was one of the first mainstream
publications which treated Mexican art on the same level as the European canon, while using an
Spratling shared this thesis and wrote about it for Architecture in connection to colonial churches.
William Spratling, “Indo-Hispanic Mexico: Some Notes on the Manner in Which Indian Form and
Impulse Has Persisted and Continued Through an Imposed Culture,” parts 1 and 2, Architecture 59
(February 1929): 75-80; (March 1929): 139-44.
5

7
anthropological framework to point out a latent layer of pre-Columbian culture in modern
Mexico.6 Returning to the NYT article mentioned above, Mexican folk art also represented to a
U.S. audience an uncorrupted art form made during a period when industrialization was
distancing Americans from handmade products.
Pre-Columbian objects had similar implications as Mexican folk art both in Mexico and
for U.S. citizens. These objects were also used as a tool of unification by Mexican elites
interested in attempting to bring together a nation divided by a ten year revolution and along the
lines of race and class. Even prior to the Revolution and as early as 1827, these same Mexican
elites had recognized the importance and power of a collective pre-Columbian heritage and had
attempted to put legal restrictions on foreign export of pre-Columbian objects and archaeological
digs on Mexican soil. Pre-Columbian objects also began to cross the boundary between
archaeological curiosity towards artwork during this period, especially following interest in
“primitive” arts from modernist networks and artists globally.7 This thesis will focus on
Spratling’s collection of pre-Columbian art with folk art being secondarily discussed. Often, the
writing will refer to them together. I am by no means conflating their meaning within Mexican
history, as they served disparate representation mechanisms. Merely due to the scope of this
thesis project, I will not parse out the different implications between these two types of objects,
but they played a similar role in collectors’ conceptions of an intuitive and premodern Mexican
artistry. Many collectors during this period collected both pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art in
the same capacity, as their meanings represented both the current and past embodiments of
See Alicia Azulea, “Idols Behind Altars: Cornerstone of the Mexican Artistic Renaissance” In Anita
Brenner: Vision of an Age, ed. Carlos Monsiváis, (Barcelona: Editorial RM, 2006) 61-93.
6

See Forrest D Colburn, “From Pre-Columbian Artifact to Pre-Columbian Art,” Record of the Art
Museum, Princeton University 64 (2005): 36–41.
7
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Mexican culture in the 1920s and 1930s. Many important figures in Mexico and the U.S., as well
as several of the most famous Mexican muralists, also collected both pre-Columbian objects and
Mexican folk art simultaneously and treated both types as quintessentially Mexican objects that
could inspire Mexican modernism.
In the first chapter, I will illustrate how the relationship between Spratling and the
director of the Middle American Research Institute (MARI), Frans Blom, influenced Spratling as
a young scholar. Blom, an anthropologist, made numerous connections for Spratling during the
latter’s first summer in Mexico in 1926. Blom introduced Spratling to many artists and
intellectuals who were already or would become important figures in the early 20th century
Mexican scene. The chapter will also argue that the burgeoning academic field of anthropology
influenced Spratling’s published writings and collection practice. I examine the anthropological
framework that shaped Spratling’s book, Little Mexico (1932) by comparing it to Tribes and
Temples (1926) written by Blom and Oliver La Farge, about the first Tulane Expedition to
Middle America in 1925. In both Little Mexico and prior published articles, Spratling’s
illustrations and text mimic an ethnographic style. The first chapter will also delve into
Spratling’s relationships with three Mexican art world figures to whom he was introduced by
Blom in 1926; Diego Rivera, Miguel Covarrubias, and Frances Toor. I will argue that each of the
three figures influenced Spratling’s object collection practice and his broader involvement with
Mexican artistic networks.
The second chapter outlines Spratling’s collection practice by examining his published
writings in the 1930s, addressing his practice’s place within the Mexican legal framework and
larger international diplomatic context of the Good Neighbor Policy. I argue for a renegotiation
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of Spratling’s perceived role in flow of objects from Mexico to the United States and will
illustrate the complexity of his operation in financial and intellectual terms. An examination of
Spratling’s published writing in Little Mexico (1932) and his autobiography File on Spratling
(1967), reveals Spratling’s own conceptualization of his collection process as aestheticallymotivated.8 The 1930 Mexican Arts exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art provides an
example of Spratling’s object collection presented in a U.S. arts institution, rather than at MARI,
and also illustrates the diplomatic framework which supported the U.S. collection of Mexican
objects.
The third and final chapter examines Spratling’s operation as a dealer and liaison for U.S.
figures interested in purchasing Mexican folk art and pre-Columbian objects for commercial and
personal purposes. Letters located in the MARI archive will form the foundation of the chapter
and provide new insight into Spratling’s practice, as this is the first time they have been written
about academically. My analysis of these unpublished letters demonstrates that Spratling’s
motivation for collecting was primarily commercial, but that he responded to current aesthetic
and intellectual discussions among U.S. anthropologists, museums, and collectors. These letters
also reveal Spratling’s interactions with three of the most important figures in the collection of
both pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art, Carl Zigrosser, Joseph Brummer, and Robert Bliss.
Through analyzing these interactions, I argue that Spratling’s role was significant in the

8 A map

made with Geographic Information Software (GIS) will be provided in tandem with Chapter Two
to illustrate the physical locations where the objects at MARI were collected by Spratling in Mexico. This
map also shows a journey undertaken by Spratling to areas in rural Guerrero for the purposes of object
collection.
William Spratling, Little Mexico (Cape & Smith, 1932).
William Spratling, File on Spratling: An Autobiography (Boston, MA: Little, Brown, and Company,
1967).
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formation of U.S. institutional and personal collections of pre-Columbian objects and Mexican
folk art.
I am hopeful that this thesis will provide greater insight into the life and operation of
Spratling prior to 1940. Having been given the scholarly gift of an unexplored body of objects
and correspondence related to Spratling, I have tried to shed light on the MARI collection as it
relates to Spratling but within the larger context of similar objects in U.S. institutional
collections. I know that many U.S. institutions have Mexican objects, both pre-Columbian and
Mexican folk art, in their collections like the ones that Spratling sold, donated, and loaned to
MARI. Addressing them within overarching contexts, as this thesis does, can provide an example
of how one can view or engage with them as a larger body. Many U.S. institutions are grappling
with how to contextualize such objects, especially those with questionable or no provenance, and
this history is a broader study utilizing Spratling as a case study. These types of objects represent
a particularly important period in the history of Mexico and of the artistic exchange between it
and the United States. Spratling’s object collection practice was not unique, but it was important.
Spratling’s work as a dealer was even more influential, because it shaped subsequent commercial
deals of similar objects and his work and network connections would go on to influence several
of the most prominent institutional collections in the United States.9 This thesis is firstly an
attempt to complicate perceptions of Spratling as a figure, pulling out threads within his
published writings and emphasizing his personal relationships both in the United States and
Mexico as formative to his collection practice. Secondly, it is an attempt to show his importance

Objects donated or sold by Spratling are also located in the collections of the Metropolitan Museum of
Art, the Brooklyn Museum, Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Museum, the Peabody Museum of
Natural History, the American Museum of Natural History, and the St. Louis Museum.
9
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in the national and international network between the United States and Mexico during a period
where crucial diplomatic efforts such as the Good Neighbor Policy supported such network
relationships. Thirdly, it is an examination of the objects and documents located at MARI that
reveal the importance of both Spratling and MARI for the history of U.S. collections of Mexican
art objects.
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CHAPTER ONE
FRANS BLOM, WILLIAM SPRATLING, AND MEXICAN NETWORK FIGURES

Spratling has long been considered an amateur collector whose collection of preColumbian and folk art of Mexico were driven merely by aesthetic predilections, simply a search
for beautiful forms on which to model his silver jewelry. However, as my archival research
shows, his collecting was part of cutting edge scholarly developments in anthropology, and
informed by a broader aesthetic and intellectual reconsideration of pre-Columbian Mexico
among international artists and intellectuals of the 1920s and 1930s. The relationship between
the Danish anthropologist Frans Blom and William Spratling will be detailed in this chapter, both
to make clear the association to the object collection of the Middle American Research Institute
(MARI) but also to illustrate how Blom’s network connections shaped Spratling’s artistic and
intellectual development as a U.S. citizen in Mexico. Tribes and Temples, a book written and
illustrated by Blom and Oliver La Farge, greatly influenced Spratling’s narrative style in his first
book Little Mexico, as well as his other published writings on the country. Tribes and Temples
also heightened Spratling’s interest in the pre-European layer of Mexican culture, and as this
thesis will argue, built an intellectual foundation for his pre-Columbian object collection
practices. In addition to providing an example of narrative literature about Mexico which
Spratling would later mimic, Blom also was crucial in arranging personal introductions for
Spratling in the Mexican artistic and intellectual world. These introductions were to influential
individuals such as Diego Rivera, Miguel Covarrubias, and Frances Toor, whose networks would
later provide the foundations for Spratling’s life in the country and whose pre-existing collection
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practices would encourage him to begin his own. These artistic networks, both within the United
States and in Mexico, will be utilized as a way to contextualize Spratling’s object collection
practices within the broader climate of the cultural exchange occurring between the two
countries. Spratling’s collection practice has previously been implicitly understood in terms of
aesthetic preferences and formal affinities, which is how he frames his collection practice in his
published writing and autobiography. However, this chapter will argue that his collection practice
also followed recent scholarly developments in anthropology, specifically Blom’s work under the
aegis of the Middle American Research Institute.
Frans Blom, The Middle American Research Institute, and the French Quarter in 1920s
New Orleans
The majority of previous scholarship on Spratling has referred to the relationship between
him and Blom as a tangential and has not emphasized the importance of the association in
Spratling’s later artistic and collection endeavors in the country of Mexico. The one exception to
this rule is the historian Taylor Littleton, who has previously suggested that Spratling’s
friendship with Blom influenced his “artistic and intellectual development,” while also putting
forth the argument that Spratling’s writing style in Little Mexico adopts the same narrative style
as Tribes and Temples.10 What this chapter aims to argue as a new contribution to scholarship on
Spratling is that the influence of Tribes and Temples on Little Mexico, as well as Blom’s personal
relationship with Spratling, affected Spratling’s collection practices. Without Blom’s
encouragement, guidance, and his network connections in Mexico, it is unlikely that Spratling
would have collected either the objects located at MARI or have written Little Mexico in the
Taylor D Littleton, The Color of Silver: William Spratling His Life and Art (Baton Rouge, LA:
Louisiana State University Press, 2000), 112.
10

14
style in which he did. Additionally, this chapter aims to stress the relationship between Blom and
Spratling as more crucial than previous scholars have suggested, especially with regards to
Spratling’s object collection practice which he carried on throughout his life in Mexico. Tangible
evidence of the close relationship between Blom and Spratling is most visible in correspondence
located in the MARI archive, which details some of the acquisitions of objects providing the
general basis of this thesis project. That correspondence will be a crucial component of the third
chapter of this thesis, but this chapter will attempt to set the stage for how that friendship
influenced Spratling’s collection practice and his various published writings.
Frans Blom was a Danish anthropologist who made significant contributions to the study
of Mayan art and architecture. Blom moved to Mexico from Denmark in 1919 at the age of
twenty-six after refusing to go into his wealthy family’s mercantile business. Blom was
interested in the widely unexplored territory that Mexico represented. Upon arriving in Mexico,
he developed an interest in the ancient history of the country and sought out the friendship of
Zelia Nuttall, an American archaeologist who would become one of his mentors in the field.11
However, he could not afford to dabble in archaeology without financial support and therefore
worked a variety of jobs for oil companies for several years before he got his break in the field.
These jobs often involved treks into remote areas of the country, supervising work that needed to
take place in the field, such as geological surveys. These expeditions furthered Blom’s interest in
anthropology and he kept journals and detailed notes on all the archaeological sites he visited
during those trips. In 1923, he would show these notebooks to Manuel Gamio, the director of the

