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DRAFT 1
OR THE PERPETUITY OF THE NATIONAL VOTE
- PIECES FROM THE BACHUÉ PROJECT 
COLLECTION > Y2K

The triumph of the NO campaign in the plebiscite 
that was held on October 2nd this year clearly de-
monstrated the influence that the national devotion 
to the Sacred Heart of Jesus still has over the 
Colombian people1.

Colombia’s consecration to this religious icon on 
June 22nd 1902 and the construction of its corres-
ponding parish and commemorative Church of the 
National Vote were linked to the Thousand Days’ 
War, representing an attempt to secure peace 
between liberals and conservatives. These acts also 
followed an announcement made by Pope Leo XIII 
on June 11th 1899, who “had consecrated mankind 
to the Sacred Heart of Jesus”2. Since then, people 
have turned to this icon as their savior whenever they 
are feeling overcome by the violence that threatens 
“life, family and social justice, creating an environ-
ment of corruption where there is no respect for 
human dignity, a consequence of having forsaken 
God”3.

1  BBC MUNDO. (2016). El rol de las iglesias 
cristianas evangélicas en la victoria del “No” en el plebiscito 
de Colombia. October 5. Available at: http://www.bbc.com/
mundo/noticias-america-latina-37560320 
2  PARROQUIA DEL SAGRADO CORAZÓN DE 
JESÚS
BASÍLICA MENOR VOTO NACIONAL. (n.d.) Historia – 
orígenes. Available at: http://www.votonacional.com.co/
historia.htm
3 EL TIEMPO. (2004). Colombia se consagra al 
Sagrado Corazón. Bogota: June 18. Available at: http://www.
eltiempo.com/archivo/documento/MAM-1515596 

This official consecration only lost its legal effect in 
August 1994, when the Constitutional Court ruled 
that this was in violation to the principles of freedom 
of religion and equality established in the 1991 
Constitution. The court therefore ruled that Article 
2 of Law 1 (1952) – which ratified the country’s con-
secration to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, and which 
had to be renewed every year  – was unenforceable.

In 1957, a plebiscite was held in an attempt to put 
an end to another particularly violent period between 
the godos and cachiporros – the conservatives and 
the liberals – known as The Violence. Among other 
things, the result of the plebiscite established a 
National Front, which ensured that power would be 
alternated between the two traditional parties for a 
period of sixteen years.

Some of those who had been excluded from the 
National Front (such as the communists) and many 
rural workers and tenant farmers who had suffered 
as a result of the State’s failure to fulfill agreements 
were inspired by the triumph of the Cuban Revo-
lution, and sought to take power using a combina-
tion of combat techniques. The ongoing system of 
oligarchy, the inability of successive governments to 
control the country, and the absence of a democratic 
leader who could summon the collective will of the 
people, or a dictator who could unite the country – 
even if it was to rise up against him – resulted in the 
long, futile and endless armed conflict and acts of 
terrorism that still persist today.

From 1964 onwards, the struggle of this frustra-
ted mob of forgotten peasants and farmers became 
brutal and vicious as the guerrilla movement gained 
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strength. The rebels devastated remote areas, and 
even kidnapped and extorted other peasants, who in 
turn started to form paramilitary groups in response 
to this criminal harassment from the “liberators of 
the people”.

Both sides, convinced of the justice of their cause 
and abusing the use of weapons, subjected the “civil 
population” to a resurgence of excessive and indis-
criminate violence. This has since been financed 
by profits from drug-trafficking, illegal mining and 
the sale of contraband goods, which are all made 
possible by the control of large areas of land, co-
rruption and the lack of an effective justice system. 

Today, the paramilitary groups have submitted them-
selves to justice through a program that was specifi-
cally negotiated with them, while the few that did not 
went on to form the so-called ‘Bacrim’ or criminal 
gangs, which are closely linked to the ongoing and 
ever-present problem of petty crime. 
 
After many years of fruitless efforts, we are now 
close to concluding a peace agreement with the 
FARC [Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia], 
and to starting formal negotiations with the ELN 
[National Liberation Army]. Following the public 
rejection of the agreement, it is hoped that the 
current period of adjustment will culminate in the 
demobilization of nearly 6,000 guerrilla soldiers, their 
reintegration into civil life and their pursuit of power 
by constitutional means. 

This selection of pieces from the collection is 
intended to demonstrate the mark that this political 
evolution in Colombia has left on our society.

JOSÉ DARÍO GUTIÉRREZ
Director, Project Bachué
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ALMIGHTY
2003 

In the early 1980s, Pablo Escobar – who was still a 
politician at the time – built and donated houses to 
the poorest inhabitants of the impoverished neigh-
borhoods to the east of Medellin. His populist acts 
of generosity towards these communities helped 
transform him into a figure of admiration and even 
of hero worship for the 16,000 inhabitants of the pre-
sent-day neighborhood that bears his name illegally, 
as the city’s authorities have never allowed the name 
of Pablo Escobar to become a form of commemora-
tion. The deaths of over 4000 civilians, politicians, 
police officers, journalists, judges and even criminals 
that have been attributed to Colombia’s ultimate 
drug trafficker have not been enough to find fault 
with a man who many have come to see as a saint-li-
ke figure, justifying his crimes as the logical behavior 
of a pure-hearted man under pressure from his de-
tractors. For those who perceive Pablo Escobar as a 
religious figure representing humility and generosity 
in terms of material belongings, the Colombian state 
is the real enemy: one that has never looked out for 
their best interests or shown any concern for their 
needs. For these communities, the Colombian state 
is really responsible for all those deaths.

The people of Antioquia, Escobar’s native region, 
are considered among the most traditional in 
Colombia, highly devoted to the Catholic religion 
and to religious iconography. One of the most deeply 
rooted icons in the country’s collective memory is the 
Sagrado Corazón de Jesús – the Sacred Heart of 
Jesus – which pays tribute to Christ’s feelings of love 
for humanity. Ever since 1902, when Colombia was 

A AR ,R GU E M NB L R A

officially consecrated to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, 
this image’s influence has spread dramatically. As 
well as becoming the most popular Catholic icon 
owned by Colombian households, its mass produc-
tion has transformed it into a kind of ‘kitsch’ object 
quite aside from its religious dimension, making it the 
most commonly recognized image of Pop culture in 
the country.

The Antioquian artist Germán Arrubla has explored 
these two opposing concepts of sainthood and 
found that during the most critical moments of 
Escobar’s reign of terror the trinity of divine attri-
butes – omniscience, omnipresence and omnipo-
tence – perfectly summed up the limitless power 
of the man known as el Patrón. His influence was 
felt everywhere, from government institutions to the 
streets of the poorest neighborhoods, transforming 
Medellin into a paranoid city where any murmur of 
suspicion against Escobar was easily silenced.

At first glance, Arrubla’s Almighty seems to be a 
humorous and absurd combination of two opposing 
but instantly recognizable images that have been 
integrated into one work. However, beyond this first 
impression we can see how Arrubla has established 
a relationship between these political, religious and 
cultural phenomena, and the painful contradictions 
underpinning Colombia’s complex history. 
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Arrubla, Germán, Digital print, manipulation and assemblage

97 x 68 cm, 2003, Omnipotente

In his work, the act of identifying a hero to follow 
depends on the power of manipulation that each 
leader holds over their people, and even on how 
often their image is seen by the public. Only Pablo 
Escobar has managed to generate such an aura of 
divinity that despite his condemnation in Colombian 
history, his tomb has become a site of pilgrimage for 
his loyal devotees. 
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A ,R F ET U LO PR I E

VIN MARIANI OR RETRO COCA COLA
2015 

A vault in Atlanta holds one of the best-kept secrets 
in the modern world: the recipe for Coca Cola, 
worth millions of dollars. We now know that part 
of the original recipe contained coca leaf extract, 
which is what gave the drink its name, its energi-
zing effect and possibly its addictiveness as a cold 
beverage. However, the subsequent stigmatization 
of narcotics due to their side effects, their associa-
tion with tax evasion, smuggling and capital flight 
– and the consequent fight to the death between 
the drug cartels – led to the recipe being changed 
at the beginning of the twentieth century. This has 
not, however, stopped the spread of urban legends 
suggesting that the most popular commercial drink 
in the world still contains cocaine.

The fact that this myth is still discussed – fueled 
and protected by the idea of this top-secret recipe – 
implies that the illegality of drugs has an ambiguous 
and convenient effect for large North American 
companies. This is comparable only to the arms 
trade, or excessive control over nuclear weapons, 
which the United States condemns while at the 
same time having a monopoly over this area. 

Felipe Arturo questions the double standards that 
inhabit the notion of legality and crime by referring to 
a drink called Vin Mariani, a historical precedent to 
Coca Cola which was popular in the Church at the 
end of the nineteenth century. It is known that some 
Popes enjoyed this drink, which combined alcohol 
with the effects of coca. Therefore, the stigmatiza-
tion of a plant which was essential to some ancient 

civilizations could be seen as a paradigm of the 
strange ways in which cultural hegemonies operate: 
the rejection of an ethnic group’s heritage and social 
values in favor of the trivialization and hedonistic dis-
semination of an ancient spiritual practice. 

With this idea in mind, Arturo views Vin Mariani as 
“a cultural melting pot”, presenting through his work 
the meeting of two civilizations shaped by the trans-
cendental, mystical and stimulating effects of the 
coca plant of indigenous America, and the intoxica-
ting and delirious effects of European wine. With its 
name, a tribute to the Virgin Mary, the narcotic drink 
seems to be absolved of all guilt, and by contrast, 
returned to the status of a religious experience 
directly endorsed by the Church and its represen-
tatives. 

Interview with Felipe Arturo. September 11, 2016.

WORLD OF COCA-COLA. (2011). Coca Cola moves its secret 

formula.  Available at: https://www.worldofcoca-cola.com/me-

dia-alert/coca-cola-moves-its-secret-formula/ 
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Arturo, Felipe, Installation, Wooden shelf, glass bottles, wine and coca leaves, 60 x 65 x 20 cm, 2015,

Vin Mariani or Coca Cola retro - Edition 1 / 3
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ALPARGATAS FROM ZURATOQUE
2013 

This project by Marcos Ávila Forero was motivated 
by the forced displacement of 350 families to 
Zuratoque (in the Santander region of Colombia) 
as the result of hostilities from various sides of the 
armed conflict. These families came from across 
the country and found shelter in this village as they 
waited for help from the State to ensure them a 
decent standard of living. After hearing about this 
community, Ávila Forero interviewed those affected, 
asking them to tell him about the moment when 
they had had to leave their homes. They wrote their 
stories on a jute sack, which they later used to make 
alpargatas, a traditional type of shoe from the region.

Before the sacks were unraveled to be made into 
these shoes, Ávila made a record of the texts that 
had been inscribed into the fibers. In cases where 
family members were illiterate, he even wrote down 
the stories himself as they recounted them. 

As the testimonies materialized into an object sym-
bolizing the traditions of these rural communities, as 
well as the act of walking to survive, Ávila’s project 
illustrates the alarming problems faced by Colom-
bia’s rural population. 

These include insecurity, poor access to education, 
a poor quality of life, being overlooked by authorities, 
and the State’s convenient memory lapses when it 
comes to helping those in disputed territory who find 
themselves in the cross-fire between the army, the 
paramilitary groups and the guerrillas. 

Á FV O RAI R CL E OO MA R S,

The alpargatas, which can be found at cultural exhi-
bitions as an important part of the cultural heritage 
of people from different regions of the country, are 
sadly transformed into a symbol of migration. This 
is particularly poignant in the testimonies left those 
who have been forced from their land, as they often 
say that their clothes were the only belongings that 
they were able to salvage before abandoning their 
homes. The appropriation of their experiences into 
the folklore and oral traditions of the region is further 
evident in a powerful testimony that accompanies 
the collection of photographs: one displaced person 
transforms his story into a musical composition 
which speaks of yearning, frustration, family ties 
and death.

This is not only time that Ávila Forero has looked to 
Colombian modern history to expose the political 
and social tensions that have hounded the civilian 
population and caused the mass displacement 
of people across the country. As with his other 
projects, Ávila Forero is fully aware that his work 
will not help these displaced people return to their 
land. However, he does attempt to raise awareness 
of their testimonies which, given their oral nature 
and the lack of support to help substantiate them, 
are unlikely to ever be legitimized before a court. 
The voicelessness of these indigenous and rural 
communities and their helplessness in this situation 
has resulted in the loss of their land and impunity for 
the perpetrators.  

This piece from the Alpargatas from Zuratoque co-
llection was exhibited in the Palais de Tokyo in Paris 
in 2012.
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Ávila Forero, Marcos , Installation, Photography, object and 

audio, 150 x 100 cm, 2013, Alpargatas from Zuratoque, Jute 

Sack # 7

REVISTA ARCADIA. (2013). Desplazados colombianos protago-

nizan exposición en París.  Bogota: April 22. Available at: http://

www.revistaarcadia.com/agenda/articulo/desplazados-colom-

bianos-protagonizan-exposicion-paris/31818  

W RADIO. (2013). Los campesinos desplazados de Colombia 

protagonizan una muestra en París. Bogota: April 20. Available 

at: http://www.wradio.com.co/noticias/actualidad/los-campesi-

nos-desplazados-de-colombia-protagonizan-una-muestra-en-pa-

ris/20130420/nota/1885058.aspx
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B WA IH LO L AS I, M

TONGUE
2015

In 1962, upon the publication of the book entitled 
Violence in Colombia: a study of a social process, 
people became aware for the first time of the truth 
behind the terrible stories told about what mankind 
was capable of doing to the bodies of his enemies. 
The chapter entitled ‘Thanatomania in Colombia’ 
not only describes the different types of systema-
tic torture and fragmentation of the human body, 
but also uses photos to illustrate some of these 
examples. The title was appropriate because the 
text did not focus on isolated cases but instead 
described a process that seemed to have become 
a macabre tradition of branding an opponent’s body 
with a symbolic condemnation of his actions. 

