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Abstract 

 

In this paper I address why I stand up for political art, how I approach the 

world from that position and how I interact with my surroundings through that 

kind of art. I will reflect on my works and concepts, which evolve on site, in 

relation to context—they are often site-specific, non-object-oriented and 

speak to the viewer through explicit body participation.  

 

The physical interactions that appear from the work give me the opportunity 

to open up a dialogue to talk about the contemporary and its problematics. I 

am most interested in a form of communication that almost dissolves in the 

everyday like simple gestures that can also be perceived under specific 

circumstances such as exhibitions or public interventions. 

 

The political also serves to locate me not only as an artist but also as an 

individual and I am always searching and reconfiguring my position to better 

define the art I make and what kind of artist I am. 
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Introduction 

 

As an artist I am interested in attempting to invoke the extrinsic1 properties of 

societies’ fissures and cracks and look into their consequences that affect the 

everyday. This has led me in my artistic practice to produce, procure and 

embrace the aesthetical potential and the gestures that could emerge from 

these cracks. I like to think about them as devices for re-thinking the society 

we inhabit along with its politics and the images that come with it and 

produce an argument or debate that can’t be dismissed. My practice has an 

affinity with the kind of art ground that involves and exposes social deficits; 

these will probably be perceived and pictured as allegories and/or through 

metaphors, and these are spaces I reclaim as an artist. 

 

Helped by fields such as ethnography, modern anthropology, modern 

sociology, modern archaeology and history—I come up with personal 

interpretations, investigations and questions that might generate new 

thoughts about the causes of a specific event. I dig into these aspects to be 

able to translate, transform and mutate them into “a cultural product” which 

might end up functioning for present and future aesthetic interpretation, but 

also and mainly for my own exploration. So, it is like being an economic 

analyst or scientist although with more fun and with more freedom and joy.  

 

Taking into account the implications behind those fields where art rests and 

interjects, I try to situate my praxis as a playground, a kind of place in which 

there are no rules to follow or there aren’t any contingencies, in a way that 

there is no declared strategy to conceive a project, but there are certain paths 

that will allow my works to root and to articulate themselves. 

 

 

 
1  Extrinsic, because it is not something that arises or appears from inside my soul, it is 
something that belongs to the outside world, it affects everyone, it is public domain but it 
goes through my perceptions to be re-exposed. 
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Through this paper I will try to explain and articulate my exploration of: 

 

1. How I make connections so as to create relationships between a 

context and my personal view that makes something happen in my 

encounters that catch my interest and in what way it could be exemplified. 

2. An understanding of my personal-political interest in non-objected 

oriented and political practices from and in Latin America, how they appeared 

and what differentiated them from the rest of the world, what mechanisms 

they contain that are crucial for my investigations and practice. 

3. The use of gestures and poetics in non-object-oriented practices. 

4. My perception of the local into the global sphere. 

5. Exploitation and analysis of the public space and the public sphere 

within participatory exercises. 

6. The notion of otherness and its effect in relation to globalization-

neoliberalism. 

7. Identity, roots and cultural heritage in the field of political resistance. 
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Inter-spatiality  

In this seemingly unilateral life that we lead that imposes on us, 
intelligence that is pragmatic, utilitarian and selective, happens to me 
continuously, at any moment of distraction—something that, I would 
say, is the opposite process of the one that is followed to take a 
picture. When you (with your camera) see two images in the 
viewfinder, you overlap them so that they are in focus and take the 
photo. Well, to take the picture I have to separate the images, that is, 
at certain times things move away, they move, they run aside and 
then, from that hole, that kind of interstitium—which I don't know 
exactly what it is—an incitement arises that in many cases leads me to 
write, or at least puts me in a state of porosity or receptivity that 
makes me feel driven to communicate and then writing becomes 
easier for me. In that sense, I am a little lightning rod.2 

This communication that is being produced by the interstices3 which Cortázar 

encountered is probably an accurate explanation of how creation might 

happen, or how a click/sparkle in the artist’s brain occurs. I believe that my 

recent experience is a fantastic example of how coincidences (pictured as an 

interstice) start to play out in one’s life, create and develop meaning. 