Robert L Brunhouse, Frans Blom Maya Explorer (Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press,
1976), 22.
11
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National Anthropological Museum in Mexico City, and Gamio was so impressed that he began to
make connections for him in the burgeoning field of Mexican anthropology.
Through some additional maneuvering on Blom’s part, including reaching out to several
scholars in the United States who were currently working on the Maya and quitting his job with
an oil company to join a field expedition, he secured himself a place at Harvard University in the
fall of 1924. He was able to obtain this prestigious academic placement as a result of a cultivated
relationship with Sylvanus Morley, a Harvard-trained archaeologist who was considered the
leading expert on Mayan hieroglyphs. After corresponding with Blom and meeting him in
person, Morley arranged for Blom to enroll in the year-long program at Harvard so that he might
gain the academic training he lacked in order to become one of Morley’s field workers at the
sites of Chichén Itza and Uaxactún. Blom enjoyed field work but found the requirements of
scholarly life as a student at Harvard to be tedious. After completing his master’s degree in
anthropology and spending some time on Morley’s team, Blom left Mexico and accepted a
position at the newly-minted Middle American Research Institute at Tulane University. Blom
would become the director of the institute in 1926, following the riotous success of the first
Tulane expedition to Middle America in 1925, on which the book Tribes and Temples is based.
Blom hired Oliver La Farge, an ethnographer whom Blom met while they were both studying
anthropology at Harvard, to assist him on the first Tulane expedition and afterwards arranged for
him to be hired for a teaching position at the university. Spratling would become close with both
Blom and La Farge in their first years at Tulane, where he had been teaching in the architecture
department since 1921.
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Within the insular world of 1920s New Orleans, Blom was a figure of great importance in
the early years of Spratling’s career and life. Blom encouraged Spratling to travel to Mexico for
the first time in the summer of 1926, a journey that would generate a lifelong passion for the
country and introduce him to the collection of Mexican folk art and pre-Columbian objects. This
collection practice and the distribution of objects would become Spratling’s secondary career in
Mexico and would continue vigorously until his death. Spratling’s first journey to Mexico in
1926 followed the same route as Blom and La Farge’s expedition in Tribes and Temples, first to
Tampico, then to Vera Cruz, and finally on to capital of Mexico City. The trip was financed by a
contract Spratling had established with Architectural Forum where he was tasked with drawing
and writing about colonial Mexican architecture for the publication. Upon arriving in Mexico
City, Spratling sought out prominent members of the artistic community with whom Blom had
suggested he connect. Following Blom’s initial introductions, Spratling continued to build those
personal relationships until he returned to New Orleans before the fall semester began at Tulane.
Spratling would travel to Mexico as a visitor twice more, in the summers of 1927 and 1928,
before permanently moving to Mexico in March 1929 after leaving his teaching position at
Tulane at the end of 1928.
The fellowship of the artistic New Orleans scene of the 1920s, of which both Blom and
Spratling were important members, provided an important background for their relationship as
fellow scholars. Blom, Spratling, and La Farge all lived in the French Quarter and journeyed to
Tulane together each day on the streetcar. Spratling writes in his autobiography that “we three
young professors were inseparable… commut[ing] daily from the Quarter to the University and
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back.”12 He also introduces his two fellow professors in the same paragraph, describing “Oliver
La Farge, [as] just out of Harvard, very innocent and yet very knowledgeable, and Frans, [as] a
bright young Dane, also from Harvard, but who came up from Mexico after his studies in
archaeology under [Alfred] Tozzer,” the leading Mayanist at the time. This daily journey must
have provided the men with time to discuss their academic work and also for them to share their
current projects with each other. While Spratling emphasizes their youth and shared sense of
camaraderie in his autobiography, it was Blom that must have provided a sense of intellectual
guidance to the two other men. Undoubtedly, Spratling would have been impressed by Blom’s
master’s degree from Harvard and his experience conducting fieldwork in Mexico.
Besides their status as colleagues at Tulane, the three professors were also members of a
vibrant bohemian group of writers and artists who lived in the French Quarter and regularly
entertained each other at parties and other social gatherings. A magazine article published in
1956 entitled “The French Quarter’s Golden Era” recalls this scene as an incubator for creatives
and scholars who would go on to receive national and international professional accolades.
Notable members of the group included William Faulkner, Sherwood Anderson, and Lyle
Saxon.13 Recollections of the scene, both by Spratling and others, indicates genuine camaraderie
which would have fostered Spratling as a young creative and scholar. Oliver La Farge is quoted
in the article as saying “when one of us achieved anything at all, however slight, the other
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workers were delighted, and I think everyone took new courage.”14 This sense of creative
partnership and the closeness of personal relationships must have contributed to the strength of
Blom and Spratling’s friendship and emphasizes the importance of this period in Spratling’s life
as one which encouraged his growth within a supportive network.
Comparison of Tribes and Temples and Little Mexico
While tangible evidence of the close relationship between Blom and Spratling is most
visible in correspondence located in the MARI archive, two additional layers of connection and
influence between the men are crucial to an understanding of Blom’s influence on Spratling’s
intellectual development and his collection practice. These two connective instances support the
theory that Blom was more influential to Spratling than previously emphasized by other scholars
and additionally helps to explain the close relationship illustrated in letters between Blom and
Spratling regarding the MARI collection objects. The first of these two connections can be
explored by a comparison of Tribes and Temples to Spratling’s first book Little Mexico, which
shows the similarity of prose and accompanying drawings. The second can be seen within the
letters of personal introduction which Blom wrote for the younger Spratling. These letters would
introduce Spratling to the artistic and academic elite of Mexico whom would later become his
network foundations for his permanent move to the country in 1929. The basis for an exploration
of these two connective instances will be Spratling’s published writings and drawings,
illustrating his development as influenced by his relationship with Blom, as well as his
connection to academic developments in the field of anthropology.
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Tribes and Temples was a co-writing endeavor of Blom and La Farge, detailing the first
Tulane University exhibition to Mexico undertaken in 1925. Blom is responsible for the majority
of the book while La Farge contributed the several sections focused specifically on ethnography,
his specialization within the discipline of anthropology. Little Mexico, written about the people
and terrain of rural Mexico, was published in 1932, four years after Spratling had left his
teaching post at Tulane and moved to Mexico permanently. The connection between the two
manuscripts is a writing style which emphasizes a travel-oriented narrative and a similar style of
visual illustration of rural Mexico. While the books differ in their contexts and subjects, Little
Mexico clearly follows the same style of narration present in Tribes and Temples. Of its own
accord, Tribes and Temples was a revolutionary approach to an academic text in the field of
anthropology as its “picturesque descriptions… resemble[d] the travel writers of the nineteenth
century,” rather than focusing solely on narrating the journey and anthropological findings of the
expedition.15 However, while Tribes and Temples was certainly not the only example of the
category of travel narrative or anthropological text to which Spratling may have been exposed,
his personal closeness with the authors guarantees his exposure to the book. A selection of
Spratling’s other early published writings and drawings will also be included in the discussion of
Tribes and Temples and Little Mexico to show his literary and illustrative evolution and other
instances of influence from the academic discipline of anthropology.
Tribes and Temples and Little Mexico were written during a period where accounts of
unknown cultures and worlds, specifically the uncharted areas of Latin America, fascinated
readers in both the United States and Europe. The similarities in both books can be argued to be
traceable from Tribes and Temples to Little Mexico, as a result of the close friendship and
Tore Leifer, Jesper Nielsen, and Toke Sellner Reunert, Restless Blood: Frans Blom, Explorer and Maya
Archaeologist, (New Orleans, LA: Tulane Middle American Research Institute, 2017), 129.
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personal network connections between Blom and Spratling. Examining the narrative style of
both books in combination with the literary and academic traditions on which they draw presents
a fuller picture of their connectivity and helps to set the stage for an exploration of Spratling’s
collection practice. A pamphlet advertising Tribes and Temples published by MARI in 1926
states that the book is a “narrative of the journey” and that “the writers have attempted to publish
their material in a form readable to the friend of travel books, and at the same time satisfactory to
the scientific student of the ancient history of Middle America.”16 This strategy is much the same
as what Spratling attempted to do in Little Mexico, save for the difference of an even more
literary approach from Spratling’s publication and his lack of academic training in the field of
anthropology. The term literary is used here to describe how Spratling seems to blend both an
ethnographic record approach with a deeply personal narrative, emphasizing his own experiences
colored by his feelings about the people and places he encountered in rural Mexico. A sense of
Spratling’s romance with the country abounds through the pages of Little Mexico and his
perceived connection with the country’s people is apparent.
A short comparison of two passages from the respective texts helps to illustrate their
travel-oriented and descriptive narrative styles. A particularly apt comparison exemplifies their
focus on the inclusion of small visual details which helped to give the reader a fuller picture of
the scenes which the authors are attempting to convey. Blom describes the Mexican town of San
Andrés Tuxtla by stating “at the bottom of a picturesque kettle-shaped valley formed by high
volcanos, lies a group of white houses with red tiled roofs and large clusters of bougainvillea
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hanging over the garden wall.”17 In Little Mexico, Spratling writes about the town of Taxco
describing “the houses of the town are shining and compact, a study in red and white and
green…seen from above, the highway through town, the camino real, is a twisted vine, with
tendrils. In the centre, with the thick trees of the plaza forming a single green circlet at its base,
blooms the architectural brilliance of a church for a flower.”18 Of course the similar accounts
may indeed represent descriptions of alike towns in rural Mexico, but the way in which they are
described respectively by the authors shares a definite similarity of focus on illustrative details
within the larger manuscripts. To a point, Spratling’s writing is considerably more flowery.
Creation of a visual image of Mexico for the foreign reader was also important to the authors, as
illustrated by these two quotations.
Interestingly enough, Little Mexico was not Spratling’s first project seemingly drawn
from an anthropologically-influenced narrative. In 1928, Spratling published an article in
Scribner’s Magazine entitled “Cane River Portraits,” which described a community of French
creole people living outside of New Orleans.19 This article, written about a trip Spratling took to
the town of Isle Brevelle, included drawings of five individuals along with a brief description of
their personal stories as connected to the declining cotton industry and their French traditions and
language. The individuals are visually depicted in their respective portraits from the waist up in a
humanistic style that emphasized recording the idiosyncratic details of the subject.20 This article
and its portraits were a new style which Spratling would continue to build on in years to come. It
Frans Blom, and Oliver La Farge, Tribes and Temples: A Record of the Expedition to Middle America
Conducted by the Tulane University of Louisiana in 1925 (New Orleans, LA: Tulane University, 1926),
18.
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deserves recognition as his first foray into the territory of recording human-focused stories rather
than those centered on architecture or national history which had been the subject of his
previously published writings. Another similar article appeared in Scribner’s Magazine in 1929
entitled “Figures in a Mexican Renaissance” and was published in the same year that Spratling
moved to Mexico permanently. While accomplishing much of a similar feat as his earlier article
on the Louisiana Creole community, “Figures in a Mexican Renaissance” has a much broader
and more nationally-focused narrative. Additionally, instead of centering on a community slowly
fading into history, this article illustrates what Spratling viewed as “a new renaissance in
Mexican art and literature.”21 Portraits of six figures form a portion of the article and include the
painter José Clemente Orozco, the painter and writer Dr. Atl, the anthropologist and editor
Frances Toor, the education advocate Moises Saenez, the architect Carlos Obregon Santacilia,
and the painter Diego Rivera.22
This article is particularly important because it illustrates the weight of the personal
connections which Blom made for Spratling in Mexico. Both Frances Toor and Diego Rivera
were essential in Spratling’s foray into object collection and their importance as network figures
for Spratling will be emphasized later in this chapter. Little Mexico represents a significant
literary achievement on the part of Spratling but his move towards its particular
anthropologically-influenced, travel-style narrative of writing had roots in these two articles. An
argument could be made that this somewhat complicates the narrative of this chapter regarding
Tribes and Temples’ outsize influence on Little Mexico, but careful consideration of the two
book’s similarities regarding subject matter, style of narrative, and artistic representations are
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significant and cannot be dismissed. It was also Tribes and Temples and Blom that brought
Spratling to Mexico for his first visit and instilled a passion in the young man for pre-Columbian
objects and the rural Mexican communities where he would live until his death.
Returning to a comparison of Tribes and Temples and Little Mexico, historian Joan Mark
has previously pointed out the connection between the moment in time in the discipline of
anthropology that was occurring when Spratling was writing Little Mexico and his narrative
approach in the manuscript. In her book, Mark links Spratling’s writing on Mexico to other
works in contemporary anthropology being published at the same time such as Margaret Mead’s
Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) and Sex and Repression in Savage Society (1927) by Bronislaw
Malinowski.23 Mark also hypothesizes that Spratling was exposed to reviews of anthropological
books in the New York Herald Tribune by Margaret Mead’s colleague Ruth Benedict. Spratling
was sending columns to the editor Irita Van Doren which were published as “Mexican Letters”
between 1929 and 1931. These “Letters” were meant as updates to U.S. readers on cultural and
social developments in the country through the eyes of an expatriate. Spratling, reading
Benedict’s almost weekly book reviews in the same section where his own columns were
published, according to Mark, would have garnered “the equivalent of a short course in
contemporary anthropology, with the emphasis on cultural relativism, on appreciating nonWestern cultures, and on the potential usefulness of anthropology in suggesting how Westerners
might improve their own society.” This exposure to developments in the field of anthropology,
Spratling’s friendship with Blom and La Farge, and his familiarity with their book Tribes and
Temples, combines to create a strong argument that Spratling would have been well-educated in
the field of anthropology without having a formal education in the subject matter. For example,
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Little Mexico includes several passages that read like ethnographic observation of rural Mexican
life presented without commentary. Spratling focuses on specific individuals in a few sections of
the book, using them as case studies or explanations for particular cultural or social practices of
rural Mexican peoples. One such example is a section concentrating on his cook and
housekeeper Lola, whose beliefs, family structure, and relationships are described in detail. He
records her belief in naguals, or a person believed to be able to shape shift into animal form, a
concept originating from pre-Hispanic shamanistic practice. Spratling writes that Lola “says
there is an old lady who lives just below her house who, when the moon is full, changes herself
into a wild boar and wanders about the streets frightening people.”24 Like an anthropologist, he
describes her superstitions without inserting judgement or commentary and records a thoughtful
and extensive picture of her worldview.
Spratling was also familiar with other literary projects set in Mexico by both Americans
and Europeans, including most famously Viva Mexico! by Charles Flandrau and Mornings in
Mexico and The Feathered Serpent by D.H. Lawrence.25 While these novels are not aiming for
the same effect as an anthropological text, they include a similar style of travel narrative focused
on the foreign and ‘exotic’ land of Mexico in which they take place, as well as an interest in
describing indigenous culture for a Western readership. Mark makes an assertion in Silver
Gringo, that Spratling would have been aware of such publications and may have attempted to
mimic their style, emphasizing “field-work reports on daily life in ‘primitive’ society.”
Spratling’s detailed observations in Little Mexico provide a particularly apt example of this
emphasis. He frequently includes information regarding the customs and lives of rural Mexicans
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of indigenous heritage throughout the book and in one section remarks on their connection to the
pre-conquest period through their continued use of Nahuatl language names for basic implements
and kitchen tools.
Even the names for domestic utilities remain pure Aztec. The metate is the universal
instrument for preparing tortillas, as is also the metlapil, both sculptured in stone; the
tepeztate is the name of the dish onto which the ground corn falls; the comal is the big
clay disk on which the tortillas are baked.26
For the foreign reader, observations such as these emphasize the underlying layer of preHispanic culture present in modern Mexico. Nonetheless, despite these other potential literary
influences and their similarities to Little Mexico, the style of Tribes and Temples is clearly the
one in which Spratling would have been the best versed due to through his friendships with Blom
and La Farge and their influence directly connecting Spratling with the discipline of
anthropology.
Another important element of comparison between Tribes and Temples and Little Mexico
is the incorporation of artistic representations of human, object, and scenery subjects in both
books. The images in the two books are stylistically different but both represent a manner of
focused observation and a desire to record objects and the everyday scenes of rural Mexico.
There are three basic types of illustrations in Tribes and Temples. The first is sketches of objects,
archaeological sites, and hand-drawn maps. These images were likely drawn by Blom as he had
the previous fieldwork experience making such records. From the archival record, it is also
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known that Blom often sketched for his personal record.27 The second type of illustration is small
scenes which depict a specific moment from the trip such as a sailboat on the gulf or a man bent
over a cooking fire. The artist responsible for these illustrations was Oliver La Farge as they are
mostly signed “O. La F” throughout the book. The third type is photographs which record
everything from the archaeological sites that were visited to images of Blom and La Farge with
people they encountered on the trip. The majority of the drawings in Tribes and Temples are the
first type, related to study of either the Mayan objects, glyphs, or buildings that were discovered,
but those done by La Farge provide a rendering of images from the journey that give the
impression of sketches from a diary or personal notebook.28
In comparison, known and respected for his artistic skill and illustrations, Spratling
peppered the pages of Little Mexico with over seventy drawings in total. It is unlikely that it was
ever a question as to whether the book would be illustrated, especially as Spratling had illustrated
almost all of his previously published articles, including those written for the publications
Architectural Forum, Architectural Digest and Scribner’s.29 In his earlier articles, Spratling
mainly included architecturally-focused drawings of buildings but the previously discussed
“Cane River Portraits” and “Figures in a Mexican Renaissance” included intimate portraits of
figures featured in the pieces. One can easily see the transition from the images of people from
“Cane River Portraits” to those present throughout Little Mexico. These portraits often focus on
Blom’s diaries and sketchbooks are located in the collection of the University of California Berkeley
Library. The library’s collection is not available online and can only be viewed in person and I was not
able to make the trip to Berkeley before the completion of my thesis to view them.
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drawings.
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depicting the person from the waist up and capture their specific visual idiosyncrasies. The
images in Little Mexico have changed slightly in style from those of the “Cane River Portraits,”
as they present an emphasis on shading and depth which renders a more dramatic quality to the
images.
None of the drawings in Tribes and Temples are as emotive or technically competent as
those done by Spratling for Little Mexico, but they may have spurred him to include certain types
of records of the indigenous population and the scenery of Mexico. They also presented him with
an example of the inclusion of drawings of objects within a longer manuscript. The drawings in
Little Mexico represent a unique combination of ethnographic and artistic renderings which seem
to have been derived from the anthropological approach Spratling saw in Tribes and Temples.30
Interestingly, some drawings in Little Mexico are renderings of pre-Columbian objects and folk
art which Spratling describes actively collecting throughout the manuscript. Tribes and Temples
also includes drawings of similar Mexican objects much in the same style as those in Little
Mexico. These objects were added as additions in the margins and depict objects that were found
in excavations or viewed by other means on the expedition in 1925. Spratling also depicts objects
in a similar format in Little Mexico, including the images in the margins but rendering them with
much more technical skill and not including their provenance or a label of any kind. A
comparison of two such examples can be made between images of a clay figure in Tribes and
Temples and a stone mask in Little Mexico. The clay figure in Tribes and Temples is included in
the left-hand margin of the page, rendered in a crude linear style that includes no shading and is

Spratling’s approach in Little Mexico is different from previous models of text and image treatments
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child-like in its simplicity.31 The figure is identified by a figure number as belonging to the
collection of William Niven’s “collection of small clay figurines, all females and of quite
primitive character.”32 A similar such occurrence of a pre-Columbian object in Little Mexico is an
illustration of an Olmec mask.33 The illustration is depicted with great technical competence and
conveys the overall construction of the object in a linear style. It is unclear as to whether this or
the other pre-Columbian or folk art objects depicted in Spratling’s book are indeed things that he
himself collected, or if they are simply pre-Columbian items he was saw or viewed at some
point. There is no labeling unlike Tribes and Temples and objects appear randomly throughout
the text as decorative illustration.34 These illustrations also include drawings of Mexican folk art
objects such as painted gourds, objects which Spratling is known to have collected and which
make up a significant portion of the objects located in the MARI collection.35 In comparison,
both books show an image of a pre-Columbian object rendered in a linear-style. Again, the
technical competence is what presents the most striking difference, but both images are clearly
stylistically similar and are situated on the margins of the pages on which they appear.
Spratling’s sketches strike a more personal chord, however, as they are not specifically academic
records of objects for the purposes of anthropological study and rather seem to lean towards
illustrating the one of the book’s themes of asserting the pre-Columbian layer of culture present
in the modern Mexico Spratling encountered in the 1920s.
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From a closer inspection of the drawing of the Olmec mask image in Little Mexico (Fig. 6), it seems
that it an object that Spratling sold to the gallerist Joseph Brummer and is now located in the collection of
the American Museum of Natural History (Catalogue Number 30.2/ 9373).
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Despite the numerous number of objects depicted, most of the renderings in Little Mexico
focus on images of people or groups of people. This is the reverse in Tribes and Temples, as most
of the drawn images are of objects or structures. However, there is still a definite similarity
between the drawings of human subjects in both manuscripts. One such image from Tribes and
Temples depicts a man dressed in the white garb of a worker bending over to collect something
from the ground.36 He wears a machete attached at his waste with a wide-brimmed straw hat atop
his head. The technical skill exhibited by the image is rudimentary but it captures a moment and
a portrait of a person in action. A comparable image from Little Mexico focuses on two
musicians, one playing the flute and the other playing the drum.37 The musicians are dressed in
the same garb of white pants and shirt as the Mexican worker from Tribes and Temples. They
also both wear large straw hats. The style of the image is more technically competent than its
comparison and its shading lends a feeling of drama and movement to the image. Both images
are removed from context in their position within the layout. No background is depicted and they
represent snippets of a moment which the artists witnessed, the figures both anonymous and a
portrait in the same instance. The same subject of a moment in rural Mexican life, one figure at
work and the other two engaging in artistic expression through music, shows similar artistic
approaches to depicting life in the Mexican countryside.
While both Tribes and Temples and Little Mexico include illustrations depicting the
people of rural Mexico, the latter includes many more and of a greater variety. The prominence
of portraiture in the manuscript is emphasized in the forward of the book which was written by
Diego Rivera, one of the network connections which Blom provided for Spratling on his first trip

