
 

 

First Exhibition of Art from Across the Americas Influenced by the Space 

Race and Science Fiction Opens This March at the  

Bowdoin College Museum of Art 
 

Exhibition charts artistic production from North, Central, and South America during the Cold 

War Era, featuring works by Raquel Forner, Gyula Kosice, Roberto Matta, and Robert 

Smithson, among others 

 

  

  

 
 

 

 

 

Brunswick, Maine, January 22, 2015 – This March, the Bowdoin College Museum of Art (BCMA) 

presents an exhibition that explores the impact of the Space Race, science fiction, and the explosive 

growth of technological innovation on artists of the Americas from the 1940s to the 1970s. Past Futures: 

Science Fiction, Space Travel, and Postwar Art of the Americas features over 60 works in a range of 

media and creative styles—from expressionist paintings and kinetic sculptures to graphite drawings and 

conceptual pieces. Drawing on works from public and private collections from North and South America, 

the exhibition investigates how artists from the United States and several Latin American countries 

interpreted notions of conquest, discovery, and crossing into new territories—both terrestrial and celestial. 

Curated by Sarah J. Montross, Andrew W. Mellon Post-Doctoral Curatorial Fellow at the BCMA, and on 

view at Bowdoin from March 5 – June 7, 2015, Past Futures broadens the conversation beyond avant-

garde art of postwar Europe, the Soviet Union, and the United States by shining new light on artworks 

created by Latin American artists at this time, and examining the complex relationships between the 

American continents during this transformative era.  

 

The works featured in Past Futures are presented against the backdrop of mounting Cold War tensions as 

the United States called for Pan-Americanist economic and political policies that emphasized stronger 

North and South American solidarity against the spread of communism.  Simultaneously, the rise of the 

Space Race gripped international attention, and the science fiction genre flourished in film and literature 

cultures across the Americas. Past Futures investigates how artists from the United States and several 

Latin American countries, including Argentina, Chile, and Mexico, navigated these complex political and 
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Raquel Forner, Argentine, 1902–1988. Astronauta y 

testigos, televisados (Astronaut and witnesses, televised), 

1971, oil on canvas. Blanton Museum of Art, The University 

of Texas at Austin; Gift of Barbara Duncan, 1973. 



cultural shifts and showcases their creative reactions to the emergence of new technologies, such as 

robotics, rocketry, and computer systems.   

 

“Artists practicing in the Americas during the postwar period have an extraordinary, underexplored story 

to tell,” said Montross. “By merging the empirical languages of science and technology with their 

expansive imaginations, they developed their own ‘visual science fictions,’ many of which have only 

come to scholarly attention in recent years. Given their diverse experiences of exile and migration—as 

they traveled throughout the Americas and Europe—the themes of extraterrestrial travel and alien 

encounters added metaphorical value to their art. Technological and scientific innovations developed 

quite differently across the Western hemisphere, and the work in Past Futures offers a unique lens to 

consider inter-American exchanges and divergences related to art, science, and technology.” 

 

Offering an in-depth view of this artistic period, Past Futures is centered on four principle themes: 

representations of cosmic spaces and otherworldly encounters; the possibilities of space travel through 

new visual technologies; the dynamics of time travel; and the preoccupation with utopian or dystopian 

futures. Notable works in the exhibition include:  

 

 Roberto Matta’s La Vie Est Touchée (1957), a stunning canvas that depicts alien-totemic 

figures and threatening technological devices that shuttle across a cosmic inscape; 

 
 Robert Smithson’s Yucatan Mirror Displacements (1969), a series of nine photographs based 

on the artist’s installation of 12-inch square mirrors on dispersed sites, created during his trip to 

Mexico in 1969. Together, the mirrors reflected and refracted the surrounding environments, 

shattering and displacing images of the landscape—thus destabilizing traditional notions of the 

passage of time.  

 

 Raquel Forner’s painting Astronauta y testigos, televisados (1971), a vibrantly colored painting 

picturing an encounter between astronauts and mutant beings from outer space; and, 

 

 Gyula Kosice’s La ciudad hidroespacial (1942-1972; ongoing), a visionary multimedia project 

consisting of small-scale Plexiglas maquettes, architectural diagrams, and writings that detail 

designs for a new society stationed thousands of feet above the earth’s surface, which conveys the 

artist’s belief in the future as a site of unrealized and unlimited opportunity.  

