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For Marchán Fiz, the distinguishing feature of the
Spanish and Argentine forms of Conceptualism was extending
the North American critique of the institutions and practices of
art to an analysis of political and social issues. At the time
when he made these observations, the radical edge of North
American Conceptual art's critique was obscured by the
generalizing, reductive posture of Kosuth's "art-as-idea-asidea"[3]. In Kosuth's model the artwork as conceptual
proposition is reduced to a tautological or self-reflexive
statement. He insisted that art consists of nothing other than
the artist's idea of it, and that art can claim no meaning
outside itself. Marchan Fiz contrasted the rigidity of this self-

BLUE PRINT CIRCUITS:
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referential, analytical model with the potential of "ideological
conceptualism" to reveal political and social realities. For
artists, he saw in this hybrid version of conceptualism the
possibility of an exit from the tautological impasse which, in his
view, had deadlocked the practice of Conceptual art by 1972.

Mari Carmen Ramírez

In Latin America Marchán Fiz was referring specifically
to the Argentine Grupo de los Trece, but the version of
Conceptual art he described has flourished not only in
Argentina but in Uruguay, Chile and Brazil since the mid1960s [4]. As with any movement originating in the
periphery, the work of Latin American political-conceptual
artists—in its relationship with the mainstream source—

Circuit \... a course around a periphery... space
encloses within a circumference . . . a system for two-

engages in a pattern of mutual influence and response. It is
both grounded in and distant from the legacy of North
American Conceptualism in that it represents a transformation

way communicaton.[1]

of it and also anticipated in many ways the forms of ideological
In 1972, taking stock of the status of Conceptual art in
Western countries, the Spanish art historian Simon Marchán
Fiz observed the

beginnings

of

a

tendency

toward

"ideological conceptualism” emerging in peripheral societies
such as Argentina and Spain[2]. This version of Conceptual
art came on the heels of the controversial propositions
about the nature of art and artistic practice introduced in the
mid-1960s by the North Americans Robert Barry, Mel Bochner,
Douglas Huebler, Joseph Kosuth, Sol LeWitt, and Lawrence
Weiner, as well as by the British group Art & Language. These
artists investigated the nature of the art object as well as the
institutional mechanisms that support it, and their results
tended to deemphasize or eliminate the art object in favor of
the process or ideas underlying it. North American Conceptual
artists also questioned the role of museums and galleries in
the promotion of art, its market status, and its relationship
with the audience. Their exposure of the functions of art in
both social and cultural circuits has significantly redefined
contemporary artistic practice over the last thirty years.

conceptualism developed in the late 1970s and 1980s by
feminist and other politically engaged artists in North America
and Europe [5]. To investigate the reasons for this complex
interaction is to delve into the ways in which the peripheral
situation and socio-historical dynamic of Latin America
imprinted a new logic onto the most radical achievements of
center-based Conceptual art.
Marchán Fiz's insight can illuminate the development of
Conceptual art in Latin America. Two generations of politicalconceptual artists are discussed in this essay: the first—
exemplified by the Argentine Victor Grippo, the Uruguayan Luis
Camnitzer, the Brazilian Cildo Meireles, and the Chileans
Eugenio

Dittborn

emergence

of

and

Gonzalo

Conceptual

art

Diaz-witnessed
and

the

the

political

upheavals of the 1960s in the United States and Latin
America; the second group—which includes the Chilean
Alfredo Jaar and the Brazilian Jac Leirner—emerged in the
1980s and experienced the demise and aftermath of the
political dictatorships whose rise to power the previous
generation had seen [6]. Taken as a whole, the work of both
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groups embodies a series of systematic inversions of
important propositions of North American Conceptual art,

into mailing envelopes (figures 1 and 2). Disguising a painting

"counter-propositions" that function as "exits" from the

as a letter calls into question the relevance of the medium of

ideological impasse seen by Marchán Fiz.

painting, both in and for the nations on the periphery. At the
same time, the works offer "a material option and artistic

Strategic Circuits: Unfolding Politics

cunning" as means to break out of the isolation and

In a recent interview with the critic Sean Cubitt, Eugenio

confinement imposed by the periphery [11].

Dittborn described the function of his Pinturas Aeropostales

artists have adopted similar strategies, utilizing their

(Airmail Paintings) as a means of traveling "to negotiate the

peripheral condition as a tactic to exit outmoded circuits,

possibility of making visible the invisible: the distance".

whether artistic or ideological, that are marked by the legacy

Traveling "to negotiate a meaning", he addeed, is the political

of colonialism.

A number of

element of his work; more precisely, it is "the unfolding of that
politics" [7]. A preoccupation with bridging distances, crossing
borders, and violating limits is also evident in Alfredo Jaar's
description of his photo-light-box installations as a body of
production that deals with "the extraordinary, widening gap
between Us and Them, that striking distance that is, after all,
only a mental one"[8]. Each of Jaar's installations features
evidence of his travels to remote sites in order to research and
document a theme. Understood conceptually, "traveling" in the
work of Dittborn and Jaar, as in that of Camnitzer, Díaz,
Grippo, Leirner, and Meireles, establishes an "inverted route"
that reverses the cultural polarity of "South" and North" that
has persistently subordinated Latin America to Europe and
1. Eugenio Dittborn. Twenty-four mailing envelopes, at the curb of a street in

North America.

