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I begin by asking what George Kubler’s assertion 
in 1961 means today for the study of viceregal art and 
iconography: 

…only [in] exceptional occasions…pre-Co-
lumbian themes continued in the artistic 
utterance of the peoples of Latin America.
These utterances were like death cries, and 
their study pertains to eschatology, or the 
science of the end of things.1

1  George Kubler “On the Colonial Extinction of the Motifs of Pre-Co-
lumbian Art” in Essays in Pre-Columbian Art and Archaeology, ed. 
Samuel K. Lothrop et al. (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1961), 
14–34. I do not know if Kubler read Walter Benjamin’s “Theses on the 
Philosophy of History,” and if he did, I doubt he would have liked it; 
however, his evocation of the desideratum of a shipwreck as a metaphor 
for the history of pre-Columbian motifs in the colonial world seems 
to be akin to Walter Benjamin’s “Thesis IX” and the debris of history 
thrown up at the feet of the Angelus Novus. Walter Benjamin, “Theses 
on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations, ed. Hannah Arendt 
(New York: Schocken Books, 1969), 253-64.

This is relevant in regards to the themes that 
concern this group of essays, given that Kubler wrote 
a foundational essay on colonial Peru in 1944 titled, 
“The Quechua in the Colonial World,” published in The 
Handbook of South American Indians, Andean Civili-
zations.2 This was an essay of such critical and forma-
tive importance that in 1970, John Murra wrote that 
“Kubler’s article on the colonial Quechua written 25 
years ago (1946), has not been superseded.”3 Certainly, 
this is an informative essay that seeks to articulate the 
stages of transformation in social and cultural Andean 
practices over three hundred years. Thus, I will explore 
here in a critical manner the aporia (aporia in the sense 
of a verbal/textual fissure or an opening), which will 
allow us to access the contradictions of Kubler’s prevail-
ing discourse on representation. I do so for two reasons: 
1) George Kubler is one of the pioneers and great art 
historians of pre-Columbian and viceregal art and we 
must understand the intellectual and philosophical basis 
of his opinions on colonial Indigenous art and artists, 
2) among his own studies of Mexican and Peruvian 
colonial art, there are significant contradictions.4 His 
most popular and best-known theories, published in his 
short treatise, The Shape of Time: Remarks on the History 
of Things, continue to be of great influence among some 
art historians and artists.5 These contradictions, from 
my point of view, challenge his intellectual positions, 
especially when he writes about the participation of 
Indigenous artworks in colonial culture.

 

2  George Kubler, “The Quechua in the Colonial World,” in The Handbook 
of South American Indians, vol. 2 of The Andean Civilizations, ed. Julian H. 
Steward, (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, Smithsonian 
Institution, 1946): 331-410. 
3  John Murra “Current Research and Prospects in Andean Ethnohisto-
ry,” Latin American Research Review 5, no. 1 (1970): 25.
4  One only need read the essays published recently in this journal by Barba-
ra Mundy, “Dialogues: Kubler’s ‘On the Colonial Extinction of the Motifs of 
Pre-Columbian Art’ Reconsidered,” Latin American & Latinx Visual Culture 
2, no. 4 (2020): 55-96. 
5  George Kubler, The Shape of Time: Remarks on the History of Things 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962).
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Therefore, to suggest that perhaps these colonial 
Indigenous images and objects rooted, in part, in an-
cient Native traditions and forms are not merely the sci-
ence of the end of things, an eschatology, I will narrate a 
very distant and inconsequential event of world history 
that took place in an even more remote part of the 
world. And that, without a doubt, is far removed from 
the time and space that interested Kubler. However, we 
will see that it is a symbolic act of transcendent political 
value that marks, within Andean terms, the alpha and 
omega of Spanish viceregal rule.

 On August 2, 1825, the Gran Libertador Simon 
Bolivar and his troops arrived to the town of Pucará, in 
the province of Lampa, located on the shores of Lake 
Titicaca. There, at the top of the Andes, the Venezuelan 
leader and his army gathered in the plaza in front of 
the church of Santa Isabel. They listened to the curaca 
José Domingo Choquehuanca, direct descendant of the 
Incas, perform his history of the New World. He began 
his impassioned speech to Bolivar thus:

God wished to form from savages a 
great empire and so he created Manco-Ca-
pac. His race sinned, and so God sent 
Pizarro, after three centuries of atonement, 
God has shown compassion for America, 
and has created you. You are thus the man 
of a providential plan. Nothing of what 
has been done thus far resembles what you 
have done. And for someone to be able 
to imitate you, it is necessary that there 
be a world to liberate. You have founded 
five republics that will, in the immense 
progress to which they are called, elevate 
your statue where no other has reached. 
With the centuries your glory will grow as 
shadows grow when the sun sets. 6

 Subsequently, Choquehuanca offered a toast to 
Bolivar in two wooden vessels known as keros, which 
were used to toast with aqha, or beer made of corn. Af-

6  “Quiso Dios formar de salvajes un gran imperio y creó a Manco-Capac. 
Pecó su raza y mandó a Pizarro, depués de tres siglos de expiación ha tenido 
compasión de América y os ha creado a vos.  Sois pues el hombre de un 
designio providencial. Nada de lo hecho hasta ahora se parece a lo que habéis 
hecho. Y que para que alguno pueda imitaros será preciso que haya un mundo 
por libertar. Habéis fundado cinco repúblicas que en el inmenso desarrollo a 
que están llamadas, elevarán vuestro estatua donde ninguno otro ha llegado. 
Con los siglos crecerá vuestra gloria como crecen las sombras cuando el sol 
declina.” José Domingo Choquehuanca, El Comercio, December, 9, 1859, 
and cited in Leonardo Altuve Carrillo, Choquehuanca y su arenga a Bolivar 
(Buenos Aires: Planeta, 1991), 393. Translated by Juliana Ramírez Herrera.

ter the toast, the Andean leader gifted one of the vessels 
to Bolivar and Choquehuanca kept the other one, which 
had, until recently, remained with Choquehuanca’s fami-
ly as witness of this historical event (fig. 1).7

 As a diplomatic gift of exchange, this kero 
may seem like a small thing of little importance.  
The Andean act and object are, however, just as im-
portant as, for example, Francesco de Medici’s gift 
of Cellini’s crucifix to Philip II of Spain in the long 
chain of gift exchanges and objects of exchange. 
Choquehuanca’s kero can be understood to participate 
within Kubler’s notions of the history of things as 
he argues in The Shape of Time. This Andean act and 
drinking vessel are momentous in regard to the histor-
ical sequence of exchanges, which are, in turn, essential 
to my argument.8 As such, I will return to this event 
and to the two keros toward the end of this essay, for 
they are emblematic of a disjunction in Kubler’s pre-
scriptive writings in The Shape of Time and Kubler’s 
analyses of more specific case studies of pre-Colum-
bian and colonial art. 

7  For an image and this description of this kero, see Thomas B.F. Cummins, 
Brindis con el Inca: la abstracción andina y las imágenes coloniales de los 
queros (Lima: Universidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos, 2004), 462-63; 
Robert Duff, Bolivar’s Inca Quero: The Ultimate Royal Prophecy (Paris: Suisse 
Imprimerie, 2017).
8  Kubler, in his last paragraph, writes with great hyperbole and hubris, 
dismissing all other methods of study as inadequate: “Not biography nor the 
idea of style nor again the analysis of meaning confronts the whole issue now 
raised by the historical study of things,” in The Shape of Time, 130.

Figure 1. Unidentified artist, Choquehuanca Qero, ca.1550, wood, 
H. 6.2 x Diam. 6 in. (16 x 15.25 cm). Private collection (Photograph 
provided by Robert Hensleigh
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 Kubler’s work in Peru, which was mostly 
historical, dates back to 1942 and it only lasted for 
approximately ten years. In terms of the history of 
viceregal art, Kubler’s research was primarily focused on 
the colonial arts of Mexico. His first publication on the 
viceroyalty of Peru came about when Julian H. Steward 
proposed, on behalf of the Smithsonian Institution, to 
conduct research on the cultures of foreign areas. In Sep-
tember 1943, the Interdepartmental Committee for Sci-
entific and Cultural Cooperation therefore established, 
under the direction of Steward, the Institute for Social 
Anthropology as an autonomous unit of the Bureau of 
American Ethnology. Its mission was to form coopera-
tive Institutes for Social Anthropology in selected Latin 
American countries for scientific research and training. 
Peru was an area of focus, and the Bureau tasked Kubler 
with working on the acculturation of Andean peoples 
for The Handbook of South American Indians in 1942, 
subsequently appointing him as a researcher in Lima 
from 1948 to 1949. 