In his piece Tongue, Bahos points to the punish-
ment of silence and the exposed cut as a threat or 
symbol of repression. The ‘Thanatomania’ exposed 
by the researchers in the pioneering study Violence 
in Colombia revealed behavior that in time became 
more and more common: an awareness that exhi-
biting the mutilated body of an opponent was an 
effective way of generating terror and commu-
nicating what would happen to those who were 
against them. Bahos presents the abject image of 
the severed tongue to us with tremendous technical 
skill, like a detailed Baroque still life. The synthetism 
of the composition presents a terrible Colombian 
problem from the artist’s perspective:

“The piece arose from my desire to explore silence. 
Although silence should be a voluntary act broken 
only by our need to communicate with others, 

we often find that it is violently imposed upon us 
by various armed groups, and often facilitated by 
agents of the State to silence the voices of those 
who dare to criticize them. And even though the act 
of silencing through the subjugation of the body can 
be a very violent act, there is even more violence in 
the induced silence of those who could and perhaps 
would want to speak but do not do so for fear of 
suffering the same fate as those who dared to speak 
up.”

BAHOS, WILLIAM. (n.d.). William Bahos. Available at: https://

williambahos.wordpress.com/ 

Interview with William Bahos, September 9, 2016.
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Bahos, William, Painting, Oil on canvas, 145 x 145 cm, 2014, Tongue
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B WA IH LO L AS I, M

OF STRONG CHARACTER
2015 

Rubber boots have long been associated with the 
war in Colombia: they are typically worn by members 
of the insurgency and therefore, in the context of 
camouflaged armed groups, they are what diffe-
rentiates those at the margin of the law from those 
representing institutional power. 

However, rubber boots are also worn by laborers in 
rural areas as they are durable, comfortable, cheap 
and suited to the dense geography of the region. 
This symbolic ambiguity in relation to rubber boots 
has led to stigmatization; on the one hand they are 
associated with illegality and violence; on the other 
hand, they are linked to humility and submission. 
In fact, the illegal armed groups consist largely of 
laborers who live in the rugged rural areas of the 
country. It can therefore be argued that the humble 
existence of the laborer and the State’s lack of 
concern about their living conditions has helped 
lead to the growth of the revolutionary groups and 
the consequent formation of paramilitary groups to 
control these territories. Those who could not see a 
viable future in agriculture, fishing or raising livestock 
– whether because they have been forced off their 
land or because paramilitary control of the area has 
left them without security, to the benefit of others – 
left their boots on but changed into a camouflaged 
uniform.

The peasants’ boots are therefore not just a symbol 
of identity in this cyclical process, but an essential 
tool for surviving the adverse conditions in these 
mountainous regions, either due to long working 

days in the field, or ongoing military campaigns.  

In this project, Bahos explores the multiple interpre-
tations of these objects based on his experience as 
a descendent of laborers from the Cauca region. 
The boots are always “present and correct” – to 
echo the jargon of military command – denoting the 
obedience and subordination of the armed troops. 
However, if we transfer this sense of strength and 
constancy to the laborer, it has the opposite conno-
tation: it symbolizes their determination, their dedica-
tion to and defense of the land, their discipline and 
their daily lives. For the artist, Of strong character 
explores this dual interpretation, where the rigidity 
of the boots ‘is a symbol of struggle; not for power, 
but for the dignity of rural people.’

BAHOS, WILLIAM. (n.d). William Bahos. Available at: https://

williambahos.wordpress.com/ 

Interview with William Bahos, September 9, 2016.
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Bahos, William, Drawing, Pencil (graphite) on paper, 147 x 97 cm, 2015, Of strong character
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B ,A AR LA BA R OY E T

THE FABLE OF THE BIRDS
2011

The political history of the Americas is linked to na-
turalistic observation and the search for a scientific 
direction that would allow a sense of identity to be 
found through the close inspection of the territory’s 
natural and geographical conditions. The genesis 
of the pro-independence movement in Colombia 
can be traced back to groups of scientists and in-
tellectuals who, when exploring the country’s great 
natural wealth, began to understand the Spanish 
monarchy’s desire to cling on to their colonies and 
saw these qualities as a potential reward for rising 
up against the crown. Among the discoveries found 
in these investigations, some products such as 
flowers, plants and birds emerged as the desired 
symbols of national unity while at the same time 
representing an economic power founded on agri-
culture. Similarly, the great variety of birds allowed 
for the creation of visual icons that embodied both 
exoticism and greatness: the Andean condor would 
eventually appear on the Colombian coat of arms.

If part of Colombia’s history can be understood in 
the light of scientific events such as the Botanical 
Expedition, Alberto Baraya proposes a ‘Bolivarian 
ornithology’, a reconstruction and retelling of the 
wars and conflicts that produced the structure of 
the Nation, through a story told using dissected 
birds. Baraya visited natural history museums and 
ornithological collections to obtain the characters 
for this story in the form of taxidermy. By doing so, 
he realized that telling the story with animals points 
to the humanization of the beasts in the fable and to 
the very structure of this type of tale. However, the 

exhibition of corpses also tells a story in which death 
is a constant element of the narrative: in this case, 
the history of Colombia.

Baraya has previously explored the political and 
social connotations of the Botanical Expedition in 
his piece The Herbarium of artificial plants (2009). 
The fable of the birds enters into direct conversation 
with this series by creating a catalogue of species 
that seem to represent the richness of the country’s 
fauna. However, what in the drawings of the 
Botanical Expedition might have been the depiction 
of a plant on paper, here becomes a criminological 
document examining the exposed body of a species. 
And if, as in the fable, each bird represents the hu-
manization of a character, then what we are really 
seeing is an inventory of dead men.

PREMIO LUIS CABALLERO. (2015). Ornitología bolivariana. 

Bogotá. Available at: http://www.premioluiscaballero.gov.co/

index.php/proyectos/ornitologia-bolivariana 

GALERÍA NARA ROESLER. (2015). Alberto Baraya. Sao Paulo. 

Available at: http://www.nararoesler.com.br/artists/28-alberto-ba-

raya/  

PEÑUELA, JORGE. (2015). Alberto Baraya en la Quin-

tadelos pájaros sordos. Bogotá. Available at: http://

www.liberatorio.org/index.php?option=com_content&-

view=article&id=608:2015-10-19-00-35-42&catid=9:ac-

tualidad-estetica&Itemid=179 
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Baraya, Alberto, Installation, Photographs and appropriated object, 12x(34x57) cm, 1x(75x110) cm and glass cage with birds, 

2011-2014, The fable of the birds - Edition 1/3.

.
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B CO AN RI L, SL O

NEGATIVE PROTEST
2013

This piece formed part of the series ‘Delusions 
of grandeur’, in which Bonil pointed to various 
human actions and behaviors which, as in Negative 
protest, bring people together in a collective sense 
of purpose: to use public demonstrations as a tool 
to change a political or social situation. However, 
the vibrancy and adrenaline rush of the moment 
can end up distorting the objectives being fought 
for, transforming the protest into an excuse to battle 
against the opposing side. The confidence of union 
descends into the arrogance of power.

Although the piece does not make any reference to a 
particular demonstration, one catalyst for its creation 
was the 2013 farmers’ strike, an agreement within 
Colombia’s agricultural sector to protest against the 
national government as a result of the trade condi-
tions being imposed on rural workers. In the media, 
any act that aimed to reconcile the two parties was 
eclipsed by the atmosphere of violence and disrup-
tion of public order in which the demonstrations took 
place.

In this way Bonil also raises an open question about 
the point at which the desire for change that unites 
the participants of a public protest really enables 
this change to take place, particularly in a society 
where protests represent a minority of the popu-
lation that feels marginalized or ignored by State 
policies. By their very nature, protests aim to block 
or oppose other ideas. By doing so, they run the risk 
of becoming a repetitive discourse on a negative 
idea, as rather than offering a new proposal they 

usually demand the end of the one they oppose, 
which is what can lead to provocation. It is this status 
of confronting the opposition that always positions 
public demonstrations on a borderline between le-
gitimacy and being labeled an act of violence. This 
duality also depends on which side of the line you 
are watching from.

Bonil’s machine reproduces and projects these 
negative sentences, expressed simply on placards 
displaying the word “NO”, which is repeated 
again and again by its curious mechanism. As in 
much of Bonil’s work, his creations are made of 
objects found in the street that he has combined 
with artifacts taken from old domestic appliances. 
Consisting of used and discarded objects, these 
systems are deliberately precarious in appearance, 
always seeming to be on the point of collapse. In any 
case, the idea that these mechanisms are reaching 
crisis point is part of the logic of their working lives.
 

ORDOÑEZ, IVÁN. (2012). Entrevista Carlos Bonil. Bogotá: 

January 24. Available at: https://privadoentrevistas.wordpress.

com/2012/01/24/carlos-bonil-2/

EBMGO. (2013). Marcha negativa. 26 October. Available at: 

https://vine.co/v/hppZe57PgEg

BONIL, CARLOS. (2013). Delirios de grandeza. Bogotá: 

October. Available at: http://vkgaleria.com/es/exposicion/deli-

rios-de-grandeza-2013
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Bonil, Carlos, Assemblage of found objects and mechanism for movement, 110 x 35 x 55 cm, 2013 

Negative protest - From the “Delusions of grandeur” exhibition
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C R IA R OAH NH RD SIR
B SR A L AA ,V A A CO M N

STILL LIFES
2014

The vanitas is one of the most fascinating pictorial 
representations in the universal history of art, a com-
position which is naively presented to us as a still life, 
but whose components recreate a discourse about 
death: the meaninglessness of vanity and mundane 
pleasures when confronted with the certainty of 
death. It was a discourse adopted by the church, 
calling upon the faithful to rid themselves of their 
material possessions, maybe so that this same ins-
titution could collect and manage these for them in 
life, for their spiritual well-being. The realism of the 
baroque painters and their increasingly accurate use 
of chiaroscuro made this a popular theme, which 
was very common in the 16th and 17th centuries. 

Bravo Salamanca uses still life to allude to classical 
painting, and develops a relationship between the 
historical representation of baroque painting, the 
symbolism of the objects and current events to illus-
trate the religious and political tensions that have 
affected Colombia. His still lifes include familiar 
features, presenting us with the strange image of an 
apparently old painting which alludes to the present: 
the typical skull of the vanitas, the map of Colombia 
and the presence of a book about the Magdalena 
river are easily recognizable symbols in the collective 
memory, and remind us of the nation’s violent history.

As in the case of Chiquita by François Bucher, fruit, 
death and the reference to the river alludes to con-
servative policies towards workers and the impunity 
of the foreign companies which have exploited the 
national territory. 

The violent nature of the Magdalena river is sym-
bolized by the relationship between the skull, the 
jaw (the fractured body), the hanging catfish (the 
exhibited body), the decaying fruit and even the 
reference to the history book: a unilateral and 
hegemonic discourse which leaves out the other 
versions of history, the ones that precede the river’s 
Castilian name, and chooses to focus on the history 
of progress, without depicting it as the epicenter 
of centuries of bloody conflicts over the economic, 
social and political control of the country. Parado-
xically, the river bears the name of a heartbroken 
woman who cries over the death of a righteous man. 

BRAVO SALAMANCA, RICHARD. (2016). Bodegón con 

cráneo, frutas y pescado. From the artist’s personal archive.



21

Bravo Salamanca, Richard Harrison 

Black and white photo print, 

painted with ink on canvas, 

60 x 80 cm, 2013, Still life

 

Bravo Salamanca, Richard Harrison 

Black and white photo print, painted with ink 

on canvas, 51,5 x 62,5 cm, 2014, 

Still life of Magdalena river 

Bravo Salamanca, Richard 

Harrison, Black and white photo 

print, painted with ink on canvas

25,5 x 35,5 cm (c/u), 2013 

Triptych of still lifes

Bravo Salamanca, Richard Harrison 

Black and white photo print, painted 

with ink on canvas, 49 x 57cm, 

2013, Still life
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B ,U F R SC H AR C IE N O

CHIQUITA
2005

The innocent image of a banana can symbolize the 
politics and history of a country, which stands in 
contrast with the tropical fruit associated with the 
exuberance and fertility of the Caribbean region.

Chiquita Brands International is the global banana 
distributor that replaced the United Fruit Company, 
an emporium with a violent and troubled history 
regarding the treatment of its workers, the illegal ex-
ploitation of land, pesticide contamination of densely 
populated areas, and the forced displacement of 
people from their land, facilitated by the company’s 
clandestine association with paramilitary groups 
in Colombia. Following a court ruling against the 
company, Chiquita Brands International has recently 
been convicted of murdering local people as they 
expanded their territory for banana production. The 
senior executives involved in these deaths have been 
absolved from responsibility by paying out millions 
of dollars, supposedly to compensate for the deaths 
of more than ten thousand people murdered by the 
AUC, a Colombian paramilitary group, in various 
banana-producing regions of the country. Chiqui-
ta’s objectives were purely commercial, and the 
company also financed guerilla groups for similar 
reasons. Their emporium covered the full spectrum 
of armed groups, from the far left to the far right, 
all of which have collectively been responsible for 
the murder of hundreds of thousands of people in 
Colombia’s recent history. 