Santiago, each stack containing one Airmail Painting: To Travel, 1990-92; The

The closing of the gap between "center" and "periphery,"
between "first" and "third" worlds—constructs that convey the

6th History of the Human Face, 1989-92; and the 13th History of the Human
Face, 1992.

disparities between highly industrialized and still-developing
nations—has been at the heart of Latin American concerns
since the colonial period. Geography and colonialism dictated a
history based on cycles of journeys and displacements,
circulation and exchange, between the metropolitan centers of
Europe and the colonies of Latin America and the Caribbean.
Forced into cultural and political subordination, the practices of
art

were

locked

in

endless

rounds

of

copy/repetition,

adaptation/transformation, and resisting or confronting the
dominant powers. With this background, the history of
modern art in Latin America since the 1920s can be seen as a
constant search to open a space for change amid the web of
economic and cultural circuits that continues to determine the
experience of artists in this region [9].
The

political-conceptual

artists

considered

here

are

distinguished by their deliberate assumption of the peripheral
condition as the starting point of their work. For instance,
Dittborn's Airmail Paintings (plate 61) are emblems of the
search to bridge the gap between two worlds and also ironic
vehicles to expose the precariousness of artistic practice in the
periphery [10]. They consist of large sheets of brown wrapping
paper or synthetic nonwoven fabric folded and then inserted

2. Eugenio Dittborn unfolding Airmail Painting Number 96: Liquid Ashes.
1992. Paint, stitching, and photo-silkscreen on twelve panels of nonwoven fabric,
dimensions variable. Installation in progress, Documenta 9, Kassel, 1992
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Assuming the peripheral condition characterizes a
generation of artists caught in the traumatic political and

seek alternative ways to recover the meaning of that history,

economic developments of the last thirty years in Latin

which had been replaced by the Grand History of the Victors"

America. Coming of age in the midst of the postwar

[17]. Richard's description can be extended to countries like

development

Argentina and Uruguay, which, until the mid-1960s, had

effort

known

as

desarrollismo,

which

significantly reorganized the socioeconomic structures of major
Latin American countries [12], this group also lived through the

known some degree of democracy.
All

of

the

artists

discussed

here

experienced

promise of liberation from the political and economic

authoritarianism, in its psychological and material forms, either

stranglehold of the United States. Employing "dependency

as internal or external exiles[18]. Translating this experience

theory" to analyze their situation, they envisioned an

artistically in a significant way could proceed only from giving

emancipated role for Latin America in the "first world" order.

new sense to the artist's role as an active intervener in political

Such optimism coincided with the shift of the art world's

and ideological structures. Meireles, who produced art during

center from Paris to New York, reducing the distance—at

the most repressive years of the Brazilian military regime,

least geographically—between that center and the Latin

defined his practice early on as one of inserção (insertion) or

American periphery. The artistic environment of New York

transgressão (transgression) of the real, whether the real is

would play a pivotal role in the emergence of Conceptual and

understood as an ideological representation or actual space

other experimental tendencies in Latin America by offering the

[19]. On the other hand, Dittborn's Airmail Paintings originated

large number of Latin American artists who arrived there in the

in the pressing need to "salvage memory" in a social and

1960s freedom from the official conservatism of artistic

political context that erased virtually every trace of it [20].

institutions in their native countries[13]. It is important to note

Grippo's concern with exploring the relations between art and

that unlike Brazil, where the early work of Hélio Oiticica and

science is based on his deliberate assumption of the role of

Lygia Clark had anticipated many experimental trends,

artist as integrator and catalyst of experiences amid the

Argentina, Chile, and Uruguay had little artistic experience to

fragmentation that characterizes life in marginal conditions

support the emergence of the radical practice of Conceptual art

[21]. For other artists, the dislocation that accompanied exile

[14]. By contrast, the openly irreverent postures of such New

reinforced their commitment to a form of art based on

York artists as Robert Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, Jim Dine,

ethical choice. For Camnitzer,

Andy Warhol, and Robert Morris offered a context in which to

ethical act. . . . As soon as I do something in the universe,

engage openly in artistic experimentation. In general, the

even if nothing else than a mark, I am exercising power”

work of these North American artists offered a critique of

[22]. Camnitzer's production has involved a long meditation on

formalism and a recovery of the iconoclastic legacy of Marcel

the "alienating myth of being an artist" in late capitalist

Duchamp, both of which would strongly appeal to Latin

society. This posture has led him to search for a form of art

American artists. Being in New York also placed in perspective

that can reveal the mechanisms of power in all their

both the social and artistic problems of Latin American

manifestations [23]. The belief that every aesthetic act or

countries [15].

choice is a moral one also informs Jaar's commitment as an

"Every aesthetic act is an

The generation that rode the optimism of the 1960s,

artist: "My dilemma as an artist is how to make art out of

however, experienced frustration of its hopes for Latin America.

information that most of us would rather ignore. How do you

Between 1964 and 1976, six major countries in South

actually make art when the world is in such a state? [24]". In

America fell under military rule, including Brazil, Argentina,

Jaar's case the sphere of his investigations extends beyond

Chile, and Uruguay, where authoritarian regimes not only

Latin America to call into question the hierarchies that

abolished the rights and privileges of democracy but also

separate the first and third worlds.

institutionalized torture, repression, and censorship [16]. The

The renewal of artistic roles undertaken by these artists

critic Nelly Richard has analyzed how the fall of Chile's president,

implied altering the function of art with respect to the crucial

Salvador Allende, in 1973, coupled with General Augusto

issue of Latin American identity. Authoritarianism and its

Pinochet's seizure of power, shattered the existing framework

aftermath—large foreign debt, inoperative economies, and

of social and political experiences linked to democracy. This

marginalization from the dynamics of global politics and

abrupt transformation of social structures brought about a

development—underlined the failure of the nationalist

"crisis of intelligibility," as Richard calls it. Subjected to strict

model that had operated in most countries since the 1920s.