Julian H. Steward, the general editor, had select-
ed Wendell Bennett to supervise the second volume on 
Andean civilizations. Bennett, who became an associate 
professor in 1940 in the Department of Anthropology 
at Yale University, was Kubler’s colleague, where he 
had begun teaching at the same university two years 
before Bennett. The team that Bennett formed included 
Rafael Larco Hoyle, Luis Valcárcel, and Bennett himself. 
Together they prepared the sections on the civilizations 
that preceded the conquest, and John Rowe prepared 
the sections on the Inca and the conquest. Bernard 
Mishkin produced the sections on contemporary 
Quechua people. Kubler was an odd choice, being an 
art historian, but as Bennett’s friend and colleague, he 
was selected to write the section on colonial Quechua 
culture. The volume was published in 1946.9 Addition-
ally, Kubler wrote three essays that resulted from his 
investigations: the first one on Manco Cápac,10 followed 
by a study on Atahualpa’s behaviour after his capture in 
Cajamarca,11 and lastly, a study on the Neo-Inca State in 
Vilcabamba.12 The first and third essays are accounts of 
the events directly taken from the chronicles, while the 

9  George Kubler, “The Quechua in the Colonial World.”
10  George Kubler, “A Peruvian Chief of State: Manco Inca (1515-1545),” 
The Hispanic American Historical Review 24, no. 2 (1944): 253-76, https://
doi.org/10.2307/2507835.
11  George Kubler, “The Behavior of Atahualpa, 1531-1533,” The His-
panic American Historical Review 25, no. 4 (1945): 413-27, https://doi.
org/10.2307/2508231.
12  George Kubler, “The Neo-Inca State (1537-1572),” The Hispan-
ic American Historical Review 27, no. 2 (1947): 189-203, https://doi.
org/10.2307/2508415.

study of Atahualpa relies on the writings of the Spanish 
chroniclers to interpret the sociology and psychology of 
the Inca.

 This was followed by Kubler’s joint project on 
Moche chronology with the biogeochemist G. Evelyn 
Hutchinson, which used data from the Guano Islands. 
The project, titled “Towards Absolute Time: Guano Ar-
chaeology,” published in 1948, was an interesting effort 
to produce a chronology of Moche ceramics excavated 
during the period of guano mining and that were datable 
based on the levels of guano.13 Aside from his general 
investigations on pre-Columbian art, this is Kubler’s 
only study specifically on Andean art, though in reality 
it has little to do with an art historical study. Instead, it 
establishes an absolute chronology. 

 Kubler was most interested in historical issues 
pertaining the viceroyalty of Peru. His interests contin-
ued when the Smithsonian Institute for Social Anthro-
pology, which had been founded during the war, sent 
trained anthropologists to Latin American countries to 
improve the training in the social sciences. As already 
mentioned, Kubler was appointed to spend a year (from 
1948 to 1949) at the Universidad de San Marcos, where, 
after consulting with the deans, he was allowed to teach 
whatever he deemed necessary for the advancement of 
the social sciences in Peru.

Due to Manuel A. Odría’s coup d’état in the fall of 
1948, the Universidad de San Marcos closed its doors. 
As a result, Kubler brought together a group of students, 
who would gather in his house, where they collaborated 
in the collection of demographic data on the changing 
composition of Indigenous and non-Indigenous pop-
ulations in Peru. The group included José Matos Mar, 
Rosalía Avalos, Raúl Rivera Serna, Julio Basto Girín, 
Humberto Ghersi, Carmen Delgado, Miguel Maticore-
na, and possibly Aníbal Quijano. Luis E. Valcárcel and 
Jorge C. Muelle offered their advice and support. The 
product of the working group was The Indian Caste of 
Peru, 1795-1940: A Population Study Based Upon Tax 
Records and Census Reports, finished in June 1950.14 The 
project was inspired by Kubler’s essay “The Quechua 
in the Colonial World,” where he lamented the lack of 
information on Quechua culture during the republican 
period, and whose study, according to Kubler, posed 
problems that were insoluble without a detailed statisti-

13  George Kubler, “Towards an Absolute Time: Guano Archaeology,” 
Memoirs of the Society for American Archaeology 4, no. 4 (1948): 29-50.
14  George Kubler, The Indian Caste of Peru, 1795-1940; A Population 
Study Based Upon Tax Records and Census Reports, vol. 14, The Smithsonian 
Institution Institute of Social Anthropology (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1952).
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period Kubler considered merely decorative, had lost all 
capacity to signify. In reality, Kubler did not like abstract 
art, whether modern or ancient. He needed for the 
figurative and the decorative to articulate his ideas. He 
refused to acknowledge the role of the symbolic object 
as a work of art in Andean culture, which is fascinating 
with respect to what he writes in The Shape of Time. 
This is why it is important to have a broader vision of 
what Kubler said about viceregal art. 

 Kubler’s art history is rooted in the work and 
teaching of Henri Focillon and Erwin Panofsky. He 
tried at different levels to impose their system of the 
study of Medieval and Renaissance European art to 
the history of pre-Columbian and Viceregal art. I must 
say that as an art historian who researches and teach-
es the two main areas that interested Kubler, namely, 
pre-Columbian and Renaissance America, his work is 
both foundational, but also, at times, disturbing. There 
is a persistent subtext that, whether consciously or not, 
bears a different and at times a bitter fruit, something 
distinct and overlooked in terms of how Kubler is nor-
mally read. It is something that haunts Kubler’s studies 
from the beginning, and it comes to rest comfortably in 
his most influential work, The Shape of Time: Remarks 
on the History of Things (1962).

 But before entering into Kubler’s oeuvre in gen-
eral and his study of Renaissance America and Europe in 
particular, as well as the significance of his seminal work 
The Shape of Time, we must recognize the conditions of 
possibility that shape the work in terms of Kubler’s per-
sonal and intellectual formation, and the direct lineage 
between Kubler and Focillon in particular. Much of this 
history is lovingly detailed by one of his students, Tom 
Reese.19 But there is a small intellectual industry that 
surrounds George Kubler and, specifically, The Shape of 
Time, which is simultaneously beguiling to some and a 
waste of time to others. One need only to read the essays 
in Sara Maupeu et al’s 2014 volume Im Maschenwerk der 
Kunstgeschichte: Eine Revision von George Kubler “The 
Shape of Time” to get a sense of the industry, as well as 
the essays most recently published in this journal.20  

19  See Thomas F. Reese, “Editor’s Introduction,” in Studies in Ancient 
American and European Art: The Collected Essays 143, edited by Thomas F. 
Reese (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1985), XVII-XXXVI; 
Thomas F. Reese, “George Kubler: The Craft of Art History,” in Im Maschen-
werk der Kunstgeschichte: eine Revision von George Kubler “The Shape of Time,” 
ed. Sarah Maupeu, Martell Z. Couso, Kerstin Schankweilier, and Stefanie 
Stallschus (Berlin: Kulturverlag Kadmos, 2014). 
20  See Maupeu, Couso, Schankweilier, and Stallschus, eds., Im 
Maschenwerk der Kunstgeschichte: eine Revision von George Kubler. 
For an enthusiastic but uncritical reading of Kubler’s Shape of Time in 
relation to Smithson’s reading of the text, see Pamela M. Lee, Chrono-
phobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2004), 

cal study.15 That said, Kubler’s notion of who was or was 
not Indigenous was very subjective and essentially based 
on a concept of purity, a category that originated from 
Kubler’s art historical training and that was criticized 
and identified by Rowe as Lima elitism.16 As we shall see, 
Rowe’s criticism has some merit: Kubler was intellectu-
ally interested in ignoring the rich symbolic life of the 
Native cultures that survived and prospered despite the 
Spanish conquest and evangelization. 