It is especially ironic that a large banana company 
which has been linked to massacres should have a 

name as friendly, poignant and playful as “Chiquita”. 
Behind this façade are cargo ships which, as well 
as being used to transport bananas, were also used 
for drug-trafficking and for bringing thousands of 
rifles and bullets into the country, which were then 
used to arm the paramilitary groups who served 
this American company. The dates on which these 
transactions were recorded coincide with periods of 
increased profitability for the company.

Bucher has demonstrated this link with Colombian 
history in his collection Chiquita and United, where 
the gradual decay of the fruit alludes to death and to 
the shocking fate of a country abundant with flora, 
invaded by economic interests that turn a simple 
product into something more valuable than human 
lives.

AL JAZEERA. (2007). Banana grower’s paramilitary links. March 

17.  Available at: http://web.archive.org/web/20071009151324/

http://english.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/8A9D5F41-73EF-42A0-

9A49-4D56CAEA6D6E.htm

AL  JAZEERA.  (2007 ) .  Ch iqu i t a  f aces  Co lomb ia 

lawsuit. June 7.  Available at: http://web.archive.org/

web/20071117064734/http://english.aljazeera.net/NR/exeres/

20FE36C9-521F-4558-9F48-5F7F6A71DFC8.htm

CHIQUITA. (s.f.). The Chiquita story: stickers, songs and a 

story of transformation. Available at: http://www.chiquita.com/

Our-Company/The-Chiquita-Story.aspx

SALAMANCA, CLAUDIA. (2015). La catástrofe del presente. 

François Bucher. Ministerio de Cultura de Colombia, Bogota.

pp. 65-67.
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Bucher, Francois, 12 RC Color photographs, 25 x 34 cm (c/u), 2005, Chiquita - Edition 1/3 + 2 AP
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UNTITLED
2003 and 2013

The work of Leonel Castañeda has always included 
elements that reveal the artist’s interest in biology 
and science, which can be seen in the fact that many 
of his installations take the form of display cases 
reminiscent of cabinets of curiosities, forensic la-
boratories or museums of medical history. One 
common thread that unites these three references 
is that they all present the human body as an object 
of study. The idea of exhibiting this in cabinets ack-
nowledges both the existence of a spectator and the 
desire to preserve the objects within, as if they were 
relics containing the history of the body they once 
belonged to. As a type of synecdoche, the fragment 
on display narrates the whole.

However, it is not the fragmented body itself that we 
find in Castañeda’s cabinets. In Untitled (2003 and 
2013) we see display cases exhibiting dental pros-
theses, which the artist has rescued from oblivion 
– either in hospitals or on the street, but always as 
used goods that were once extensions or correc-
tions to the human body.

As in medical museums, the objects are not only 
obsolete because they have left the body that they 
used to serve. They also speak of outdated tech-
nology, forming part of a medical discourse that 
has been updated over the course of anatomical 
history, generating new narratives about the human 
body. Each era approaches humanity, orthopedics 
and ergonomics from the perspective of its own 
possibilities and needs, always announcing the end 
of one way of thinking about the body in order to 

commence another. In this way, human anatomy 
seems to reconstruct itself historically with each 
technological change. It may seem that technology 
is constantly expiring, but in fact it is preparing the 
body for a gradual descent into obsolescence, for 
a rejection of the senses and for new ways of per-
ceiving the world.

The encounter with these prostheses reveals an 
terrible contradiction: the objects refer to the desire 
of medicine to prolong life, to replace a part of the 
human body and transform it into a machine to 
make it more resistant, long-lasting and attracti-
ve. However, their presence here as antiques, as 
objects displayed behind glass, reveals their own 
failure. This is why Catañeda’s work really refers 
to death, even when talking about life. A collection 
of personal prostheses is in some way a collection 
of corpses. Displayed in front of us as objects of 
contemplation, Casteñeda’s work is conscious of 
the inexorable passing of time and the conception 
of the body in the lifecycle of each generation. Te-
chnology is reduced to the desperate human desire 
to endure, while all that is left of the body are these 
orthopedic apparatuses that exist only as a type of 
‘vanitas’, revealing the hopelessness of correcting 
a body that in the end will only decompose.
 

ROJAS COCOMA, CARLOS. (2013). Toda puerta es una 

herida. Available at: http://premionalcritica.uniandes.edu.co/

wp-content/uploads/montajesLeonel.pdf

C EA D A ES LT ,Ñ E NA L O
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Castañeda, Galeano Leonel, Assemblage of found objects, 88 x 90 x 41 cm, 2003, Untitled
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C EA D A ES LT ,Ñ E NA L O

UNTITLED
2003 - 2011

The human body can provoke a series of intense and 
contrasting reactions, such as desire and disgust, 
depending on the context and the aesthetics of the 
image which draw us to examine it. Castañeda’s 
main area of interest is in the history of medicine and 
its relationship with the human body. He explores the 
contradictory aspects of the body through collages 
where pornographic imagery, dissection, anatomical 
study and autopsies reveal the direct relationship 
between body fetish, where attractions are deeply 
manifested, and profound animosities: ambiguous 
forces such as pleasure, youth and passion, pain 
and death, old age and misery.

Castañeda revisits his interest in the wax models 
of women who were operated on in old-fashio-
ned medical practice. These visceral ‘anatomical 
Venuses’ - a source of delight at the Museum of 
the Specola in Florence – serve as a starting point 
for exploring two divergent but inherent forces that 
encapsulated the concepts of Eros and Thanatos: 
eroticism and death, an area of profound interest for 
the French intellectual George Bataille.

The artist creates his own anatomical Venuses, not 
as an ensemble of wax organs but in the form of 
collages, extracting parts where these two notions 
are always present. As with Frankenstein or a synec-
doche, his fragmented work incorporates the idea 
of fetish, desire and the identity bestowed on the 
individual body part, which as a whole not only loses 
its desirability but also confronts us with the violence 
of death that we seek to avoid. 

The integration of these fragments into a new 
image results in a rearrangement of the body and 
its functions, presenting a new way of thinking about 
the connections between this countless number of 
organs, limbs and entrails that we know only as 
a whole. Life and death are closely linked in the 
Venuses of Castañeda, who look both glamorous 
and wretched as they lie on dissection tables or 
Baroque couches like Manet’s Olympia or Titian’s 
Venus of Urbino. 

ROJAS COCOMA, CARLOS. (2013). Toda puerta es una 

herida. Available at: http://premionalcritica.uniandes.edu.co/

wp-content/uploads/montajesLeonel.pdf

TORO, MARÍA. (2016). El cuerpo de adentro. Available at: http://

www.leonelcastanedagaleano.com/blank 

Interview with Leonel Castañeda. September 27, 2015. 
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Castañeda Galeano, Leonel, Collage, 75 x 85 x 10 cm (c/u), 2003-2011, Untitled
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C ,A C AS T RO OR L S

ROOT
2013

As with The Son of God, this piece forms part of 
an exploration of the Voto Nacional church carried 
out by Carlos Castro in 2013, which resulted in the 
exhibition Accidental beauty, presented that same 
year in the Santa Clara Museum in the context of 
the Luis Caballero Prize.

As well as exploring the institutionalization of the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus as a patron saint of Colombia 
in 1902 and the country’s subsequent devotion to 
this icon, the work also examined the area directly 
around the church. In particular, it reflected on the 
contrast between the construction of majestic early 
twentieth-century architecture and the rundown state 
of these same buildings a century later. Although 
the church is surrounded by institutions such as the 
military base and Simón Bolívar’s house, this has not 
been enough to prevent the area from becoming one 
of the most dangerous in the city. Specifically, it acts 
as a gateway to the perilous neighborhood known 
as the “Bronx”, Bogota’s principal den of drug sales 
and consumption. 

This temporal dialogue that Castro establishes 
between the splendor of the early twentieth century 
and the deterioration seen in the twenty-first century 
can be seen in Root, a musical artifact built with 
pipes confiscated by the police or bought by 
consumers of Colombia’s cheapest, most addictive 
and most marginal narcotic: bazuco, or low-grade 
cocaine paste. The progressive decline of this 
historic area has been a direct consequence of the 
rise of drug trafficking and its introduction into this 

previously affluent neighborhood. While the center 
once boasted luxurious mansions built in the French 
style, it is now full of run-down boarding houses 
offering shelter to rural families who have been 
displaced from across the country as a result of the 
violent conflict that began at the end of the 1940s.

The Bronx can be seen as a result of the destruction 
of El Cartucho, Colombia’s first great den of un-
controlled drug trafficking, at the end of the 1990s. 
When the city’s administration claimed back this 
area, they decided that the only solution was to tear 
down this hub of crime and poverty and to build a 
park in its place. After El Cartucho disappeared, 
the small-time drug-traffickers began to spread 
across various neighboring sectors before finally 
settling into the area surrounding the Voto Nacional 
church and the military base. Perhaps in an attempt 
to change the status of the area, the displaced drug 
addicts named it after the immigrants’ sector of New 
York.

Castro’s Root not only explores the history of 
Bogotá’s architecture, but also offers a reflection 
on how urban movement and displacement can 
eventually establish a map of society. When air is 
blown mechanically into the pipes usually used to 
inhale bazuco, it produces an indigenous chibcha 
ritual melody entitled “Nos Cedron”, which is usually 
played on a traditional flute called the kena and 
which was discovered by the artist in the French 
volume Flutes indiennes d´Amérique du sud. Castro 
explores the idea of the pre-Hispanic ritual and 
the machine that was originally introduced into a 
religious space. In both cases, he emphasizes the 
hallucinogenic effect of the bazuco. The piece poses 
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a series of contradictions that point to cultural resis-
tance and the extinction of vernacular roots, as well 
as juxtaposing two different concepts of hallucina-
tion: as part of a mystical ritual and as a contempo-
rary experience linked to social breakdown.

Castro, Carlos, Assemblage, 110 x 70 cm, 2013, Root

ARTODROMO. (2013). Belleza accidental de Carlos Castro. 

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ug70zO3gOog

BADAWI, HALIM. (2013). “La transición. Arte y arquitectura 

en el premio Luis Caballero”, en Arcadia. Bogotá: November 

14. Available at: http://www.revistaarcadia.com/impresa/arte/

articulo/la-transicion-premio-luis-caballero-halim-badawi/34268

ESPINEL, MÓNICA. (2013). Un lugar radical. Available at: 

http://carloscastroarias.com/Carlos_Castro_Arias/Textos_files/

Un_lugar_radical_2013_Espinel.pdf

PADILLA, CHRISTIAN. (2013). Belleza accidental de Carlos 

Castro. Available at: http://esferapublica.org/nfblog/belleza-ac-

cidental-de-carlos-castro/
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THE SON OF GOD
2013

The Son of God formed part of the exhibition ‘Ac-
cidental beauty’, which Carlos Castro presented in 
the context of the Luis Caballero Prize in 2013, and 
for which he chose the Santa Clara Museum as an 
exhibition space. The series began with an explora-
tion of the history of the Voto Nacional Church (built 
between 1902 and 1916) as an iconic landmark 
due to its role as the site from which Colombia was 
constitutionally declared a country with Catholic 
principles devoted to the Sacred Heart of Jesus, 
which has remained an iconic protector of Colom-
bia’s cultural personality since then. 

Castro put forward a series of reflections on the 
contrasts between the architecture and institutio-
nal power in the center of Colombia’s capital. The 
work aimed to demonstrate how a nation-building 
project had failed, as a century later the area had 
deteriorated into the ruins of its past glory. Castro 
argues that by leaving the idea of progress in the 
hands of state institutions and the Church, central 
Bogotá has degenerated over time into a zone of 
high drug sales and consumption, feared because 
of the homelessness and prostitution that plagues 
the sector despite being right under the nose of a 
military base that shows little control over a problem 
that has become too much for them to handle.

Taking a real human skeleton as his starting point, 
Castro proposes a series of unexpected encoun-
ters that satirize a society that is more concerned 
with religion that in meeting its needs for education 
and progress. The work can be interpreted as a 

C ,A C AS T RO OR L S

sculpture, as the artist manipulates the skeleton by 
carving, filing and trimming its bones in such a way 
that it “un-volves” into an ape. Originally exhibited 
on top of a crypt of nuns of the Order of St Clare, 
and on the alter of what until 1973 was the Santa 
Clara Church (before being desanctified in order to 
become a Museum of Colonial Art), Castro’s work 
simultaneously juxtaposes and reconciles scientific 
knowledge and Darwin’s theory of evolution with 
creationism, transforming the space where the 
work is displayed into a type of museum of natural 
sciences.

ARTODROMO. (2013). Belleza accidental de Carlos Castro. 

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ug70zO3gOog

BADAWI, HALIM. (2013). “La transición. Arte y arquitectura 

en el premio Luis Caballero”, in Arcadia. Bogotá: 1 November. 