It all happened in NYC at the beginning of summer 2019, where I casually 

ended up in Brooklyn close to the Bergen Street metro station. I saw a book 

laying on the entrance’s fence. I must say I was surprised to see this 

autobiography on the floor, When Night Falls by Reinaldo Arenas, one of the 

most important Cuban novelists and a queer artist who fought against the 

repression and the dictatorships that were, again, starting under the wing of 

Fidel Castro in the 1960s. 

 

I started to read this book as pure leisure (because I never watched the film) 

and I must say, it is very intense, sexual, sensual, erotic, naughty, honest, 

visceral, animal and all the adjectives that could describe a repressed being 

full of fear against the unlucky situations he experienced in real life. Days 

later, I went to visit Rene Cifuentes and his partner in Lower Manhattan 

 
2 Julio Cortázar, Cortázar de la A a la Z: Un álbum biográfico, edited by Aurora Bernárdez 
Alfaguara (Buenos Aires: Alfaguara, 2014) p. 140. 
3 Was used to explained what happened in very encounter of things, in this case how two 
situations created a new one that tries to give explanation to the reality. 
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because a friend of mine told me we could probably have a good 

conversation. She was right: we had a very nice evening. Topics like our 

nationalities and personal histories came up. Rene mentioned that he was 

from Cuba, and we started to talk about the reasons for his migrant position 

and his perspective of being a New Yorker since the 80s. 

 

He brought up the oppression and violence he experienced as a gay person in 

Cuba in the 60s and 70s, and the displacement that he suffered. After that, I 

showed him the book that I had found a few days before because I felt it was 

very connected to what he was telling me. He subsequently took the book 

and opened up to one of the pages. Surprisingly he pointed to his name in the 

book: he was that Rene, Reinaldo’s friend, the one who helped him and 

accompanied him through difficult times. I just laughed because it was such a 

crazy coincidence. It felt so dissociated from reality having this encounter 

between two temporalities.  

 

Right then I decided  that my suicide, which I had secretly planned, had 
to be postponed for the time being; I was not going to play into the 
hands of whoever had left the envelope in my room. The pain was awful 
and the tiredness overwhelming. After a short while René Cifuentes 
arrived and helped me clean the apartment and get something to eat. 
Then I was alone.4 

 

In 1986 Reinaldo was diagnosed with HIV during the epidemic that affected 

NY in the 80s, and he committed suicide in 1990. With all the information 

going on in my head, days later I was taken to see some queer screenings at 

The Center: NYC's LGBTQ community centre. Its library contains books with 

documented history about the derelict places at the piers of Lower 

Manhattan and those areas that were used in the 80s and 90s, as sites of 

cruising for the queer community. 

 

 
4 Reinaldo Arenas, “Introduction: The End,” Before Night Falls (London: Serpent Stail, 2001) 
p. 12. 
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The Center also maintains a mural by Keith Herring, in an old bathroom 

refurbished as a meeting room, so that the mural echoes the old history of 

the building. Both this coincidence with Rene, and my experience of the piers 

and mural, represent to me ways in which space is brought together in a way 

that interconnects different times, places, and cultures—an inter-spatial 

experience. 

 

Aren’t these kinds of experiences opportunities to reconstruct history from a 

non-linear or chronological time? Talking about inter-spatiality also means the 

capacity of humans to experience multiple realities at once in real time.  

 

My encounter with When Night Falls, I relate to what Foucault defined as a 

heterotopia:  

 

There are also, probably in every culture, in every civilization, real 
places—places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of 
society— which are something like counter-sites, a kind of effectively 
enacted utopia in which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be 
found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, 
and inverted. Places of this kind are outside of all places, even though it 
may be possible to indicate their location in reality. Because these 
places are absolutely different from all the sites that they reflect and 
speak about, I shall call them, by way of contrast to utopias, 
heterotopias. I believe that between utopias and these quite other sites, 
these heterotopias, there might be a sort of mixed, joint experience, 
which would be the mirror.5 

 

This inter-space opens up in many directions, taking me to multiple sites but 

at the same time bringing me back to my reality in which I can also perceive 

what the book was containing as B-side realities6, containing precisely the 

reminiscence of the real world. In a sense the book was acting like a mirror, a 

portal to the heterotopia. 