36

See Fig. 8

37

See Fig. 9

30
to Mexico. In the short letter which would become the forward, Rivera focused on Spratling’s
figurative images, writing that they “…have the acuteness and grace of those painted by certain
masters in my country who died before I was born. Those portraits were made with precision and
tenderness and contain irony and love.”38 A striking compliment from a Mexican artist who,
while not having yet achieved the full force of his fame that would come later, was still a figure
of great importance in both the Mexican and global artistic worlds. Rivera was also one of the
main figures in an early 20th century movement attempting to establish a new canon of Mexican
art. This accolade represents the way in which Spratling was to be embraced by the artists,
academics, and influencers who would come to define the Mexican Renaissance, and how that
embrace would further cement his future life in the country as a figure of cultural sway.
Mexican Network Connections and Influence on Spratling
The crucial nature of Blom’s influence in arranging personal introductions for Spratling
for his first trip to Mexico in the summer of 1926 is evident in a consideration of Spratling’s later
operation as a figure within the artistic networks of Mexico and in his object collection practices
of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art. Blom had himself made these personal acquaintances
during his previous trips to Mexico, mainly during the period of 1919 to 1924 when he was
living permanently in the country after arriving from Denmark. Even when Blom moved to the
United States to pursue a master’s degree at Harvard, he still cultivated these connections and
would re-engage the friendships when he frequently traveled to Mexico to conduct fieldwork.
While the younger Spratling’s interest in the pre-Columbian layer of Mexican culture may have
been stirred when reading Blom and La Farge’s Tribes and Temples and other anthropological
texts, it was the network connections that he made as a result of Blom which cemented his
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interest in the action of collecting. Additionally, but not as well-documented as his entree into the
practice of the collection of pre-Columbian art, Spratling’s interest in Mexican folk art was also
encouraged by these new network relationships. Associations with three particular individuals
living or visiting Mexico at the time of his first visit, Diego Rivera, Miguel Covarrubias, and
Frances Toor, were the most important to Spratling as he cemented the foundation for his later
life in the country and as he began his collection practice. Spratling’s published writings,
including his autobiography and articles in Architectural Forum and Scribner’s, help to illustrate
the formative nature of those personal connections and the way they came about through Blom.
In his autobiography, Spratling writes that before he embarked on his first journey
through Mexico in the summer of 1926, Blom “provided [him] with a half-a-dozen cards.”39 He
also remarks that all the figures which Blom suggested he meet during that first summer “now
have their niches in the world of art.” It is prudent to mention at this point that Spratling’s first
visit to Mexico 1926 was financed by a contract with Architectural Forum for architectural
drawings with interpretive commentary. The product of his contract were two articles entitled
“Some Impressions of Mexico” which were not published until the following summer of 1927
and divided into two separate articles. These articles directly illustrate how important Blom’s
introductions were to Spratling, as he mentions two of the three figures within the texts. They
also begin to construct an image of his life in the country after he would permanently move there
in 1929. Due to the audience of Architectural Forum, the articles focus on the architecture of the
country of Mexico, as seen through the eyes of an American familiar with the discipline.40 The
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colonial architecture of Mexico was a popular subject of interest at the time, especially due to the
work of the Mexican figure Dr. Atl, who is also featured and depicted in a portrait in the article
“Figures of a Mexican Renaissance.”41 Spratling mentions Diego Rivera in the first paragraph of
the first Architectural Forum article, heralding his presence as a leading figure in the Mexican
Renaissance as representative of “Mexico coming into her own artistically” and noting Rivera’s
desire for, in his words, “…the serious encouragement of the ‘very real and personal art of the
Mexican peasant,’” referring to the burgeoning nationalist interest in Mexican folk art.42 The rest
of the article waxes poetic about the preservation of colonial architecture in the country, with
Rivera acting as a personal tour guide for Spratling as they visited several notable buildings.
The second of the two 1927 Architectural Forum articles focuses more intently on the
capital of Mexico City and surrounding archeological sites. As in the first article, Spratling writes
about his experience of the artistic renaissance beginning in Mexico, based especially on his
perception of a collective moment of national consciousness. Most importantly, Spratling
mentions one of the other people to whom Frans Blom made an introduction for him, the
American anthropologist Frances Toor. Toor is discussed following a longer narrative on the
indigenous population of the country and Spratling’s opinions on the merit of the appreciation of
their artistic creations. He writes that Toor’s journal Mexican Folkways, which focused on
Mexican popular arts and culture, “seemed to be getting at a lot of things that had been long
neglected.”43 Therefore, two connections which Blom made for Spratling, both Toor and Rivera,
can be seen as vitally important to Spratling’s first perception of the country of Mexico and as
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already shaping how he was writing about the country for a U.S. audience, a pursuit he would
continue through later publications such as Little Mexico.
The network connections in Mexico initiated by Blom for Spratling were formative and
would later go on to establish and fuel Spratling’s object collection practices in the country. The
first of these introductions was to the artist Diego Rivera, perhaps one of the most avid collectors
of pre-Columbian objects at that time in Mexico.44 On Spratling’s first trip to Mexico in 1926,
Rivera gave him “a tiny stone face with a slant jaw which [Rivera] called a ‘pre-Hispanic
Spratling,’” which was Spratling’s first piece of pre-Columbian art.45 Rivera’s interest in and
celebration of the pre-Columbian layer of Mexican culture has been widely explored in writing
about his artistic oeuvre and his life in general. Spratling was clearly aware of the importance of
Rivera as a figure within the Mexican art world when he met him during his first summer in
Mexico. The influence of Rivera, almost fifteen years older than Spratling, would have been of
great weight and I argue that it motivated the younger Spratling to begin his own collection
practice. It is clear that Spratling felt that Rivera was heading the collective cultural movement
happening in Mexico at the time, calling him “dominant and inevitable” in a profile published in
Mexican Folkways in 1930.46 In the same article, Spratling opines that “as a painter [Rivera] has
shown a greater sureness, a greater breadth of conception and a more unswerving conviction in
form and ideology than any of his contemporaries.” Spratling clearly admired Rivera’s work
deeply and viewed him as a central figure in the Mexican Renaissance.
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Spratling refers to Rivera in his autobiography as “a compulsive collector… feed[ing] on
the objects with which he surrounded himself, as all collectors tend to feed on the objects which
stir their emotions.”47 It is likely that Rivera would have shown Spratling his personal collection
of pre-Columbian objects upon their meeting and that the collection would have impressed the
younger Spratling, already interested in the pre-European layer of culture which he viewed to be
operating within Mexico’s indigenous population. While more detailed information on Rivera’s
collection practices is not readily available, many sources indicate that he was far from
discriminating in his selection of objects. When Rivera gained fame and wealth later in his life,
he would buy almost any pre-Columbian objects he could get his hands on, regardless of origin
or authenticity.48 Rivera’s interest in pre-Columbian art stemmed from the political and social
phenomenon of indigenismo, or the celebration of indigenous culture as a unifying component of
cultural homogeneity in Mexico. This phenomenon took root before the Mexican Revolution and
continued to gain steam, reaching a crescendo during the administration of Lázaro Cárdenas.49
While that movement had many facets and controversies, it was clearly recognized and
propagated by foreigners such as Spratling who had their own interests in the promotion of preColumbian art and the indigenous layer of contemporary Mexican culture. This promotion was
seen as an antithesis to the mechanization of all industries occurring in the United States at the
time and as a response to the changes occurring within the global art world.
Miguel Covarrubias was the second important connection that Spratling made as a result
of Blom and like Rivera, he would also influence Spratling’s object collection practice in
47
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Mexico. Rivera promptly introduced Sprating to Covarrubias on his first trip to Mexico in 1926.
After Spratling had later moved to the country, the three men would go on collecting expeditions
together to various markets and archeological sites, “competing in a friendly rivalry as they built
up their three great collections of pre-Hispanic antiquities.”50 Covarrubias was a Mexican artist,
writer, and caricaturist, but also another avid collector of pre-Columbian art. Spratling writes in
his autobiography that it was Covarrubias and Rivera who “infected” him with the interest and
desire to collect these objects.51 Out of all the people that Spratling met in Mexico who were in
the business of collecting pre-Columbian art, Covarrubias was arguably the most knowledgable
and well-educated about the subject in an academic sense.52 He would later write and illustrate
the book Indian Art of Mexico and Central America, a large volume focusing on the Pre-Classic
cultures up to the colonial period.53 Decades after meeting Covarrubias, Spratling would also
write his own book on pre-Columbian art, More Human than Divine: An Intimate and Lively
Portrait in Clay of a Smiling People from Ancient Vera Cruz. It is Covarrubias out of the
triumvirate of himself, Spratling, and Rivera that focused his energies most towards a distinctly
scholarly study of pre-Columbian art. Spratling dedicated his book More Human than Divine to
Covarrubias in 1960, calling him “the man with the most informed and the clearest vision of his
country’s artistic past.”54
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Spratling became additionally attached to Covarrubias’ style of artistic production by
copying the premise of one of Covarrubias’ most popular publications, illustrating how deeply
the encounter had affected him. Covarrubias had lived in New York City for several years prior
to his meeting Spratling in Mexico City in 1926, and had become a well-known caricature artist
for Vanity Fair. During this period he produced a book of society and celebrity caricatures
entitled Prince of Wales and Other Famous Americans, a smash hit on the New York scene.55 In
1926 after meeting Covarrubias in Mexico City, Spratling enlisted his roommate and friend
William Faulkner to produce a book with the same premise. Their version focused on the various
figures of the bohemian New Orleans scene of the 1920s, with Spratling drawing the caricatures
and the two men working together on the captions. Their collaboration was playfully entitled
Sherwood Anderson and Other Famous Creoles and was dedicated “with respectful deference to
Miguel Covarrubias” and “to all the artful and crafty ones of the French Quarter.”56 Blom and La
Farge are depicted in the book in separate caricatures.57 While Spratling had not yet decided to
depart New Orleans at this point, his re-creation of Covarrubias’ book is an additional
demonstration of the importance of his influence as source of artistic inspiration which would
later blossom into one of Spratling’s closest and longest lasting friendships in Mexico.
The third connection made for Spratling by Blom which would influence his object
collection practices was the anthropologist Frances Toor. Toor was an American scholar who
moved to Mexico in 1922 in order to take a Spanish class at the National Autonomous University
of Mexico. After viewing an exhibition put on by the Secretary of Industry, Commerce, and
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Labor that summer in Mexico City organized in part by Dr. Atl, she decided to stay in the
country in order to study Mexican folk art.58 Toor would continue to live in Mexico for the
majority of her life, most notably becoming the editor and force behind the bilingual journal
Mexican Folkways, which aimed to record and celebrate the folk arts of Mexico for both a
domestic Mexican and international audience.59 Spratling wrote several articles for Mexican
Folkways and reading the journal would have been a mandatory task for any member of the
artistic Mexican scene, especially those with an interest in collecting folk art such as Spratling.60
Diego Rivera was Mexican Folkways’ first artistic director, further demonstrating the
closeness and cross-pollination of the Mexican artistic scene within which Spratling was to
become a permanent fixture a few years later. Mexican Folkways also helped to fuel the growing
U.S. interest in Mexican folk art and culture. In the words of Toor herself, the journal also
“played an important role in the formation of the new Mexican attitude toward the Indian by
making known his customs and art.”61 Toor also notably published a guidebook to Mexico for
American and European tourists in 1936 which would shape travel to country for over a decade.
The guidebook also directed tourists to Spratling’s future home of Taxco to buy his wares from
his silver workshop, Taller de Las Delicias.62 While Toor and Spratling’s relationship is less
obvious with regards to influence on his collection practices than Rivera or Covarrubias, his
knowing her personally and reading her journal might have been one of the key factors in
Michael K Schuessler,“Inter-American Memories: Frances Toor, Alma Reed, and the Mexican Cultural
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encouraging his appreciation of Mexican folk art, as he viewed her role in its promotion with
great reverence. He describes her in the previously mentioned article on the Mexican
Renaissance as “the one American [in Mexico] who has consistently devoted herself toward
preserving what is traditionally and indigenously Mexican in art, and not only this but to the
cause of the artists as well.”63
Conclusion
This chapter has argued for a new understanding of Spratling’s collecting as itself an
intellectual project. While previous scholarship has underestimated the pivotal nature of the
relationship between William Spratling and Frans Blom, I show how the older Danish scholar
shaped the intellectual grounding for Spratling’s collection practice, and his personal networks in
Mexico and the United Stated. Blom was crucial in cementing the relationship between Spratling
and the circle of collectors, artists, academics, and others operating within this period in Mexico
City. Blom’s influence can be viewed both in regards to writing style and the illustrations of
Little Mexico, but also in relation to the collection networks Spratling later became a
foundational member of within the Mexican artistic scene. Both these connective relationships
and Spratling’s exposure to the discipline of anthropology through his interactions with Blom
were deeply important to his collection practice. Without a sense of these relationships and
academic influences, it would be difficult to ascertain how Spratling’s collection practice of
Mexican folk art and pre-Columbian objects developed. His published writings and drawings
also represent his framework for his experience of Mexico in being rooted in an anthropological
perspective. It is also important to acknowledge that Spratling’s collection practices were feeding
off a certain moment in time. While many of the figures which Spratling interacted with had
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backgrounds in anthropology, this was a moment in time when the academic fields were not as
strongly delineated and one did not need a degree to behave like an anthropologist. Additionally,
there was considerably less legal regulation regarding the collection and trade of pre-Columbian
objects and everyday people with the means to purchase objects could participate with little
restriction. From an overview of Spratling’s published writings, drawings, and network
connections, it is clear that he was heavily influenced by the newly formed discipline of
anthropology.
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CHAPTER TWO
SPRATLING AS A COLLECTOR