Available at:  http://www.revistaarcadia.com/impresa/arte/

articulo/la-transicion-premio-luis-caballero-halim-badawi/34268

ESPINEL, MÓNICA. (2013). Un lugar radical. Available at: 

http://carloscastroarias.com/Carlos_Castro_Arias/Textos_files/

Un_lugar_radical_2013_Espinel.pdf

PADILLA, CHRISTIAN. (2013). Belleza accidental de Carlos 

Castro. Available at: http://esferapublica.org/nfblog/belleza-ac-

cidental-de-carlos-castro/
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Castro, Carlos, Assemblage, 130 x 70 x 120 cm, 2013, The Son of God
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C ,A C AS T RO OR L S

WHO DON’T SUFFER, DON’T LIVE
2010

The title of this piece is a popular saying that 
concisely expresses the way in which pain and 
suffering have become accepted, and are seen as 
indicators of life’s formative experiences. A person 
who has mastered life is someone who has accu-
mulated a countless number of visible and invisible 
scars which have helped them to reach a certain 
level of expertise in the human condition. In other 
words, this saying does not evaluate life in quantitati-
ve terms – such as old age, which is associated with 
wisdom – but in qualitative terms, where education 
is forged from bad experiences over the course of 
life. Such a negative outlook can only be found in 
societies where people grow up believing that great 
suffering reinforces existence, such as in Colombia, 
where generations of people have only known war, 
and consider tragedy to be an inevitable part of life.

Castro uses this saying as the title of this video, 
which shows the gradual disintegration of the 
well-known statue of Bolivar, in the heart of the 
country. This playful use of historical references – 
an approach often employed by the artist – suddenly 
leads to a humorous and unexpected twist, as we 
witness pigeons pecking and devouring what we 
had thought was Tenerani’s bronze monument. 

Castro’s trick is reinforced by a perfect frame in 
which the Primary Cathedral of Colombia and the 
Congress building appear, forming a symbolic 
triangle where the centers of power and the of 
country’s history are left to the pigeons, who take 
over the square in a never-ending cycle of eating 

and defecating.

But there is something beyond the profane in 
Castro’s work, something that completely destroys 
this most familiar national symbol: without iron to 
protect it, the statue becomes vulnerable and disa-
ppears. In this way, Castro questions the Nation’s 
official discourse and suggests that national icons 
should be viewed with suspicion, as they can be 
used to represent the entire history of the country, 
as symbols of peace and harmony, and not of the 
polarization that has deteriorated into a never-ending 
internal conflict.

The link that Castro demonstrates between a 
common saying and an iconic image is the thread 
which unites people through their history, and that 
links power with everyday life. It shows that the con-
ditions of those at the margins of society are a result 
of a chain of events and top-level decisions which 
are beyond their comprehension. And while people 
remain unaware of this issue, “who don’t suffer, 
don’t live” will continue to represent the simplistic 
resignation of the powerless in society. Therefore, 
there is some hope in these pigeons: by eating the 
statue of Bolívar, they seem to imply that the respon-
sibility of those who govern the country is to their 
subjects.

ARTODROMO. (2013). Belleza accidental de Carlos Castro. 

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ug70zO3gOog

JUNCA, HUMBERTO. (2012). “Carlos Castro”, in Periódico 

Arteria. No. 34. July - August. 
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Castro, Carlos, Video, 4 minutos, 2013, Who don´t suffer, don´t live - Edition 2/4



34

UD R ODE ASE S ÚJ
C O N AR R CA EE H ,

TAAW (CHUMBE)
2014

Among the Nasa communities who inhabit the 
Cauca region of Colombia, it is common to see 
small children being carried on their mothers’ 
backs. To help support their weight, the children 
are wrapped in blankets and in a long, lightweight 
sash that is wrapped around them and their mothers. 
This colorful cloth is called a chumbe and has great 
symbolic and esthetic value to the community. This 
is not only because of the bright colors and dia-
mond-shaped patterns that represent the water, 
the sun and the loom, as well as different values, 
moods and aspects of the human anatomy. It is also 
because the chumbe unites the children and their 
mothers in a symbolic, maternal state of connec-
tion that will always keep them close to their land 
and community, protecting them so they will have 
strong legs when it is time to learn to walk. This act 
of preparing the children and carrying them on their 
mothers’ backs is described by the verb chumbar.

Correa Nash, an artist who lives on the Pitayó indi-
genous reservation in Cauca, took this integral part 
of his culture and combined it with leaves from the 
bejuco, a vine-like plant which wraps itself in larger, 
more abundant plants to protect itself, much in the 
same style as the chumbe. In this way, the artist esta-
blishes an even deeper connection between himself 
and his territory, transferring his individual experien-
ce into a fabric that includes his whole community. 
This explains an interesting analogy made by the 
artist: “The chumbe is an length of cloth, like a reel 
of film that captures a story: in this case, the history 
of the Nasa people.”

Correa Nache’s photographic series chronicles his 
work with the bejuco leaves in the Nasa territory of 
Pitayó, using red cloth to weave the chumbe’s cha-
racteristic diamond shapes, which are explained in 
the nasa yuwe language by an elderly woman filmed 
by the artist.

The history of indigenous communities in Colombia 
has long been associated with forced estrangement 
from their lands, and with the frenzy of violence 
against them – including the murder of community 
leaders – from groups with territorial ambitions. 
The indigenous communities’ approach to their 
lands is based on their belief system and traditions, 
including a great respect for nature, which is why 
these virgin lands have become a source of envy for 
those who have tried to exploit and steal them, using 
many underhand tricks in order to do so. It is also 
precisely this deep connection to nature that has 
never allowed the communities to give up fighting 
for their rights to their ancestral lands.

INSTITUTO COLOMBIANO DE ANTROPOLOGÍA E 

HISTORIA. (s.f.). El chumbe. Los hilos del arcoíris. Bogotá. 

Available at: https://coleccionetnograficaicanh.wordpress.com/

el-chumbe/

MARÍA EDILMA TROCHEZ. (2011). Significado cultural del 

chumbe. Jambaló: May 18. Available at: http://esteticamariaedil-

ma.blogspot.com/2011/05/significado-cultural-del-chumbe.html 
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Correa Nache, Jesús Eduardo, Video (4:22’’) + 17 digital color prints, 20 x 30 cm (c/u), 2014, Taaw (Chumbe) - Edition 1 / 3



36

N LEUAE RC R I NH A A MA J AV , U

WHAT IS NICE IS TO BE ALIVE 
2013

In 2010, Juan Manuel Echavarría began a series of 
photographs of schools in ghost-like villages that 
had been abruptly abandoned by their inhabitants 
after being threatened with murder by paramilitary 
groups. The project began when Echavarría was 
invited to Mampuján in the mountainous area of 
Los Montes de María in northern Colombia to com-
memorate the 10-year anniversary of the enforced 
exile of the villagers on the orders of the Héroes 
paramilitary group. After the inhabitants had shown 
him around the hidden corners of the abandoned 
village, Echavarría turned his attention to the village 
school. He focused on the rubble, roof and floor of 
this building that was gradually being reclaimed by 
the undergrowth, and found ruined classrooms with 
forgotten blackboards where the village children 
once studied. It was only later, when he magnified 
the photographs, that the artist noticed the words 
written on the blackboard: “Lo bonito es estar vivo”, 
or “What is nice is to be alive”. It might have been 
written by one of the villagers as they made their 
escape, perhaps as a message to its new occupants 
that despite everything, life still goes on. 

The story of the artist’s encounter with this phrase 
led him to continue to explore these types of spaces 
throughout the departments of Sucre and Cesar, 
creating an extensive photographic series that chro-
nicles the ruins left behind by the armed conflict. By 
focusing on photographs showing the state of the 
village schools, the work highlights how a lack of 
education strengthens the conditions necessary to 
keep the war alive. A significant proportion of the 

young people who end up joining these illegal armed 
groups is illiterate, either because they have not had 
access to education or because circumstances have 
caused education to take a back seat in their lives 
and they have chosen to dispense with an option 
that seems impractical for their needs.

In this piece, Echavarría creates an architecture of 
oblivion, charting the ruins caused by the forced 
displacement of civilians in the context of everyday 
places in the lives of these communities. While 
his work makes no violent reference to the armed 
conflict in Colombia, the images of this ravaged ar-
chitecture and the absence of people in his images 
succinctly expresses the results of the internal 
conflict and its consequences for the people who 
live in these remote parts of the country.

UNIVERSIDAD DE LOS ANDES. (2014). Lo bonito es estar 

vivo. Bogotá: October 20. http://www.uniandes.edu.co/noticias/

informacion-general/lo-bonito-es-estar-vivo

GALLÓN SALAZAR, ANGÉLICA. (2011). “Los tableros del 

olvido”, in El Espectador. Bogotá: October 24. http://www.

elespectador.com/noticias/cultura/los-tableros-del-olvido-arti-

culo-307358
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Echavarría , Juan Manuel, Photography, Digital C-Print, 78 x 152 cm, 2010, What is nice is to be alive- From the “La O” Collection
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OUR HISTORY, SIR
2008

Glancing over the iconography of the history of 
Colombia, we can interpret this as a discursive na-
tion-building project that has deliberately ignored 
the role of its majority population who are either 
black, indigenous or mestizo (mixed race). Most 
of the statues of dignitaries that can be found in 
public squares commemorating the martyrdom of 
the leaders of New Granada who played important 
roles in the revolution against the king of Spain 
were created on commission by European artists, 
who softened the mestizo features of the local rebel 
leaders in order to immortalize them in the best Gre-
co-Roman style. This resulted in a distorted version 
of the country’s graphic and visual history, prioritizing 
the idea of elite white people in power and indicating 
that the country was governed both by them and for 
them. The absence of indigenous, black or mestizo 
roots within this iconography had the direct effect of 
making these races appear indifferent to the social 
conflicts of their moment in history, thereby isolating 
them from the benefits enjoyed by the ruling classes.

Specialists in Afro-Colombian history and culture, 
such as the philosopher William Mina, have highligh-
ted this inaccurate representation of history in their 
work, seeking to reclaim the role played by less 
visible revolutionary heroes who have been ignored 
by this hegemonic historical discourse:

Why isn’t Benkos valued as much as Simón Bolívar? 
Why not grant Domingo Criollo the same status as 
Torres, Nariño or Santander? It is important to point 
out that the first free village in América was Pelenque 

F EO L SR Y ON, N

de San Basilio (1715), which took place before the 
Revolt of the Comuneros and the Independence of 
Cartagena” 1.

This reflection on inequality in terms of the repre-
sentation of the black race is the theme explored 
by the Cartagena-born artist Nelson Fory, who 
draws on the first chorus of the song The rebellion 
by the Afro-Colombian singer Joe Arroyo for the 
title of his series of public interventions, which are 
recorded in a collection of photographs. While 
Arroyo describes the subjugation of black people 
in colonial times, Fory’s Our history, sir points to the 
historical subjugation of black people’s memories 
to heroes to whom they do not owe their identity, as 
well as remembering black heroes whose color and 
features have been robbed by history. In this series, 
Fory carries out an intervention with the statue of 
Bolívar made by the Italian artist Pietro Tenerani in 
Bogotá’s main square, and another with Admiral 
José Prudencio Padilla, a hero of African descent 
whose skin color has been lightened over time.

Through the simple act of putting Afro wigs on some 
of the most iconic statues in Colombia’s national 
narrative, Fory 
also offers a reinterpretation of history and confronts 
the radical viewpoints that see these monuments as 
part of an indestructible, impentrable and inflexible 
history. Fory’s work has also been affected by these 
attitudes, as he caused a scandal in some of the 
country’s more conservative sectors by putting the 
wigs on busts of heroes in the National Museum of 

1  MINA ARANGO, WILLIAM: Afrocolombianidad. 
Ensayo sobre arte, cultura y política. S.n. Popayán. 2008.  p. 
25
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Colombia. Changing the color of history is appa-
rently still seen as an act of disrespect to the deeply 
entrenched narrative that was written unilaterally, 
perhaps as a product of the traditional phenomena 
of conscience described by the researcher Sol 
Astrid Giraldo:

“The Virgin Mary, Saint Barbara, cloistered nuns, las 
marquesas and La Pola tower over history from the 
heights of their relentless whiteness. The equation 
that the Middle Ages had made between physical 
appearance and morality (beauty=goodness, ugli-
ness=evil) was translated in a particular way in the 
Americas (racial type=morality). For the people of 
New Granada, devils were indigenous, zambo, 
mulato and mestizo [colonial names for different 
racial combinations]…  In terms of invisibility, black 
women were of course even lower than the men: 
slave women, witches, lustful, wicked but most of all 
insignificant. As they held no significance for society, 
of course no images were made of them: They were 
the shadows of shadows.”2

2  GIRALDO ESCOBAR, SOL ASTRID: Cuerpo de 
mujer: modelos para armar. La Carreta Editores, Medellín: 2010. 
p.71
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Fory, Nelson, Digital photography, Color Print, 148 x 98 cm, 2008, Our history, sir
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D ONH ,É J U RR NR A AN EA N F

LA VUELTA
2010

Contract killings have proved to be one of the most 
complex manifestations of criminal activity in Co-
lombia’s recent history. They involve a young and 
highly vulnerable sector of the population that is 
so far removed from the government’s proposed 
benefits in terms of education and employment that 
they choose economic opportunities that include the 
potential risk of losing their lives, as well as taking 
control of other people’s destinies. While the great 
drug barons build their extravagant and luxurious 
empires, the common hitman risks his life in the 
belief that his actions will make him a leader as 
worthy of respect as his bosses. However, to their 
bosses these are only ambitious and expendable 
young men.

Through a series of interviews with former hitmen 
from the 1980s and 1990s, as well as with others 
who are still carrying out this role, Herrán created 
a documentary which began by exploring how this 
culture of hired killers can be seen as an exercise 
in tribal power, and how the hitmen are viewed by 
their communities as a result of this power. However, 
the piece eventually began to revolve around the 
main tool of the contract killing trade: the motorbike. 
It was inevitable that the title should be La vuelta, 
meaning “the errand”, as this is the term used by 
contract killers to refer to their mission or business; 
in other words, the murder they have to commit. 
But the expression “la vuelta” also means to take 
a trip, or a spin on a motorbike. Therefore “hacer 
una vuelta” not only refers to the aim of committing 
murder but also the journey, the speed, the escape 

and the return. All of these would be impossible 
without the complicity of a machine that meets the 
hitman’s needs.