 

 
5 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias,” translated by Jay 
Miskowiec, Architecture, Mouvement, Continuité, no. 5. (France: AMC, 1984) p. 3. 
6 I refeer to B-sides as episodes in history which I didn’t personally experience, situations 
that happened in other places, in other times, in this case, the events that have historical 
meaning. 
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There is a complexity about these inter-spaces that I believe helps us leave 

behind singularity. This series of coincidences—the book as an object, the 

narratives of someone else and the architectonic places intersected—are 

interacting with each other and have become intertwined somehow. This 

combo was so overwhelming that I felt completely immersed. Ostensibly 

these heterotopias that Foucault mentioned as a sort of mixed, joint 

experience, are a wide perspective that relates more to a group, to a 

community, to plurality, to the world’s history in which we all are taking part 

and in which my coincidental episode took place. 

 

As an artist and an observer, being interjected within this inter-spatiality has 

served me as a tool to epitomize a personal syntaxis of chaotic scenarios, 

social deficits and problematic contexts within the field of contemporary art. 

This inter-spatiality explains those connections that initiate my site-

related/context-oriented projects. The outputs generated by it serve for better 

understanding of my approaches to the spaces and contexts that I interact 

with, and which present these negative factors,7 as well as how they will 

intersect or fit into definitions of heterotopias which I mentioned and/or the 

liminal spaces. 

 

To exemplify and comment on this understanding of inter-spatiality, the 

collaborative site-specific project I exhibited with the poet A.W. Strouse at the 

RÝMD Project Space, called Ideal Bakery, constituted a multi-media and 

edible experience that presented a pop-up Mexican Bakery in the 

neighbourhood of Breiðholt8.  

 

We were attracted by the multicultural aspect of the area, along with its 

history of architectural memory, as well as cultural mixing. Representing and 

replicating some visual, aesthetic and spatial aspects of Pastelería Ideal—one 

 
7 Factors which seems hidden because of their meaning in the public sphere, but they unveil 
how society functions and they’re important to the fix-heal-debate. 
8 Reykjavík’s social housing area built in the1960s, this city planning project and its modernity 
perspective, becoming a place in the contemporaneity with a high rate of ethnic and cultural 
mixing. 
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of the oldest bakeries in Mexico City—we created a third, “ideal” space, 

offering a mashed-up reality experience that visitors were able to interact and 

participate through. 

 

In this exhibition we considered the audience members’ own narratives and 

taste as essential parts of the show. By sharing the made-up space that Ideal 

Bakery presents, the audience created ways to capture and transport the 

bodily tastings into new spatial narratives.  

 

The bakery served as an inherent junction to rethink and revive the social 

bond in the neighbourhood. It functioned to reclaim a place, Breiðholtsbakarí, 

that was gone but still in the memory of the community, a place that had 

important significance because it had supplied the entire neighbourhood with 

baked goods from the 70s until early the 2000s.9  

 

 
Fig. 1. Ideal Bakery, Edible Video-installation, Hugo Llanes & A.W. Strouse, Rýmd Project 
Space, Reykjavík, 1st - 2nd August 2019. 
 

 
9 See Fig. 1. 
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It is important to highlight that this junction point that we created has to be 

distinguished as a place in which the community could relate to its own 

history but also to other kinds of realities by a shared experience. As John 

Anderson articulates in Understanding Cultural Geography, we have to be 

really conscious about differentiating. The terminology of place and space 

when we are approaching perspectives of cultural geography: “Although we 

may use the terms place and space interchangeably in everyday conversation, 

when used in the field of cultural geography we should be sensitive to 

difference that place makes.”10 Such limits or differences which sometimes 

aren’t clear in the case of my practice, became exemplified by the use of site-

specific and the site-related forms to make clear the position of my work into 

a defined context. For this, he quoated Lippard, which in my opinion provides 

good definition to differentiate both: “if space is where culture is lived, then 

place is a result of their union”11. 