rules of censorship, artists concerned with the production of art

The new crisis led artists and intellectuals to investigate issues of

relevant to the country's recent history had no recourse but "to

representation and simultaneously to look for nonofficial
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models to articulate the identities of their places of origin. Many

exchanged along the axis between center and periphery.

artists, feeling alienated from ineffective political structures,

The development of such a conceptual strategic language,

came to feel peripheral not only in relation to the first world

however, eventually situated the work of these artists in a

but inside their own countries [25]. In this situation, identity

paradoxical relation to a fundamental principle of European

could no longer be articulated with the emblems of the period

and North American Conceptual art: the dematerialization of

of national consolidation. Likewise, an updated form of

the discrete object of art and its replacement by a linguistic or

political and activist art had to disengage itself from the legacy

analytical proposition. Latin American artists inverted this

of the Mexican Mural Movement, which had become not only

principle through a recovery of the object, in the form of the

an instrument of institutionalized power but a marketable

mass-produced Duchampian Readymade, which is the vehicle

stereotype of Latin American identity.

of their conceptual program [30]. Meireles's Coca-Cola

The

dilemma

confronting

these

artists

was

bottles, bank notes and leather boxes; Grippo's potatoes;

effectively expressed by the Brazilian artist Helio Oiticica in

Dittborn's

the statement that accompanied his contribution to the

Camnitzer's text/object combinations; Díaz's found objects and

exhibition Information, which was presented at The Museum

appropriated emblems of the advertising world; Jaar's light-

of Modern Art, New York, in 1970. Oiticica declared: "i am not

boxes, mirrors, and frames; and Leirner's accumulations of

here representing brazil; or representing anythingelse: the ideas

"trash" provide us with curious twists of the Duchampian

of

representing-representation-etc.

are

over”

[26]."

found

photographs

and

Airmail

Paintings;

For

idea. Such objects are visual counterparts to the thought

Camnitzer, Diaz, Dittborn, Grippo, Jaar, Leirner, and

processes suggested by conceptual propositions. Following

Meireles Conceptual art provided the means to discover, in

Duchamp, the artists were concerned not so much with the

Dittborn's words, "another way of looking at ourselves,

production of artistic objects but with the appropriation of

multiple, polytheistic, and affordable [27]”. The appeal

already existing objects or forms as part of broad strategies of

Conceptual art held for these artists rested on two factors:

signification [31].

first, its equation of art with knowledge that transcends the

The inversion of North American Conceptual art's

aesthetic realm, which enabled them to explore problems and

analytic proposition can be attributed to these artists'

issues linked to concrete social and political situations;

explorations of the implications of Duchamp's legacy, which

second, its critique of the traditional institutions and agents

had already been investigated, with different results, by both

of art, which opened the way for an elaboration of a form of

Conceptual and Pop art. As Benjamin Buchloh has argued,

art suited to the political and economic precariousness of Latin

with regard to analytic Conceptual art, the revival of the

America [28]. Instead of serving as vehicles to dissect the

Readymade led to an analysis of the self-reflexive or self-

commodification of art under capitalism, the fundamental

referential qualities of the object. This analysis originated in a

propositions of Conceptual art became elements of a strategy

narrow

for exposing the limits of art and life under conditions of

significance of the Readymade was reduced to the act that

marginalization and, in some cases, repression. Hence, these

created it: "It's art because I say so [32]. On the other hand, in

artists developed a series of strategic inversions of the North

the case of such Pop artists as Andy Warhol, appropriation of

American conceptual model, thereby determining the political

the idea of the Readymade led to the exaltation of marketable

character of their art.

commodities, represented by the Coca-Cola bottles or

reading

of

Duchamp's

original

intention;

the

Campbell's soup can, as icons of a market-driven culture [33].
Bargaining Circuits: Negotiating Meanings

Both approaches to the Readymade can be seen as grounded

If M. DUCHAMP intervened at the level of Art (logic of

in a passive attitude toward the prevailing system, which this

phenomena)... what is done today, on the contrary, tends to

group of political-conceptual artists aimed to subvert. Thus, in

be closer to Culture than to Art, and that is necessarily a

the Latin American work, the ready-made object is always

political interference. That is to say, if aesthetics grounds Art,

charged with meanings related to its functions within a larger

politics grounds Culture.—Cildo Meireles [29]

social circuit. That is the Latin American

conceptual

In the work of most of the Conceptual artists under

proposition. In most cases the infusion of broader meanings

consideration, the airms of bridging distance to negotiate

is achieved by removing the object from circulation, physically

meaning evolved into a deliberate tactic of insertion into

transforming it, and, in the case of Meireles, reintroducing it into

prevailing artistic and ideological circuits. This was done in

an everyday circuit. Through such acts as silkscreening

order to expose mechanisms of repression and disrupt the

messages onto actual Coca-Cola bottles and bank notes

status

(Meireles); sewing and stitching together large quantities of

of

Latin

American

identity

as

a

commodity
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trash (Leirner); enlarging, cropping, and juxtaposing found

system of Brazil.

photographs (Dittborn); or wrapping and staining commercial

In contrast to Meireles's hybrid ready-mades, the

cardboard boxes with a red dye that simulates blood

works of Camnitzer, Dittborn, and Grippo convey political

(Camnitzer), the artist reinscribes meaning into the commodity

messages through the veiled mechanisms of metaphor and

object. In this way, the ready-made, as these artists employ it,

analogy. Their "deceptive" strategies are the kind developed by

goes beyond Pop art's fetishization of the object, turning it into

Conceptual artists operating in conditions where repression and

a conveyor of political meanings within a specific social

censorship prevail [36]. Both mechanisms function to release

context. Once transformed, the object is inserted into a

information suppressed by the system: in metaphor, what is

proposition where it operates through the following linguistic

shown is equivalent to something that cannot be said, which

mechanisms: explicit message, metaphor, and analogy.