In his 1932 book Little Mexico, William Spratling wrote “in open country and in huts of
the poor exist sculptured gods in marble, in jade, in exquisitely wrought clay… it is all pregnant
with what has been, and what will be Mexico.”64 This statement vividly captures the centrality of
pre-Columbian objects for the United States’ conceptualization of Mexico in the 20th century, an
image that lingers even today. Spratling is best known as a silversmith, but his career as a
collector and dealer in pre-Columbian artifacts and Mexican folk art objects had an arguably
even more potent effect on ideas of Mexico in the modern U.S. imaginary. Spratling’s collection
practice was not entirely distinctive in terms of selection of objects, but it did represent a unique
process of operation. The availability of Spratling’s published writing on his collection process,
the archival documents at the Middle American Research Institute (MARI), and Spratling’s
collected objects at MARI provide insight into the larger movement of objects from Mexico to
the U.S. between 1926 and 1940.
Spratling’s collection practice in Mexico was perfectly matched to broader institutional
and cultural shifts around the image of Mexico for a U.S. populace. As scholar James Clifford
explains,
In the mid-nineteenth century pre-Columbian or tribal objects were grotesques or
antiquities. By 1920 they were cultural witnesses and aesthetic masterpieces. Since then a
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controlled migration has occurred between these two institutionalized domains. The
boundaries of art and science, the aesthetic and the anthropological, are not permanently
fixed.65
Clifford’s words ring true in the case of Spratling, and his collection practice is an example of
how teasing out individual stories within the larger “institutionalized domains” allows for greater
insight into shifts like the one that occurred transforming pre-Columbian objects into art. In the
20th century, there was fluidity of Mexican objects and their meanings, their perceived monetary
and cultural value, as well as their presence within collections in the United States. Domestic and
international policies and movements in both Mexico and the United States supported these
shifting meanings. Spratling was one of the main actors who significantly influenced U.S.
collections of pre-Columbian art and an investigation of his collection practice in this chapter
sets the stage for that argument.
Objects that were personally collected and sold or donated by Spratling exist in a number
of major U.S. institutions including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Brooklyn Museum,
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Museum, the American Museum of Natural History, the
Peabody Museum of Natural History, the St. Louis Museum, and the Middle American Research
Institute at Tulane University. Spratling interacted with several of the principal collectors of
Mexican art in the United States, as well as U.S. politicians, presidents, celebrities, and
diplomats.66 Spratling’s network of connections could be listed endlessly but the point is his
network was broad and his influence great. This chapter will present a discussion of the Mexican
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nationalist framework and laws surrounding the collection and export of pre-Columbian objects,
Spratling’s agency and location within the chain of object collection in Mexico, and his
published writings within the larger framework of United States-Mexico relations between the
period of 1926 to 1940. A 1930 exhibition at the MET titled Mexican Arts will be used to provide
example of Spratling’s collection in comparison to the objects located at MARI, the growing
U.S. interest in Mexican art, and the international diplomatic framework that strengthened the
U.S.-Mexico relationship.
Long before Spratling was credited with reviving the modern Mexican silver industry, he
played a key role in the collection of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art objects by United
States museums and academic institutions before 1940. Spratling was a major figure in the
systems of trade in pre-Columbian objects and folk art between the United States and Mexico,
which were becoming formalized during this period. Spratling engaged with collection
throughout his life in a vigorous, passionate practice that often took precedence over his other
personal and professional engagements.67 His collection practice was also motivated by
necessity, as Spratling only enjoyed relative financial security for around ten years of his adult
life in total. The other periods were influenced by the ups and downs of tourism in Mexico and
the inability of his silver work to provide a consistently stable source of income.68 While
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Spratling’s motivations for collecting were clearly monetary in some senses, he also was driven
by an aesthetically-motivated passion for Mexican art and pre-Columbian objects that is clearly
pronounced in his personal writings on the subject.
This chapter will engage with the agency of Spratling as a collector operating outside of
the prescribed network of art dealers in Mexico at the time, and will address his practice through
engagement with the legal framework and systems of trade in art objects and antiquities. I will
also highlight Spratling’s contribution to the 20th century collection and display of Mexican preColumbian and folk art in the United States through an examination of the 1930 exhibition at the
Metropolitan Museum of Art titled Mexican Arts. This exhibition is the only other accessible
catalogue of Spratling’s collection practice in a U.S. institutional setting prior to 1940, besides
the collection located at MARI. This chapter thus foregrounds Spratling’s agency — as a
collector — within the production of knowledge about Mexican art, a role that has been
overlooked in existing scholarship on the history of the field thus far. Spratling’s collecting and
dealing played a key role in shaping the emerging field of Mexican art for United States
museums, private collections, and universities of the early twentieth century. Spratling’s larger
operation as a dealer and his relationship to figures in the U.S. will provide the focus for the next
chapter of this thesis, but this chapter will set the stage, address how he came about the objects
and provide a larger image of the national and international political and diplomatic frameworks
in which he operated.
Mexican Laws and Cultural Patrimony
Spratling’s agency as an individual collector was necessarily framed within state
processes of Mexico, specifically the Mexican laws regarding the export and collection of pre-
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Columbian objects in effect during the time of his operation in the country. Prior to Spratling’s
arrival, the 19th century in Mexico represented a shifting attitude towards the pre-Hispanic
antiquities and archaeological sites present in the country.69 In 1867, the administration of Benito
Juárez prohibited archaeological excavations and the export of archaeological objects save for
those conducted under permit by the federal government. Prior to Spratling’s first journey to the
country in 1926, a national law regarding the export of pre-Columbian objects was formalized in
Article Six of the Mexican Constitution of 1897. The law reads as follows:
Mexican antiquities, codices, idols, amulets, and other objects or movable things that the
Federal Executive deems interesting for the study of the civilization and history of the
aboriginals and ancient settlers of America and especially of Mexico, cannot be exported
without legal authorization.
According to Spratling, the enforcement of the 1897 law seemed to be lax. He references the
many ways it was flouted in two chapters within his autobiography, File on Spratling. He writes
that the way in which the law was enforced and applied in Mexico had instead:
provoked: (1) an exaggeration of commercial values to the point where a vast number of
truly great objects have been systematically and clandestinely shipped out; and (2) a
constantly hostile atmosphere on the part of the public towards the great majority of
collectors, this group representing precisely that sector of the population which would
normally contribute most to the enrichment of the country’s museums.70
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By implication, Spratling obviously includes himself in this population of collectors who had
encountered hostility in Mexico resulting from their profession. The bitterness towards collectors
became part of the national dialogue surrounding the cultural patrimony of pre-Columbian
objects from Mexico during the period of the Porfiriato, the period from 1876 to 1911 when
General Porfirio Díaz was President of Mexico. During the Porfiriato, “a nationalization of
Mexican antiquity occurred…[which] entailed rebalancing the scales that had previously favored
international over national claims to the pre-Columbian Mexican heritage.”71 The Porfiriato
directly proceeded Spratling’s immigration to Mexico and was in effect when the 1897 law was
enacted in order to prevent illicit transport of Mexican items out of the country. Spratling’s clear
indication of hostility towards collectors, including himself personally, most likely stems from
several occurrences where he was either accused of either selling fakes or taking precious preColumbian objects outside of the country for his own financial benefit. It is also rumored that
Spratling moved outside of the town of Taxco, where he had originally settled in Mexico,
following several unflattering articles published in the town newspapers containing accusations
that he had sold priceless artifacts to U.S. collectors instead of routing them through the proper
channels within Mexico.72
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In Spratling’s personal writing on the laws regarding the export and trafficking of
Mexican cultural patrimony, he mounted an ardent defense of Mexicans who found preColumbians objects and attempted to sell them to collectors for a profit. These Mexicans are
often referred to as Huaqueros within academic discourse, and they played key roles within the
collecting networks, as discussed in more detail below. In File on Spratling, Spratling defended
“the Indian” who “…finds a broken pot on his land and takes a bus to town to sell it [and] may
be put in jail. This little man and the thousands of others like him have thus been further
aggravated,” as a result of the law passed in 1897.73 It was from Huaqueros that Spratling most
likely purchased the majority of the objects that he sold or donated to major U.S. institutional
collections, including the Middle American Research Institute (MARI).74 While Spratling’s
defense of the common man of Mexico is not without viability, his relationship to his own
collection as being without legal culpability is suspiciously self-serving.
Spratling’s object collecting practice, which took place beginning in 1926 until his death
in 1967, operated in a legal and ethical gray area. Letters written by Spratling with regards to the
objects that he donated or sold to MARI illustrate that Spratling was illicitly moving preColumbian objects outside of the country as early as 1935, though his personal collection had
begun much earlier.75 These letters indicate that the objects Spratling was offering for sale
included manuscripts and other “heritage material” such as jade masks, gold figurines, and other
73
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precious and rare items, which he would later describe thirty years later in his autobiography as
“[a category of objects] which belong primarily to the nation [of Mexico].”76 Under the 1897
law, these objects would have been illegal to export outside of Mexico. To reiterate this point is
not an attempt to smear Spratling or his operation as a collector, but rather to complicate his
characterization of himself as operating within an established network flow of objects moving
from Mexico to the United States in the 20th century. Joan Mark perhaps best describes
Spratling’s attitude towards the gray legal and ethical implications of his export of preColumbian objects as a belief that “if he did not do it, someone else would, and that he was
simply taking advantage of a state of affairs before the police or customs officials did so.”77
Given that documentation exists to support these revelations, Spratling’s collection practice gives
great insight into lesser known aspects of the assembly of the body of objects of Mexican origin
currently located in institutional collections in the United States, as many of these objects were
transferred across international lines by actors such as Spratling.
Chain of Object Collection Practice and Networks
Spratling occupied an indeterminate place in networks of object collecting across the
U.S.-Mexico border. In part, this was due to his status as an American living in Mexico, but he
also benefitted from his particular network across universities and museums. The most concise
way to understand and visualize the mechanics of the chain of pre-Columbian object collection
in Mexico is a schematic flow chart created by Michael Coe from information presented in
Dwight Heath’s journal article “Economic Aspects of Commercial Archaeology in Costa Rica.”78
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In this flow chart, the division of labor and collection practice is divided into two elements of
operation, one before the objects arrive in the United States and the second after they did.79
Spratling has been previously identified by Coe as belonging to the “resident” category of the
flow chart. Coe defines “resident” as someone whose “function was to ‘high grade’ objects
brought to them by the runners and to expedite these items across frontiers for sale to dealers and
collectors in the recipient country.”80 High-grading objects refers to assessing the quality of
objects and sorting out those that were rare or of excellent construction. According to Heath’s
article, “runners” lived in the same communities as Huaqueros and residents but were “middlemen who know the special interests of local collectors, and take appropriate pieces to them, in
exchange for a commission.”81 The operation of Huaqueros, runners, and residents were all
occurring in a rural localized setting in Mexico. The transition from local to international
occurred between the resident and the dealer, who often lived outside of the origin country.
Spratling’s position within the network of pre-Columbian object collection in Mexico
was much more complex than simply embodying the role of a “resident” in a conceptualized
chain. Spratling personally sought out objects in the markets, towns, and archaeological sites of
rural Mexico, collecting from people who had these objects in their homes. He also interacted
directly with curators and collectors, instead of acting as a resident who interacted directly only
with dealers, as Coe’s schematic implies. In addition to his close relationship with Frans Blom
Dwight B Heath, “Economic Aspects of Commercial Archeology in Costa Rica,” American
Antiquity 38, no. 3 (July 1973), 259–65.
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discussed above, Spratling corresponded regarding the collection of objects with the gallerists
Joseph Brummer, Carl Zigrosser, and the collector Robert Bliss, all of whom were influential
figures operating in the U.S. gallery and museum world.82 Spratling’s ambiguous role thus
complicates the conceptualization of collecting in Mexico as a rigid chain, since operators within
the collection practice at large occupied multiple roles during the entirety of their engagement
with the cross-border antiquities trade.
Spratling’s Collection Practice and U.S.-Mexico Relations
Spratling’s aforementioned book Little Mexico provides a window into his collecting
practice, and its importance for U.S. conceptualizations of Mexico. The book focuses on
Spratling’s experiences in rural, or “little,” Mexico and on the people and places he visited and
encountered in his early years traveling and living in the country. The book also includes
numerous illustrations by Spratling of folk art and pre-Columbian objects, as well as pastoral
scenes and portraits of Mexican people he encountered.83 Spratling wrote the manuscript at a
time when the market for literature on the subject of Mexico became saturated with books
written specifically with the American public in mind. The number of non-fiction books written
about Mexico skyrocketed between 1928 and 1935, with sixty-five recorded books being written
for U.S. audiences about Mexico or Mexican subjects, compared to the thirty-five written during
the previous seven year span.84 The period between 1927 and 1935 is known as the peak of the
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Mexican “vogue” in the United States, and it was a time when Spratling’s object collecting
practice was transitioning into serious dealing.
Historian Helen Delpar has argued that, with the appointment of Dwight D Morrow in
1927 as the U.S. Ambassador to Mexico, the diplomatic relationship between the two countries
blossomed. An active cultural exchange followed, which included many objects taken from
Mexico to the United States and funneled into private and museum collections. Spratling was a
close friend of Dwight Morrow and his wife Elizabeth, designing portions of their family house
in Cuernavaca and advising them on purchases of both folk art and pre-Columbian artworks for
their personal collection. Spratling also facilitated a commission by the Morrows of Diego
Rivera for him to paint murals in the Palace of Cortés in Cuernavaca, a deal that heightened
Rivera’s fame in both Mexico and the United States. Morrow’s political accomplishments
included solving a dispute over oil regulations in Mexico and arranging an agreement that ended
the Mexican religious civil war. One Mexican newspaper lauded Morrow by claiming that “at
last Mexico was sent a gringo [Morrow] that neither patronized nor sneered.”85 Morrow was
both a successful ambassador that brokered many mutually-beneficial policies between the two
countries, and someone actively interested in the cultural significance of Mexican art and
personally invested in its collection and display.
Tourism, The Good Neighbor Policy, and U.S. Interest in Mexican Art and Culture
Besides the catalyst of Morrow’s ambassadorship, another element of the period of
Mexican “vogue” was increased U.S. tourism to the country in the post-depression years before
World War II. Reconstruction efforts following the Mexican Revolution, such as the construction
Ilan Stavans, Introduction to Casa Mañana: The Morrow Collection of Mexican Popular Arts, ed.
Susan Danly (Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 2002), 2.
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of a national highway system, started in 1925 under the administration of President Plutarco
Elías Calles and helped to make travel within the country more accessible to visitors.86 U.S.
tourists coming to Mexico flocked southward following their interest in a culture that was widely
perceived not to be corrupted by the industrialization taking hold in the United States. The books
written for U.S. audiences about Mexico at the time, such as Little Mexico, heightened this
interest in traveling to the country and contributed to the idealistic conceptualization of Mexico
as a place without the negative values of materialism and individualism brought about by
industrialization in the United States. Additionally, this same period coincided with “efforts by
scientists to uncover and promote Mexico’s many pre-Hispanic ruins…[which] began in 1910 as
part of a broader effort by the Porfirian regime to attract foreign investment and to incorporate
Mexico’s indigenous past” mentioned above.87 Increased accessibility, the novelty of a culture
with ancient roots, the romance of a country mostly unspoiled by industrialization, and the
increasingly positive diplomatic relationship between the two countries all combined to
encourage U.S. tourism in Mexico.
With some U.S. citizens perceiving the intrusion of technology and industry in the United
States as a negative force, two social alternatives to this sentiment were presented in popular
discourse in the U.S.: the first was the American Indian and the second, modern Mexico.88 For
art historian Holly Barnet-Sanchez, the introduction of pre-Columbian objects as art in the
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United States by collectors such as Spratling was a natural extension of such attitudes. BarnetSanchez argues that pre-Columbian art collection and display occurred “precisely at the point at
which the necessity for hemispheric unity against the intrusion of European fascism into the
western half of the globe appeared most acute.”89 A U.S. policy which encouraged this
hemispheric unity was the Good Neighbor policy, which “structured U.S.-Latin American
relations between 1928-1947 and was based on a cosmopolitain rhetoric of inter-American
friendship and cooperation that relied on the central trope of the good neighbor.”90 It was
conceived of to promote an idea of interdependence and community within the western
hemisphere and to promote relationships between the U.S. and Latin American countries when
the latter had often viewed the U.S. as “interventionist and domineering” after years of “Big
Stick” diplomacy. This diplomatic effort of the Good Neighbor Policy coincided with the era of
the Mexican “vogue,” which was discussed earlier in this chapter. While not the same
phenomenon, they operated in tandem in an era of cooperation and cultural recognition of Latin
American countries and their artistic products not previously recognized by the United States.
The Mexican Arts exhibit at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, to be discussed below, is an
example of the Good Neighbor policy at work in a cultural setting where promotion of Mexican
arts in the U.S. was viewed as a diplomatic endeavor.
Premising a discussion of Spratling’s writing in Little Mexico as operating within this
framework of increased U.S. interest in Mexico supported by the diplomatic framework of the
Good Neighbor policy is important before further discussing his collection practices. The period
of the Mexican “vogue” demonstrates the way in which heightened general interest can be
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connected to collection practices, as U.S. citizens’ desire for tangible commemoration of their
interest in Mexican culture and history contributed to the international collection of preColumbian objects on a scale not previously seen in Mexico. U.S. institutions were also
interested in adding Mexican objects to their collections during the same period. While assigning
a numerical value to such a claim would be of help, it is difficult to ascertain just how many
objects were moved from Mexico to the United States by collectors and tourists during this
period. However, investigating Spratling’s collection practices can serve as a case study because
his visible operation can be investigated through the MARI collection and objects he lent to the
Mexican Arts exhibition. Spratling also provides a useful and unusual example of a collector in
Mexico due to his trips to remote areas of Mexico not frequented by tourists to collect objects.
Mapping Spratling’s Collection Practice Through Little Mexico and File on Spratling
Spratling’s writings about his collecting trips in rural Mexico also complicate previous
conceptualizations of the Pre-Columbian art market, since these texts provide a window into the
geographical reach of his practice and his understanding of it. As Spratling moved
geographically around Mexico, his mobility enabled him to occupy different roles in the path of
pre-Columbian objects and Mexican folk art from the interior of Mexico to U.S. institutions.
Spratling traveled widely within rural Mexico on horseback, especially during his earlier years in
the country, and sought out areas not accessible to tourists traveling by car until later decades
when the larger nationalized highway system was in place.91 By mapping the physical locations
that Spratling mentions in Little Mexico as sites of collection of pre-Columbian objects, this