 

Why and how are places made and what are the transactions between space 

and the body that effect them? How are invitation, sense-stimulation and 

experience involved in place making? These kind of questions have arisen in 

my practice and they are what my works try to navigate. 

 

At some point while doing my research and producing this project, I feel that I 

have found an aporia between terms like space and place. Because, in order 

to understand my position working with site-specific or site-related art, it is 

necessary dive into, comprehend and distinguish between these subjects 

which have become more important in my practice. It was clear in the 

context of using a bakery that the relationship between the food as culture 

and the bakery as the spatial area defined by its architecture resulted in a 

series of connotations and meanings for people in Breiðholt where my project 

was situated. 

 
10 John Anderson, Understanding Cultural Geography: Places and Traces (New York: 
Routledge, 2005) p. 51. 
11 Lucy Leppard, The Lure of The Local: Senses of Place in a Multicentered Society  (New 
York: The New Press, 1997) p.10. 
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As a participatory exercise, it overturned the place-boundedness and its 

physical and spatial motives into an edible-visual-auditory experience. Through 

its different temporalities, the work found a way to overlap the economy that 

sustained the place back when the bakery was booming and to create 

aesthetic possibilities there within. The project aimed to converse about the 

potential of art to alter perspectives and to encourage socio-political and 

cultural reconsiderations of how ordinary places are sustained but also 

dispossessed by the economy’s dichotomies. 

 

This piece also addresses the public as one of the main subjects. As artists, 

we have been preoccupied by how art can be merely venal and selfish, so we 

aimed to create an anti-narrative of this aspect by bringing in elements such 

as food and sharing before everything else. These were two aspects we 

wanted to exert no matter what the results were. Personally, it was the first 

time I worked this way. Regarding the exhibition space RÝMD, we were 

attracted to its actual situation as a project space, the location, economic 

history and surrounding housing. 

 

 
 
Fig. 2. Ideal Bakery, Walkable spatial intervention, Hugo Llanes & A.W. Strouse, Rýmd 
Project Space, Reykjavík, 1st-2nd August 2019. 
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Since I moved to Iceland, my work has changed. I have started to involve the 

audience and their physical interaction directly in the work, which is a new 

method for me. 12  My previous projects were more intrinsic and less 

preoccupied with the reception of the work in terms of literal physical 

audience participation.13 In this collaborative project, the audience-related 

intentions were intrinsic to using food in the first place. Using food and cake 

specifically came to us when we visited the original Pastelería Ideal in Mexico 

City. Participation isn’t new, it has been around since the avant-garde 

movements and highlighted in different periods, especially in the 60s and the 

70s with pioneer artists like Franz Erhard from Germany, and his First Work 

Sets initiated in 1963, in which he proposed a set of “58 objects-propositions, 

that compromised and consituted a single work.” 14  These pieces were 

conceived in the first place to be activated by a duo or a group of people. I 

see them also as an open-ended performance which drags the literal 

approach of the public into the work, creating at the same time thousands of 

possible ways of displaying and again, activating the work. By redefining the 

object and its purpose he clearly brought a whole new concept of 

participation-reception-consumption to artwork. 15 This is a very important 

historical resource in terms of my personal purposes while producing 

performative experiences and having an example of a rhetoric or a work that 

will never expire in its concept. 

 

Going through historical aspects in the art field made me think that any kind 

of art acts as site of a personal thinking, personal projections and personal 

intentions, a fertile land for open-ended fruitful conversations about anything, 

but in my case, explicit political concerns. 

 
12 See Fig. 2. 
13  Isn’t art always participatory from a contemplative perspective? I suppose this also 
comes not only because of media that is used but also because the concept and attempts of 
each artist and work. 
14 Julieta González, Franz Erhard Walther: Objects to use/ Instruments for processes. 
(Mexico City: Fundación Jumex Arte Contemporáneo, 2018) p.40. 
15 See Fig. 3. 
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Fig. 3. Werksatz (Workset), Franz Erhard Walther, Performed as part of the UBS Opening: 
Live. The Living Currency, Tate Modern, 26-27 January 2008.  
 