thus remains ambiguous; analogy, on the other hand, sets up

Meireles's Inserções em circuitos ideologicos: 1. Projeto

a framework for comparison of two formal systems, playing

Coca-Cola [Insertions into Ideological Circuits: 1. Coca-Cola

upon their correspondences to create a third system. Therefore,

Project] of 1970 (plate 120) and Insertions into Ideological

both depend on a "viewer-turned-accomplice" to decipher

Circuits: Bank Note Project (Who Killed Herzog?), of the same

meanings. These artists extend Duchamp's Readymade into

year (figure 3), are conceptual propositions based on the direct

the equivalent of a fragment of reality. As such, it becomes a

intervention or transgression of a circuit in order to relay

condensed site for the production of meaning. The significance

information [34]. The works consisted, respectively, of removing

of this proposition for political-conceptual art is that it allows

Coca-Cola bottles and cruzeiro bills from circulation, inscribing

the social referent to be conveyed in the very structure of the

political messages on them, and putting them back into

work.

circulation. In retrospect, these "projects" can be seen as having

Dittborn's "anti-paintings" are among the most complex

introduced several ideas that would be important for political-

instances of the metaphoric ready-made. Here it takes the

conceptual art, principally those of isolating a circuit, using a

form of found photographs of the faces of anonymous

ready-made object to "package" a message, and designating

individuals, frequently mug shots, which the artist collects from

the public at large as recipient of the message. In the early

old journals, diaries, police files, and newspapers. Dittborn's

1970s, during the most repressive years of the Brazilian military

photographic gallery of the indignous inhabitants of Tierra del

dictatorship, the strategy of insertion at the level of immediate

Fuego, petty criminals, athletes, and beauty queens—who

reality deliberately aimed to transform the passive viewer into

appear in many of his Airmail Paintings—may have been seen

an active participant in the information circuit [35].

previously in a different context, perhaps by a large audience
(figure 4). The value of such found photographs lies in their
capacity to tap meanings already fixed in social memory; each
photograph represents a lost identity, a repressed story whose
meaning awaits unfolding by the viewer. The artist's tactic
consists of transposing the identities of the photographed
individuals from the past to the present, so as to exploit their
signifying potential. He achieves this dislocation by detaching
the image from its source through enlarging and cropping, and
then by juxtaposing the images in series using a photosilkscreen process. In this way the photograph is made
contemporary with the viewer, turning him or her into an
accomplice in the production of meaning. The act of viewing
reveals subtle indicators of class, race, and social power,
enabling recognition of what was regarded as anonymous;
identity unfolds from this process.

3. Cildo Meireles. Insertions into Ideological Circuits: Bank Note Project (Who
Killed Herzog?). 1970. Rubber stamp and bank note. Collection the artist

Dittborn also manipulates the mechanical photograph
by adding marks or objects, including handwritten texts,
stains, feathers, and thread, as well as a child's (his daughter's)

While Warhol created serial, silkscreened representations of

drawings [37]. Such methods call attention to the artificial

Coca-Cola bottles, Meireles printed anti-imperialist messages

nature of representational painting and turn the painting's

on real bottles, which he reintroduced into the bottle-deposit

surface into a complex field of signs, which act as vehicles for
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the metaphoric content of the work. The effectiveness of

originated in some form of economic or symbolic

these elements depends on ambiguity, on evoking several

exchange, they were out of circulation, so Leirner retrieved

levels of meaning. At one level they stand for forgotten citizens

them, hoarding them over long periods of time. Then she set

thrown into captivity, misfits whose lost histories are disinterred

out transform

by Dittborn through the act of representing them. In the

stitching, punching holes through them, or, in some cases,

context of Chile's military dictatorship, these anonymous

tearing them apart [41]. In Pulmão [Lung] of 1987 (plate

images can be taken as a metaphor for that nation's thousands

108), the foil paper, cellophane tabs, and cellophane

of desaparecidos, persons regarded as political opponents of

wrappers of twelve hundred packages of cigarettes

the regime who were "disappeared" and presumably killed by

smoked by Leirner during a three-year period were torn

its security forces. Such an artwork becomes a "search for [an]

apart, turned into sculptural objects, and juxtaposed with such

entombed memory," in the words of Richard, and a catalyst

items as X-ray photographs of the artist's lungs. In Brazil

for the living [38].

these X-rays carry with them strong social connotations,

them

through

flattening,

sewing

and

since every citizen must present them in order to be
considered for a job. Leirner's use of such socially charged
icons situates the reading of the work in a "public" space.
Thus the series emerges as a visual indictment of the tobacco
industry.

Recycling

produces

an

objective

intervention in the system, an actual presence. The individual
objects that constitute that presence represent not only
themselves but are assembled by Leirner in structures that
convey an additional level of meaning. For example, The One
Hundreds of 1985-87 (figure 5) is a series of sculptures
fabricated from seventy thousand one-hundred-cruzeiro
notes, which had lost much of their value because of
inflation, sewn together in quiltlike forms or shaped into lines
and circles (plate 107). This process of assemblage positions
the notes within a continuous, syntagmatic chain of
4. Eugenio Dittborn. To Clothe. 1986-87. Photo-silkscreen on paper. Archer M. Art

meaning; the resultant languagelike structure is both a new

Gallery, University of Texas, Austin.

corpo, or bodily presence, and an embodiment of new values.
By creating artwork out of devalued currency, the artist,