See the chapters “Tierra Caliente” (pgs. 23-47) and “Tierra Fria” (pgs. 53-66) in Little Mexico which
describe two of Spratling’s journeys into rural Mexico for the purposes of collecting pre-Columbian
objects and folk art.
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chapter turns attention from Spratling the “silver gringo” of Taxco, to Spratling as an individual
whose itineraries around the nation were a way to gather pre-Columbian and folk art objects.92
The map will provide a physical representation of Spratling’s collection practice, with
various quotes from Little Mexico illustrating how Spratling approached collecting and how he
viewed his interactions with Huaqueros and their role within the process. Spratling remarks on
one such instance in Little Mexico by stating that, to the Huaqueros, “idols are just funny things
you pick up in the fields, of no importance except to children and foreigners.”93 This, in many
instances, typifies the way in which Spratling minimized the agency of the Huaquero within the
act of collection. Their knowledge of the object is seen as unimportant and Spratling seems to
indicate that there is no value for these pre-Columbian objects to the local Mexican individual.
However, this statement contradicts a passage later in the book where Spratling writes about the
importance of such figures to both individuals and communities in rural Mexico.
They are the same people who have idols from the graves of their ancestors in place to
guard their corn, who set up an image of Tonantzin, goddess of fertility, for the success of
their crops. They call these idols of polished, finely carved green and black stone, chanes
— spirits. The efficiency of these spirits acquires such fame that, among a community,
they are frequently rented out for the season.94
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The dissonance between these two statements from Little Mexico is obvious. On one hand
Spratling claimed that pre-Columbian objects had no value to rural Mexicans who find them and
on the other that they were so in demand among the same people that they must be rented out.
There is a clear minimization of the Mexican knowledge or appreciation of pre-Columbian
objects on Spratling’s part. Presenting these conflicts within Spratling’s relationship with those
whom he was collecting from is necessary before addressing his perspective on collecting
directly.
While some of Spratling’s collecting strategies resemble the older model of
archaeologists who bridged the field and academic institutions, he thought of collecting as more
of an art than a science. While Spratling does not present what might be described as a strategy
of collection in Little Mexico, his autobiography File on Spratling shows some illustration of
how he perceived the act of collecting and how he viewed his own motivations to preform that
act. Spratling writes:
I find that most people do not distinguish between the ‘hobby’ of collecting stamps,
coupons or coins, and true collecting, which is something wherein the emotions are
concerned. I myself am so directly concerned in the sensing of three-dimensional form,
that I resent being labeled as an archaeologist. Collecting sculpture has to do with one’s
sensitivities in an intimate way. One feeds on it. If I have acquired any archaeological
knowledge, it has been by osmosis.95
Therefore, he is writing in this passage that he does not view “true” collecting as an act
motivated by something other than a sensibility one personally develops. Spratling seems to
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indicate that this “true” collecting is accessible to those who have an innate capability connected
to their emotions. This distinction has been previously categorized within the pre-Columbian art
market as connoisseurship by the anthropologist Michael Coe, whereby one either has an “eye”
for object or does not, with the implication that the ability to perceive what is good and what is
not is inate.96
Yet, as Spratling’s financial situation worsened during the Great Depression, his stance
on collecting shifted from understanding it as an aesthetic act to understanding collecting as a
practice that both responded to and sought to shape the desires of U.S. institutions and collectors.
There is a dissonance here between Spratling’s explicit description of how he perceived
collecting and how he enacted it. This discord is also clearly visible in his correspondence related
to the sixty-seven objects located in the MARI collection at Tulane University. In letters to Frans
Blom, the director of MARI from 1924 to 1941 and a personal friend, Spratling indicates his
desperate need for financial support from the purchases of objects he collected in Mexico. In one
such letter in 1935 regarding some pre-Columbian objects, Spratling writes to Blom “you’ll
understand that the prices for you are considerably under —5 or 6 very rare pieces among them
— Let me know what you can pay and then keep the bag there until I advise! Hope I’m not
imposing too damn much… Running out of cash + must go back to work.”97 Of course, financial
incentive surrounding collecting does not negate its value, but Spratling framed his collection in
File on Spratling as that of a careful connoisseur, starkly different from his harried dissemination
of objects in reality.
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The Mexican Arts Exhibition, Diplomatic Influence, and Spratling’s Collection at MARI
Perhaps the best institutional embodiment of the growing U.S. interest in Mexico in this
period and international diplomatic efforts, was an exhibition held at the Metropolitan Museum
of Art in 1930 entitled Mexican Arts. This exhibition is important to a discussion of Spratling’s
collection practice because it is one of the few instances where a clear picture of both the
diversity of his object collection and his specializations within collection practice are visible in
an accessible record other than at MARI.98 Mexican Arts was a survey of the arts of Mexico, a
country that was in the process of growing U.S. interest manifested through increased tourism,
desire for international unity, and the wide category of literature written about Mexico for
American audiences. It was curated by the René d’Harnoncourt, approved for funding by
Frederick Keppel of the Carnegie Corporation, and financed through the American Federation of
the Arts. René d’Harnoncourt was a figure Spratling met during his first summer in Mexico in
1926. D’Harnoncourt, an Austrian count, had immigrated to Mexico following the collapse of the
Austro-Hungarian empire. He was a foreigner in Mexico who operated in a similar fashion to
Spratling by using his aesthetic sensibilities to select and disseminate modern Mexican and folk
art.
The main difference between the Spratling and d’Harnoncourt as foreign collectors
operating as liaisons between the U.S. and Mexico was that d’Harnoncourt worked solely as a
collector for a wealthy American expatriate named Frederick W. Davis, making selections of
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Mexican folk art for Davis’ chain of stores, the Sonora News Company.99 Like Spratling,
d’Harnoncourt “travel[ed] extensively throughout the hinterland of Mexico, visiting rural areas
and trekking across the countryside to visit artisan towns.”100 D’Harnoncourt also had
relationships with important Mexican network figures such as Diego Rivera, José Clemente
Orozco, and the Morrows, and operated in the same artistic circles. However, d’Harnoncourt
lived and worked in Mexico City, whereas Spratling lived three hours outside in the rural town of
Taxco. Interestingly enough, the majority of the objects in the Mexican Arts exhibition were lent
by d’Harnoncourt and from an examination of the catalogue, it seems mainly an exhibition of his
personal collection. Three years after the Mexican Arts exhibition, d’Harnoncourt permanently
moved to the United States and would later become the director of the Museum of Modern Art.
By briefly comparing Spratling and d’Harnoncourt’s as collecting figures during the same period,
Spratling’s operation seems less unique. Nonetheless, the Mexican Arts exhibition is a prime
example of the U.S. collection and display of Mexican objects during the period of focus for this
thesis.
Ambassador Dwight Morrow spearheaded the Mexican Arts exhibition, conceiving of it
as offering a “deep appreciation of Mexican arts…[to] give the American public an opportunity
to know this art in its most important manifestations.”101 Morrow also lent twenty-six objects
from his personal collection to the exhibition. The exhibition organizer was the American
Federation of Arts, a charitable organization started in 1909 whose mission was “to advance the
99
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cause of art in America.”102 The exhibition was an important manifestation of the Good Neighbor
policy, that contributed greatly to the promotion of the Mexican “vogue,” as it was also produced
in partnership with the Mexican government and encouraged by U.S. diplomats. The policy also
was enacted through the “less official channels of advertising and artistic collaboration” with the
Mexican Arts exhibition being a prime example of softer diplomatic efforts in this vein.103
Morrow as an ambassador to Mexico from 1927 to 1933, was one of the earliest U.S.
government figures to represent this policy abroad and to actively promote this “Good Neighbor”
relationship through collaborative events such the Mexican Arts exhibition. Spratling’s
relationship to Morrow connects him to this international movement. Spratling seems to have
been closely involved at an early stage of the exhibition, at one point drafting a proposal for it,
but it was ultimately d’Harnoncourt who took the reins.
Unsurprisingly, then, the exhibition matched Spratling’s heterogenous interests in
Mexican art and culture. It included both categories of “applied arts,” including feather work,
pre-Columbian pottery, textiles, embroidery, beadwork, toys, leatherwork, and “fine arts,”
including both colonial and modern painting and sculpture. This exhibition was a pivotal
embodiment of Spratling’s collection practice in action in the United States and the overall
growing U.S. interest in the collection and display of Mexican pre-Columbian objects and folk
art. Spratling ultimately loaned thirteen objects from his private collection for the Mexican Arts
exhibition and detailing those objects provides a clear picture of his operation of a collector of
Mexican folk art.104 It also shows that Spratling’s collection of folk art was not necessarily
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unique. His objects included lacquered gourds, dance masks, silver saddle decorations,
contemporary pottery, and retablos. Figures such as René d’Harnoncourt himself and others
whom with Spratling was close are also featured as owners of objects in the same categories.105
These figures include those previously mentioned as being members of the same network as
Spratling in Chapter One including Frances Toor, Miguel Covarrubias, and Diego Rivera, who
all contributed multiple objects to the exhibition. Turning to a comparison of the objects loaned
by Spratling to the MARI collection, he had sold the institute a variety of lacquered gourd bowls,
trays, and boxes also collected in Guerrero. Spratling additionally offered the institute a
collection of dance masks in 1928 but it seems that it never made it into MARI’s permanent
collection. Spratling collected heterogeneously within the fields of Mexican folk and preColumbian objects, but it seems from a comparison of the folk art present in these two U.S.
institutional settings that he had a particular interest or specialization in lacquered pieces and
dance masks, and that he was seemingly going along with trends in collecting.
Conclusion
Spratling’s operation as a collector in Mexico offers the opportunity for several
conclusions regarding the transfer of objects from Mexico between 1926 and 1940. Spratling’s
history is particularly important because it allows for the scholarly excavation of a case study of
the movement of objects into U.S. collections during a crucial period. The histories of other
actors who may have also donated or sold objects to U.S. collections or institutions during the
same period are not as easily accessible via an archival or collection study. Without the insight of
Spratling’s operation in Mexico, it would be much more difficult to trace a larger sequence of
See American Federation of Arts, Mexican Arts: Catalogue of an Exhibition Organized and
Circulated by the American Federation of Arts. With a preface by F.A. Whiting and an introduction by
René d’Harnoncourt (New York, NY: Southworth Press, 1930) for a complete list of the 456 objects
exhibited.
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object collection in the country. While the objects that Spratling collected were not necessarily
unique, his operation within the chain of collection certainly was. The ability to look at two
cross-sections of Spratling’s object collection through the Mexican Arts exhibition catalogue and
MARI’s collection provide invaluable insight into the types of objects he collected and the larger
trends in collecting at the time. Additionally, the availability of Spratling’s published writing
detailing his own conception of his collection practice in Little Mexico and File on Spratling
offers insight into his practice, how he viewed it, and difference between his view and the actual
operation. Examining an operative framework, through Michael Coe’s flow chart, of the process
of collecting pre-Columbian art in Mexico additionally illustrates how Spratling’s operation was
unique. He did not operate solely in one role.
Turning to the national and international frameworks for Spratling’s collection practice,
examining the changing policies towards the collection of pre-Columbian antiquities during the
Porfiriato set the stage for Spratling’s collection practice as operating in legal and ethnical gray
area. Internationally, viewing Spratling’s collection efforts and his interactions as a response to
and interaction with the U.S.’s Good Neighbor policy helped to orient Spratling’s collection
practice within an international diplomatic effort and shows that he was functioning in line with
official channels, with the Mexican Arts exhibition providing an example of this operation. The
Mexican Arts exhibition also highlights a comparison to d’Harnoncourt, another figure operating
in a similar capacity with regards to collecting at the same time in Mexico. Comparing the types
of objects Spratling lent to the Mexican Arts exhibition and to MARI showed that he specialized
in dance masks and lacquered gourd bowls. Both instances additionally illustrate a clearer picture
of Spratling’s object collecting, that of a figure who lacks a centralized archive and whose
collection practice represents somewhat of an enigma. Additionally, mapping one of Spratling’s
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journeys of object collection in Little Mexico in tandem with the locations of the objects in the
MARI collection provides a visual representation of his operation. This chapter has illustrated
how Spratling approached collecting, the national and international diplomatic and legal
framework in which he operated, and has set the stage for an argument for his influence as a
dealer in the next chapter. The field of study of the collection and display of objects has not been
central to the discipline of art history and examinations of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art.
While not representing the sole perspective on this newer avenue of investigation, Spratling’s
operation as a case study allows for remarkable insight into the U.S. collection of Mexican
objects during this crucial period.
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CHAPTER THREE
SPRATLING AS A DEALER AND U.S. NETWORK FIGURES