Herrán reveals the close relationship between the 
man and the machine, which is not only seen as a 
means of making a living and an indispensable tool 
of the trade but also marks the difference between 
a successful escape and death or a prison sentence 
if they are caught in the act. This ability to define 
success or failure effectively transforms the bike into 
an extension of the driver’s body, which is why they 
are often “pimped up” or personalized to match their 
owners’ identities. As well as signifying the satisfac-
tory completion of a mission, or perhaps as a conse-
quence of this, the motorbike becomes a badge of 
respect and a highly masculine object that captivates 
the women in this environment. Herrán shows how 
life literally revolves around the machine, so that the 
hitmen feel any harm done to their motorbikes as an 
affront to their own integrity, or as a stab in the heart.

As well as exposing the culture of contract killings 
and showing another side to the motorbikes on 
which these crimes are committed, Herrán’s docu-
mentary establishes itself as another of his anthropo-
logical explorations of Colombian violence. Here the 
story is told not from the perspective of the media or 
macro-politics but instead by a group of people who 
may be marginalized but still demonstrate another 
painful reality.
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Herrán, Juan Fernando, Video (25:37") 2012 - 2014 

La vuelta - Edition 1/5
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“ER COLO E LA TINTA” 
From the Afrocali Collection 
2010

Africali is another project where Martinez has 
portrayed the clear cultural links between the 
black communities in Cali and the traces of African 
heritage that can been found in the city as a result. 
Furthermore, the title Er colo e la tinta could be taken 
from any verse by Candelario Obeso, a pioneer of 
nineteenth-century Afro-Colombian poetry; in fact, 
Martinez was the illustrator for a major republication 
of his works. The fact that the dialect is present in 
the titles of both Martinez and Obeso’s work implies 
that these images seek not only to focus on specific 
characters, but to portray a whole series of different 
aspects of life in Cali.

Some writers who have examined this collection 
by Martinez have noted the similarity between his 
portraits and the Yoruba copper heads found in 
Nigeria; both highlight the color and radiance of the 
skin and the typical African facial features. These 
similarities reaffirm the links that Martinez has drawn 
between Cali and Africa, and emphasize the mo-
numental importance of the head. According to 
Yoruba belief, the head is where the deities live; it is 
where all things originate and it controls the body. 
Therefore, a person’s destiny depends on whether 
they have good or evil in their head. 

The monumental size of the heads in the paintings, 
which seem as if intended as sketches for large busts 
of eminent persons, gives the initial impression that 
these belong to celebrated men of African descent, 
immortalized by the artist to commemorate them and 
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their achievements. Alternatively, given the link with 
the Yoruba artwork, the heads may be interpreted as 
African symbols of worship; images with an aura of 
holiness evoked by the harsh brushstrokes that give 
the appearance of shiny, black granite. However, this 
impression is only partly accurate; the characters 
are anonymous, and the artist has chosen them at 
random. Always mindful of the black community in 
Cali, Martinez selects his models from everyday life, 
using his camera to capture just the right moment to 
include in his extensive archive of the daily activities 
carried out by Afro-Colombian men in the city. 

Once the subjects have been chosen and photogra-
phed, the artist strips the composition of its urban 
context and focuses on the faces of the subjects, 
which appear to float on the surface of the paper. 
Once they have been isolated from their common 
chores, the characters which previously featured in 
the photographs as pedestrians, workmen, informal 
workers etc., transform into these distinguished 
characters who appear on the paper thanks to the 
strong and expressive blotches of black ink introdu-
ced by the artist.

HEMISPHERIC INSTITUTE. (2009). José Horacio Martínez.

Available at: http://hemisphericinstitute.org/hemi/es/enc09-vi-

sual-art/item/363-09-jos%C3%A9-horacio-mart%C3%ADnez

GALERÍA EL MUSEO. (2014). José Horacio Martínez. Available 

at: http://www.galeriaelmuseo.com/archives/2970/  
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Martinez, José Horacio, Ink on paper, 180 x 170 cm , 2010 ,

 “Er colo e la tinta” / Africali Collection
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M ,O ER E DO A DN U R

IF WE HAD WINGS
2010 

THE WAGON OF DEATH
2012

A few decades ago, the artist Eduard Moreno 
carried out a series of artistic exercises working 
with the recycling community from the marginalized 
area of Los Mártires in Bogotá. Using his technical 
knowledge, Moreno taught them how to make 
recycled paper from the used paper they collected. 
Among the piles of shredded documents to be 
recycled from companies, courts, hospitals, gover-
nment departments and other institutions, Moreno 
discovered an abundance of a type of material which 
could not be recycled: carbon paper which had been 
used to make copies of different court documents, 
receipts etc. After taking a closer look at the infor-
mation on this paper, which appeared as a negative, 
the artist realized that these documents contained 
sensitive information and should have been kept in 
a protected archive, and that leaving it in the trash 
constituted a grave act of negligence.  

If we had wings is based on the discovery of carbon 
paper in the trash outside judicial offices. This 
included information about sentences and appeals 
relating to people accused of being drug mules, 
or couriers for drug traffickers. In the light of the 
growth of Colombian drug cartels from the 1980s 
to the present, the word “mule” would be heard on a 
daily basis in reports on drug trafficking in Colombia. 
This became a heavy burden and resulted in an in-
ternational prejudice against Colombians, making 
it very difficult for them to visit other countries. Fur-

thermore, drug mules are the weakest link in the 
drug-trafficking chain, as they run the greatest risk 
of being subject to police checks and often die while 
transporting drugs inside their bodies. The majority 
of those who have been detained for being drug 
mules are young people without previous convic-
tions, deceived by the promise of the American 
Dream and betrayed by the attraction of easy money.

Moreno uses this carbon paper containing infor-
mation about the court proceedings of these drugs 
mules as a surface for his art, and modifies it by 
drawing a “little horse from Ráquira”, a popular 
ceramic handicraft commonly found in Colom-
bia’s central high plains region and often used as 
a flowerpot. In fact, Moreno’s horse also functions 
as a pot carrying coca plants on each side, which 
the artist has represented using gold leaf. The “little 
horse from Ráquira” is emblematic of the Colombian 
region of Boyacá and refers to the pack mules used 
by farmers to transport their agricultural products. 
It is this quality of being able to carry the greatest 
amount of weight possible that has linked the idea 
of mules to the drug trade.

As an exercise in semantics, the meaning of the 
word mule transforms from being a popular symbol 
of country life and work to become part of the 
complex foundation of the Colombian drug trade. 
Moreno uses popular slang to reflect on this further, 
alluding to a lifestyle known as the ‘traqueta culture’, 
which refers to young upstarts with extravagant taste 
who flaunt their wealth in such a way that they are 
also popularly described as “donkeys loaded with 
gold’. In If we had wings, the various meanings of 
the term ‘mule’ become intertwined, alluding to drug 
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trafficking and to the desire to pursue the American 
Dream.

The artist’s experience with the recycling community 
also led to The wagon of death, in which he employs 
the same technique of using carbon paper. This 
piece shows a scene that Moreno often witnessed 
in the past: the recyclers lying down to rest on the 
carts that they used to transport the raw material 
of their trade. In fact, in some cases the carts were 
a whole world to them, representing their homes 
as well as their mode of transport. However, as he 
becomes part of the image, the figure also begins 
to represent the anonymous deaths of marginalized 
men. The archive document that was constantly 
present on the carbon paper was not necessary to 
complete this scene, as the marginal status of the 
man on the cart tells the story of those deaths that 
leave no trace: Undocumented men consigned to 
oblivion. In Colombia the word “carreta”, or “cart” 
is also associated with the idea of gossiping or 
talking in an excessively wordy and meaningless 
way. For Moreno, in Colombia the trivialization and 
excessive use of “carreta” when talking about death 
has caused a systemic desensitization of pain, which 
has helped lead to the unbelievable fact that people 
can die without even being mourned.

DERRIDA, JACQUES. (1995). Mal de archivo: una impresión 

freudiana. Madrid: Editorial Trotta.

PADILLA, CHRISTIAN. (2011). “Cuerpo, máquina y creación”, 

in Esfera Pública. Bogota: November 14. Available at:  http://

esferapublica.org/nfblog/cuerpo-maquina-y-creacion-fabian-ca-

no-y-eduard-moreno-en-artbo/ 

RESTREPO, CARLOS. (2011). “Exposición exhibe desconexión 

con la sagrado”, in El Tiempo. Bogota, June 26
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Moreno, Eduard, Painting, Oil on carbon paper and gold foil, 150 x 150 cm 

2010, If we had wings

Moreno, Eduard, Painting, Oil on carbon paper, 154 x 240 cm, 2008, The wagon of death
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IF DOGS COULD TALK
2015

For more than two decades, Mario Opazo has 
sought to ensure that the ideas that make up his 
work do not relate to a specific territory, although 
geography does play an important role in his work 
as it draws attention to diaspora and displacement 
as aspects of the contemporary human condition. 
By addressing this issue and making reference to 
the various contributing factors that lead to displa-
cement in the present day, he has raised awareness 
of the fact that people must carry their territory in 
their memories, a notion that brings with it all kinds 
of complexities and problems, such as the possibility 
of forgetting. For this reason, Opazo’s art has con-
sistently been inspired by a quote from the Spanish 
writer, Ray Loriga, which can be used to summarize 
much of this work: “Memory is like a stupid dog; you 
throw it a stick, and it returns with something else”. If 
Gone with the sand attempts to demonstrate territo-
rial ties in spite of forced displacement, then If dogs 
could talk endeavors to recover this terrain using 
territorial estrangement as a starting point. 

Twenty years after his last exhibition of drawings, 
Opazo reconnects with this medium which had 
become overshadowed by the use of new media 
and installations which had dominated his recent 
work. As an exercise in memory, he plans to re-
construct an imaginary version of Colombia’s road 
landscapes, while also drawing on a collection of 
recovered souvenirs. The images he creates may 
at first glance appear to be innocent recreations of 
the landscapes, but on a closer look they also reveal 
less obvious aspects of the journey. The collection 
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features vultures, crosses, trees and weeds which 
are seen from the perspective of a dog, another pro-
tagonist of these road trips, which Opazo uses as 
a witness to the settings associated with corruption 
and death in Colombia.

Opazo uses the image of the stupid dog to reflect 
upon his relationship with the Colombian landscape, 
where vultures on the highway have become 
symbolic of an area of violence, especially if the 
highway is flanked by crosses that mourners have 
left for their missing loved ones.   

Rethinking drawing from this perspective, as a 
political exercise in memory reconstruction, does not 
distance Opazo from his work on art installations 
and video production. On the contrary, instead of 
appearing to be a progressive, one-way process, his 
work has become a web of moments and different 
media which converse with and refer to each other 
constantly. If dogs could talk could be the sequel of 
Gone with the sand, and vice versa. 

TORO VESGA, MARÍA ALEJANDRA. (2015). “Rastros de la 

memoria en Los Héroes”, in El Tiempo. Bogota: May 8. Available 

at: http://www.eltiempo.com/entretenimiento/arte-y-teatro/

mario-opazop-presenta-su-trabajo-sonoro-vusual-e-instalacti-

vo/15716036

OPAZO, MARIO. El perro estúpido y las fotos que nunca hice. 

Available at: https://meopazoc.files.wordpress.com/2012/12/e-

p-e.pdf
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Opazo, Mario, Drawing, 75 x 57 cm, 2015, Untitled 1 & 2,  from the “If dogs could talk” Collection
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GONE WITH THE SAND
2006

In Opazo’s work, it is clear that video is one of his 
preferred forms of media; the moving image and 
the presence of the body has given him a tool for 
conveying the troubling complexities of the human 
condition that is reiterated throughout his work. 
These include the process of constantly pulling 
apart information; the displacement and mobility 
imposed upon people for various cultural and 
political reasons; and even virtual mobilization has 
meant that mankind has had to become mobile in 
order to facilitate and expedite his escape.

Gone with the sand (2006) arises from an investiga-
tion into the towns along the river Magdalena, where 
an encounter with the cultural events and parades 
of one of these towns reveals that the effects of 
violence have led to the creation of new traditions for 
the town’s people. The themes of displacement and 
death are explored through dances, costumes and 
festivities. At the regional festivals, children dress 
up as angels of death and carry coffins through the 
streets. Instead of blocking out the violent memories 
that have left a trail of blood on their recent history, 
the people assert their reasons for being alive by 
remembering the dead and their suffering. Death is 
a reason to celebrate life, and memory is a legacy 
to be inherited wherever people take it, whether it 
is violence or a lack of job opportunities that causes 
them to leave their homeland.

However, memory is not a decision; when a civilian 
population becomes a direct victim of the hostilities 
of the armed conflict in Colombia, people remember 

simply because it is impossible to forget.

This action-video shows Opazo digging a hole in the 
banks of the Magdalena river and inserting a drawer 
similar to the coffins carried by the children. The 
artist covers it with sand, writes the word ‘forgotten’ 
and then takes away the drawer with the sand. 
Taking a piece of the land is a gesture that shows a 
sense of connection not only to the landscape but 
to history. It is a simple action with profound political 
connotations that offers a reflection on forced dis-
placement. Opazo does not reveal the name of the 
town, because the notion of exile does not only apply 
to a specific socio-political context; it is a human 
condition which has even affected him, as an exile 
during the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile, his country 
of birth.