Working in relation with this site-specific context gave us the ability to create 

a communal and convivial experience. But what are the qualities of communal 

and participatory art that we are looking for? How do we picture such a 

mechanism or method in the current contemporary art field of participatory, 

site related and non-object-oriented practices? Is it a matter of success and if 

so, is success a crucial function of art? As Boris Groys writes:  

art must be directed against contemplation, against spectatorship, 
against the passivity of the masses paralyzed by the spectacle of 
modern life.16 

Having all these implications on which my work Ideal Bakery exists and relies 

like participation, relation with its spatial characteristics and historical aspects, 

I want to relate my position on participatory art to the arguments of Nicolas 

Bourriaud from 1998 and its counterpart: Antagonism and Relational 

Aesthetics by Claire Bishop. Bishop defines Bourriaud’s theory by interpreting 

it: “Relational artwork, seeks to establish intersubjective encounters in which 

 
16 Boris Groys, “Comrades of time” (2009), E-Flux, Journal 11: https://www.e-
flux.com/journal/11/61345/comrades-of-time/. Acceded November 11th, 2019.  
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meaning is elaborated collectively.”17 Meaning that the work is based on the 

social interaction with the work. This is basically the basis for the construction 

of Ideal Bakery in a communal place like Breiðholtsbakarí. Both the original 

clients and those who attended my project give value and significance to the 

project through body-based transactions into the space. This bakery wouldn’t 

be a place and denote such importance or be a container of memories and 

history, without the elements described previously.  

Every piece of art is also constructed from the viewer’s reading and 

encounter with it. I have to consider that even if these encounters are not 

merely participatory but when it became a matter of interaction then this 

theory falls into a merely analysis of specific practices which this theory 

proposed. 

But I think the work Ideal Bakery is more in line with Bishop’s views on the 

subject: ”The tasks facing us today are to analyze how contemporary art 

addresses the viewer and to assess the quality of the audience relations it 

produces: the subject position that any work presupposes and the democratic 

notions it upholds, and how these are manifested in our experience of the 

work.” As far as I understood, this democratization based on all the 

relantionships that might appear during the encounter with the works, 

demostrates that “If relational art produces human relations, then the next 

logical question to ask is what types of relations are being produced, for 

whom, and why?”18 

Further in Bishop’s analysis, she positions the work of Riktit Tiravanija (whose 

practice also brings people together by using food, sharing and conviviality in 

order to create an ambient in which the work also don’t have total control 

over the spectators) with the observation that there is some lack or 

disinterest of political communication and it only aims to generate connection 

 
17  Claire Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” October 110, Fall 2004, CUNY 
Academic Works, p. 54.: 
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1095&context=gc_pubs 
Accesed September 19th, 2019.  
18 Ibídem 
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within people that hold same common interests in the same situation.19 But 

how about in the case of practices in which communication and interaction 

are not in control or approached from a diversity of viewers? With the analysis 

of Relational Aesthetics and its counterpart I found some other ways to read 

my own practice and have a wider notion of spurring public domain, public 

space, interaction and communication.  

     

Picturing these two theoretical positions and implying them back into my 

praxis, helps me break down important aspects: 1. The notion of creating 

artwork that explicitly functions as participatory. 2. The pre-established 

conditions of the place in which the work arose. 3. In open practices where 

participation, context and political meaning are crucial it is important to keep 

personal expectations in mind and to evaluate of how interactions happen. 

These aspects are clearly root-related to each other and they bring up 

important questions like: What I am as an artist bringing into the context? 

What is the context bringing to me? Where does the viewer fit into this? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
19 Claire Bishop, Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics, CUNY Academic Works: 
https://academicworks.cuny.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1095&context=gc_pubs 
Accesed, September 19th, 2019. p.61. 
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Gold mining: fervent poetical acts  

 

I remember the first times I was introduced to art that demonstrated explicit 

political content. Political not only because they were produced by a political 

entity (the artist), but political because they exposed the society we live in, 

the systems we are ruled by, the economic crashes caused by ideas of 

modernity, capitalism, globalization, totalitarian regimes linked to post 

colonialism, the violence and the repercussions towards individuals or 

communities, the environmental issues and many other episodes that caused 

thoughtful artistic outputs.  