 

 Michelle Stuart’s Southern Hemisphere Star Chart I  (1981), a mixed media piece based on the 

artist’s travels to southern Peru where massive abstract and figurative patterns believed to 

correspond to constellations appear in the Nazca desert  

 

“Past Futures provides an exciting opportunity to engage our Museum, College, and broad visiting 

audiences with art works that spark both the scientific and artistic imagination, and transport us to an era 

rich with inventive and creative possibilities,” said Anne Collins Goodyear, Co-Director of the Bowdoin 

College Museum of Art. “The exhibition, along with its accompanying catalogue and public programs, 

brings to light a crucial aspect of the postwar period that will strengthen not only our knowledge of these 

works of art but also our understanding of this complex period of inter-American relations amid the Cold 

War,” continued Frank Goodyear, Co-Director of the Bowdoin College Museum of Art. 

  

Published in conjunction with The MIT Press, a fully illustrated catalogue accompanies the exhibition and 

includes essays by Sarah J. Montross, as well as Rodrigo Alonso, independent scholar and curator; 

science fiction scholar Miguel Ángel Fernández Delgado; and Dr. Rory O’Dea, an expert on the work of 



Robert Smithson. The publication will lay groundwork for future research on the works included in the 

exhibition, as well as American art of the postwar period as a whole.  

 

Major programming related to the exhibition will feature a keynote public lecture by a major visiting 

scholar, a music performance, as well as gallery talks and film screenings, including:  

 

 “Music at the Museum: Sebastian Back to 2001: A Space Odyssey” – March 5, 2015 

Presented in conjunction with the opening of Past Futures, Bowdoin Artist in Residence George 

Lopez presents an evening of “Futurist music” and close encounters with the “alien” in the 

history of musical evolution. 

 

 “Latitude 0’08791: Latin American Artists and Science Fiction” – March 26, 2015 

A keynote lecture by Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, Ph.D., director of the Cisneros Foundation, that will 

explore the ways in which various artists from Latin America used science and space travel as 

metaphors for expressing present day realities and imagined futures. 

 

 Film Screening: “Nostalgia for the Light” (2011) – March 31, 2015 

A film screening of the award-winning documentary exploring the convergence of astronomical 

observations, pre-Colombian archaeology, and Chile’s tumultuous political history, followed by a 

panel discussion with Allen Wells, Roger Howell, Jr., professor of history, Sarah Childress, 

visiting assistant professor of cinema studies, and Sarah Montross. 

 

 “Snapshots of Dust and Time: Astronomy and Visual Art” – April 16, 2015 

Elise Weaver, laboratory instructor in Bowdoin’s department of physics and astronomy, leads an 

interdisciplinary discussion about representations of the cosmos in astrophotography and other 

visual media. 

 

 Artist’s Talk: Saya Woolfalk – April 30, 2015 

Contemporary artist Saya Woolfalk presents on how science fiction and ethnography have 

informed her recent multi-disciplinary series, including her creation of the “Empathics,” an 

invented society of mythological beings who blend racial and ethnic differences, and dissolve the 

line between humans and plants 

 

The exhibition is generously supported by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation. 

 

About the Bowdoin College Museum of Art  
The collections of the Bowdoin College Museum of Art are among the most comprehensive of any 

college museum in the United States. Collecting commenced over 200 years ago with a major gift from 

the College’s founder James Bowdoin and his family that included Gilbert Stuart’s magnificent portraits 

of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison.  

 

The Museum is housed in the landmark Walker Art Building, designed in 1894 by Charles Follen 

McKim. Located on the historic quadrangle of Bowdoin College, the building is graced by murals by 

John La Farge, Kenyon Cox, Elihu Vedder, and Abbott Thayer. A $20.8 million renovation and 

expansion in 2007 provided a stunning setting for objects as diverse as monumental Assyrian reliefs from 

Nimrud, Iraq, European old master paintings, and works by American modernists. The Museum is the 

centerpiece of Bowdoin’s vibrant arts and culture community and offers a wealth of academic and 

educational programs. The Museum is also a prominent summer venue for major exhibitions such as 

Edward Hopper’s Maine (2011), William Wegman: Hello Nature (2012), Maurice Prendergast: By the 

Sea (2013), and Richard Tuttle: A Print Retrospective (2014). 



 

Fully accessible, the Bowdoin College Museum of Art is open to the public free of charge from 10:00 

a.m. to 5:00 p.m. on Tuesday through Saturday; 10:00 a.m. to 8:30 p.m. on Thursday, and from 1:00 p.m. 

to 5:00 p.m. on Sunday.  
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