These types of simple exercises recorded in his 
videos, linking the concept of land and the idea of 
carrying around the memory of one’s homeland, 
have led him to work in different settings such as the 
Sahara Desert (Amargo como la vida – 2008), Chile 
(Scarabeus Sacer – 2007), Cuba (Icaro Gonzalez 
– 1998), etc. 

PADILLA, CHRISTIAN. (2009). PORTÁTIL: Consideraciones 

en torno a la obra de Mario Opazo. Bogota. Available at:  http://

www.academia.edu/4700921/Port%C3%A1til_Sobre_la_obra_

de_Mario_Opazo
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Opazo, Mario, Video, 2005, Forgotten sand - Edition 3/3 + AP
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DEAD FILES Collection
            Enough for five thousand
            Traffickers
            Impersonating a shoemaker
2013

From its launch in 1965 until its closure in 2013, 
the newspaper El Espacio was the most famous 
tabloid newspaper in Colombia, well known for its 
crime reports. The main characteristic and commer-
cial hook of this publication was its use of graphic 
content, showing details of police operations, 
murder victims, bodies of people who had died in 
horrific accidents and other types of images which 
would satisfy the morbid curiosity of its readers. 
These photographs – some of which were of a truly 
disturbing nature – covered the front page, along 
with sensationalist headlines written in popular 
slang and often with a vulgar and disrespectful tone 
towards the victims who could be found bleeding all 
over the inside pages. In spite of Colombia’s violent 
recent history, for a long time El Espacio was the 
only newspaper in the country of its kind.

After it was shut down, the newspaper’s extensive 
and explicit archive was left with the trash outside 
the building, where it ended up in the hands of a 
homeless person. Orjuela managed to access part 
of this archive, and quickly noted the similarities with 
the Mexican press, the majority of which is sensa-
tionalist in nature and which had inspired a series of 
projects Orjuela had worked on in the past.

Orjuela took from this archive some black and 
white photographs linked to news items on drug 
trafficking cases in the mid-1960s. He digitali-

zed them and printed large copies of the images, 
modifying them with pigments which were used to 
brighten photographic images at the end of the 19th 
century. The colors are the artist’s interpretation, 
and transform news images loaded with a sense of 
delinquency into colorful pop art portraits. Imper-
sonating a shoemaker, which shows the confisca-
tion of marihuana during a prison trial, becomes a 
nostalgic, retro-style still life. Another of his pieces, 
Traffickers, is transformed from a piece of evidence 
linking two drug traffickers into a portrait that might 
be described as costumbrista in style. Stripped of 
their criminalist context, the images lose their sen-
sationalist nature. 

Orjuela’s artistic intervention in these photographs 
throws the source of this news item into doubt, or at 
least holds the news editors and the media responsi-
ble for the way in which these images are presented 
to the reader. Perhaps the appearance of common 
people who would not normally appear in the press 
is already enough to link them to a crime; how else 
could their presence in a national newspaper be 
explained? An image which once appeared to show 
overwhelming evidence of a crime is also suscep-
tible to manipulation and reinterpretation, so that a 
reader who is distanced from the crime may view it 
as an inoffensive photo that could have been taken 
from a family album.

EXCLAMA. (n.d). El archivo muerto de Andrés Orjuela. Bogota. 

Available at: http://www.revistaexclama.com/arte/el-archi-

vo-muerto-de-andres-orjuela/ 

ORJUELA, ANDRÉS. (2013). Archivo muerto. Available at: http://

www.andresorjuela.co/archivo-muerto.html
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Orjuela, Andrés, Photography, Glicée print on cotton paper illuminated with Marshall’s pigments, 110 x 139,4 cm, 2013, Enough 

for five thousand cigarettes - Edition 1/3 - From the “Dead files” Collection - El Espacio, COL
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Orjuela, Andrés, Photography, Glicée print on cotton paper illuminated with Marshall’s pigments

110 x 156,8 cm, 2013, Traffickers - Edition 1/3 - From the “Dead files” Collection - El Espacio, COL

Orjuela, Andrés, Photography, Glicée print on cotton paper illuminated with Marshall’s 

pigments,110 x 130 cm, 2013, Impersonating a shoemaker - Edition 1/3 - From the “Dead 

files” Collection - El Espacio, COL
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THE ROBBERY OF GOYA
2010

On September 11, 2008, at an exhibition of 
‘Disasters of War’, a collection by Spanish artist 
Francisco de Goya, the print Mournful foreboding of 
what is to come disappeared from the room where 
it was on show to the public at the Gilberto Alzate 
Avendaño Foundation in Bogota. The media stir 
caused by the robbery led to the rapid involvement 
of the law enforcement agencies, who began inves-
tigating the whereabouts of the print. In light of the 
desperate search and the ineffective security arran-
gements at the exhibition – including security guards 
and CCTV cameras – the Metropolitan Police began 
to look seriously at the comments that had started 
to appear on blogs and online art forums and used 
these as clues. 

Lucas Ospina, who had on previous occasions used 
impersonation in his creation of alter egos or moc-
kumentaries, posted a statement on EsferaPública 
– the most popular art blog in Colombia. He used 
the pseudonym Free Art Commando S-11 and the 
title “Goya, your print returns to battle”, a parody 
of the manifesto disseminated by the M-19 when 
the guerilla group stole Bolivar’s sword on January 
17, 1974. The post was written in the style of an art 
review and criticized art and cultural institutions and 
their working policies, which Ospina had also been 
doing through various other outlets.

The police clumsily followed the false lead 
and began to go after an underground artistic 
movement, inventing theories about the artistic 
motivation behind their struggle. Without realizing 
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the magnitude of the situation, Ospina had put the 
word ‘art’ into the mouths of a new audience and by 
simply sowing a seed of doubt – which as far as the 
art world was concerned was just one of his witty 
ideas – he ended up causing a media storm, with 
the police and the media embarking upon a hunt 
for the criminal artist(s). Theories began to emerge 
from the DIJIN (Criminal Investigation Directorate 
and Interpol) and the cybercrime divisions, and they 
soon released psychiatric studies on the profile of 
a sociopath, where they assessed the political and 
economic interests of the offenders by analyzing the 
blog post. By this time, the news was being covered 
by the international media. 

The investigation ended where it began: Ospina as 
author of the blog post, was called to testify and 
declare his innocence at the Attorney General’s 
Office. They wanted him to take responsibility for the 
confession of robbery as an artistic parody – even 
though this was not a crime or a recurrent act – and 
blamed the artist the for waste of information and 
resources that had been put into the investigation. 
What had started as a thought-provoking parody 
had spiraled completely out of control. Lucas would 
later comment: 

“When I first read the news, I thought to myself, if 
someone had made up what had actually happened, 
nobody would have believed it: they carried out the 
robbery on September 11, taking a print with the title 
Mournful foreboding of what is to come. It involved 
Goya’s ‘Disasters of war’ collection; in this collection 
there’s a piece called ‘Emphatic Caprices’, where 
Goya draws politicians of the era, implying that 
they are responsible for the war. To me it seemed 
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ironic that there were politicians at the opening of 
an exhibition about disasters of war, in a country like 
Colombia where you can still see scenes similar to 
those painted by Goya, two hundred years on. At 
the same time, it was a print that was stolen; in other 
words, an image that is made to be reproduced, 
so the fetishism for an original piece of art isn’t that 
relevant. The news of the robbery meant that the 
Goya print was reproduced countless times online; 
the internet now is what the print was during Goya’s 
time. All of this really caught my attention.”

After being undermined in the eyes of the world, 
the police never acknowledged their lack of rigor 
by choosing to base the investigation around an 
online space where information is an expression of 
freedom that allows parody to be used as a tool for 
criticizing institutions. In contrast, when discussing 
their ridiculous conduct, they later said that “the 
police were actually the only ones to doubt the au-
thenticity of the claim. However, given the media 
storm that it had created, they had no other option 
but to carry on down that path.” The media also 
failed to take responsibility, portraying themselves 
as simple spectators who were merely relating the 
details of the case. Part of the allure of the stunt 
was witnessing these responses: the police whose 
credibility had been damaged but who were still 
convinced that they knew what they were doing, 
and the shallowness of the media outlets, which 
seemed to misinform more than inform, oblivious to 
the influence they were having on the investigation. 

After all the controversy had shifted attention away 
from the whereabouts of the print, it was finally 
found abandoned in a hotel in the center of Bogota. 

Soon after, the police commander and the Mayor 
of Bogota proudly returned the print to the exhi-
bition. Meanwhile, Ospina used all of the material 
generated by this event to develop this audiovi-
sual project. As he did with his character Pedro 
Manrique Figueroa in his masterpiece A paper tiger, 
he questions the truth behind an event, the role of 
the media in terms of the perception of reality they 
presented, and the public reaction to the ambiguity 
surrounding the certainty displayed by the press and 
the police on the one hand, and the uncertainty and 
subjectivity of the art world on the other. 
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FEEDING THE THOUGHT
2013

The work of Fabio Melecio Palacio is in many ways 
autobiographical, as he addresses the social con-
ditions of the marginalized, politically invisible com-
munities to which his family belongs. His work sets 
out to highlight imbalances of political power, social 
inequality and the precarious existence to which 
the most disadvantaged sectors of society are 
condemned.

Palacios worked alongside his father as a sugarcane 
cutter from a young age in the Colombian region of 
Valle del Cauca. This product has contributed to the 
economic and industrial development of the region, 
as well as impacting on cultural practices over the 
last three centuries.  However, this boom – which 
is based on land ownership, the mechanization of 
the sugar mills and the possibility of competing in a 
global market – stands in stark contrast to the living 
conditions of the laborers whose efforts have made 
it possible. The workers have formed associations 
and taken on the fruitless struggle for recognition 
of their labor rights, in response to the injustices 
they have been subjected to by landowners and the 
sugar mills, and to address government indifference 
and even reprisals against labor unions when they 
have tried to demand acceptable working conditions 
and treatment. 

Sugarcane production started with slavery during 
the colonial era, the consequences of which can still 
be seen in the precarious conditions in which people 
of African descent – who make up the majority of the 
sugarcane cutter workforce – are forced to live in 
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Valle del Cauca.

Palacios’ close relationship with the sugarcane 
cutters has allowed him to investigate their customs, 
habits and experiences, many of which are a conse-
quence of their poor economic circumstances, such 
as poor nutrition. Rice soup has become the only 
meal available to this community, and as they cannot 
afford to buy meat due to their low wages, they add 
cow bone to their food to add a hint of the flavor that 
remains inaccessible to them. Feeding the thought 
refers to this ability to trick the taste buds, which is 
crucial to the survival of this community. Palacios 
adds cow bones and ashes to a rice cooker, giving 
his work a deathly appearance. This seems to point 
towards an unfavorable future and to the sugarcane 
cutters’ sense of resignation to the fact that, despite 
the importance of their work, they still remain at the 
bottom of a production chain that shows no concern 
for their welfare.

As an artist of African descent, Palacios talks about 
his circumstances and those of his community, 
basing his work on their daily lives: “[The sugarcane 
cutters] share their food with me, or whatever they 
are able to buy with what they are paid. The food is 
not disgraceful, but it is sad to see their poor living 
and working conditions. The poor treatment and low 
wages which enslave them leads me to the con-
clusion that we are currently living in a democratic 
slave state”.
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OPPRESSED OPPRESSORS
2013 - 2014

Colombian television media has a commercial 
monopoly on news stories about the recent conflict, 
and acts as an intermediary between the viewer and 
the image of war. Their analysis of the events that 
have taken place throughout the country is mundane, 
and the time allocated to each report is minimal. 
This transforms the images into an eternal loop, 
and it becomes unclear whether we are watching 
new reports or archive footage; amid the barrage of 
images, old images can safely be used again and 
again without the viewer doubting their immediacy. 

Ultimately, the lack of rigor associated with a com-
mercially exploited image propagates misinformation 
about the real reasons for these acts, their conse-
quences and the masterminds behind them.

Oppressed Oppressors by Leidy Chavez and 
Fernando Pareja demonstrates this ongoing act 
of repetition, and reveals how this lack of research 
leads to an obscuring of the facts, to the point where 
the line between victim and perpetrator becomes 
blurred, and it becomes difficult to differentiate one 
from the other. 

The notion of a loop is reinforced by the medium that 
Chavez and Pareja have chosen for this work; they 
use a praxinoscope, a device invented at the end 
of the nineteenth century which explores movement 
through a sequence of images; this became a 
precursor to motion pictures. However, Chavez 
and Pareja use this instrument to facilitate their work 
as sculptors, producing three-dimensional frames 
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which represent each of the movements required 
to give the impression of an eternal loop. 

In this way, the person who is shooting also becomes 
the person being ambushed, a product of his own 
act. This ironic perspective extends to the fact that 
an outdated visual device is being used to criticize 
the power of media images, possibly signaling that 
this is the snake which bites its own tail.

43 SALÓN (INTER) NACIONAL DE ARTISTAS. (2013). 

Fernando Pareja and Leidy Chaves. Available at: http://43sna.
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TAKE YOUR PIG
From the collection “In memory of the dead”
2014

The suckling pig is a common image in Colombian 
popular culture: a typical dish with a shocking 
appearance due to the presence of almost the 
whole body of the pig, including the head. The pig 
is stuffed with rice, peas and potatoes, among other 
things, which are eaten along with the meat. The 
pig’s body is cooked and exhibited in a way which 
may appear somewhat macabre to an unaccus-
tomed observer. However, for Colombians it is a 
symbol of their identity, and its disturbing presence 
seems appropriate for any type of social event, from 
baptisms to burials.