Silversmith William Spratling has been recognized as an applied artist whose work
helped popularize Mexican metalwork for a U.S. luxury goods market during the period of the
Good Neighbor policy and the Mexican “vogue.” But he also played a crucial formative role for
U.S. collecting of Mexican art, pre-Columbian and folk art as well as Mexican modernism,
which was in its heyday in the early 20th century. During this period, U.S. collectors and dealers
were beginning to both see and market Mexican pre-Columbian objects and arte popular as art
rather than simply archaeological curiosities or decorative objects, reflecting changing U.S.
museological practices as well as desires on the part of Mexican artists and U.S. audiences to
historicize Mexican modern art including the mural movement. Spratling, a U.S. architect and
writer based in Taxco, Mexico, with personal and professional links to key U.S. figures at
collecting institutions focused on both archaeology and fine arts, was uniquely placed in the
circuits of these object flows.
One window into Spratling’s role can be found in correspondence of Tulane University’s
Middle American Research Institute, which conducts research on and collects pre-Columbian
objects, and secondarily folk art from Mexico and Central America, and which was one
institutional buyer for Spratling’s trade in pre-Columbian objects and folk art. Whereas the
previous chapter examined Spratling’s collecting practices, as revealed in his published writings,
this chapter shows how the unpublished correspondence located at MARI provides a cruder
image of his activities as a dealer and collector. In letters Spratling most likely viewed as private
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communication between himself and the other parties, with no indication that the letters would
be archived and held in an institutional capacity, Spratling’s unfiltered claims and explicit
intentions foreground the commercial aspirations of those engaged in international trade of preColumbian objects and folk art from Mexico.106 Based on a detailed examination of this
unpublished correspondence, this chapter argues that Spratling’s innovation in terms of
collection practice was his early engagement with pre-Columbian objects and Mexican folk art
from rural areas that collectors would later perceive as largely untouched by modernity.107
The contents of correspondence in the MARI archives demonstrate that Spratling was
functioning as an important dealer in commercial networks in the United States and provides
insight into how he was distributing and offering objects to U.S. buyers in different institutions. I
argue that Spratling’s connections to well-placed curators, gallery owners, and academics
allowed him to make a substantial, yet largely hidden, contribution to the collection and display
of Mexican pre-Columbian and folk art in the 20th century, a period when these two bodies of
work were first being recognized as art in the international world. Spratling’s correspondence
elucidates his important links to three of the major figures collecting and selling pre-Columbian
objects and Mexican folk art in the early 20th century: commercial gallerist Joseph Brummer, a
major dealer in pre-Columbian art; Robert Bliss, founder of the private research institute
Dumbarton Oaks, specializing in humanities research; and commercial gallerist Carl Zigrosser,
who was instrumental in introducing artists of interwar Mexico to U.S. art audiences and who
Spratling even goes so far as to write “tear this up” at the conclusion of a letter written to Blom in
September 1940. He most likely advocated for the destruction of the letter because it referenced the sale
of a Mexican pre-Columbian manuscript, a controversial item to be offering for sale in the United States
due to the illegality of its export from Mexico at the time.
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also dealt in pre-Columbian objects and folk art of Mexico. The final section of this chapter will
address the collection of MARI objects donated or sold to the institute by Spratling and will
explain how they represent the larger body of objects moving from Mexico to the United States
during this period as a whole.
Correspondence in MARI Files
In the archives of the Middle American Research Institute are twenty-eight letters and
documents pertaining to objects offered, donated, or sold to MARI by Spratling between the
years 1928 and 1940, a period of increased acquisitions of pre-Columbian objects and folk art of
Mexico by MARI and other U.S. institutions of art and archaeology.108 This correspondence
demonstrates how Spratling’s acitivity, as a dealer, influenced the collecting practices of U.S.
institutions and collectors. The majority of the correspondence in this archive is between
Spratling and MARI director, while other letters involved Carl Zigrosser of the Weyhe Gallery,
Joseph Brummer of the Brummer Gallery, Robert Bliss of Dumbarton Oaks and George Clapp
Vaillant of the American Museum of Natural History. Spratling’s correspondence provides
insight into how he was moving objects from Mexico to the United States, the prices he was
asking for such objects, to whom he was offering the objects within U.S. institutional and
collection networks, and the specific kinds of objects he was dealing. A large section of the
correspondence deals with objects offered for sale to MARI director Blom, but were never
acquired due to lack of funds. A chronological examination of the totality of the letters and
documents will be provided due to its ability to present the best insight into Spratling’s operation
as a dealer.
This file of correspondence is located under the name “William Spratling” or “Spratling Collection” in
the Middle American Research Institute archive.
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The earliest letter in the archive establishes Spratling’s unique position within these
international art collecting networks, as someone living in what was then in a remote area of
Mexico, beyond the reach of the still incipient Mexican highway system, but with close personal
and professional ties to leaders of major U.S. art institutions engaged in the U.S. market for
Mexican art. In this first letter, dated to November 1928, MARI director Frans Blom requested
$150 from Albert Bledsoe Dinwiddie, then President of Tulane University, to purchase from
Spratling a “collection of very fine Indian lacquer work from southern Mexico.”109 Blom states
that Spratling collected the pieces in Mexico on a trip he made in the summer of 1928, directly
after he had officially resigned from his teaching position at Tulane that spring. There is no
record of a response from Dinwiddie in the file but ten pieces of lacquer work including gourd
bowls, trays, a platter, a box, and a goblet are all present in the MARI collection with the
accession date of November 6th, 1928, one day after Blom had made his request to Dinwiddie.
These works are vibrantly colorful and reflect a variety of styles of decoration.110 According to
their respective catalogue cards, Spratling purchased them in the city of Olínalá in the state of
Guerrero.
The location of Olínalá as the origin of these lacquerware pieces is important to delve
into briefly as an aside, as it represents a true innovation in collecting on the part of Spratling
within his otherwise unoriginal practice. Olínalá is located in one of the most isolated sections of
the country of Mexico but it has been an important center of the lacquerware craft since the late
pre-Columbian period, where “painted gourds of Olínalá ranked among the most treasured
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possessions of Tenochteco [Aztec] nobles.”111 Due to the isolated location of the city, it has long
been difficult for the lacquerware artisans to get their wares to larger markets such as those in
Mexico City. This was true even during the early 20th century when Spratling visited the area, as
national highways were still under development. The art historian Rick López, whose book
Crafting Mexico uses Olínalá and its lacquerware craft as a case study for investigating the postrevolutionary importance of folk art for cultural policy in support of state-building. He writes
that “post-revolutionary nationalists and collectors, who seem to not have visited Olínalá until
Frances Toor made the arduous journey at the end of 1939, argued that Olínalá’s isolation had
saved its craftspeople from Porfirian corruptions, preserving it as an oasis of authenticity” even
into the 1930s and 1940s, thus serving as an important model for modernist recovery of preColumbian aesthetics in service of a national project.112 This statement is particularly striking
with regards to Spratling’s presence in Olínalá in the summer of 1928, as he visited ten years
before the first travel to the area by Frances Toor, whose English-language journal Mexican
Folkways was instrumental in introducing U.S. audiences to Mexican folk art and culture in the
1920s and 1930s. Spratling’s Little Mexico includes many tales of venturing into inaccessible
rural areas of Mexico for the purposes of collecting pre-Columbian and folk art objects, but his
arrival in Olínalá as early as 1928 is particularly striking. It is important to emphasize that
Spratling visited this remote town to purchase lacquerware long before Toor, one of the most
important figures in the promotion of Mexican folk both in Mexico and the United States, had
herself made the trip. Blom’s desire to acquire the lacquerware immediately for the MARI
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collection, as evidenced in the letter, also seems more plausible due to the rarity of that type of
object in the United States at the time.
A second grouping of letters in the MARI archive, written and received between January
9th, 1931 and November 18th, 1931, illustrate Spratling’s position not simply as linked to MARI
through his former position at Tulane and personal friendship with Blom, but as one node in an
international network of dealers and collectors of pre-Columbian and folk art from Mexico.
These letters concern a collection of wooden Mexican dance masks which Spratling was
attempting to sell to Blom. Masks matching the description of those in the letters are not
currently in the collection at MARI, though later years mention a payment related to them, and
apparently Blom put the masks on display at MARI for a time. A typed list of “Twenty
Indigenous Dance masks from the States of Guerrero, Morelos and Michoacan in Mexico” in the
MARI correspondence file describes the masks, where they were collected, and their material
composition, again evincing Spratling’s geographical reach.113
These letters regarding the dance masks illustrate the intimate friendship between Blom
and Spratling as one link in a broader network of individuals and institutions collecting preColumbian objects and folk art from Mexico. In the first letter offering the masks to Blom,
Spratling mentions that if Blom does not want the masks he is going to send them to the Weyhe
Gallery, or a curator at the American Museum of Natural History named George Clapp
Vaillant.114 It is unclear how Spratling knew Vaillant as the latter is not mentioned in any
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previous scholarly works on Spratling, but Valliant conducted archaeological fieldwork in
Mexico periodically between 1928 and 1936 and could have met Spratling during that period or
prior to Spratling’s permanent move to Mexico.115 Valliant was certainly aware of Spratling by
the mid-1930s, as his 1934 co-publication with his wife mentioned Spratling’s “investigations”
near Guerrero.116
The exchanges regarding the dance masks are particularly important because they show
the depth and breadth of Blom and Spratling’s relationship with regards to collecting as well as
the broader networks within which Spratling was distributing objects to U.S. institutions and
collections as a dealer. The letters also illustrate that Spratling’s motives for moving objects to
the U.S. were often financial rather than rooted in some sort of higher purpose of collection
based on aesthetic values or scholarly interest. The set of exchanges in the dance mask
correspondence finds Blom asking Spratling to send the masks immediately by express to MARI.
Spratling ended up sending them in the care of a mutual friend traveling from Taxco to New
Orleans, who was also “carrying a couple of trinkets for [Carl] Zigrosser [of the Weyhe Gallery]”
and asked Blom to tell him what he thought of the masks.117 A later letter in February from
Spratling to Blom indicates that these “trinkets” are indeed “a couple of [folk art] toys from
[Spratling’s] collection, the best pieces [he’s] found” and again mentions that they are intended
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to be sent to Zigrosser by Blom, indicating that Spratling’s dealing supplied both research
institutions like MARI as well as commercial galleries like Weyhe in New York.118
In that same letter, Spratling begged Blom to send him money for the masks as soon as
possible, even if he could not afford the entire sum at once. Blom responds several days later but
only confirms that the masks have arrived and that he has put them up in the MARI museum.119
Blom mentions nothing regarding payment for the masks and does not provide any details
regarding whether he has been able to secure the money for their purchase from the university. A
telegraph from Spratling a few weeks later once again pleaded with Blom for the payment for the
masks.120 A gap in the correspondence then opens from March 1931 until November 1931. The
letter from Spratling in November seems to indicate that he has heard nothing from Blom since
February and has not yet received any financial compensation for the masks.121 A note of
frustration is clear, with Spratling imploring Blom to “for pete’s sake, old dear, write,” stating
that if Blom can send a check for $200 dollars for the masks they can “call it a day.” The next
letter is from Blom to the Tulane Bursar’s Office requesting that a check for $200 be made out to
Spratling immediately.122 Blom then finally writes back to his “muy estimado, culto, inteligente,
y fino amigo” saying that he’ll immediately send a cashier’s check for $200 and that he’s “sorry
that [he] could not give [Spratling] his first price on the masks” and that “it cut a hole in
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[MARI’s] finances to buy them even at this exceedingly low price.”123 Blom also waxes
poetically on the dire state of museum finances nationally, stating that MARI is particularly hard
up. Despite the fact that Blom mentions that he is going to buy the masks, they are not currently
in MARI’s collection and indication as to whether they were ever permanently acquired cannot
be found. There is no record showing that the $200 check to Spratling was ever written, but
Spratling does not mention the issue again in the later correspondence.
As the 1930s proceeded, with the depression weighing on Spratling’s other income,
Spratling’s discussions of finances come to the fore even more. A gap in the MARI
correspondence file opens up between November 1931 and October 1937. Blom begins the
subsequent exchange with Spratling by writing him regarding a collection of Spratling’s books
left in New Orleans that Blom is sending down to him in Taxco where he resides. The more
important section of this grouping of correspondence regards “two large silver masks,” which
Blom mentions are currently in his possession at MARI.124 The masks are indicated to be the
property of Spratling on offer to the MARI collection. Blom states in the same letter that
Spratling is “holding them for an entirely too high price” and that he “hope[s] to be able to buy
them some day.” A telegram from Spratling several months later indicates that he wishes for the
masks to be sent to “old man fifty seventh street” at a valuation of “eighteen” and mentions that
he is “in a jam” financially and desperately needs the money from their sale.125 The “old man”
Spratling mentions here is Joseph Brummer, whose gallery in New York was located at 53 East
57th Street. Blom replies the next day via telegram saying that he will immediately ship the
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masks to Brummer.126 A letter from Blom to Brummer is next in the chronology of the
correspondence file. Blom writes that he has shipped the two masks to New York and that he is
unable to currently acquire them for the MARI museum because “funds are very low.”127 He also
states the price for both is $1,800 and that he has been instructed by Spratling to ask for that
price specifically. From this exchange, it is clear that Spratling used his wide network of contacts
to quickly divest himself of valuable objects in the U.S. when he was in need financially.
MARI’s use as an occasional institutional base for Spratling’s collection of objects also becomes
clear.
In addition to dealing with a university research center and commercial galleries in New
York, Spratling sought to sell pre-Columbian objects and folk art items to private collectors and
art museums in the United States. In October 1938, Spratling wrote Blom regarding both a preColumbian manuscript and “a few gadgets [pre-Columbian objects]” that he had left with the
collector Robert Bliss, founder of Dumbarton Oaks.128 Reading between the lines of the letter
text, it seems that Spratling visited Bliss personally in the United States to deliver the items for
his perusal. In the letter, Spratling states that Bliss is going to “look over the gadgets” and then
“express the lot to [Blom]” once he has decided what he wants and does not want out of the
offering. Spratling makes it very clear that the prices for the objects he is offering to Blom are
“considerably under” the list price on an accompanying price sheet that was included with the
letter. This price sheet is present in the MARI archive and has a total of seventeen objects.129
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These objects are listed with a descriptive moniker, their medium, and a measurement of their
length. A note at the bottom of the price sheet states that “nos. 1, 2, 3, 5, 10 (original listing of 18
pzs.) to Brooklyn Museum, etc.” but it is unclear whether that means that the objects were being
transferred from the Brooklyn Museum to Robert Bliss prior to their arrival in Bliss’s hands.
Spratling may have offered the objects to the Brooklyn Museum prior to Bliss but it is uncertain
given the vague language. From a consultation of the Dumbarton Oaks collection, it seems that
Bliss purchased one of the items offered by Spratling before passing them on to Blom. This
object is a small jadeite monkey mask listed as number eleven on the price sheet. The mask is
still in the Dumbarton Oaks collection today.130 A change in the sequence operation of Spratling
as a dealer occurs in this exchange, as MARI is the second stop for the objects in the U.S. instead
of the first. Given Bliss’s reputation as a wealthy collector of pre-Columbian art at the time, it is
not surprising that Spratling would attempt to sell to him first if given the opportunity.
The circulation of objects between Spratling’s contacts in the U.S. is made apparent in the
continuation of the exchange, and MARI continued to function as a base. Spratling tells Blom in
the letter to “let [him] know what [he] can pay and then keep the bag [of objects] until I can
advise.” Blom responds promptly in another letter stating what he does not know what he can
pay for the “document [manuscript]” or the “gadgets [pre-Columbian objects]” but that he will
take care of them until further instruction from Spratling or a monetary windfall at MARI.131 A
note from Carl Zigrosser to Blom follows shortly after chronologically stating that he is sending
the “Mexican manuscript” from New York to New Orleans and mentions that “no doubt Bill
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[Spratling] has given you instructions as to how to handle the matter with him in a discreet
manner.”132 Another letter from Spratling to Blom thanks him for “being so good about taking
care of [his] things” and asks for payment for “those documents [the manuscript(s)]” whenever
Blom has any money available.133 The specification of documents plural complicates the
interpretation of the correspondence, as it is unclear whether the men are referring to multiple
manuscripts or simply multiple pages of a singular manuscript. In the style typical of the body of
correspondence, more gossip concludes the letter from Spratling asking Blom for payment for
the manuscript(s). Another letter seems to have been forwarded to Blom by Spratling a month
after this exchange. This letter is written by Spratling to Samuel S. White III, who seems to be a
U.S. collector in Pennsylvania who has inquired about the pre-Columbian “gadgets” that Blom is
holding at MARI and that were mentioned in the earlier letters between the two.134 Spratling
writes to White that he’d be happy to have Blom send the objects and the letter indicates a prior
relationship between the two men. This letter is forwarded to Blom with a handwritten note from
Spratling at the top asking Blom to forward the objects to White. After further research,
information regarding White as a collector of pre-Columbian is not readily unavailable but
Spratling may have met him on one of his various trips to the states or in Mexico. It is clear that
Spratling was known to be dealing in pre-Columbian antiquities at this point and White may
have sought him out personally. It seems overtly clear that Spratling would volley objects to
anyone able to purchase them once they had reached the United States.
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Nearing the end of the decade of 1930s, Spratling was still desperately in need of money
and continued to use MARI as a holding space for his objects while he sought other buyers for
objects when Blom was unable to purchase them. In July 1939, Spratling writes to Blom asking
for $500 for the previously mentioned manuscript and implores Blom to “do what [he] can to
scrape together a little chequecito for Bill.”135 Besides beseeching his friend for money, Spratling
expresses his happiness that Blom is scheduled to visit Mexico within the next month and invites
him to his beach house in Acapulco. At the end of the letter Sprating also mentions a washbasin
that he states he would like have sent to his sister in New York City or to someone by the name
of “Herman Byer.”136 There is no information provided regarding the provenance or description
of the “washbasin,” but it is likely that it is a folk art object. Blom responds to Spratling several
days later stating that he is “extremely sorry that [his] present financial condition [does] not
permit [him] to help [Spratling] at this present moment.”137 He also mentions the washbasin,
stating that he does not want to give it up and asks if Spratling can “offer it to [him] at a fair
price.” No object matching the description of “washbasin” could be located in the MARI
collection catalogue cards, or the deaccessioned files, and therefore it seems that Blom merely
held the object it for Spratling without officially entering it into the collection.
By mid-1940, World War II had begun dampening the Mexican tourism industry on
which Spratling’s silver business was based. Spratling wrote to Blom that “we [his workshop
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Taller de Las Delicias] have run completely out of cash due to various major expenditures” and
that if Blom cannot send him a check he “may have to try to sell the book in New York.”138
Spratling may again be referring to the aforementioned Mexican manuscript(s) here as it seems
that it may have still been held in MARI collection at this point. Blom writes back saying that he
is, as usual, “terribly sorry that [he] is unable to help [Spratling] out” and that he is “terribly
broke myself.”139 He refers to the “book” which Spratling mentioned and states that Spratling
should “dispose of what [he has] in New York.” Blom ends the letter with a tender note, signing
“cordially as ever, your friend” indicating the continued closeness of their relationship, despite
being unable to financially help Spratling.
A sequence of letters written in 1939 and 1940 show Spratling as increasingly oriented
towards commercial sales rather than sales to scholarly institutions, with financial pressures
possibly also driving Spratling to illicitly traffic in pre-Columbian objects. Spratling writes to
Blom that he is trying to get “more money” for the manuscript currently in Blom’s possession at
MARI.140 He also states that he is offering it to buyers in New York for $1,000-1,500. Spratling
asks Blom to mail the manuscript to him at the Barbizon Plaza Hotel in New York as he will be
there the following Friday. The rest of the letter mentions other pre-Columbian objects which
Spratling indicates that he is taking to New York to sell, including an Olmec figure, an obsidian
mirror, and two alabaster vases. The end of the letter is striking as Spratling closes by saying
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“tear this up,” perhaps indicating that the correspondence was of a sensitive nature because it
mentioned the trafficking of pre-Columbian objects.
It is unclear whether the manuscript was ever actually sold. The next piece of
correspondence in the file is a telegram from Spratling to Blom on Saturday September 21st,
1940.141 The previously mentioned undated letter on Hotel St. Francisco stationary, therefore,
seems to have been written on Saturday, September 14th, 1940, as Spratling states that he was
arriving in New York “this Friday.” The telegram strikes an urgent tone and states that Spratling
has repeatedly tried to get in touch with Blom regarding the manuscript mentioned in the
previous letter. He writes that he is “desperately in need of [the] codex” as he has multiple
appointments attempting to sell it in New York the following Monday, September 23rd, 1940.
Again, this is likely the same Mexican manuscript mentioned multiple times previously in the
various correspondence between Blom and Spratling but it is impossible to know definitively. It
is also unclear as to whether Blom ever responded to Spratling’s letter from San Francisco. Both
the telegram and the letter seem to have not produced a response from Blom and it is likely that
Spratling never received his manuscript. This lack of communication on the part of Blom
coincides with a period in his life where he was struggling with alcoholism. Blom was placed on
an indefinite leave of absence by Tulane University in November 1940 following several
embarrassing incidents.142 He traveled in Mexico for a period with a friend and then returned to
New Orleans. However, upon returning to New Orleans, he continued to struggle and in
November 1941 he was asked to submit his resignation for reasons of “ill health.” This urgent
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telegram from Spratling in New York is the last document in the correspondence file and
Spratling’s relationship with MARI as a dealer seems to have ended when Blom left the
university.
Seven important conclusions regarding Spratling’s role as a dealer of pre-Columbian and
Mexican folk art can be drawn from this overview of the correspondence located in the MARI
archive. The first of these conclusions is that Spratling has been shown to be connected with
prominent U.S. gallery owners, dealers, and collectors operating during the early 20th century.
The three main names mentioned, Bliss, Zigrosser, and Brummer, are some of the most
influential figures in the history of the collection of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art in the
United States. Each also played a foundational role in the development of U.S. institutional
collections of Mexican objects. The second conclusion which can be gleaned from the
correspondence is that Spratling had a wide network of buyers in the United States. As a dealer,
he seems to have been attuned to his buyers’ particular interests and if one person did not want
something it seems that he always had an idea of who to offer it to next. When Blom could not
purchase certain objects due to a lack of funds at MARI, Spratling consistently asked him to
forward the works on to other potential buyers. The third conclusion is that Spratling was
flexible with his prices depending on his buyer. His function as a dealer seems to be primarily
concerned with getting the objects out of his hands at times of financial stress, rather than
holding out for the highest price. For example, he offered lower prices to Blom than to other
figures such as Bliss. The fourth conclusion is that Spratling seemed mainly concerned with
making a profit as a dealer and does not mention the aesthetic qualities of objects in his letters,
save for a few descriptive adjectives here and there. Unlike in his published writings, he does not
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wax poetic about the value or historical significance of particular objects and instead offers them
bluntly and often only with the briefest description. This may be because he perceived his
customers to also be experts in the quality of the objects, but nevertheless his approach to selling
is frank.
The fifth conclusion is that even despite the wealth of information regarding Spratling’s
operation as a dealer present in the letters, it is still unclear how he moved the majority of the
pre-Columbian objects across the border from Mexico to the United States. The only time the
movement of objects across the border is recorded in the correspondence pertains to Mexican
dance masks and toys, which are folk art and not illegal to export. Perhaps the omission of these
details from the correspondence file was purposeful on Blom’s part due to the illegality.143 There
are large gaps in the file, stretching over periods of years at times, and Blom may have prevented
some correspondence from ending up in the archive due to the delicate legal nature of the issue.
Many of the objects purchased from Spratling by MARI were acquired during these periods
where there is no corresponding communication in the archive. Any theory regarding purposeful
omission of letters from the file, however, is somewhat contradicted by discussion of the
Mexican “manuscript,” which is featured in conversation between Spratling and Blom over a
period of years. From these letters, Spratling seems quite aware of the need to be clandestine.
Nevertheless, it is obvious from the correspondence that once the various pre-Columbian objects
were in the United States, Spratling seems to have moved them around between buyers via
express mail without issue.