 Kubler returned to Peru after the great earth-
quake of May 21, 1950 in Cusco, where he spent the 
months of June, July, and August of 1951. The Peruvian 
government requested the United Nations Education-
al, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) 
to name and send a mission to advise on the problems 
caused by the earthquake and to suggest concrete actions 
to resolve them. Kubler and Luis MacGregor Ceballos, 
from Mexico City, along with Óscar Ladrón de Gue-
vara, from Cusco, formed the mission that visited and 
prepared reports on each historical building that was 
damaged. Abraham Guillén, the photographer of the 
mission, took more than one thousand pictures.17

 Kubler’s only art historical investigation of 
viceregal Andean art consisted of a trip to Bogotá 
to research the work of Martínez de Compañón, al-
though nothing materialized from this effort. In fact, 
Kubler does not seem to have studied viceregal An-
dean art and architecture rigorously, although he read 
Wethey’s 1949 book, Colonial Architecture and Sculpture 
in Peru, while he was in Cusco. It seems important to 
point out again that Kubler never wrote about viceregal 
art in Peru, and that, in turn, he focused on historical 
issues. I believe that there are aesthetic reasons for this. 
Kubler despised and denigrated Inca art, writing that 
“the intrinsic meaning of Inca art reinforces the general 
impression of an oppressive state. It is as if, with the 
military expansion of the empire, all expressive faculties, 
both individual and collective, had been depressed by 
utilitarian aims to lower and lower levels of achieve-
ment.”18  He also believed that Andean visual images, 
like the tocapu, whose continued use during the colonial 

15  Kubler, “The Quechua in the Colonial World,” 353.
16  John Howland Rowe, review of “The Indian Caste of Peru, 1795-1940; 
A Population Study Based upon Tax Records and Census Report,” by George 
Kubler, The Hispanic American Historical Review 33, no. 1 (February 1953): 
92-97.
17  George Kubler, Cuzco: Reconstruction of the Town and Restoration of 
Its Monuments, Report of the Mission of the UNESCO Mission of 1951 (Paris: 
UNESCO, 1951), 2.
18  George Kubler, The Art and Architecture of Ancient America: The 
Mexican, Maya, and Andean peoples, 2nd ed. (Harmondsworth [En-
gland]: Baltimore: Penguin, 1975), 335.  
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Whether Kubler’s small book is relevant today 
to some scholars is not what interests me here; if some 
scholars say that it is, then it is of interest for them. This 
issue is already anticipated in and consistently thought 
through by Kubler himself in the book. The prescriptive 
nature of The Shape of Time, dismisses anything (such 
as meaning) outside of Kubler’s interest as something 
that is not important for a true history of art. In many 
ways, Kubler personifies in the execution of his own 
text, “the entrance of the prime object.”21 However, as a 
word of caution to enthusiasts, the art historical evi-
dence that Kubler musters is basically predicated on his 
work on Renaissance art and architecture in America 
and Europe. In fact, to the extent of my knowledge, few 
of the artists or modernist scholars who find Kubler’s 
The Shape of Time as an art historical model have ever 
looked critically at his most important books and 
articles on pre-Columbian and Renaissance American 
art and architecture. On the other hand, if scholars have 
done so, they have ignored certain passages without 
commentary. Nevertheless, for those who work on 
pre-Columbian and Renaissance American art, The 
Shape of Time is not alone in terms of Kubler’s intel-
lectual relevance, in part because he takes many of his 
examples from these subjects, and also in part, because 
his theories derive from his diverse studies of pre-Co-
lumbian and Renaissance material. And so, the problem 
with the uncritical embrace of Kubler’s work, which 
ignores the subtext mentioned above, has to do in great 
part with Kubler’s articulated and unarticulated notions 
of a pure or essential history of art, as a discipline coun-
terpointed to anthropology, as well as with the means 
and genres that he considers to encompass, or not, the 
history of art.22 Both of these issues derive in part from a 
notion of purity and from the hierarchy of racial catego-

218-57. Aside from misrepresenting Kubler as “a Mesoamericanist” and 
misspelling various terms, such as “Quechua,” to the point that they are 
unintelligible if one is not familiar with them, Lee seems not to have 
looked at what Kubler’s work was really about, so much that she calls 
him interdisciplinary. Although he did work with various other scholars, 
his own writing and research was anything but interdisciplinary. Henri 
Zerner gives a critical reading of The Shape of Time in “Kubler and 
Focillon: A History of Things as a Response to the Life of Forms,” in 
Vision in Motion, Streams of Sensation and Configurations of Time, ed. 
Michael F. Zimmerman (Zurich: Diaphanes, 2016), 631-36; Mundy, 
“Dialogues: Kubler’s ‘On the Colonial Extinction of the Motifs of 
Pre-Columbian Art’ Reconsidered:” 55-96.
21  There is no space in this essay to explain what the “prime object” is other 
than to say that it entails the time and appearance of the original type of an 
object and its subsequent replicas until a new “prime object” comes into the 
picture. Kubler, The Shape of Time, 39-52.
22  Kubler is much franker about what he is doing as an art historian in 
opposition to what anthropologists and archaeologists do in his introduction 
to The Art and Architecture of Ancient America, 1-18.  

ries, especially of the mestizo. 
 How are these issues related to how Kubler 

formulated his areas of study: pre-Columbian and vice-
regal art? In other words, what does it mean for Kubler 
to write in The Shape of Time that “iconology is a variety 
of cultural history,” and that as such, it is not truly an art 
historical subject?23 Or, what does it mean for him to 
write at the beginning of his career that “the truth of the 
matter is that the concept of stylistic evolution does not 
pertain to the religious architecture of New Mexico”? 
That while in Europe, “style is dependent upon ev-
er-shifting psychological attitudes, constant experimen-
tation with materials and techniques, and new popular 
demands arising out of the changing social fabric,” the 
Indigenous people of New Mexico only knew “this pas-
sion for change…in its faintest, least effective stirrings.”24 

Here essentialism as an ethnic identifier is already part 
of Kubler’s philosophical training, which percolates 
throughout his work. It could be argued, for instance, 
that the prime object in The Shape of Time is an essential 
object in an essentialist stance of western philosophy. In 
other words, the prime objects that Kubler describes in 
The Shape of Time are concepts that are denied the pos-
sibility to belong to Indigenous peoples under Spanish 
colonial dominion and monotheistic practices, and they 
are deemed essentially incapable of western creativity 
and experimentation. 

 Formulating an essentialist history of art with a 
pure and overdetermined meaning of art, where mean-
ing becomes trivial and irrelevant as an art historical 
exercise, precipitates the separation between people 
and art, which is what one experiences when reading 
Kubler’s study of one of the great late Renaissance 
buildings in Spain, the Escorial, where Kubler makes an 
austere and cold building even colder.25 As we shall see, 
this draining of meaning will become the leitmotiv of 
Kubler’s evaluation of mid-Renaissance America, of the 
Indigenous groups and their ability to create meaning 
in the visual and literary arts after the Spanish invasion. 
This is because, according to Kubler, the Pueblo culture 
and other communities were not as strong as western 
civilization. They are always the “other” that succumbs 
to the superiority of the West. 

Kubler simply cites more famous sixteenth-cen-
tury thinkers like José de Acosta, who wrote that while 
at the beginning of Christianity there was a great need 

23  Kubler, The Shape of Time, 27.
24  George Kubler, “A Critical Study of the Religious Architecture of 
New Mexico” (PhD diss, Yale University, 1936).
25  George Kubler, Building the Escorial (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1982).
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for miracles: “the ancients could not be persuaded by 
mere words but by signs” so that “the Christian religion 
was founded by God with miracles because human 
agency was completely lacking in effect because the early 
Christians did not have the power.” But the peoples of 
America in Acosta’s day, the Mexicans, Andeans and 
others, were quite different. In his words, “the situation 
of our era is very distinct. Those to whom the priests 
announce the faith are inferior in everything: in reason, 
in culture, and in power, and those who announce the 
Gospel are superior in terms of the great age of Chris-
tianity by the number of its faithful, their wisdom and 
erudition, and all other means of persuasion”26 In the 
more secular world of the nineteenth century, to which 
Kubler was closer, Hegel writes that “Mexico and Peru…
were purely natural cultures that had to perish as soon 
as the Spirit of the West approached them. America has 
always shown itself to be physically and psychologically 
impotent, and it does so to this day.”27

 Because of what I just said and what I am about 
to argue, it is important to mention that George Kubler 
was an extraordinary art historian for several reasons, 
and that even though here I offer a hard critique of some 
aspects of his work, I do so with the utmost respect for 
what he was able to accomplish in the discipline, and es-
pecially in the areas of pre-Columbian and Renaissance 
American and European art. In fact, he was not only an 
extremely prolific scholar with very diverse interests; he 
essentially founded the study of pre-Columbian and co-
lonial Latin American art in the United States, especial-
ly Renaissance art and architecture of sixteenth-century 
Mexico and Peru. But, more importantly, his interest for 
these two fields developed not only because of his intel-
lectual curiosity, but also because of his personal history.