A similar metaphoric process is at work in Camnitzer's
Leftlovers, 1970 (plate 38), a piece consisting of eighty tightly
stacked standard; mass-produced boxes. Reworking Andy
Warhol's Brillo box of 1964, Camnitzer wrapped his boxes
with gauze, stained with a red dye that resembles blood,
and stenciled each with the word “LEFT- OVER" and a
Roman numeral. The meaning of these elements is open
to interpretation: they may allude to intervention by United "
States in Latin American affairs, shipments of arms
intended to repress liberation movements, containers for
dismembered bodies dangerous waste shipped from the
first to the third world, and

so on [39]. All of these

interpretations coalesce around the work's function as a
metaphor for the network of oppression that articulates
relations between the first and third worlds.
Metaphor operates differently in Jac Leirner's work [40].
Here the tactic of insertion is played back upon itself. It effects
a circular movement through the recycling of trash, including
empty cigarette packs, devalued bank notes, used shopping
bags, and waste paper. Though these materials may have

ironically, "commodified currency itself and reinvested it
with [artistic] value”[42]. Undertaken in a period of deep
economic crisis, characterized by the pressures of a large
foreign debt and increasingly inequitable conditions for many
sectors of Brazilian society, Leirner's assemblages are a
powerful metaphor for a consumer-oriented society caught
in the devaluation of its social and moral standards.
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zinc electrodes in forty potatoes and connected them to an
electric voltmeter. In other instances he employed electricity to
effect metamorphoses in the vegetable. In each case, an
analogical relation is established between the alterations
effected in or by the vegetable and the process of transformation
of human consciousness.

5. Jac Leirner. The One Hundreds: Eroticism and Pornography. 1986. Bank
notes with ous graffiti and buckram, 233/8 x 233/a". Collection Luiz Buarque de
6. Victor Grippo. Table. 1978. Ink on wood table and plexiglass, 21 x 39 x 303A".

Hollanda, Rio de Janeiro.

Collection Ricardo Martin-Crosa.

In Victor Grippo's art analogy replaces metaphor to
convey meanings related to contemporary social conditions.

When used as an element within a larger structure of

His art functions throught the introduction of ordinary

meaning, the ready-made allowed artists to extend the

objects of everyday use and consumption (such as a table

analysis of the audience, which had been undertaken by

or a potato) into analogical propositions that explore relations

Conceptual artists within the sphere of the institution of art in

between art and science [43]. Despite their modest status,

the first world, to the vernacular, public matrix in which the

these objects are linked to social systems that endow them

object circulates in Latin America. Many of these artists'

with meaning. Table of 1978 (figure 6), for instance, is an

tactics originated in popular traditions. For instance, the idea of

old table with a text written on its surface and on the

isolating circuits developed by Meireles finds a source in the

bottom of its single drawer. The table leads us to consider

chain-letter networks still operating in most Latin American

the many symbolic functions and class or occupational

countries, whereby anonymous individuals pass on devotional

referents of a common object within a social structure; it is a

religious promises [45]. Dittborn's Airmail Paintings recall the

place to eat, think, do homework, make bread, fix clocks,

broadsides called pliegos sueltos (folded sheets) that were sold

write poems, and so on. As sites for the evocation of

on the streets to be read aloud in the cities and countryside of

human activity, such reference-charged objects can be seen as

Latin America in the mid-nineteenth century [46]. The

means to blur the line between art and life.

rudimentary utensils used by Grippo in some works refer to

For another work Grippo used potatoes, transforming

the working-class immigrant culture of Argentina. In other

them under conditions that resemble those of scientific

examples, a reference to popular culture is implied by the

experiments.

potato's

ready-made because it has circulated extensively among large

effectiveness depends on the network of cultural references it

numbers of people before the artist appropriated it. Leirner's

evokes. The potato produces energy by a chemical process

recycled objects bear the traces of their circulation in the

that is also intrinsic to man, whose body converts energy into

graffitilike inscriptions, tears, or marks from being handled,

consciousness. The potato is indigenous to South America;

which the artist accepts as part of the work [47]. In such

transported to Europe, it significantly altered the eating habits

works the communicative potential of the ready-made, as a

of Old World societies [44]. In each case the potato stands for

reservoir of signifiers important to a specific community, is fully

change, for transformation of internal and external structures.

exploited.

In

the

conceptual

program

the

This function is further revealed in the Analogies series of the

▬

1970s, in which potatoes are connected in order to
demonstrate their capacity to produce energy. For Analogía I
[Analogy I] of 1971 (plate 73), Grippo embedded copper and

As has been suggested, the capacity of the ready-made
to convey political concerns in ways that are not literal or
illustrative was extended in the work of Camnitzer, Diaz, Jaar,
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and Meireles to the installation format. For these artists,

in Chile. The central piece of the work is a bench for

setting up an installation reversed the process of insertion

modeling and inspecting balusters. It also incorporates a neon

described above. In an installation, objects are taken out of

light, a canopy, and two rectangular open boxes on the

circulation and concentrated in a given space. The act of

floor, one for casting and one for drying the balusters. The

positioning objects, which is the essence of installation work, is

balusters are from a neoclassical building, whose style is

an opportunity to alter the conventions of a given space in

associated with the birth of the Chilean republic and its political

order to transform it into a cultural matrix where meanings

institutions. As a consumer laboratory tests commercial

are decoded and given new forms. Here space does not exist

items, the state apparatus tests its citizens, represented

autonomously; it is the result of a conceptual proposition, or

here by the posts that support the balustrade's handrail. The

program, set up by the artist. The installation thus becomes a

ensemble is complemented by two paintings that serve as

space of confrontation and negotiation of meaning. In the

backdrops to the installation. In the paintings, images of the

work of these artists, the confrontation is never intimidating;

Chilean landscape, with symbols of national industries, are

instead, a game-playing strategy informs the propositions,

juxtaposed with full-length images of two women whose

inviting the participation of the viewer.