 

I became interested in how these enormous issues were being approached in 

a thoughtful way through the analytic gaze of contemporary artists. This 

completely changed my concept of what art should be or what it is about, and 

showed me a new spectrum of possibilities, mediums and resolutions.  

 

These were contemporary artistic projects mostly made in Latin America, (a 

terrain that I am familiar with and very related to, because of my Mexican 

roots). Political art focused on non-object-oriented media in Latin America has 

characteristics that differentiate it from practices in other areas of the world. 

Aracy Amaral framed this difference at the First Latin American Colloquium of 

Non-Object Art, held at the Museum of Modern Art of Medellin, in Colombia, 

in 1981.  

 

She claimed that the non-object-oriented practices in Latin American, like 

performance, provided an identity that did not rely on the international 

performative currents because of its political presence in which its interests 

were not aiming to be part of or to be framed in any international 

classification. 
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It can be affirmed that the proposals that distinguish and singularize 
non-objectualism in Latin America, in relationship to the ones made 
since the 1970s in Europe and the United States, are those in which 
creativity was integrated to a political connotation to emerge in a 
broad sense (both directly and through metaphor) ... By manifesting 
that intentionality ‘political’, they reveal their commitment to the 
here-now, establishing a divergence between their proposals and 
those coming from purely cosmopolitan information.20 

 

As I understand from this, these practices wanted to manifest their presence 

by working from their localities. They aimed to reach their own goals and their 

own aesthetic parameters in relation to their political positions and situations. 

They also appeared in a panorama in which the art market wasn’t primordial 

or needed for its creation and public exposition, facilitating appearance in 

public spaces, artist-run spaces, sometimes institutions or private locations. 

Of course, as historical references, they became part of the market, part of 

capitalism. This doesn’t mean they lose their value or their purpose, but it is 

relevant to see how they became something else or how they have evolved 

since they were created. 

 

But I personally believe it is more important that they contain an instrument, 

which clearly represents and attaches values democratically to the work—

value that goes beyond the objectual position in this capitalist society, as a 

product. Here I am referring to works presented by activist, politically or 

socially engaged artists. 

 

I consider this importance or value that is equal to the exchange we have 

with other professionals that provide us with instant knowledge, services or 

socio-economic transactions. That is why I feel so related to their perspective, 

their goals and their approaches to the public. In my opinion the political 

resistance, which artists deploy with their poetical and critical actions become 

radical depending the context, the manner they are made and put forth and 

 
20 Aracy Amaral, “Aspectos de No Objetualismo en Brasil,” Memorias del primero coloquio 
de Arte Latinoamericano sobre Arte No Objetual y Arte Urbano: Realizado por el Museo de 
Arte Moderno de Medellín en mayo de 1981 (Medellín, Colombia: Fondo Editorial del Museo 
de Antioquia, 2010) p. 149. 
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the intentions behind them. It makes the value of the immateriality so strong 

that it can cross historical temporalities and take root in the memory of a 

place, of a town or the whole world. These acts can be so powerful that they 

become an anecdote or a legend. 

 

One of those remarkable pieces that I keep in my memory was Sombrillas 

Luminosas by the Colombian artist Miller Lagos.21 This piece was exhibited in 

2002 at the Venice Biennial of Bogota. The artist worked along with the 

community of the neighbourhood in Venice, integrating their local food 

businesses in order to generate an open conversation through the food. A 

food cart selling hot dogs in the street was intervened with a gondola on top 

to parody the Italian Venice Biennial. The food cart was marked with the 

question “what is art? is this is art?”  

 

Traversing an ordinary situation like purchasing a hot dog on the corner, the 

locals were able to have another kind of experience distinct from the usual, 

which probably resulted in personal questions of what kind of situation they 

were a part of, helped (of course) by the conditions provided by the artist. 

 

Here the artist’s intentions are very important, and they speak to the faculty 

of contemporary art to blur, cross or delete the boundaries between art and 

life. To bring art into the public domain for everyone to enjoy so it is not only a 

luxury for the rich and privileged. 