 To begin, Kubler did not stumble by chance 
into the history of art as a student at Yale University.28 
In fact, the program did not exist when Kubler began his 
undergraduate studies. On the contrary, his knowledge 
of the history of art came from his family. His father, of 
German descent but born in Akron, Ohio, received his 
doctorate in the history of art in Wüzburg in 1906. His 
doctoral thesis was an iconographical study titled “Die 
Legende vom Tode und der Himmelfahrt Mariä und 

26  José de Acosta and Luciano Pereña, De Procuranda Indorum Salute 
(Madrid: Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Científicos, 1984), 1: 321. 
27  Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of World 
History, trans. H.B. Nobert (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 
163.
28  Most of Kubler’s biographical information comes from Reese, “Editors 
Introduction,” XVII-XXXVI, and Reese, “George Kubler: The craft of art 
history.” 

ihre Darstellung in der bildenden Kunst.” Here we could 
even ask if George Kubler’s obsession with chronology, 
as demonstrated by his study of absolute chronology 
and which culminates in The Shape of Time, isn’t almost 
oedipal. Why, for instance, does Kubler, who studied 
with Panofsky,29 ridicule interpretation and iconology 
in The Shape of Time?30 It is no coincidence. I think that 
pre-Columbian art was the perfect scenario for Kubler’s 
theories on sequence, time, etc. As he asserts, iconogra-
phy depends solely on the text; the image is secondary, 
and in pre-Columbian art, there are no texts. The cover 
of The Shape of Time portrays images of pre-Columbian 
things of which there are absolutely no texts, and of 
which at the time, there was very little archaeological 
context (fig. 2). It should not surprise us, then, that 
Kubler’s greatest intellectual debt with Panofsky was not 
iconology but his theory of disjunction, which Kubler 
deployed against those who use late pre-Hispanic 
codices and colonial texts and images to interpret much 
earlier pre-Columbian artistic traditions, what is known 
as “Direct Historical Approach.”31 Kubler energetically 
rejected this approach, even though there is no evidence 
of a catastrophic rupture as that which occurred in the 
Classical world brought about by Christianity. In turn, 
in some instances, there is well-established evidence of 
the continuity of the text and the image through the 
millennia in America. For example, the elements of the 
Mayan creation myth, the Popol Vuh, which were reg-
istered alphabetically several times during the colonial 
period, visually appeared for the first time in the late 
pre-Classic Mayan murals of San Bartolo in Guatemala, 
around 250 CE.32

 
Kubler’s father did not pursue an academic career 

in Europe. After completing his degree in Germany, he 
returned to the United States, to Pasadena, California, 

29  Vernon J. Knight, Iconographic Method in New World Pre-History (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press 2013), 72.
30  The argument for his definition of art and against the interpretation of 
meaning begins in The Shape of Time: “Cassirer’s partial definition of art as 
a symbolic language has dominated art studies in our country…But the price 
has been high, for while studies of meaning received all our attention, another 
definition of art, as a system of formal relations, thereby suffered neglect. This 
other definition matters more than meaning.” Kubler, The Shape of Time, vii.  
31  Erwin Panofsky, “Renaissance and Renascences,” The Kenyon Review 
6, no. 2 (1944): 201-36. See also his analysis of the theory of disjunction in 
Vernon James Knight, Iconographic Method in New World Prehistory (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 72-78. 
32  See William Saturno, David Stuart, and Karl Taube, “Identification 
of the West Wall Figures at Pinturas Sub-1, San Bartolo, Petén,” in XVIII 
Simposio de Investigaciones Arqueológicas en Guatemala, ed. Juan Pedro de la 
Porte, Bárbara Arroyo, and Héctor E. Mejía (Guatemala: Museo Nacional de 
Arqueología e Etnología, 2004). 
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where he established a manufacturing company, and 
George Kubler was born and raised there until he was 
eight years old. As such, California and Mexico were 
critical components in the initial formation of Kubler’s 
imaginary. So was Europe, when after the death of his 
father in 1920, Kubler and his mother moved to France, 
where he lived until 1924, when she took her own life. 
Eventually, Kubler enrolled at Yale, where he contin-
ued his postgraduate studies after finishing his degree. 
In a stroke of serendipity, Yale began to develop its 
program in the history of art, and during 1932-1933, 
while Kubler was in Munich, Marcel Aubert and Henri 
Focillon were invited to lecture in French at Yale for 
two years in alternating semesters. Kubler returned the 
following year to attend both of these scholars’ lectures. 
However, Kubler was most influenced by Focillon, 
whom he would introduce to the anglophone world 
when he, along with Charles Beecher, translated The 

Life of Forms in Art in 1942.33 Kubler was intrigued by 
many of Focillon’s broader pedagogical concerns, which 
perhaps escaped some of his colleagues, in particular, 
Focillon’s interest after 1927 in world popular art, 
especially with his 1937 Projet d’enseignement au Collège 
de France34 and his project Moyen Âge: survivances et 
réveils.35 

Kubler began preparing his research hoping to 
work under Focillon’s supervision. His 1936 thesis, “A 
Critical Study of the Religious Architecture of New 
Mexico,” would become his doctoral dissertation. The 
thesis is divided into a historical introduction followed 
by two sections: a general description and analysis of the 
stylistic elements and a chronology of the monuments. 
The first is a list of eighteen elements that would be 
grouped in a way that reflected Aubert’s most recent 
publications. The second section begins thus, “Chronol-
ogy is relevant to architectural criticism only for dealing 
with questions of style. We are always serious to trace 
origins and developments: we derive great satisfaction 
from, and light is thrown upon the movements of the 
human spirit by observing the progressive refinements 
through which motives, devices, and solutions have 
passed.”36 Here we read Kubler’s preoccupation with 
chronology, seriations, and the resolution of problems 
they present. However, we also find something else that 
would resonate throughout his works regarding the 
interaction between Indigenous groups and Renaissance 
Europe. Let me reiterate here Kubler’s suggestion that 
stylistic development and the resolution of stylistic 
problems in the Hopi and Pueblo architecture are diffi-
cult because:

The truth of the matter is that the 
concept of stylistic evolution does not per-
tain to the religious architecture of New 
Mexico…In Europe, style is dependent 
upon ever-shifting psychological attitudes, 
constant experimentation with materials 
and techniques, and new popular demands 
arising out of the changing social fabric. 
The Indians of New Mexico know this 
passion for change only in its faintest, least 

33  Henri Focillon, The Life of Forms, trans. Charles Beecher y George 
Kubler (New Haven: Yale Historical Publications, 1942).
34  Henri Focillon, Projet d’enseignement au Collège de France. Titres et 
travaux (Paris: Imprimerie des Presses universitaires de France, 1937).
35  Henri Focillon, Moyen Âge: survivances et réveils: études d’art et d’his-
toire (Montréal:Valiquette, 1943).
36  George Kubler, “A Critical Study of the Religious Architecture of New 
Mexico.”

Figure 2. George Kubler, The Shape of Time: Remarks of the History of 
Things (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1962).
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effective stirrings.37 

From this we can conclude two things. First, that 
Kubler’s writings on the Southwest, the Pueblo, and the 
Hopi greatly differ from what Aby Warburg experienced 
in 1896.38 Second, that since Kubler never wrote about 
or studied a living Indigenous culture and its arts, he 
did not center the Hopi or the Pueblo experience of the 
architecture he describes, even though they were there 
to be interrogated. Instead, Kubler believes in creating a 
formal typology and in reading texts written by Mendi-
cants and Jesuits on mission architecture and its spatial 
relationship with the existent Indigenous cities.