See discussion of Mexican laws regarding the export of pre-Columbian objects discussed in Chapter
Two of this thesis.
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The sixth conclusion is that MARI was a holding space for many of Spratling’s objects
due to his close friendship with Blom. The correspondence mentions a variety of different
objects that were held at the institute and it seems that Blom had no problem storing things for
Spratling if he wasn’t able to purchase them himself. MARI essentially functioned as a base for
Spratling’s operation as a dealer of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art in the United States and
Blom was his unofficial U.S. agent. Blom shipped objects to various other collectors at the
behest of Spratling and held others when sales did not go through, or when Spratling needed to
store them somewhere in the United States. Without this essential base of MARI, it seems that
Spratling would have found it much more difficult to conduct his U.S. business regarding the
trade of objects. The seventh and final conclusion available from an examination of the MARI
correspondence is that Spratling trafficked in a wide variety of Mexican objects and did not seem
to have a speciality other than the general categories of pre-Columbian and folk art. While the
language used in the letters sometimes obscures what types of objects Spratling is referring to
specifically, it is clear that he was offering everything from painted gourd bowls to jadeite
figurines. These conclusions gained from the correspondence file at MARI help to illustrate a
more detailed picture of Spratling’s operation as a dealer in the United States in the period before
1940.
U.S. Network Figures
In order to make clear the consequence of Spratling’s role as a dealer in the United States,
it is important further identify the three main figures mentioned in the correspondence. The
significance of these figures in the U.S. network of collection of pre-Columbian and Mexican
folk art is paramount and through their identification, Spratling’s operation as a dealer in the
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United States comes into sharper definition. The first of these three figures is Joseph Brummer,
founder of the Brummer Gallery, and referred to in a telegram as “old man 57th street [location
of the New York outpost of the Brummer Gallery]” in the Blom-Spratling correspondence.144
Brummer is considered one the most influential art dealers of the 20th century and managed
multiple gallery locations in Paris and New York along with his two brothers, Ernest and Imre.
The Brummer Gallery’s first location opened in Paris in 1906 and was one earliest European
galleries to trade in pre-Columbian objects. The New York location of the Brummer gallery
opened in 1924 to cater to a growing clientele based in the United States.145 Throughout his
career, Brummer traded in pre-Columbian art. He passed away in 1947 and the larger part of his
collection of art was offered up in three separate auctions in 1949.146 As Michael Coe has noted
following his examination of the 1949 sale catalogue records, it seems that Spratling was
Brummer’s main source of pre-Columbian objects in Mexico, as the majority of the preColumbian objects presented in the sale catalogue are noted to have originated from Spratling’s
collection.147 One of the most prominent customers of the Brummer gallery was Robert Bliss, the
second main figure mentioned in the MARI correspondence file.
Robert Woods Bliss was the founder of the Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and
Collection and one of the important figures in the history of the collection of pre-Columbian art
in the United States. Brummer and Bliss are intrinsically connected, and as Michael Coe deftly
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framed it, “the pre-Columbian art market effectively began that day in 1912 when Bliss walked
into the Brummer Gallery in Paris.”148 Bliss was employed as the secretary of the U.S. Embassy
in Paris when he first visited Brummer’s gallery and within the year he had purchased an Olmec
figurine from the gallery. This purchase heralded the beginning of a lifelong practice of preColumbian art collection resulting in one of the most famous and influential institutional
collections of pre-Columbian art, the Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection. From
the correspondence between Spratling and Blom, it seems that Spratling would offer objects
directly to Bliss from time to time.149 Regarding his collection practice, Bliss reflected in a 1945
letter that he only “bought pieces which appealed to [him] as objects of art…[and] began to try to
impress upon others the importance of the early history of art, of the stylized and powerful
sculpture of the early inhabitants of the western hemisphere.”150 With regards to selecting objects
for his collection and assessing their quality, Bliss called on two experts for advice. These
individuals were Samuel Kirkland Lothrop, the curator of Harvard’s Peabody Museum, and
George Clapp Valliant, the curator at the American Museum of Natural History. Valliant,
mentioned previously with regards to the correspondence between Blom and Spratling, seems to
be another contact with whom Spratling was in touch regarding sales of objects to U.S.
institutions. The Bliss collection at Dumbarton Oaks currently holds some of the most prized
pieces of pre-Columbian art in the world, many of which he acquired from Joseph Brummer’s
estate following his death in 1947, such as the infamous Aztec Birth Goddess. Bliss’s role in the
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early history of the collection of pre-Columbian art in the United States cannot be overstated and
Spratling’s connection to him through the MARI letters helps to elevate his role as a dealer.
The third figure mentioned in the correspondence is Carl Zigrosser, director of the Weyhe
Gallery in New York City. The gallery specialized in prints but also had “early exhibits of the
German Expressionists, of Matisse, of Picasso, of Mexican and African art.”151 Taylor Littleton’s
Spratling biography The Color of Silver seems to indicate that Zigrosser and Spratling had a
particularly close friendship, perhaps even closer than Spratling and Blom.152 Citations of
correspondence between the two abound through the pages of the book and Littleton cites the
correspondence as being located in the Zigrosser papers at the Annenberg Rare Book and
Manuscript Library at the University of Pennsylvania.153 From the review conducted by
Littleton, Zigrosser and Spratling’s main relationship as buyer-dealer seems to be related to
Spratling’s promotion of artists such as Diego Rivera and Carlos Mérida who he aided in gaining
recognition in the New York gallery scene.154 It bears noting here that Spratling also dealt in the
art of the early 20th century but his main operation as a dealer in the United States was his
distribution of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art. According to Littleton, “Zigrosser regarded
Spratling’s judgements and recommendations with both aesthetic and commercial respect” and
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was “naturally interested in capitalizing on the growing reputation of Mexican and Latin
American art” by utilizing his relationship with Spratling.155 Zigrosser is mentioned twice in the
correspondence file, firstly in 1931, in relation to the collection of Mexican dance masks and
secondly in 1938, in relation to the unidentified Mexican manuscript. From the MARI
correspondence, it is clear that Spratling was also source of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art
for the Weyhe Gallery. Zigrosser became the Curator of Prints and Drawings at the Philadelphia
Museum of Art in 1940, directly as the time period of this thesis ends, but his friendship with
continued until Spratling’s death in 1967 and he frequently traveled to Mexico to visit him.
The presence of the three figures of Zigrosser, Bliss, and Brummer, in the MARI
correspondence file illustrates Spratling’s operation as a dealer within the U.S. institutional and
gallery world as being influential and extensive in breadth. The implications of the networks for
an investigation of Spratling’s role in shaping the collection of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk
art in the United States are great. No longer can Spratling be solely known for his contribution to
the silver industry in Mexico when he is shown to be working within such an extensive
commercial network and in a dealer-buyer relationship with several of the most important figures
in the U.S. world of the acquisition and distribution of Mexican art. Spratling was not only a
collector, he was a dealer with an established relationships in the United States. Zigrosser, Bliss,
and Brummer are responsible for shaping a great number of U.S. institutional collections of
Mexican art in the 20th century, as well as the collection practice of others due to their leading
positions in the field, and Spratling’s association with them cements his importance.
Spratling’s MARI Object Collection
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Returning to the MARI collection as representative of Spratling’s operation as a dealer
and collector, briefly examining the objects as a case study is necessary as a concluding section
to this chapter and thesis. This collection can be seen as representative of the larger body of
objects moving from Mexico to the United States during the early 20th century. In particular, the
collection highlights the challenges these types of objects pose for scholars working within this
time period and on pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art in U.S. institutions. Overall, the objects
donated or sold to MARI by Spratling represent a diverse range of sixty-seven individual pieces
with the first being sold to the institute in 1928 and the last in 1940. Due to minimal cataloguing
information, it is unclear how the majority of the objects arrived at MARI. The catalogue cards
list the accession date, or presumably a guess at it, but no further information regarding the
nature of the sale or donation is included with that information.156 Within the larger project of
this thesis, discussion of the MARI objects have been included as afterthoughts to the larger
argument regarding Spratling’s operation in Mexico and his relationship to the commercial
network of objects traveling from Mexico to the United States.
It is difficult to write comprehensively about a collection that presents such a diversity of
material and has such little accompanying provenance. In totality, the collection includes a
mirror, a bell, tweezers, lip and ear plugs, beads, a bark beater, human and animal figurines in
clay and stone, a shell necklace, stone masks, bowls, boxes, trays, a goblet, and pot sherds.157
When this thesis was first conceived, the plan was to make the object collection the foundation
of the entire project. Instead, the relationships between Spratling and other figures have instead
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become the focal point and this is in no small part a result of the scholarly difficulties which the
collection at MARI presents. Additionally, not only are several of the objects questionable in
terms of their provenance, many also raise legitimate questions regarding their authenticity.
Some may be fake in the sense that they were made by modern artisans in the 20th century.
However, even that admission brings to the surface the question of how to deal with such objects
in academic writing and in an institutional context. Many U.S. institutions have similar objects in
their collections, also acquired during the early 20th century when provenance was less of a
concern.158 Again, this thesis has focused on Spratling’s operation as a dealer and collector
because of the difficulties which these objects pose as subjects of study.
Conclusion
This chapter has attempted to provide a contrast to the prior chapters of this thesis which
investigated Spratling’s activities and published writings regarding his collection practice.
Through an examination of his unpublished correspondence, Spratling’s self-characterizations
regarding his aesthetically motivated collection practice seem less convincing. He is clearly
operating as a merchant of goods, interested mainly in turning a monetary profit, and the flowery
language used in his published writings to describe the act of collecting is absent from the
correspondence in the MARI archive. Spratling clearly interacted with a large network U.S.
buyers, utilized his relationship with Blom and the location of MARI as a base to his advantage.
Spratling’s relationship with Blom has been a thread of continuity throughout this entire project
which is again visible through the correspondence in the MARI archive. It is unlikely that

For example, see the collections of The Brooklyn Museum and the American Museum of Natural
History. Spratling donated or sold similar pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art objects to these
institutions which pose the same problems for scholars interested in their study.
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Spratling would have been able to operate as a dealer in the United States as adeptly without
Blom’s generous willingness to store objects at MARI, which were to be sold or in the process of
selling. In a time when the world was much less connected, this important physical and
institutional base was invaluable to Spratling. The investigation presented in this chapter has
complicated the history of Spartling as a pivotal figure in the broader relationship of the
movement of art from Mexico and the United States before 1940. A larger project may have been
able to incorporate items located in other U.S. institutional collections and make comparisons.159
Spratling continued to deal and collect pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art until his death in
1967.160

Objects donated or sold by Spratling are also located in the collections of the Metropolitan Museum of
Art, the Brooklyn Museum, Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Museum, the Peabody Museum of
Natural History, and the St. Louis Museum.
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For further information regarding Spratling’s operation as a dealer and collector see
Joan Mark, “A Passion for Archaeology” In The Silver Gringo: William Spratling and Taxco
(Albuquerque, NM: University of New Mexico Press, 2000).
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CONCLUSION
“Mexico has claimed Mr. Spratling… in an embrace which he will never shake off. Because it
has him in so warm a grip, he can communicate its way of life with an understanding and a
sympathy with no other North American to my knowledge possesses.”
Stuart Chase

I hope that this thesis will expand perceptions of William Spratling and provide an
avenue for his inclusion in a larger dialogue regarding Mexican objects currently located in the
collections of several prominent U.S. institutions. As this investigation shows, Spratling’s
operation in Mexico and his network connections were far more extensive than simply the
silverwork for which he is currently known. In fact, Spratling hated being called “Silver Bill,” a
nickname which followed him everywhere after his credited success revitalizing the Mexican
silver industry.161 Silver brought him fame but object collection anchored his life in Mexico,
being an activity he carried out from his first visit to his last year of life in the country. In 1967,
when Spratling passed away unexpectedly in a car accident, his will dictated that his personal
collection of over 2,000 pre-Columbian objects should be donated to the people of Taxco,
Guerrero. The Museo Guillermo Spratling, founded in 1975 to hold the collection, is open today
in Taxco. Besides the collection at MARI, this museum holds the last physical amalgamation of
Spratling’s object collection practice in a cohesive unit.
By reexamining Spratling as a figure through the archival material and object collection
at MARI, I have argued for his importance to the collection of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk
art objects in the early 20th century. These objects, and the collection practices which resulted in
their acquisition, provided a foundation for the larger post-revolutionary consumption of
161