Pinilla revisits the image of the suckling pig, iro-
nically representing it as a still-life work, created 
with a precision and academic rigor reminiscent 
of Spanish baroque art and the study of still-life 
paintings. This comparison is not fanciful if you take 
into account that this typical dish from Tolima ori-
ginated from Spanish cuisine brought over in the 
sixteenth century. The irony in the painting refers 
to the fact that Colombia, a country which tends to 
be fascinated by anything foreign, usually spurns 
anything relating to its popular, local traditions. In this 
way, Pinilla raises the question of whether something 
that causes shame for being too indigenous should 
in fact be praised for not being so. 

The ambivalence around this premise of Colombian 
culture appears to ridicule a sense of identity that 
has been constructed from a combination of external 
influences and a search for authenticity, while at the 
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same time displaying an inferiority complex about its 
primitive roots. 

On the other hand, the association with the still-li-
fe tradition places Take your pig within a historical 
category of fine art and high culture, and at the same 
time contrasts it with its roots within popular culture. 
This raises questions about whether artistic beauty 
originates from the subject being depicted, the 
artistic interpretation, the category of painting into 
which it falls, or from the community represented 
by the image. 

In the end, Take your pig is no longer the aggressi-
ve yet innocent image that it appears to be at first 
glance.

Interview with Andrés Matías Pinilla, October 28, 2015
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memory of the dead” Collection (Suckling pig)
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SOCIAL CLEANSING
2013

MAP OF THE CAUCA REGION
2014

In 2007, Edinson Quiñones began collecting am-
munition cartridges left over from violent incidents 
in the Cauca region, including confrontations 
between armed groups, attacks and acts of hostility 
against the civil population. From this archive, which 
consists of shells of varying sizes (short and long 
range: 7.62mm, 9mm, .22, .32, .38, .50), Quiñones 
produced a very personal collection of work which 
drew upon his experiences in his home region. Not 
only does his work provide a general overview of 
violence in Colombia; it also depicts the daily threats 
faced by civilians, who had no choice but to live with 
the conflict.

One of his pieces is called Map of the Cauca region. 
In this work, Quiñones uses ammunition of different 
sizes and origins (some are Colombian, others are 
Ecuadorian and some are Russian), to recreate the 
region’s geographical borders, mapping out the 
rural and urban violence in the area. The height of 
the shells gives the impression of a lamentable to-
pography and represents the level of violence in an 
area rather than its actual geographical features. 

If the purpose of the previous piece is to provide a 
general overview of the social context of the region, 
then Social Cleansing is more autobiographical 
in nature. In this piece, Quiñones focuses on the 
experiences he had as a boy in his neighborhood, 
where gangs of juvenile delinquents were threate-
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ned by armed groups which controlled the area. 
The artist recalls that “generally, the worst things 
would happen or become more noticeable a few 
days before the Easter celebrations began. Before 
this important event, they would repaint the front of 
the houses in the old town white, clean and carry out 
street repairs, cause beggars and homeless people 
to ‘disappear’, arrest thieves. Cutting off the power 
in the white city for a few seconds means different 
things to different people: for the people who live in 
the city center, it means missing a scene from their 
favorite soap opera; for businesses it means losing 
a few customers; and for those on the peripheries 
of society, from the suburbs, it can mean losing your 
life, as people on street corners, groups of buddies, 
and guys from gangs are killed”.

In this piece, Quiñones takes press cuttings from 
the legal pages of Popayán’s local newspaper, El 
Liberal, which he collected between 1995 and 
2000. The news items that he reproduced allude to 
acts of social cleansing in the city suburbs, which 
were announced in advance through pamphlets 
which gave the aliases of the people who were being 
hunted down to be killed. The ammunition shells 
have been displayed along with the press cuttings 
and modified with lead, in which the artist has carved 
the letters that spell out the words ‘social cleansing’. 
The symbolism of this act is powerful if we consider 
that announcing a death is like marking each bullet 
with someone’s name, signaling their fate. 
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Social cleansing

Quiñones, Edinson, Assemblage, Bullet 

casings, 2014, Map of the Cauca region
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TEARING DOWN THE FENCES
2015

Various artists have based their work around the 
figure of the indigenous leader Manuel Quintín 
Lame - among them Antonio Caro and Carlos 
Castro – as a powerful symbol of indigenous com-
munities asserting their rights over their ancestral 
land. However, the work of Edinson Quiñones has 
concentrated on the distinctive features and social 
conditions of the Cauca region where he was born, 
causing him to lead initiatives such as the opening 
of the Manuel Quintín Lame Indigenous Art Center 
in 2014.

Bringing together his style of artwork, his back-
ground and his interest in raising awareness of the 
artistic traditions of this region, Quiñones worked on 
a project where the figure of the indigenous leader 
was directly linked to the notion of land, and his fight 
to recover indigenous reserves. By tearing down 
the fences around the lots and plowed land of lan-
downers in the region, Quiñones turns the barbed 
wire that surrounded this privatized land into Quintín 
Lame’s signature. In this way, his name is written 
with the same object that led to his resistance, a 
dichotomy illustrated by an equal rights icon being 
portrayed using an object of violence.

The power of this image has led this piece of work 
to become the symbol of the Indigenous Art Center 
that the artist helped to establish. Interview with Edinson Quiñones. September 12, 2016.

MINISTERIO DE CULTURA. (2016). Salón Internacional de Arte 

Indígena Manuel Quintín Lame. Available at: http://salonesdear-

tistas.com/content/laboratorio-sal%C3%B3n-internacional-in-

d%C3%ADgena-manuel-quint%C3%ADn-lame-cauca
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SHOW THE FACE
2012

‘Dar la cara’ – literally to show your face – is a 
common expression meaning ‘to take responsibility 
for your actions’. However, that expression directly 
links the idea of guilt for an act with the face of the 
person who committed it. Therefore, ‘showing your 
face’ is to make your identity known to an authority 
in order to accept punishment for an act. Based on 
this logic, without a face, there can only be impunity, 
given that victims need to have someone to blame 
in order to feel vindicated. In the Colombian justice 
system, this has led to the regular use of composite 
sketches, which are completely useless in terms 
of identifying criminals, either because of the poor 
drawing skills of the artist or because of the victim’s 
unreliable memory when describing the criminal. 
However, in spite of their inefficiency, these portraits 
fulfil the purpose of providing a tangible object 
of hate, as well as some minimal clues as to the 
appearance of the criminal, becoming another social 
statistic and developing a pattern of facial features 
that corresponds to the perceived face of a criminal.

In 2005, the Law of Justice and Peace was passed 
in Colombia, a controversial amnesty which bene-
fitted more than 30,000 members of the armed pa-
ramilitary groups, allowing them to reintegrate into 
society without the State offering any compensation 
to the victims of these illegal groups. These favorable 
conditions allowed the groups to continue commit-
ting crimes, causing the armed conflict in Colombia 
to intensify, with drug-trafficking at the center of the 
violence. The unspecified number of victims and the 
level of impunity unleashed by this decision is the 
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main reason for disillusionment in the Colombian 
justice system. The State has contributed to the fact 
that criminals do not have to face the consequences 
of their actions. 

For decades, the artist José Alejandro Restrepo 
has been accumulating an archive of printed press 
images and video material from his careful monito-
ring of television news programs. In the video-insta-
llation Dar la cara, Restrepo took booklets published 
by the Attorney General’s office on the paramilitary 
demobilization, and scanned the faces to create a 
video where each frame showed the face of one of 
its members. The exercise was repeated over a total 
of three screenings, showing 24 faces per second. 
This bombardment of images is made up of more 
than 2,000 faces that we have no time to identify, in 
spite of them appearing right in front of us. 

Restrepo’s video installation explores the shape of 
the face and the criminal’s facial expression, the res-
ponsibility of the media and the consequences that 
these images have had on violence in Colombia. 
In light of the ineptitude of the justice system and 
the reiteration of this image of a criminal, this work 
reveals the way in which the face is conceived as a 
way of materializing the concept of evil in a society 
that associates these physical features with the need 
to condemn.
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KNIFE LESSONS
2007

The title of this piece refers to the educational nature 
of this audiovisual project by Sánchez, at least from 
an ethnographic perspective. It features Jimmy, a 
drug addict and former thief who explains how to 
fabricate makeshift knives using very basic techni-
ques, and how to use them to attack and defend 
yourself in fights and robberies, as well as to kill 
people. It is a troubling image because the viewers 
begin to engage in a type of voyeurism, observing a 
social reality which we perceive to be separate from 
our own, and a clear transgression of moral and 
ethical boundaries, as criminal activities resulting in 
murder go unpunished. 

The testimony of this young knife-maker, presented 
as a frank and shocking lesson about his everyday 
life, becomes a lesson in survival for the artist, and 
this is passed on to the viewer through this audio-
visual piece. This voyeurism triggers conflicting 
feelings of repulsion and morbid curiosity. What 
repulses us is in fact the daily reality of someone 
else’s life, presented through oral pedagogy, and 
which we are now witnessing as an ethnographic 
investigation of a weak link in society, where crime 
is a way of life. It is from this perspective that the 
art theorist Katherina Kniess states that Sánchez’s 
video ‘makes the absurdity of violence seem normal.’

And this revelation is a fairly accurate description of 
Sánchez’s interests. As he states: “The concept of 
violence is ever-changing; it is vague and depends 
on the context in which it is found. Violence shouldn’t 
be a category used to analyze something. I don’t 
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agree with saying that a piece of work is violent; I 
think it would be better to describe it as ‘interesting’. 
Or saying that a guy who has killed 30 people is a 
violent man… I don’t know, I think that’s something 
else. I don’t base my work on violence. If you start 
thinking of violence in terms of paramilitary groups, 
then it would always be bad. I prefer to break it down 
and work out what my interests are. Violence isn’t 
the motivating factor of my work; what I do is look 
at morbid topics.” 
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EMBERA - CHAMÍ
2008

The work of Rosemberg Sandoval has always criti-
cized Colombia’s political situation, and has had a 
bitter reception as it addresses contentious issues. 
His work consists of disturbing features which go 
against the esthetic expectations of the observer as 
well as institutional political correctness. His work 
has therefore been considered controversial and at 
times has been censored. 

At the 41st National Exhibition of Artists, held in Cali 
in 2008, Sandoval presented the installation Embera 
– Chamí for the first time. This work was made from 
bones he had collected from mass graves located in 
conflicted regions throughout the country. Splinters 
of these remains perforate a pair of rubber boots, 
everyday tools used by farmers and indigenous land 
workers.

The reference to death is direct and disturbing, 
not only because of the human remains, but also 
because of the title’s reference to the indigenous 
community that has suffered the violence of the 
country’s armed conflict with no protection from the 
State. The Embera – Chamí population is largely 
concentrated in rural areas of the coffee region that 
have suffered from decades of persecution. 

In addition, the perforated boots represent the act 
of walking associated with the forced displace-
ment and exile of farmers and indigenous people; 
despite declaring themselves against a conflict that 
has nothing to do with them, they are ignored and 
abandoned. This powerlessness stems from the 

natural wealth that the ancestral lands of commu-
nities such as the Embera – Chamí represents for 
the armed groups, as well being convenient for their 
strategic position, as the land conceals them from 
attacks from other factions.

By denouncing this situation, the community leaders 
have exposed themselves to threats, intimidation, 
forced disappearances, extrajudicial executions 
and massacres, which have formed part of the grim 
history of the Embera-Chamí people from the 1980s 
to the present day.  

In Embera – Chamí, Sandoval draws attention to 
this community and its ignored history in the hope 
that his work will raise awareness in the art world 
of other parallel realities, giving visibility and a voice 
to people who are forced to flee from death on a 
daily basis. 
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COUNTRY TRADEMARK (NATIONAL BRAND)
2009

Colombia continues to be associated with the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus, even though its exclusive 
devotion to the Catholic Church was suspended 
by the 1991 constitution, which promoted secu-
larism with freedom of religion. The Sacred Heart 
defined the political agenda of the conservative 
party for almost the whole of twentieth century, as 
well as its close links with the church as an insti-
tution of power. However, the iconography of the 
Heart of Jesus continues to be an inherent part of 
popular culture, and a symbol of congregation for 
the Catholic community. 

Symbols of identity have shifted from being repre-
sentatives of a collective way of thinking to becoming 
more like trademarks, showcasing the country as 
a consumer product for foreign capital. In other 
words, Colombia has gone from being a country of 
shared social imaginaries to resembling a company 
that is trying to compete in the international market. 
And while displaying such effective advertising to the 
rest of the world, aggressive marketing strategies 
are used internally to try to make this new image 
part of the national identity. This led to the birth 
of a Colombian “National Brand”, and the slogan 
“Colombia is passion”, a government and busi-
ness-led initiative to attempt to change the country’s 
image and increase tourism, investment and exports. 

Andrés Felipe Uribe subtly highlights the link 
between the image of the heart used in this 
campaign, and the iconic Sacred Heart of Jesus, as 
if it represented the collective unconscious in relation 

to religion. This is not only due to the visual similarity, 
but also because of the use of the word ‘passion’ 
and the broad sense of this word in Catholicism, 
where martyrdom, physical suffering and agony 
reinforce fervor and fanaticism. Uribe discusses 
this contradictory perception: “I was thinking about 
George Orwell’s doublethink, and about passion in 
terms of pain, and therefore that Colombia = Pain.”