 We can understand why Kubler ignored Indig-
enous informants in reading his essay “On the Colonial 
Extinction of the Motifs of Pre-Columbian Art,” pub-
lished in 1961 one year before The Shape of Time.  Here, 
Kubler clearly states a conception he had formulated 
about New Mexicans and that he was now transferring 
to Native artists in Renaissance sixteenth-century Mexi-
co:

The Editors originally requested an 
article on “the survival of native art motifs 
into the Colonial Period.” Such survivals 
are so few and scattered that their assem-
bling requires an enormous expenditure 
for a minimal yield, like a search for the 
fragments of a deep-lying shipwreck.

Kubler continues,

We shall not here be concerned 
with any stage of this prolonged dissec-
tion of the corpse of a civilization, but 
only with the exceptional occasions when 
pre-Columbian themes continued in the 
artistic utterance of the peoples of Latin 
America.

These utterances were like death 
cries, and their study pertains to eschatolo-
gy, or the science of the end of things…

The survival of the native languages 
is only an apparent exception to the rule 
of symbolic extinction. Without knowing 
Indian languages, the colonists could not 

37  George Kubler, “A Critical Study of the Religious Architecture of New 
Mexico.”
38  Aby Warburg, “A Lecture Presented on the Serpent Ritual,” Journal of 
the Warburg Institute 2 (1939): 277-92.

attain their ends. Indian language was 
purified of its native symbolic content, and 
in the seventeenth century it became an 
acceptable vehicle for Christian belief and 
ritual. The linguistic separation of the pop-
ulace into Spanish and Indian-speaking 
groups strengthened the emerging division 
of colonial society as exploiting and ex-
ploited groups. Under these conditions, all 
symbolic expressions, including those of 
native origin, eventually became reinforce-
ments of the power of the colonial state.39

This is a striking statement. It silences Native 
voices forever. Nothing authentic could be said. The 
only thing that can be said and created is mere mimicry 
of the master. Taussing, Bhabha, and certainly, Bhaktin, 
would argue otherwise.40  Be that as it may, I will let this 
passage settle in our thoughts so as to return to related 
passages in Kubler’s book, The Shape of Time, which was 
published a year later in 1962. 

The book seemed new and refreshingly liberating 
to some, especially artists.41 It was immersed in what 
seemed like a new enlightenment: system theories and 
cybernetics. But it was also immersed in the insistent 
distinction between the history of art and anthropol-
ogy and archaeology. Several of the arguments Kubler 
presents in The Shape of Time were already present in the 
introduction to his survey book of pre-Columbian art 
published in 1959.42

I do not need to analyze here how influential 
Kubler’s work was for artists, who were becoming 
involved with an emerging utopian notion of the future 
and the seriation of objects and artists while situating 
their own place within it. Kubler’s book was based 
on Focillon’s Vie des formes, which he introduced to 
the history of art and Western art of the postwar era, 
reinvigorating Focillon’s ideas with a more scientific and 
rational sense of the creation and order of styles. Kubler 
writes, referring to European art, “there is surely a sys-
tematic age independent of an absolute age for the entire 
phenomenon of human civilization, which has endured 
for less time than humanity, in an open sequence that 

39  Kubler, “On the Colonial Extinction of the Motifs of Pre-Columbian 
Art,” 14-15.  
40  Mikhail M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1983); Michael Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity: A 
Particular History of the Senses (New York and London: Routledge 1993); 
Homi Bhahba, The Location of Culture (New York and London: Routledge 
1994). 
41  Pamela M. Lee, Chronophobia: On Time in the Art of the 1960s, 218-57.
42  George Kubler, The Art and Architecture of Ancient America.
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includes the entire history of things.”43 He then address-
es the Renaissance in America, which he calls a “Mex-
ican Paradigm,” one that K ubler himself summarizes 
succinctly thus,

The Mexican conquest is like a 
paradigm displaying in usual clarity all the 
principal properties of this fundamental 
mechanism. The traditional behavior of 
a person or of a group is challenged and 
defeated. New behavior is learned from 
the victors, but during the learning period, 
the new behavior is itself changing. This 
pattern recurs in every crisis of existence.44

He therefore trivializes this historical trauma 
through the analogy of the yearly change of women’s 
fashion as a parallel yet minor crisis, comparing it to the 
passivity of Mexicans as they submit to the superiority 
and power of the Europeans. This demeaning compari-
son also genders those facing and submitting to the crisis 
as feminine. There could be no Native voice, under-
standing, or gaze once the power of Renaissance art 
and architecture appeared. But European colonization, 
which began during the Renaissance, was not about 
fashion or motifs extricated from culture. Franz Fanon’s 
essay on the veil, published in A Dying Colonialism, 
three years before The Shape of Time, is a counterpoint 
to Kubler’s understanding of the victorious European 
cultures. Fanon writes: “…the phenomena of counter 
acculturation must be understood as the organic im-
possibility of a culture to modify any one of its customs 
without, at the same time, re-evaluating its deepest 
values, its most stable models.”45

 What Kubler argues about Native artists in 
Mexico under European dominion is precisely the 
opposite. Again, in The Shape of Time, Kubler offers as a 
paradigmatic example for his “rule of series” what he calls 
a “Mexican Paradigm.” He calls upon his earlier, much 
more substantial two-volume study entitled Mexican 
Architecture of the Sixteenth Century, where he discusses 
how members of the Mendicant orders “created” a new 
architecture in Mexico using Indigenous builders.46  
About those individuals who actually performed the 
labor to raise these buildings, as well as to create their 

43  Kubler, The Shape of Time, 57.
44 Kubler, The Shape of Time, 59.
45  Frantz Fanon, “Algeria Unveiled,” in A Dying Colonialism (New York: 
Grove Press, 1965), 41-42.
46  Kubler, Mexican Architecture of the Sixteenth Century (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1948).

mural paintings, he says: 

Any Indian sense of need or prob-
lem surviving from pre-Conquest life was 
driven underground or out of existence. At 
the same time, every evidence shows the 
Indian craftsman eagerly turning to learn 
the superior techniques and representa-
tional habits of their European teachers.47

Kubler is not entirely wrong, but he also does not 
say anything new. In fact, he basically paraphrases Bernal 
Díaz del Castillo, the great sixteenth-century chronicler 
of the conquest of Mexico, who understood that the re-
ligious conversion of the Mexica had to be accompanied 
by the retraining of the Mexica artists, so they could pro-
duce paintings in the European style. Díaz’s chapter is 
titled, “How We Instructed The Indians of New Spain in 
the Holy Doctrine and of their Conversion: How They 
Were Baptized and Converted into our Holy Faith, and 
We Taught Them the Crafts Used in Spain…” and opens 
with the phrase, “After getting rid of their idolatry and 
all of their evil voices that they practiced.” Díaz then 
continues writing that the Native artists learned how to 
paint so well that he compares three of them (named 
Andrés de Aquino, Juan de la Cruz, and el Crespillo) 
with Apelles, Michelangelo, and Berruguete.48 The 
extirpation of idolatry was necessary for the creation of a 
fertile terrain, so Kubler writes that pre-Hispanic Native 
expressions were either driven underground, mostly out 
of existence, or at best became meaningless. 

