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2020 ELEANOR GREENHILL SYMPOSIUM 
 
[Keynote Address] 
 
Dr. Vanessa K. Davidson, Curator of Latin American Art, The Blanton Museum of Art 
Oscar Muñoz: Invisibilia 
 
Vanessa Davidson received a B.A. in Hispano-American Literature from Harvard University, 
and studied Latin American art and Argentine poetry at the Universidad de Buenos Aires, 
Argentina, as well as Portuguese at the Universidade de São Paulo. She has worked at the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, as well as the Metropolitan Museum of Art. She was awarded a 
Fulbright-Hays Fellowship to conduct dissertation research in Argentina and Brazil in 2009, and 
received her Ph.D. in 20th Century Latin American Art History from the Institute of Fine Arts, 
New York University, in 2011. She worked at Phoenix Art Museum as Shawn and Joe Lampe 
Curator of Latin American Art for eight years, during which time she organized twelve major 
exhibitions, two of which traveled internationally. She assumed her role as Curator of Latin 
American Art at the Blanton Museum of Art in October 2019. 
 
 
 
 
[Speakers] 
 
Crystal Rosenthal  
Ritual Movement & Social Mobility in the Art of Roman Liberti 
 
The ambiguous status of Roman liberti, freed slaves, has long occupied the attention of scholars 
seeking to situate this population, and their art, within the socially-acceptable avenues of cultural 
production. With little or no access to other forms of public, monumental self-representation, 
freedmen used funerary monuments to give shape to their social and commemorative concerns: 
assimilation into Roman society, the preservation of the individual and collective memories, the 
assertion of status, and paving the way for their freeborn sons. Drawing on elite written records, 
older scholarship often characterized non-elite patrons as passive consumers of elite visual 
culture who imitate elite models blindly. However, the visual evidence of funerary reliefs erected 
by freedmen themselves diverges from these narratives. In monuments, such as the Tomb of the 
Haterii, liberti portray themselves as participants in ritual procession and funerary rites identical 
to or very nearly resembling those reserved for Roman aristocracy. Such imagery clashes with 
modern assertions that liberti “had no hope, no ambition, no thought to break into the ranks of 
the local, much less the imperial elite.” One way to reconcile the legal and social constraints of 
freedmen with the visual evidence is to consider such “aspirational” representations within the 
larger context of social (im)mobility. I argue that by leveraging the iconography of elite ritual 
movement, liberti art performs a social role reversal aimed at sanitizing the stigma of servitude 
while asserting concomitant claims to legitimacy in Roman society. I propose that freed culture 
did not simply imitate that of the ruling orders, but rather participated in a dialogue about social 
values that served as a basis for the emergence of alternatives to the elite cursus honorum. If 
liberti could not overcome the stigma of servitude in life through personal accomplishment, their 
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hopes of integration into a higher level of Roman society could be partially fulfilled through 
visual representation.  
 
Crystal Rosenthal is a Roman art historian and urbanist specializing in representations of 
otherness and alternative histories of urban habitation in the late Republic and early Empire. 
Before matriculating at UT, Crystal taught Latin at both the pre-collegiate and collegiate levels. 
She holds a BA from Colorado College in Classical Languages and an MA in Classical 
Archaeology from the University of Colorado at Boulder. A second-year doctoral student, her 
scholarship focuses on urban movement as a social phenomenon.  
 
 
 
Alexandra Mendez 
“A City of Spaces:” Juan Carlos Alom’s Havana Solo, Periodo Especial, and the Cuban Urban 
Imaginary  
 
The “special period during times of peace” marked a new era of economic scarcity for Cuba after 
the withdrawal of essential Soviet subsidies. Juan Carlos Alom’s photo essay “Periodo Especial” 
documents this critical point of transition. Commenting on the importance of his work, Alom 
notes: “Photography united us as a group and as individuals; an urban tribe that survived the 
irreparable effects that the Special Period left on all the generations to come.” Alom’s interest in 
urbanity and specifically the making of an urban community and citizenry can be read more 
clearly in his later works, particularly his short film “Habana Solo” (2000) where the artist traces 
the city's various “urban harmonies.” This paper reads Alom’s work through the lens of his 
relationship to the development and historic portrayal of the city of Havana. Using urbanity as a 
conceptual thread I argue Alom’s “Periodo Especial” and “Havana Solo” not only complicate 
binaries of public and private space but also speak to the role of urban identity in crafting an 
alternative vision of the ideal Cuban revolutionary citizen.  
 