lives exemplify Chile's recent history. The modeling/testing

Investigation of the abstract characteristics of a given

bench, the assembly line incorporating it and the casting and

space, by means of verbal propositions, was a fundamental

drying boxes, and the pictorial elements all represent limits,

strategy of North American Conceptual artists probing the

boundaries, confinement. As described by the artist, the entire

conventions of art. The approach of Camnitzer, Diaz, Jaar, and

ensemble is intended to convey the "Chilean cartography of

Meireles, however, has been to regard the installation space as

pain [51]”, and it thus relates to the central theme of Díaz’s

an object-filled proposition whose meanings refer beyond the

work: "the occupation of the Chilean territory and its concep-

space itself. This inversion of the abstract notion of space can

ilization as a 'cultural landscape”[52].

be seen in Meireles's Physical Art: Cords/30 km of Extended
String of 1969 (Collection Luiz Buarque, Rio de Janeiro), a
Duchampian leather box in the form of a map of the state of
Rio de Janeiro and a bundle of string thirty kilometers long,
which had been stretched along the state's coast. While the
North American or European Conceptual artist might restrict
reference to the immediate object (as the title would lead one
to expect), Meireles's work encourages the viewer to reflect on
the arbitrariness of cartographic boundaries.
The conception of space as a matrix for "objectified"
thought is exemplified best by Gonzalo Diaz's installations [48].
Exhibiting a complex use of the ready-made, these consist of
three-dimensional objects, such as balusters, canopies, and toy
horses, and paintings of appropriated images. The images derive
mainly from such sources as labels and advertisements for
consumer products; Diaz photographs, crops, and silkscreens

7. Gonzalo Diaz. Testing Bench/Frame. 1986-89. Mixed-medium installation,

them onto the support [49]. He then situates them in a space

dimensions variable. Archer M. Huntington Art Gallery, University of Texas, Austin

so that they will interact with three-dimensional objects. In
this work the ready-made plays a double role: it synthesizes in
three-dimensional

form

the

various

metaphoric

levels

For Camnitzer, Jaar, and Meireles, the installation depends
on activating the subject/object relationship in a given space by

(personal, social, national) of the work, and it emphasizes

creating

a

sensorial

environment

where the viewer

is

the recycled aspect of the objects Diaz employs.

systematically tested by perceptual mechanisms. Meireles's To

For the viewer, Diaz's installations are an active field; the

Be Curved with the Eyes of 1970, a signature multiple work

challenge to "play" must first be accepted, and the viewer then

intended by the artist to be included all his exhibitions,

proceeds to decipher the relations between objects and images

objectifies the subject/object interaction. The work, which

[50]. An example of Diaz's "objectified space" is provided by

reflects his interest in physics and geometry, is a box,

Testing Bench/Frame of 1986-89 (figure 7), an installation

containing two bars, on which is written "two iron bars, equal

grounded in the artist's experience of Pinochet's dictatorship

and curved." Meireles is thereby suggesting a relationship
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between vision and physical force, which should lead the
viewer to carry out the action implicit in the title. Virtual Spaces:
Corners, a 1967-68 series of forty-four projects that represents
an early exploration of viewer interaction with an installation,
was based on investigations of perception and virtuality. It
consisted of a Euclidean model of space (three planes)
transferred to a simulated house corner.
Meireles

further

developed

these

investigations

by

9. Cildo Meireles. Through, 1983-89. Mixed-medium installation, dimensions
variable. Installation view, Kanaal Art Foundation, Kortrijk, Belgium, 1989.

incorporating auditory impressions and tactile sensations into the
installation. In Eureka/Blindhotland of 1970-75 (figure 8), he

Luis Camnitzer's installations extend his investigations of

introduced sound as a supplement to the visual experience. The

both visual and conceptual displacements operating in the

installation consisted of two hundred rubber balls strewn on

relations among objects, images, and language. He first

the floor. Once inside, the viewer found that even though the

achieved the inversion, described above, of Conceptual art's

balls looked exactly the same, each was different in weight. An

investigation of the abstract characteristics of a given space in

antique scale in the middle of the space could be used to

early works such as Massacre of Puerto Montt of 1969, where

confirm the weight of a ball. Nine tape recordings of dropped

he treated space as a reference-charged field. This

balls hitting the floor were heard, reinforcing the differences in

installation was one of three done in the late 1960s that

weight among the balls and establishing sound as an

consisted of words on strips of white tape pasted on the

alternative to the tactile experience of the work. Meireles's

floor. In this work, he achieved a "re-semanticization" of space

exploitation of visual and perceptual ambiguity was forcefully

through a strategic use of the words on tape, which

realized in Through of 1983-89, one of his most ambitious

"reenacted" the event to which the title alludes: the 1969

installations. Through consisted of a series of ready-made

killing of peasants who occupied unworked land in the village

barriers in the form of fences (trellis, picket, cyclone), prison

of Puerto Montt, Chile, during the presidency of Eduardo Frei.

bars, mirrors, glass, windows, even curtains, arranged in

Words indicated portholes, the soldiers manning them, and the

rectangles around a monumental ball of cellophane, and over

arms used in the operation. By following a series of dotted lines

eight tons of broken glass (figure 9). The piece played on

painted on the floor, the viewer was able to recreate the

dichotomies: open/closed, exposed/covered, and so on [53].

trajectory of the bullets. The Archaeology of a Spell of 1979,

These oppositions confronted the viewer at every turn,

represents a further step in this process. It combined

encouraging reflection on the notion of transgressing limits,

handwritten texts, images, and objects to produce complex

whether visual or conceptual.