This is the political and cultural nature of mono-
theism and its colonial histories. But we should not 
always accept the norm and enunciate it as if it were true 
and pure. Kubler’s only sources for his argument are, 
nonetheless, the Mendicants themselves. Nowhere did 
he cite a consequential Native source, in part because 
many of them were written in Native languages, which, 
as mentioned before, Kubler had divested of any sym-
bolic significance. As we will see, Kubler does this too 
in his essay, “The Behavior of Atahualpa, 1531-1533.”49 
As such, Kubler reiterates what the Mendicant authors 
write, saying that Native artists eagerly turned “to learn 

47   Kubler, The Shape of Time, 58.
48  “De cómo impusimos en muy buenas y santas doctrinas a los Indios de 
la Nueva España, y de su conversión: y de cómo se bautizaron y volvieron a 
nuestra Santa Fe, y les enseñamos oficios que se usan en Castilla, y a tener y 
guardar justicia…“Después de quitadas las idolatrías, y todos los malos vicios 
que se usaban…” Bernal Díaz del Castillo, Historia verdadera de la conquista 
de la Nueva España, chap. CCIX (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1984), 2: 455-62. 
49  Kubler, “The Behavior of Atahualpa, 1531-1533,” 413. 
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the superior techniques and representational habits 
of their European teachers.”50 The term “superior,” is 
certainly charged with an imperial imperative. However, 
“teacher” is a benign term, even though what Kubler 
wants to say is implicitly hierarchical in regard to race 
and ethnicity:

Colonial societies more often than 
not resemble learners with inadequate 
prior training to whom the new experienc-
es are insurmountably difficult, and who 
fall back upon a convenient minimum of 
working knowledge…Rustic arts are the 
principal elements of colonial artistic life.51

Thus, Kubler can complete his study in two 
volumes, a truly heroic work both in terms of the phys-
ical labor and thoughtful architectural history of this 
sixteenth-century enterprise, by employing a biological 
metaphor. What he reinterprets from Focillon, he ap-
plies to the social relations that allowed for the construc-
tion and painting of several monastic churches from the 
mid-sixteenth century in Mexico by these apprentices of 
inadequate training. Kubler asks the reader: “Why did 
Indians of Mexico…accept and reduplicate nearly the 
entire range of European building techniques, without 
the essential loss of deformation?” To which he replies,

…The conventional interpretation 
that Indian peoples were coerced and 
exploited to these ends, against their will, 
and under conditions of slavery, is unsatis-
factory in face of the evidence of texts and 
buildings. It is as if we were to say that the 
growth of a prize crop of corn results only 
from the farmer’s bellicose design against 
nature; his merciless exploitation of water, 
sun, and soil; his ruthless tyranny in de-
priving the seed of the natural conditions 
of growth.  But anyone one will agree that 
the seed is essential, and that without it, 
the farmer’s pains are for nothing. The 
conventional view appears in another form 
of statement: had the Indian peoples been 
left to their own devices, their cultural 
achievement would have been far richer 
and more valuable. This again amounts to 
saying the farmer is at fault for subjecting 

50  Kubler, The Shape of Time, 58.
51  Kubler, The Shape of Time, 112.

plants to any kind of cultivation, good or 
bad, or that the finest fruits will grow from 
the least tended plants.52

But Indigenous artists are not mere plants. 
The Libellus de Medicinalibus Indorum Herbis, first 
written in Nahuatl and then translated into Latin 
in Mexico City around 1552 by two Native stu-
dents from the Colegio de Santa Cruz in Tlatelolco 
(Martinus de la Cruz and Juannes Badianus), was 
sent to Charles V. It is a manuscript that uses Euro-
pean material and form, but represents in its images a 
sense of roots and earth that are different from Europe-
an concepts, because they are based upon Indigenous 
knowledge. As elsewhere, one finds the visualization of 
knowledge and experience as being synthesized not di-
minished. Kubler, nonetheless, mentions in his essay 
“On the Extinction of Pre-Columbian Motifs” that 
“the end of American Indian civilization came by 
total replacement in symbolic matters with signifi-
cant residues surviving only in economically useful 
products, like corn, peanuts, chocolate, and tomatoes 
and potatoes.”53 Kubler could have also mentioned the 
strenuous labor in places such as the mines in Potosí. I 
will not discuss here how much this stance diminishes 
the still rich symbolic life of Mexicans, Mayans, Ande-
ans, and others, but we could ask ourselves how much 
this affirmation diminishes the practice of western art 
history in relationship with the rest of the world. 

 In The Shape of Time, Kubler rejects Focillon’s 
biological metaphors, since, according to him, they 
are historically misleading. One might say that he had 
already proved his point in his early texts. He instead 
focuses on what he means by the “shape of time,” which 
is the history of things that he distinguishes from mate-
rial culture of anthropology that separates artifacts from 
ideas. The history of things reunites ideas and objects—
in short, all materials worked by human hand—under 
the guidance of connected ideas developed in temporal 
sequence, and “From all these things a shape in time 
emerges.” For Kubler then, things become frozen in 
time and become “a visible portrait of the collective 
identity, be it tribe class or nation, a “given to prosper-
ity.”54  Kubler’s notion of a “the history of things” is, in 
fact, rather static and very different from Appadurai’s 
discussion on the social life of things, in which objects 

52  Kubler, Mexican Architecture of the Sixteenth Century, 2: 417-18. 
53  Kubler, “On the Colonial Extinction of the Motifs of Pre-Colum-
bian Art,” 32.
54   Kubler, The Shape of Time, 9.
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are not only seen in relationship to other objects, but 
also as they come in and out of different arenas of value, 
only one of which is aesthetic.55

 Certainly, Kubler was not a Nietzschean. His 
framework was structured only through an enlightened 
sense of rational development embedded in a profound 
pessimism in regard to the colonial Indigenous ability 
to be creative without the nurturing of European artistic 
conventions.  Kubler reveals his rejection of Indigenous 
practices in the colonial world when discussing the case 
of Peru, pointing that: 

The only book is by an itinerant 
mestizo of Quechua language, Felipe 
Guaman Poma de Ayala, who used 
sixteenth-century European book illus-
trations as his models. The subject matter 
alone is Incaic, and this subject matter was 
probably never before portrayed in such 
detail, because of the lack of a native picto-
rial tradition among the Inca peoples.56

Kubler is right in mentioning that the Inca had 
different visual conventions to represent space, time, and 
history, which in spite of everything, Guaman Poma 
deploys subtly. What I want to note about Kubler’s neg-
ative assessment is his identification of Guaman Poma 
as “an itinerant mestizo.” Guaman Poma was neither a 
mestizo, nor itinerant. In calling him mestizo, a deroga-
tory racial classification, Kubler dismisses the work of 
Guaman Poma with a racist phrase.57

55  See Arjun Appadurai, “Introduction: Commodities and the Politics 
of Value,” in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cultural Perspective, 
ed. Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 3-63. 
Kubler’s The Shape of Time is not cited in any of the essays in this book. 
56  Kubler, The Art and Architecture of Ancient America, 334.
57  Kubler, The Art and Architecture of Ancient America, 336-37. When 
Kubler uses the word mestizo to classify Guaman Poma, he does not do it 
naively. For Kubler, Guaman Poma has to be a mestizo because that fits within 
the definitions he used in The Indian Caste of Peru, 1795-1940. It is also 
evident that Kubler does not take into consideration what Guaman Poma 
says of his own social and cultural position, and Kubler does not address his 
negative opinions about mestizos. Kubler calls him a mestizo because Guaman 
Poma uses European forms and iconographies to express using Andean visual 
organizations, concepts, and complaints. This combination is in contradiction 
to Kubler’s concept of purity and Indigenous capacity to be creative using 
their own aesthetics. Or, as John Rowe wrote in his review of The Indian 
Caste of Peru, he concludes that Kubler “would like to see all the backward 
Indians become nice up-to-date mestizos.” See Rowe, “The Indian Caste of 
Peru, 1795-1940,” 97. This is precisely what Kubler does with Guaman Poma, 
although not with a scientific purpose but with the intention to discredit and 
dishonor him. In reality, Kubler knew exactly who Guaman Poma was and 
was aware of his importance. In 1942 Kubler wrote, “the interpretation and 
evaluation of Peruvian archaeology has been aided beyond measure through 
the publication of the facsimile reproduction of an illustrated manuscript 
by Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala (Nueva corónica y buen gobierno, Paris, 