Alexandra Mendez was born and raised in San Juan, Puerto Rico and is in her first year pursuing 
her masters in Latin American Art History at the University of Texas at Austin. Alexandra 
graduated with honors with a dual degree in English and Sociology from Williams College and 
worked at the Williams College Museum of Art during her time as an undergraduate. Alexandra 
received a fellowship to conduct independent research in Havana where she completed a month-
long residency in the Fototeca de Cuba. She graduated with a Fulbright grant to teach English in 
Asturias, Spain. Alexandra's research interests now center on photography, practices of 
exhibition, architectural history, and cultural policy in contemporary Cuba. She is currently a 
graduate teaching fellow at the Blanton Museum of Art.  
 
 
 
Olivia Weber 
Margaret Had a Little Lamb: Pastoral Visions of the Burgundian Court 
 
The purpose of this paper is to focus on the varying presentations and interpretations of the 
pastoral in various art objects associated with the Burgundian court. In medieval France, the 
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literary genre of the pastoral served as a form of entertainment and escapism amongst the 
societal elite. Terry Gifford defines the pastoral as “poems or dramas of a specific formal type in 
which supposed shepherds talk to each other, usually in pentameter verse, about their work or 
their loves, with (mostly) idealized descriptions of their countryside.” While literary 
contributions to the pastoral genre from the Duchy of Burgundy are limited, the pastoral theme 
permeates artistic works consumed by members of the court. Le Château de Germolles, a 
residence of Margaret of Flanders, Duchess of Burgundy (1350–1405), was constructed in the 
late fourteenth century as a pastoral escape in the countryside outside of Beaune, France. 
The manor house employs a decorative program dedicated to sheep-rearing––including tilework, 
wall painting, woodwork, and statues––, an unusual thematic choice for decorative works in the 
fourteenth century.  Most notably, Margaret of Flanders installed a statuary within the château’s 
courtyard that portrayed the duchess and her husband, the duke, as a shepherdess and shepherd 
surrounded by sheep. The presentation of the Duchess of Burgundy as a shepherdess is 
problematic, as the shepherdess is a highly sexualized archetype in pastoral poetry. This 
problematic presentation prompts us to ask if the duchess was referencing pastoral literature in 
the design of her château or if she was looking outside of the pastoral genre. Investigation of the 
art and architecture of the château has the potential to reveal the multivalent interpretations of the 
pastoral in late-medieval Burgundy. 
 
Olivia is a second-year doctoral student at the University of Texas at Austin. In 2016, she 
received her B.A. in Art History and the title of John C. Young Scholar from Centre College in 
Danville, Kentucky. She received her M.A. in Art History from the George Washington 
University in Washington, D.C. in 2018. Olivia's current research focuses on Netherlandish 
tapestry, Franco-Flemish artworks of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and the court culture 
of the Duchy of Burgundy. 
 
 
 
Martha Scott Burton 
LaToya Ruby Frazier’s The Last Cruze:  Redressing the Pitfalls of Social Documentary 
Photography 
 
The politics of representation and aestheticization of suffering within social documentary 
photography have been addressed by scholars such as Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Martha Rosler, 
Allan Sekula and Susan Sontag in previous decades.  Contemporary artist LaToya Ruby Frazier, 
since the publication of her monograph The Notion of Family, has been situated within this genre 
due to her investment in revealing the financial, social and physical effects of industrialism on 
working-class American families and communities.  Her most recent body of work, The Last 
Cruze, consists of portraits and interviews with local union workers and families affected by the 
“unallocation” of the Lordstown Assembly Complex by General Motors.  In September 2019, 
the series was presented in its fullest form as an exhibition-cum-installation at The Renaissance 
Society in Chicago.  While Frazier’s work aligns with historical themes and objectives in social 
documentary practices, the visual and textual means by which Frazier counteracts the pitfalls of 
social documentary photography have not been sufficiently analyzed.  This paper extends 
Saidiya Hartman’s scholarship on the “repressive effects of empathy” and spectacularizaton of 
black suffering to The Last Cruze and interweaves Tina Campt’s theoretical proposals about the 
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“lower range of intensities” in certain images.  I argue that Frazier is actively disallowing the co-
option of subject personhood in The Last Cruze and, in so doing, barring the viewer from 
becoming a spectator.  These strategies dismantle the primary means of consciousness-raising 
upon which the genre depends:  viewer cross-identification through empathy.  As such, Frazier 
and her practice are not only a thematic “update,” but an epistemological redress of the structural 
exploitations inherent to the genre of social documentary photography.  
 
Martha Scott is an M.A. Candidate, working under the direction of Dr. Cherise Smith.  Her 
research focuses on identity formation in modern and contemporary visual culture, histories of 
photography and the politics of narrative.  She has held curatorial and research positions at the 
Georgia O'Keeffe Museum, Whitney Museum of American Art, The Morgan Library and 
Museum and the Studio Museum in Harlem.  She has been published in the exhibition catalogues 
for Hélio Oiticica: To Organize Delirium, Peter Hujar: Speed of Life, for The Studio Museum in 
Harlem Magazine, and in caa.reviews. 
 
 
 
 
 