relationships: the texts reiterated the images, while the latter
evocatively expanded the texts.
The formal key that allowed Camnitzer to extend his
explorations of displacement to a form of political art, using
installation as a medium, was the notion of the conceptual
matrix, which he terms "the argument." The argument reflects
an underlying narrative that provided the internal logic for the
arrangements of texts and objects. While implicitly present,
the argument was never completely revealed, allowing the
viewer to compose his or her own. Camnitzer's installations
thus became semantic, connotative fields where the artist's
function was reduced to "designing the rules of the game," that
is, to constructing the conditions for the presentation of the

8. Cildo Meireles. Eureka/B/indhotland. 1970-75. Two hundred black rubber

argument, which in turn would allow the viewer to produce the

balls of dif-t weights, wood, felt, nylon netting, eight plates for newspaper

piece [54].

insertions, and I track of balls falling on floor, dimensions variable. Installation

Torture of 1986-87 (figure 10), an installation presented

view, Museu de Arte •ma, Rio de Janeiro, 1975.

at the 1988 Venice Biennale, articulated space using a format
with "stations" recalling the Stations of the Cross in a Catholic
church: a sequence of combinations of texts and objects
placed against the wall, surrounding a central area made up of
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artificial grass, newspapers, and printed images. The entire

installations. (Un)Framed of 1987-91 (Collection the

space evoked a prisoner's cell and a narrative into which the

artist), for instance, presents a large-scale photographic image

viewer was drawn. It concerned a tortured prisoner who

of seven miners from Serra Pelada, a North Brazilian mining

imagines he is free and then realizes his actual situation; the

enclave. The miners seem to engage the viewer's gaze directly.

viewer experienced it within a "hopscotch" framework that

Seven tall frames holding mirrors and sheets of glass arbitrarily

allowed for multiple interpretations of the implied narrative,

obscure sections of the image and, as the viewer moves past

among them the conclusion that confinement is itself a form of

them, also momentarily reflect the viewer's image. The effect

torture. As in an earlier series of color photo-etchings titled

is to enmesh the viewer in what Jaar has called '"an infernal

From the Uruguayan Torture (1983-84), this work's montage

triangle' . . . [where] we watch ourselves watching them

of

watch us [56]".

images,

objects,

and

texts

employed

perceptual

dislocations to evoke for a viewer the experience of

Jaar's approach to the installation format ultimately

imprisonment; banal ready-made objects conveyed the

involves the orchestration of a mise-en-scene through the

quotidian aspects of torture. Some examples, juxtaposed with

manipulation of space and objects, using techniques and

texts, are a board with an image of the sky printed over it ("He

vocabulary akin to those of cinematic editing. Here, as in

had to create his own window"); a dish with resin ("He

Meireles's installations, the spectator is confronted by the

organized things as he saw them"); a ceramic pitcher with

fact that there is no single "correct” point from which to

bricks inside ("He learned how to believe"); and finally, the

look at or experience the work. After the initial self-

omnipresent eye ("He lived imprisoned by the echo of his

conscious encounter, the viewer must deliberately choose how

stare"). The viewer comes to realize the kind of torture that has

to see it. Untitled (Water) of 1990 (Collection the artist), a

taken place by "reading" in the gap, or fissure, between what

piece that deals with Vietnamese refugees ("boat people") in

is conveyed by the texts and by the objects or images. The

Hong Kong, consists of five double-sided light-boxes with

ambiguity

pictures of water on one side and the boat people on the

of

the

argument

allows

for

a

number

of

interpretations [55].

other. The images on the backs of the light-boxes are seen
only in a row of twenty-five mirrors suspended on the wall
behind the boxes. As the spectator moves past the piece,
the images also appear to move, as in the cinema.
The installations of Camnitzer, Diaz, Jaar, and Meireles turn
public space, whether institutional or commercial, into a matrix
of signifiers, which illuminates the border between art and
politics. There is a gamelike aspect of the work in that each
artist establishes a system of rules that invites participation by
the viewer, who is led to transgress limits while acting out

10. Luis Camnitzer. Torture. 1986-87. Mixed-medium installation, dimensions
variable. Installation view, Venice Biennale, 1988.

relations between victim and exploiter, self and other. By
establishing a mise-en-scène and manipulating perceptual

Alfredo Jaar achieves an impressive synthesis of

mechanisms, these installations displace the viewer mentally,

manipulated perception and the game-playing strategy we

encouraging new forms of awareness that destabilize previous

have seen Diaz and Camnitzer employ. In Jaar's work, space,

understandings.

viewer, and image are enmeshed in a structural relationship
through the interplay of light-boxes, frames, and mirrors.

Exiting Circuits: "Recycled Contexts"

Illuminated photographs are used as ideograms. They
function as vehicles of social perception through which Jaar

In tautology, there is a double murder: one kills

displaces subjects from remote locales, inserting them into the

rationality because it resists one; one kills language

exhibition space. Through strategies of visual displacement,

because it betrays one. . . . Now any refusal of

carried out largely through the use of mirrors and frames, Jaar

language is a death. Tautology creates a dead, a

addresses the inadequacy of the viewer's perception and also

motionless world.—Roland Barthes. [57]

his or her position in the mental and spatial divisions that
and

The political logic of the Latin American version of

illuminated, the photographs are used by Jaar to map the

Conceptual art described thus far rests on two factors. On the

relationship between subjects and viewers in the context of his

one hand, it posits the recovery of the object and its insertion

separate

“us”

from

“them".