 Kubler could never have abided the idea of 
animism as understood by Descola (1992) or Viveiros 
de Castro’s ontological perspectivism (1998 and 2004) 
based on Plato and Nietzsche. Kubler’s categories are 
absolute. Hence one is confronted with the passage, 
“although a common gradient connects use and beauty, 
the two are irreducibly different: no tool can be fully 
explained as a work of art, nor vice versa.”58 This sound-
ed wonderfully clear for the twentieth-century artist, 
and one can understand why so many of them, such as 
Ad Reinhart59 and Robert Smithson, adopted Kubler’s 
book, which participated in Clement Greenberg’s mod-
ernism: in the self-reference of works of art and medium 
specificity.60 But, can we really explain in a complete 
manner anything based on only one ontological catego-
ry? Or, can any explanation be a complete and finished 
explanation? In declaring such absolutes, Kubler is in 
fact continuing to present pre-Columbian categories of 
creative production as parallel to Western, Renaissance 
categories. This is evidenced in both The Shape of Time 
and later, though in more detail, in his general study of 
pre-Columbian art published by Pelican Press in 1962 
and republished 68 times between 1962 and 2018.61

  Kubler’s study reduces pre-Columbian visual 
aesthetic expression to painting, sculpture, and architec-
ture. Occasionally, he discusses Andean textiles from a 
European, not an Andean, lens. The intellectual course 

1936). Articles dealing with Inca iconography are coming to rely more and 
more heavily upon this text. Juan Larrea presents a brilliant study of an Inca 
symbol, in which the frame of reference is constantly expanded, to account 
for certain aspects of the mythological origin of the Inca dynasty, and even for 
the form of territorial boundary markers. See Juan Larrea, “El yauri, insignia 
incaica,” Revista del Museo Nacional 10 (1941): 25-50. The weak link in the 
argument is the identification of the yauri with the shape of a cross. See Juan 
B. Lastres, “La medicina en la obra de Guaman Poma de Ayala” Revista del 
Museo Nacional 10 (1941): 113-64. Lastres offers a penetrating analysis of the 
Indian chronicler’s character, his authenticity, and the style of his drawings. 
For an excellent biographical and bibliographical study of the same chronicler 
Guaman Poma, see Victor Navarro del Aguila, “Don Felipe Waman Puma. 
Cronista ayacuchano?” Revista universitaria de la Universidad Nacional del 
Cuzco 29 (1939): l08-I35. Henry Wassen also made use of Guaman Poma’s 
illustrations in reconstructing the place values of the Peruvian abacus in “El 
antiguo ábaco peruano según el manuscrito de Guaman Poma,” Ethnologiska 
Studier 11 (1940): 1-30; see also George Kubler “Periodical Literature on 
Latin-American Archaeology 1940-1942,” The Art Bulletin 24, no. 2 (1942): 
182.
58  Kubler, The Shape of Time, 11.
59  For example, see Ad Reinhardt’s review, “Art vs history,” ARTnews 64 
( January 1966), reprinted in Barbara Rose, ed., Art as Art: The Selected Writ-
ings of Ad Reinhardt (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 224.
60   Clement Greenberg, “Avant Garde and Kitsch,” The Partisan Review 6 
(Fall 1939): 34–49; see also Pamela M. Lee, Chronophobia: On Time in the 
Art of the 1960s, 218-57; Henri Zerner, “Kubler and Focillon: A History of 
Things as a Response to the Life of Forms,” 631-636.
61  Kubler’s text was also translated into Spanish in 1988. See George 
Kubler, La configuración del tiempo: Observaciones sobre la historia de las cosas, 
trans. Jorge Luján Muñoz (Madrid: Nerea, 1988).
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of action in The Art and Architecture of Ancient America, 
was not only uncritically accepted, but also bestowed 
with the Charles Rufus Morey Book Award in 1966, an 
award that “honors an especially distinguished book in 
the history of art, published in the English language.”62 
This is the only book of a general study designed as 
a textbook for beginner students that has received 
the Morey award. We can applaud the recognition of 
pre-Columbian art as a field of study. However, in this 
case, pre-Columbian art was not recognized in its own 
terms, but through already established and imposed cat-
egories that could subsume all art. This is indeed another 
colonization of sorts. 

I will conclude by returning to the scene de-
scribed at the beginning of this essay...But first, let us 
hear about the object of concern from Kubler, who 
writes about this class of object several times. And how 
do we reconcile what he says about them and his defin-
ing statement of what he is about in The Shape of Time: 
“…‘the history of things’ is intended to reunite ideas and 
objects under the rubric of visual forms: the term in-
cludes both artifacts and works of art.”63 But all artifacts 
are not the same, especially when pre-Hispanic objects 
are subjected to European superiority and its technical 
imperative of perspective, the arch, etc.  There is only a 
stunted, incomplete, and almost meaningless thing with 
no place in real history.  Such is the kero, which is an 
object of his focus at the end of his survey book of 1959 
and in his 1961 essay, “On the Colonial Extinction of 
Motifs of pre-Columbian Art,” in which he classifies this 
object as representing the category of “explants.” And 
what is an explant? He offers a biological analogy:

Explants. The descendance of a 
small piece of embryo chicken heart has 
flourished since 1912 at the Rockefeller 
Institute in New York as an explanted 
tissue. It has been kept alive outside its 
organism in an appropriate medium.64  The 
term can be borrowed to describe certain 
phenomena of native survival in colonial 
America, as when an isolated theme flour-
ished for a period within the supporting 

62  See https://www.collegeart.org/programs/awards/morey#:~:tex-
t=The%20Charles%20Rufus%20Morey%20Book,published%20in%20
the%20English%20language. Accessed on July 1, 2021.
63  Kubler, The Shape of Time, 9.
64  Kubler is referring here to the work of Alexis Carrel, the Noble Laureate 
for Physiology or Medicine. Carrel and his colleagues at the Rockefeller Insti-
tute established the technique known as “long-term tissue culture.” https://
www.nobelprize.org/prizes/medicine/1912/carrel/biographical/. Accessed 
on July 1, 2021.

medium of colonial institutional life.65

Kubler cites the painted kero as an example of 
an explant that shows “Indians with elaborate costumes 
engaged in ritual actions of Pre-conquest types.”66  Only 
when “the pictorial resources of European civilization 
became available could the history, rites, and customs 
of the Inca peoples be thus illustrated…The painted 
wooden cups called keros, which bear figural scenes, are 
all likewise colonial adaptations of European pictorial 
methods to Native subject matter.”67 This is one of the 
assertions Kubler makes at the beginning of this essay, 
“On the Colonial Extinction of the Motifs of Pre-Co-
lumbian Art,” that these survivals, “these utterances were 
like death cries, and their study pertains to eschatolo-
gy.”68 

As we could read at the beginning of this paper, 
this is not how Choquehuanca understood this ex-
change. It was not a death utterance when he saluted 
Bolivar and gifted him the kero. Kubler only sees the 
new pictorial design on the surface of the kero and not 
the object and act. In other words, for Kubler it is pre-
cisely the new pictorial image that has meaning, because 
it is new and because it is pictorial. He dismisses the rest 
as inconsequential and Andean. Here, he sees European 
conventions and narratives that he describes as deriv-
ative, and thus divested of any continuity of Andean 
expression, which, as we have seen according to Kubler, 
disappeared along with the symbolical content in Native 
languages. These European conventions represent, in 
turn, only extinction, or the explant, as he terms it by 
the biological metaphor.69 Kubler’s categorizations are 
based on European fine arts, as he learned from Aubert 
and Focillon. The vessel, as a form, is not meaningful, 
because it has a function. However, if we return to the 

65  Kubler, “On the Colonial Extinction of the Motifs of Pre-Columbian 
Art,” 31.
66  Kubler, “On the Colonial Extinction of the Motifs of Pre-Columbian 
Art,” 31.
67  Kubler, The Art and Architecture of Ancient America, 336.
68  Kubler, “On the Colonial Extinction of the Motifs of Pre-Columbian 
Art,” 14.
69  See Kubler, “On the Colonial Extinctions of the Motifs of Pre-Co-
lumbian Art,” 32-33. What Kubler does not say is that for such an explant 
to remain vibrant as opposed to degenerating, embryo extracts were needed 
to be introduced into the “serial culturing technique.” That is if one were 
to extend his metaphor at all, it is radically changed, as Kubler does not 
recognize the necessity of the constant infusion of the living, and therefore, 
new culture. See Lijing Jiang, “Alexis Carrel’s Tissue Culture Techniques,” 
The Embryo Project, Arizona State University, https://embryo.asu.edu/
pages/alexis-carrels-tissue-culture-techniques. Accessed on November 5, 
2017; see also Kristopher Driggers, “The Medium that Sustained the Chicken 
Heart: An Ancient Motif in a Codex Durán Painting,” Latin American and 
Latinx Visual Culture 2, no. 4 (2020): 84-87.  
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almost forgotten exchange between Bolivar and Cho-
quehuanca in the high plains of the southern Andes, this 
same wooden vessel is the focal point of their inter-
action. And here we can see that the history of things 
is not merely a prime object, or a sequence of artistic 
media, genres, and the categories to which Kubler limits 
his discussion ontologically. Instead, the object and 
the action are critical in regard to the sequence and the 
space of the object in human history. 