While Uribe carries out a quasi-surgical interven-
tion, using a scalpel to trace the outline of the heart 
representing the national brand in the center of his 
chest, this bloody act is accompanied by Bach’s 
symphony ‘Passion according to St John’ (BWV 
245). The bloodied torso in the foreground of this 
audiovisual piece once again evokes the close links 
between politics and religion throughout Colom-
bia’s history. We are faced with blood and the idea 
of passion being equal to pain, along with a failed 
logo, suggesting that attempting to change people’s 
negative perception of a country may instead be 
reducing its violent history down to a single image. 
The doublethink on which Uribe reflects exposes 
Orwell’s notion of “consciously deceiving” or “telling 
lies while genuinely believing in them”.

SEMANA. (2006). Colombia es pasión. Bogota, June 4. Available 

at: http://www.semana.com/especiales/articulo/colombia-pa-

sion/79583-3 

RESTREPO, MARTHA LUCÍA; ROSKER, EDUARDO. (2008). 

El país como una marca. Estudio de caso: Colombia es pasión. 

Colegio de Estudios Superiores de Administración - CESA, 

Bogota. 

ORWELL, GEORGE. (1970). 1984. Salvat Editores, Barcelona.



77

Uribe, Andrés Felipe, Video (9:46”), 2009-15, Country Trademark (National Brand)
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HORIZONS 1999
1999

One of the paintings which best represents the 
history of the region of Antioquia is Horizons (1913) 
by Francisco Antonio Cano, a piece which alluded 
to the colonization of the region. The austere style 
of the painting reflected the well-known strength 
and determination of the people of Antioquia. In its 
sobriety, the painting even seems to allude to a holy 
family, featuring a farmer with his wife and baby, 
pointing into the distance towards the place where 
they plan to settle. The picture became a symbol of 
Antioquian pride, and continued to represent the 
characteristics of its people until the beginning of the 
21st century. This cultural icon was even adopted by 
the media, appearing on billboards all over Medellín 
and in advertisements for the Museum of Antioquia, 
where the painting currently resides.

This iconic painting, which was so closely linked 
to local identity that it seemed untouchable, was 
reinterpreted by Carlos Uribe in three controver-
sial pieces: Horizons 1999 (1999), New Horizons 
(2010) and Horizons 2013 (2013). In the first 
version, presented here, he discreetly altered the 
background of the painting, inserting a fumigation 
aircraft which alluded to the dichotomy between 
drug-traffickers and the State regarding the cultiva-
tion of illegal crops. However, this subtle alteration 
went unnoticed by many at the exhibition where the 
painting was on show, and some even believed that 
they were looking at Cano’s original painting. For 
others, the meaning of the picture had changed: the 
colonization of the region had been replaced by the 
forced displacement caused by drug-trafficking in 
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the mountains of Antioquia. 

In the later versions – extensions of Horizons 1999 
– Uribe disputed the notion of the thriving Antio-
quian personality by substituting the image of the 
farmer with a photograph of Pablo Escobar pointing 
towards the horizon. The similarity between the 
gestures in the painting and in the photograph was 
so stark that the discourse of patriotism began to 
dissolve into a new media perspective of what it 
means to be Colombian: the pursuit of wealth at 
any cost and the rise to power through drug-traffic-
king. Furthermore, if the original painting referred to 
colonization, then the image of Escobar gesturing 
into the distance indicates a complex problem 
linking coca cultivation to the control of territory by 
illegal groups, which has been the main cause of 
forced displacement in Colombia over the last three 
decades. 

The result was provocative and the painting was in 
fact censored on various occasions for touching on 
a theme that still appears to be a source of shame 
in the country’s recent history. The artist was even 
accused of using the image to create a scandal. In 
all of these cases, the interpretation of the painting 
showed that this subject was still an open wound. 
This is why Uribe’s interpretation of an idealized 
sense of identity is a valid reassessment of the 
social context of the last few decades. According 
to Uribe: “…social researchers and artists do not 
hold such nostalgic views of the history of Antioquia, 
and questions of race, identity and social construct. 
Instead we see it in a broader, more complex way, 
with drug-trafficking as the new form of colonization, 
not only in Antioquia but in Colombia and the world.”
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GEOMETRY OF THE CATASTROPHE
2015

Gustavo Villa has explored the concepts of ruin and 
decline through sculpture, drawing, intervention 
and performance art, adopting a poetic approach 
removed from specific events. His work deals with 
construction and destruction as tension points 
central to the idea of catastrophe, referring to ar-
chitecture or its remains to indicate the fragility of 
memory in rebuilding places that once existed. 

This interest has led to various projects such as The 
strategy of the snail (2013), Collapse and Recovery 
(2012) and Experiments in the void (2011). These 
pieces are inevitably connected to each other and 
came before Geometry of the catastrophe, an insta-
llation of ceramics and other broken objects, where 
the figure of a porcelain child appears to be looking 
for something amongst the ruins of other dolls that 
have had their limbs amputated. But far from being 
disturbing, this macabre scene appears to invoke 
the memory of a past in crisis, where porcelain 
and decorative objects which were once treasured 
articles are now only fragments of what they once 
were. 

There is a kind of geometry behind the physical and 
temporal ruins that Villa chooses for his work. This 
geometry does not necessarily relate to that of archi-
tecture, but instead reflects a chain of past events 
which degenerate into a catastrophe. Villa explains 
this in the following way: 

“In A landscape of events, Paul Virilio suggests that 
a falling airplane or a train derailment is preceded 
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by a series of events, seven or eight factors, 
which determine the geometry of an event […] 
The porcelain ballerina is no longer a ballerina, the 
broken clown becomes something else, and the new 
relationships that form between these things – the 
hands, the heads – everything in disorder and appa-
rently disjointed, recreate a new order through these 
geometries of catastrophe.”

Therefore, as a catastrophe is the result of an 
equation, Villa suggests that these events could be 
avoided if some of the variables were modified. Or 
maybe catastrophe is a coldly premeditated event 
that takes us all by surprise. 
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“The spirit does not exist, Sors. Only earth exists,” 
said Vavra, clenching his fist. Earth and blood and 
sweat and widows and beer. Art isn’t just things 
hanging on a wall; it is rage and dirty fingernai-
ls. The intellectual approach advocated by our 
colleagues is the opposite of art. Dirt and trash 
– when they wake up and look at each other - that 
is art. Things that are clean and white are the 
opposite of art. Art is humanity’s greatest crime, 
as it goes against all laws and accepted norms. It 
is the greatest crime that society could imagine, 
because it is through art that everything has been 
destroyed. Those who speak of creativity have no 
idea what it means to create. It crushes, it destroys 
and then the grass starts growing beneath your 
feet.”

The painter under the kitchen sink
Afonso Cruz

During this conversation, two art students - Jozef 
Sors, the son of a murderer, and Aurel Vavra, known 
for being the resident thug at the Academy of Fine 
Arts in Prague - propose a new way of viewing art 
that goes beyond the post-minimalist1  and post-con-
ceptual2 approaches that dominate 

1 Works of post-minimalist art are those that refer to mi-
nimalist art from an esthetic or conceptual perspective. Generally, 
this refers more to an esthetic approach than to a movement. 
These works are characterized by the use of everyday objects, 
simple materials and a pure, formalist, esthetic approach.
2 Post-conceptualism is a contemporary art theory 
based on conceptual art, where the concept or the idea of the 
piece holds more importance than material concerns.

today’s scopic regime3.  This new approach moves 
beyond esthetics and the ideas that uphold political 
views, as it involves adopting a distant and vertical 
perspective. This does not mean, however, that art 
ceases to be political. Instead, by having esthetics 
as a guiding principle, social criticism or “ugliness” 
in a piece of art become problems that must be 
carefully analyzed.

Sors and Vavra are a metaphor for marginaliza-
tion, Sors for being the most despised person in 
the Academy, and Vavra for being the most hated. 
By hearing the voices of the marginalized, we can 
construct a complete view of society which exceeds 
the expectations of the art-buying crowd and puts 
“alternative” narratives at the center of the discus-
sion. 

Draft 1 or the Perpetuity of the National Vote – 
Pieces from the Project Bachué Collection>Y2K 
looks at several artists and marginalized stories 
about mourning and memory, themes which have 
dominated art theory in Colombia so far this millen-
nium. This is based on the idea that art should be 
poetic and function as an indexical presence, as 
well as giving visibility to artists who use their work 
to express unease, to make a record of something 
that has happened or even to make a critique of the 
present time. 

3 A scopic regime is a term used by the film critic 
Christian Metz to refer to ways of seeing that are specific to a 
given time and context, determined and created by visual tech-
nology (such as photography, digital media, cell-phones etc.) 
and by the social and demographic status of the spectator (their 
place of origin, level of education, gender, age, and so on). This 
is similar to ‘the period eye’.
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The pieces presented here are based on the 
research and personal experiences of each of the 
artists that feature in this collection. Due to the hostile 
and violent context in which they were produced, 
they do not seek to be poetic by searching for a 
sublime experience. Instead, they seek to be ex-
pressive and critical, and to use their voice to make 
the observer feel uncomfortable. This discomfort is 
evident in reviews that say that the artists are not 
doing anything to lessen the grief, or that they are 
not processing the materials (whether these be 
files, objects or stories), but merely displaying them. 
These critics believe that for a piece of art to be 
effective, it must be stripped clean of its negative 
connotations and convey a message, hopefully of 
peace and mourning.

Another way of dismissing this type of art has been 
to compare it to sensationalist tabloid media: both 
are criticized as gimmicky, implying that their sole 
aim is to provoke a reaction without trying to convey 
a deeper message. These definitions are only used 
to avoid confronting or thinking about the issues 
being presented by the artists, because these are 
not pleasant or uplifting. Their work is the result of 
hard, violent, bloody facts, making the art itself hard, 
violent and bloody. It is the dirt under the fingernails. 
It is a reflection of Colombia.

A private collection of contemporary art represents 
the point of view of an art collector who – like artists 
themselves – often does not know exactly what he is 
doing but feels an urge, an impulse which leads him 
to act in a certain way. As with the artists that feature 
here, the collector accumulates, displays and re-
processes the various pieces of art so that they can 

be read as a whole. In this collection, this kind of 
approach is understood not as a process of financial 
investment but in the same terms described by 
Walter Benjamin when he spoke about the moment 
in which a work of art leaves the market, losing its 
value as a commodity and gaining the value of the 
person who appreciates it. The value that a person 
places on a piece of art is independent of its use or 
exchange value.

The symbolic value of art means that, rather than 
being examined from a detached, historical pers-
pective, the issues at the heart of the work can be 
analyzed. The wounds reflected here act as the 
starting point for the story – one among many others 
– that the collector wishes to tell about a country in 
conflict, where so many acts of violence have been 
perpetrated for so long that this has become the 
norm. This inward-looking perspective is important 
because it omits the bird’s-eye view and moves the 
focus to the margins. When art is examined from 
above, in an attempt to remain objective, you cannot 
smell the victims, the blood or the indignation; you 
cannot detect the pain of the moment, the smoke 
or the mud. In this way, nothing seems reprehensi-
ble and art feels comfortable, like pure otium4. But 
at ground level, this does not happen. If it is the 
story of an open wound, or a collection of stories of 
open wounds (as is the case for the pieces in this 
collection), then the scale of this historical moment 
becomes evident, leading to approaches 

4 Ranciere, Jacques. 2011. “Aisthesis: Scenes from the 
Esthetic Regime of Art”.  Publisher: Manantial. “Otium is speci-
fically the time when one is expecting nothing, precisely the kind 
of time that is forbidden to the plebeian, for whom the anxiety to 
escape his condition condemns him to be forever awaiting the 
effect of luck or scheming. It is not the lack of occupation but the 
abolition of the hierarchy of occupations.”
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which distance themselves from the complacency of 
nation branding and mass media nationalism. Both 
of these, for example, lead us to grieve prematurely, 
or to construct a memory out of what is considered 
news. 

The advantage of this perspective is that it stops 
time passing linearly, and prevents stories from 
becoming fragmented or being narrated as a series 
of interruptions and evolutions which move beyond 
forms of expression, functioning with the logic of 
progress, in which each decade can be “identified” 
by specific forms of expression. This allows us to see 
the schools of thought which withstand the passing 
of time, which endure regardless of political agenda 
or current trends, and which do not form part of the 
official narrative. These pieces cannot be poeticized 
or made beautiful, because they are open wounds. 
They can only be displayed and observed. They are 
not objects which seek to convey the possibility of a 
better future. Instead, they are witnesses or reflec-
tions of the moment in which they were produced. 

Even though it is not a State-funded project, the 
Bachué Project continues to function as an insti-
tution in the sense that it has a language, specific 
functions and a public role. The collection does not 
seek to argue a truth or represent Colombian art. 
Instead, it attempts to fill voids that exist in other co-
llections, whilst acknowledging that this collection is 
also incomplete and remains in an ongoing process 
of construction. 

The works of art in this collection do not attempt 
to redefine Colombian art. In the words of Andrea 
Fraser, the collection seeks to be a critical institution, 

which through the act of art collecting understands 
its failures and its flaws, while also identifying those 
that exist elsewhere. It is through the possibility of 
self-criticism, which dates back to the avant-garde, 
that art collecting can be understood as a symbol of 
resistance and revolution. Draft 1 or the Perpetuity of 
the National Vote – Pieces from the Project Bachúe 
Collection>Y2K is a first step towards the risks and 
limitations of a collection that has a critical purpose. 

Valentina Gutiérrez Turbay
Bogotá, October 2016 
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