Enlarged,

cropped,
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into a conceptual proposition or a physical space. This trait can

American artists' preoccupation with the process of

be interpreted as anachronous to the extent that it runs

commodification). Thus, the acts of "reinsertion" carried out by

counter to the general trend of mainstream Conceptual art,

these artists are intended to reinvest objects with social

which moved toward the abolition of the art object. The

meaning. The ready-made, then, becomes an instrument for

constant presence of the object in the work of the artists

the artists' critical intervention in the real, a stratagem by which

discussed suggests that the reasons for the difference have to

patterns of understanding may be altered, or a site established

do with the demands of the Latin American context. The

for reinvesting reality with meaning. The ready-made also turns

grounding of artistic languages in extra-artistic concerns has

into a vehicle by which aesthetic activity may be integrated with

indeed been a constant of the avant-garde in Latin America

all the systems of reference used in everyday life. [60]

since the 1920s. It was not only an intrinsic part of the

Such a reintegration could proceed only from rejecting

process of tearing apart or recycling forms transmitted from

the idea that the sphere of art is autonomous, thereby

cultural and political centers but a logical step in the act of

recovering the ethical dimension of artistic practice. The

constructing a tradition with the copy as its starting point. On

ultimate aim of this form of art can be seen as the elaboration of

the other hand, Benjamin Buchloh has suggested that the

a system of signs, symbols, and actions through which the artist

obsession with “facticity” of North American Conceptual art

can intervene in what Jaar has called "the process of

practices

an

production and reproduction of meaning and consciousness”

"administered society" typical of "late" capitalism [58]. The

[61]. Unlike previous models of Latin American political art that

absence in Latin America of the social conditions supporting

relied on the content of the art's "message," the politics of this

an administered society makes it an unsuitable model,

art requires "unfolding": deconstructing linguistic and visual

perhaps even antithetical to a Latin American context. The

codes, subverting meanings, and activating space in order to

elaboration of a Conceptual art practice aimed at exposing

impress on the viewer the effects of the mechanisms of power

Latin American political and social realities thus involved a

and ideology. By presenting the work itself as a space (whether

series of inversions of the mainstream m odel of Con ceptual

physical or metaphoric), this art recovers the notion of the

art. Alo ng with the e xamples alrea dy discus sed, the

audience. That is to say, it regains for the artist the possibility

difference s between the two can be summarized by the

of engaging in active communication through the artistic object

following oppositions:

or installation. In these circumstances, the viewer, as a socially

can

derive

only

from

the

concept

of

constituted recipient, becomes an integral part of the conceptual
proposition of the artist.

Latin American

North American

contextualization

self-reflexivity

referentiality

tautology

meaning is grounded in the larger project of exiting exhausted

activism

passivity

political and ideological circuits through the revitalizing of

mediation

immediacy.

For these artists the act of replacing tautology with

contexts—artistic,

geographic,

economic—in

which

they

practice their art. This project, in turn, reveals a complex
One could argue that if Duchamp's propositions found

understanding of the realities of Latin America in relation to

a fertile ground in Latin America, it was because a refusal to

those of the first world. The deep goal of the work lies in the

abandon the specificity and communicative potential of the

way it manages "to place in crisis the history of its own culture

aesthetic object was deeply embedded in the modern art

without forgoing a commitment to that same culture” [62].

tradition initiated by the Mexican Mural Movement and later

No longer confined, however, to national boundaries, or split

embraced by the group of political-conceptual artists.

between

However, Duchamp's radical subversion of art as institution,

periphery, first and third worlds, it exposes the relations among

implicit in the provocative creation of the Readymade, is

these constructs, their interdependence. To achieve this aim

reenacted in these artists' works as an ironic tactic aimed at

requires an active negotiation of meaning between them. The

exposing a precarious activity: that of artistic practice in the

Latin American "inverted" model of Conceptual art thus reveals

frequently

America.

a practice which not only is inscribed in a different framework of

Therefore, utilizing the ready-made as a "package to

development but responds to the misalignment of global

communicate ideas” [59], as Camnitzer has called it, ultimately

politics. Through its capacity to blend central and peripheral

points to an underlying concern with "devaluation," the loss of

sources in the structure and function of a work, it challenges

the object's symbolic value as a result of an economic or

the authority of the "center" as originator of artistic forms.

inoperative

conditions

of

Latin

ideological process of exchange (as opposed to the North

national

and

international

forces,

center

and
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The practice of a revisionist Conceptual art, seen in the

Jorge Gonzalez Mir, Luis Pazos, Juan Carlos Romero, and

work of this select group of Latin American artists, represents

Horacio Zabala. For a summary of the history and objectives of the

the recovery of an emancipatory project. At a time when the

group, and illustrations of works by its members, see "El Grupo de los

"logic" of "late" capitalism has annihilated the goals of the
historic avant-garde, and when most forms of contemporary art

Trece," in Gabriel Levinas, ed., Arte argentino contemporáneo
(Madrid: Editorial Ameris, 1979),pp. 197-201.
5. A glance at the catalogues that accompanied two of the most

have run up the blind alley of self-referentiality, the range and

influential surveys of Conceptual art ever mounted. Live in Your

possibilities of such an enterprise should not be overlooked in

Head: When Attitudes Become Form, Concepts—Processes—

the United States, where the original propositions

Situations—Information (Bern: Kunsthalle Bern, 1969), and Kynaston L.

of

McShine, ed., Information (New York: The Museum of Modern Art,

Conceptual art were born.

1970), reveals an almost complete absence of political concerns,

*Essay published in: RASMUSSEM, Aldo (ed.). Latin
american artists of the twentieth century. Exhibition
Catalogue. New York: MOMA, 1993.

though these would emerge later in the work of Marcel Broodthaers,
Daniel Buren, and Hans Haacke, and in that of feminist artists. Even
then, excepting the later work of Haacke, Barbara Kruger, Louise
Lawler, and Martha Rosier, political or ideological issues were limited
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