To explain what I mean here and with what I 
began this essay, I finish narrating a Renaissance en-
counter on November 15, 1532, an encounter that also 
occurred in a remote part of the Andes, in Cajamarca. 
Here a transcendental event took place, one that has 
been retold innumerable times in novels, theatrical plays, 
and paintings. It is one that Kubler discusses in his essay 
on Atahualpa, where he argues that although Atahual-
pa’s capture is typically written about from the European 
point of view, his project is a “treatment of cultural 
behaviour, as manifested by the Indians and more par-
ticularly by Atahualpa.”70 But Kubler’s interpretation of 
Atahualpa’s behavior is solely based on European terms 
and texts. In other words, Kubler does precisely what he 
criticizes about previous studies.71

Kubler rules out the possibility that Atahualpa 
recognized himself as a semidivine being, as understood 
from an Andean perspective. For Kubler, Atahualpa sees 
the illiterate Francisco Pizarro as a man with the same 
subject formation as himself and therefore sees Pizarro 
through a European gaze. Kubler takes the official histo-
ry as narrated by the majority of the chroniclers to con-
strue Atahualpa as someone who thought and acted like 
a modern man. Thus, when the Dominican fray Vicente 
Valverde offered the bible to Atahualpa, he threw the 

70  George Kubler, “The Behavior of Atahualpa, 1531-1533,” 413.
71  Kubler writes, “The story of the capture and death of the Inca Ata-
hualpa has been told innumerable times and always from the point of view 
of Pizarro. It is among the entrancing narratives of history, for the principals 
were a condottiere and a king without the law. The stake was an empire, and 
the outcome was an instance of tragic triumph.  Hence the story has attracted 
literary men and poets. But rarely is it possible in their splendid narratives to 
catch sight of the drives and motives intrinsic to Indian culture. The story falls 
so easily into the pattern of the tragedies of the Renaissance in Europe, with 
deeds of transcendent virtue and the fall of a monarch, that students have 
been reluctant to sacrifice the literary quality of the events for a less dramatic 
treatment of cultural behavior, as manifested by the Indians and more partic-
ularly by Atahualpa. Hence, in spite of the precarious and illegitimate nature 
of Atahualpa’s authority, he tends to appear in the narrative art as a kind of 
king by divine right; as a king wronged, or as a fantastic potentate serving as 
the foil for Pizarro’s audacity. On the whole, literature has regarded Pizarro 
as the enigma, the problem, or the object of empathy, and few writers have 
shown dispassionate interest in the highly significant record of Atahualpa’s 
behavior during the crisis of Peruvian Indian culture from 1531 to 1533. To 
recount this behavior, we shall begin with the events of Pizarro’s first visit to 
Peru.” See Kubler, “The Behavior of Atahualpa, 1531-1533,” 413.

book to the ground, a sacrilegious act from a European 
stance, one which initiated his capture and the conquest 
of the Inca empire. 

 Titu Cusi Yupanqui, nephew of Atahualpa, 
tells us a different story, one that seems irrelevant to 
Kubler.72 He begins by describing the first encounter 
between Atahualpa and Hernando de Soto, Diego de 
Trujillo, and Hernando Pizarro at the Inca camp outside 
of Cajamarca on November 15, 1532. Titu Cusi Yupan-
qui imbues this first reunion with a significance that 
differs from the one described in the Spanish accounts, 
one that does not appear to be disconnected from the 
subsequent battle in Cajamarca. He writes:

My Uncle Atahualpa at that time 
was in Cajamarca, [and] he received them 
[de Soto and Hernando Pizarro] very 
well, giving to one of them a golden cup 
in which to drink the liquid that we use. 
The Spaniard, in receiving it in his hand, 
poured it out which enraged my uncle. 
After this, the two Spaniards gave my un-
cle a letter or book or I do not know what 
saying that it was the quilca [image  writ-
ing] of God and of the king, and my uncle 
as he felt offended by the spilling of the 
chicha, which is what our drink is called, 
took the letter or whatever it was [and] 
threw it away, saying, “How do I know 
what (it is that) you give me, leave, get out 
of here,” and the Spaniards returned to 
their companions....73

Titu Cusi Yupanqui is the only author to suggest 
that the Spaniards presented some kind of writing to 
Atahualpa during this first reunion. As such, he con-
founds the acts of exchange that took place on this day 
with those on November 16, 1532. However, he does 
so, not because he is confused about the chronology of 
the events of these two days, but instead because he sees 
them in a continuum. The events of the first reunion are 

72  To study the difference between the Titu Cusi and Spanish accounts 
of Cajamarca, see Thomas B.F. Cummins, “Trois récits divergents des 
événements de Cajamarca: les Chroniques de Cristóbal de Mena, Titu Cusi 
Yupanqui et Guamán Poma de Ayala,” in L’Inca et Conquistador, ed. Paz 
Núñez-Regueiro (Paris: Musée du quai Branly, 2015), 30-47.
73  Diego de Castro y Titu Cusi Yupanqui, “Instrucción del Ynga D. Diego 
de Castro Tito Cussi Yupanqui para el muy ilustre Señor el Licenciado Lope 
García de Castro, Gobernador que fue destos Reinos del Pirú, tocante a los 
negocios que con su Majestad en su nombre por su poder ha de tratar, la cual 
es esta que se sigue,” in En el ecuentro de dos mundos: los Incas de Vilcabamba, 
ed. M. del Carmen (Martín Rubio Madrid: Atlas, 1988), 128.
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a prelude to the confrontation that takes place the day 
after when the Inca and his army: 

 broke camp, not with weapons 
to fight nor armor to defend themselves, 
but with tumis or what we call our knives 
for hunting new llamas which is what we 
call our livestock, and lazos [most prob-
ably ayllus or bolas] and they said it was 
for the horses that appeared for the first 
time ever; and they took the tumis and 
knives in order to cut off their heads and 
legs, not paying any account to the so few 
people [the Spaniards] or who they were. 
And when my uncle arrived at Cajamarca, 
the Spaniards received him...and said that 
they had come by order of the Viracocha 
to tell them who he was. And my uncle as 
he heard what they said, paid attention to 
them and kept silent and gave one of them 
something to drink in the same manner as 
described above to see if they would spill it 
out like the other two. It was just as before, 
they neither drank it nor paid it any heed. 
And seeing how little importance they 
paid to these things, he said “since you pay 
no importance to me, I wish nothing to 
do with you.” And so, he arose furious and 
cried as if he wished to kill the Spaniards. 
And the Spaniards who were there on alert 
seized the four gateways that were in the 
plaza where they were which was walled 
all around. 74

The point of relating this historic event 
from the Andean point of view is to bring this 
discussion full circle in the fullness of time 
with the artwork of the kero (fig. 3). Here an 
Andean object and action, both of extreme 
significance, were at the center of a great cultur-
al conflagration, which in Andean terms and 
values reveals its own “configuration of space,” 
an eschatology of sorts: the end of the Inca 
Empire. However, the history and use of this 
object did not die out, but instead, in the Andes 
in 1825, it acknowledges and greets a new and 
hopeful world. Kubler dismisses the kero as an 
explant, like a chicken embryo. I do not believe 

74  De Castro y Yupanqui, “Instrucción de Ynga D. Diego de Castro Titu 
Cussi Yupanqui,” 129-30.

it was so, and I suspect neither did Bolivar nor 
Choquehuanca. 
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Figure 3. Unidentified artist (Peru), Inca Qero, ca. 1500, wood, H. 4 5/8 
× Diam. 4 in. (11.7 × 10.2 cm). Metropolitan Museum of Art, Gift of 
Nathan Cummings, 2004 (artwork in the public domain)