Littleton, The Color of Silver, 3.
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Mexican art in the United States. By situating Spratling within U.S. and Mexican networks and
within the overarching contexts of the Mexican “vogue” and the Good Neighbor policy, this
thesis has remained centered squarely on U.S. institutions, U.S. tourism to Mexico, and
diplomatic policies instituted by the U.S. government. However, Spratling lived and operated in
Mexico permanently starting in 1929. This history represents the complexity of a figure such as
Spratling, a U.S. citizen who had taken up permanent Mexican residence but facilitated the
international trade of objects between the two countries. While this thesis focused relatively
tightly on Spratling’s collection practice in relation to MARI, I believe that a broader
undertaking could greatly benefit the study of Spratling’s collection practice. Spratling’s
connection to the larger scene of Mexican cultural renaissance occurring in the early 20th
century, albeit briefly discussed in Chapter One, could situate his collection practice more within
Mexico and the social and political dynamics of the period. He was connected to all of the major
Mexican muralists, promoted their work in New York and elsewhere, and engaged with other
influential cultural figures. Most of these individuals supplemented their own artistic endeavors
with Mexican object collection practices of their own. More fully situating Spratling within
Mexican networks and nationalist collection practice of pre-Columbian and Mexican folk art
would reveal even more about the implications of his collection practice within the context of
Mexico, and for institutions in the United States with similar objects in their collections.
Spratling assembled and sold Mexican objects which were at the time symbolic of the
essence of Mexican culture and artistry for U.S. patrons. He claimed that his practice was
aesthetically-motivated, but the unpublished correspondence at MARI shows that he relied
financially upon his activities as a dealer. The dissonance there is palpable, and the complexities
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of his operation of a figure abound. This social art historical account of a collecting practice has
combined various threads of Spratling’s life, collection practice, and operation as a dealer, which
are difficult to corral into a singular narrative structure. The overarching contexts of the Good
Neighbor Policy, the Mexican “vogue,” and Spratling’s connections to the bohemian artistic
worlds of post-revolutionary Mexico and 1920s New Orleans have provided some framing
concepts for Spratling’s practices. However, I have come to understand that when dealing with
the study of collection practices, these challenges are normal. The academic study of collecting
and collections has not been formerly central to the disciplines of art history and anthropology.
However new this type of investigation may be, studies like this survey of Spratling’s collection
practice are necessary for the academic community, as museums abound with objects of similar
dubious provenance as those at MARI. Lack of provenance is rampant generally and ethical
concerns also come into play when dealing with pre-Columbian objects which have been legally
deemed by Mexico since the late 19th century to be essential cultural patrimony, illegal to
export. By grappling with these larger issues facing U.S. institutional collections of Mexican art,
art historians can better address the needs of those collections and situate the objects present
within them. I would like to conclude with a passage on the study of collecting from a book
essential to this thesis and to the broader study of the collection and display of pre-Columbian
art.
The two approaches to analyzing collecting — one oriented more to the objects and
cultures, and the other more oriented to the process — are mutually dependent parts of a
single methodology. Often one might be stressed over the other depending on the aims of
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the scholar, but never are they considered independently. And indeed they are too
interdependent to be pulled apart.162

Elizabeth Hill Boone, “Introduction.” In Collecting the Pre-Columbian Past, (Washington, D.C.:
Dumbarton Research Library and Collection, 1993), 4.
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Figure 1: Image from “Cane River Portraits” by William Spratling. Article published in
Scribner’s Magazine in April 1928.
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Figure 2: Drawings of José Clemente Orozco (top left), Moises Saenez (top right), and Frances
Toor (bottom) from “Figures in a Mexican Renaissance” by William Spratling. Article published
in Scribner’s Magazine in January 1929.
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Figure 3: Drawings of Dr. Atl (top left), Carlos Obregon Santacilia (top right), and Diego Rivera (bottom)
from “Figures in a Mexican Renaissance” by William Spratling. Article published in Scribner’s Magazine
in January 1929.
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Figure 4: Illustration by Oliver La Farge on page 211 of Tribes and Temples.
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Figure 5: Detail of illustration and layout on page 11 of Tribes and Temples.
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Figure 6: Detail of illustration and layout on page 105 of Little Mexico.
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Figure 7: Detail of illustration of painted gourd on page 38 of Little Mexico.
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Figure 8: Detail of illustration of Mexican worker on page 138 of Tribes and Temples.
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Figure 9: Detail of illustration of Mexican musicians on page 67 of Little Mexico.
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Figure 10: Illustration of Frans Blom with the caption, “The Tulane Champollion,” as depicted in
Sherwood Anderson and Other Famous Creoles by William Spratling and William Faulkner.
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Figure 11: Illustration of Oliver La Farge with the caption, “of Harvard, a Kind of School Near
Boston” as depicted in Sherwood Anderson and Other Famous Creoles.
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Figure 12: Schematic flow chart of the Pre-Columbian art market on page 274 of Collecting the
Pre-Columbian Past.
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Figure 13: List of Mexican dance masks in the Middle American Research Institute
correspondence file regarding the Spratling Collection, undated.
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Figure 14: List of objects from Robert Bliss in the Middle American Research Institute
correspondence file regarding the Spratling Collection, undated.
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Figure 15: Monkey Mask, Middle Formative, jadeite, 2.9 cm height, purchased by Robert Bliss
from William Spratling in 1938.
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Figure 16: Example of a catalogue card from the Middle American Research Institute at Tulane
University.
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APPENDIX ONE

The William Spratling Collection at the Middle American Research Institute at Tulane University
Number on Image List
(Appendix Four)

Object Number

Brief Description

Material

1 M.0.1 39-202

Mirror

Obsidian

2 M.0.6 31-2460

Bell

Copper

3 M.0.15 38-237

Cast of jade head/mask

Plaster

4 M. 19.1 34-3076

Tweezers

Copper

5 M. 19.1 34-3077

Lip plug

Gray obsidian

6 M. 19.1 37-9273

Incised human figure

American jade

7 M 19.1 39-205

Figurine

Stone

8 M 19.2 37-9274

Tlaloc mask

Stone

9 M. 24.1 31-2455

Figurine

10 M. 24.1 31-2456

Accession Date

Purchase or Donation

State

Location

Culture

Insurance Valuation

Unknown

n/a

Aztec

$425.00 (1985)

General

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

Maya

n/a

9-24-34 Donation

Mexico

Sultepec

n/a

n/a

Donation

Mexico

Sultepec

n/a

n/a

10-16-37 Loan

n/a

Valley of Mexico

n/a

$1500.00 (1985)

10-23-39 Donation

Mexico

Valley of Mexico

n/a

$75.00 (1985)

12-5-38 Loan

n/a

Valley of Mexico

Aztec

$100.00 (1938)

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$25.00 (1940)

Mask pendant

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$250.00 (1940)

11 M. 24.1 31-2457

Face pendant

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$50.00 (1940)

12 M. 24.1 31-2458

Human head pendant

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$65.00 (1940)

13 M. 24.1 31-2459

Bark beater

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$10.00 (1940)

14 M. 24.1 31-2461

Bead

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$4.00 (1940)

15 M. 24.1 31-2462

Bead

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$2.00 (1940)

16 M. 24.1 31-2463

Breast gorget

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$8.00 (1940)

17 M. 24.1 31-2466

Human face pendant

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$10.00 (1940)

18 M. 24.1 31-2467

Half of human figure

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$5.00 (1940)

19 M. 24.1 31-2469

Bead

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$3.00 (1940)

20 M. 24.1 31-2470

Bead

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$4.00 (1940)

21 M. 24.1 31-2471

Bead

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$2.00 (1940)

22 M. 24.1 31-2472

Ear plug

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$2.00 (1940)

23 M. 24.1 31-2473

Ear plug

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$5.00 (1940)

24 M.24.1 31-2474

Ear plug

Stone

9-19-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$150.00 (1985)

25 M. 24.1 31-2475

Ear plug

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$230.00 (1985)

26 M. 24.1 31-2476

Ear plug

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$3.00 (1940)

27 M.24.1 31-2477

Human figure pendant

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$5.00 (1940)

28 M. 24.1 31-2478

Human figure pendant

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$5.00 (1940)

29 M. 24.1 31-2479

Animal pendant (turtle?)

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$10.00 (1940)

30 M. 24.1 31-2480

Animal pendant (bird?)

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$5.00 (1940)

31 M. 24.1 31-2481

Animal pendant (bird?)

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$4.00 (1940)

32 M. 24.1 31-2482

Human face pendant

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$5.00 (1940)

33 M. 24.1 31-2483

Bead

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$2.00 (1940)

34 M. 24.1 31-2484

Human head pendant

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$8.00 (1940)

35 M. 24.1 31-2485

Ear plug

Jade

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$460.00 (1985)

36 M. 24.1 31-2486

Bead

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$1.00 (1940)

37 M. 24.1 31-2487

Bead

Stone

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$3.00 (1940)

38 M. 24.1 31-2488

Bead

Shell

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$2.00 (1940)

39 M. 24.1 31-2489

Necklace

Shell (Mother of pearl)

9-17-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$5.00 (1940)

40 M. 24.1 40-2903

Bead

Jadeite

9-19-40 Purchase

Guerrero

n/a

n/a

$4.00 (1940)

41 M. 24.2 31-2465

Human Head

Clay

9-18-40 Purchase

n/a

Costa Baja

n/a

$30.00 (1940)

42 M. 24.3 28-335

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

11-6-28 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

43 M. 24.3 28-337

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

11-6-28 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

44 M. 24.9 28-344

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

11-6-28 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

45 M. 24.9 35-7890

Box

Lacquered Wood

November 1928 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

$165.00 (1985)

46 M. 24.9 35-7891

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

11-13-35 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

47 M. 24.9 35-7892

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

November 1928 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

48 M. 24.9 35-7893

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

November 1928 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

49 M. 24.9 35-7897

Casket “Casco”

Lacquered Wood

Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

50 M. 24.9 35-7898

Tray

Lacquered Wood

November 1928 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

51 M. 24.9 35-7899

Tray

Lacquered Wood

November 1928 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

52 M. 24.9 35-7903

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

November 1928 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

$110.00 (1955)

53 M. 24.9 35-7905

Tray

Lacquered Wood

November 1928 Purchase

Guerrero

Olínalá

Modern

n/a

54 M. 26.2 40-3665

Animal figure (frog?)

Stone

12-19-40 Donation

Oaxaca

n/a

n/a

n/a

55 M. 26.12 35-7895

Vessel

Carved Gourd

11-15-35 Purchase

Oaxaca

n/a

Modern

n/a

56 M. 26.13 35-7886

Goblet

Lacquered Wood

11-13-35 Purchase

Oaxaca

n/a

n/a

n/a

57 M. 24.13 35-7888

Platter

Lacquered Wood

11-15-35 Purchase

Oaxaca

n/a

n/a

n/a

58 M. 27.17 35-7894

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

11-15-35 Purchase

Chiapas

Chiapas de Corzo

Modern

n/a

59 M. 27.17 35-7901

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

11-15-35 Purchase

Chiapas

Chiapas de Corzo

Modern

n/a

60 M. 27.17 35-7904

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

11-15-35 Purchase

Chiapas

Chiapas de Corzo

Modern

n/a

61 M. 27.17.1

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

1935(?)

Purchase

Chiapas

Chiapas de Corzo

Modern

n/a

62 M. 27.17.2

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

1935(?)

Purchase

Chiapas

Chiapas de Corzo

Modern

n/a

63 M. 27.17.3

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

1935(?)

Purchase

Chiapas

Chiapas de Corzo

Modern

n/a

64 M. 27.17.4

Bowl

Lacquered Gourd

1935(?)

Purchase

Chiapas

Chiapas de Corzo

Modern

n/a

65 M. 28.16 29-1162

Reclining human figure

Clay

12-5-38 Donation

Vera Cruz

n/a

Huasteca (archaic?)

$2,900.00 (1985)

66 M. 31.3 31-2527

Sherd (Glued to 2528)

Clay

2-14-40 Purchase

Yucatan

Chechen-Itzá

n/a

n/a

67 M. 31.3 31-2528

Sherd (Glued to 2527)

Clay

2-14-40 Purchase

Yucatan

Chechen-Itzá

n/a

n/a

4-24-39 Donation
10-15-40 Purchase
Date is obscured on card

n/a

1928 or 1935 (?)

Donation
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APPENDIX TWO
Images of the William Spratling Collection at the Middle American Research Institute at Tulane
University
Note: For additional information about each object, see Appendix One. Images are labeled
according to title given on object catalogue card.

Object 1: Mirror

116

Object 2: Bell

117

Object 3: Cast of Jade Head/Mask

118

Object 4: Tweezers

119

Object 5: Lip Plug

120

Object 6: Incised Human Figure

121

Object 7: Figurine

122

Object 8: Tlaloc Mask

123

Object 9: Figurine

124

Object 10: Mask Pendant

125

Object 11: Face Pendant

126

Object 12: Human Head Pendant

127

Object 13: Bark Beater

128

Object 14: Bead

129

Object 15: Bead

130

Object 16: Breast Gorget

131

Object 17: Human Face Pendant

132

Object 18: Half of Human Figure

133

Object 19: Bead

134

Object 20: Bead

135

Object 21: Bead

136

Object 22: Ear Plug

137

Object 23: Ear Plug

138

Object 24: Ear Plug
Unable to locate in MARI collection prior to the completion of this thesis.

139

Object 25: Ear Plug
Unable to locate in MARI collection prior to the completion of this thesis.

140

Object 26: Ear Plug

141

Object 27: Human Figure Pendant

142

Object 28: Human Figure Pendant

143

Object 29: Animal Pendant

144

Object 30: Animal Pendant

145

Object 31: Animal Pendant

146

Object 32: Human Face Pendant

147

Object 33: Bead

148

Object 34: Human Head Pendant

149

Object 35: Ear Plug
Unable to locate in MARI collection prior to the completion of this thesis.
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Object 36: Bead

151

Object 37: Bead

152

Object 38: Bead

153

Object 39: Necklace

154

Object 40: Bead

155

Object 41: Human Head

156

Object 42: Bowl

157

Object 43: Bowl

158

Object 44: Bowl (Side A)

159

Object 44: Bowl (Side B)

160

Object 45: Box

161

Object 46: Bowl

162

Object 47: Bowl

163

Object 48: Bowl

164

Object 49: Casket “Casco”
Unable to locate in MARI collection prior to the completion of this thesis.
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Object 50: Tray

166

Object 51: Tray

167

Object 52: Bowl

168

Object 53: Tray

169

Object 54: Animal Figure

170

Object 55: Vessel

171

Object 56: Goblet

172

Object 57: Platter

173

Object 58: Bowl

174

Object 59: Bowl

175

Object 60: Bowl
Unable to locate in MARI collection prior to the completion of this thesis.

176

Object 61: Bowl

177

Object 62: Bowl

178

Object 63: Bowl

179

Object 64: Bowl
Unable to locate in MARI collection prior to the completion of this thesis.

180

Object 65: Reclining Human Figure

181

Object 66 and 67 (Glued Together): Pot Sherds
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APPENDIX THREE

Objects Lent by William Spratling to the 1930 Exhibition Mexican Arts
Object Number in
Exhibit Catalogue

Description

Category

Date or Period

Location

22 Collection of Saddle
Decorations (5)

Silver

19th century

State of Puebla

52 Gourds (2)

Early Lacquered and
Painted Objects

19th century

Acapetlahuaya, Guerrero

53 Gourd Bottle

Early Lacquered and
Painted Objects

19th century

Acapetlahuaya, Guerrero

122 Devil Mask

Early and Contemporary
Masks

20th century

State of Guerrero

126 Bearded Mask

Early and Contemporary
Masks

20th century

State of Guerrero

127 Old Man Mask

Early and Contemporary
Masks

20th century

State of Guerrero

129 Tiger Masks (2)

Early and Contemporary
Masks

Date uncertain

State of Guerrero

242 Three-Footed Jar

Contemporary Pottery

20th century

San Miguel Guapa,
Guerrero

245 Figure of a Woman

Contemporary Pottery

20th century

San Miguel Guapa,
Guerrero

246 Tripod Incense Burner

Contemporary Pottery

20th century

San Miguel Guapa,
Guerrero

249 Water Jar

Contemporary Pottery

20th century

Tixtla, Guerrero

340 “A Dog Bite” Retablo

Retablos and Other Small
Popular Paintings

17th century

Unknown

363 “A Man Saved from
Drowning” Retablo

Retablos and Other Small
Popular Paintings

20th century

Unknown