 

Although I do not only define my practice as socially engaged, I feel that I 

have produced instruments that can help me to be more realistic in terms of 

social impact, my goal is to generate aesthetical experiences that can speak 

to everyone, creating coherence in between context and media.  

 

 
21 See Fig. 4. 
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Fig. 4. Sombrillas Luminosas. Miller Lagos, As part of the Venice Biennial of Bogotá, 

Colombia, 2011.  

 

When relating to public interest or dealing with society’s contemporary 

problems through political art, relational aesthetics, social engaged and site 

specific, I feel it is important to have notions of how aesthetics and politics 

collide with each other within these extended practices. They produce an 

important aspect, the poetics through and in the image.  

 

Boris Groys refers to the aesthetic attitude as an experiential demand, which 

exists with or without art artefacts and belongs to the nature of things.  As a 

demand, the aesthetic has been humanized, taught, refined, polished by the 

modern gaze and mainly from a Western perspective of beauty. Further, he 

maintains the idea of the artist as a supplier of aesthetic experiences that 

nowadays have to deal with public domain to what he calls “the politicization 

of art”.22  To me this is a political position, and as an artist I support 

addressing the public domain, because art is a device full of complex 

thoughts that have the potential to generate changes in the mentality or at 

least to create positive meanings and/or feelings that make us appreciate 

things differently.  

 

 
22  Boris Groys, Going Public (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2010) p. 11. 
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Localities in a global picture 

It's important to consider that coming from the global south has influenced 

politically the kind of approach I have to new surroundings. It has created for 

me the possibility of translating elements from my background and 

exemplifying or re-proposing them within the language of contemporary art 

and other local contexts, constructing an element that I appreciate working 

with. This divide allows me a way of looking that lets me link, locate and talk 

about society’s cracks and the social organisms that constitute and provoke 

them—meaning that every structure, policy, tutelage or way of displaying 

power, has to pass through my personal lends to be restored, re-thought and 

re-pictured in the work.  

 

I grew up in a corrupt part of Mexico, Veracruz State. Xalapa, its capital where 

I was born, is the epicentre of bureaucracy and the governmental institutions 

that sustain most of Veracruz.  My state has an incredible million-dollar debt 

from the previous governments that of course has many economic and 

political repercussions, which with the drug cartels that control the whole 

region creates a hostile scenario that nobody deserves: insecurity and 

economic lag. On the other hand, this big state is rich in natural resources, 

culture, traditions, weather, language and history. A relationship between 

these two sides arises in the everyday and creates a series of norms or codes 

within its citizens’ relationships that exhibit this juxtaposition. Here is where 

the daily life or the everyday routines come to function and become also a 

case of my personal study. 

 

Somehow because of these repercussions, I had to learn to look carefully to 

be aware of who/what is around me, what is this other doing. This 

awareness-along with being from a culture that functions without strict 

schedules and is based on informalities—has led me to what I believe are 

justifiable commentaries on which my artistic practice is based.   
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It makes me think about Regina José Galindo’s political work around the 

injustices and violence that occurs in the everyday life of her hometown in 

Guatemala which she reflects on her performance practice, “.... I have very 

clear political principles, I guess because I am Guatemalan. But my job as an 

artist is to show that injustices not only occur in my country... I have a very 

open sensibility because I come from a country that opened it to me, but that 

is why I am not blind, and I will tell you that the rest of the world is 

wonderful... I have the ability to find the defect in my country as in the first 

world too…”23 

 

She portrays performance as an entity that empowers the body, her body, 

and women's bodies against large social injustices and humanity´s 

disequilibrium, the atrocities that concern society and the death that comes 

as result24. The understanding of such an abstract but representative concept 

like death through a series of metaphoric actions, putting its connotations in a 

more globalized picture, somehow connects with Lakoff’s idea of how 

“metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought 

and action”25. 

 
23 Regina José Galindo and Alemania con acento, “Artists interview: Regina José Galindo 
artista guatemalteca,” |Youtube video, minute 3:28, posted by DW Español 2014. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gVsKhr2BNSk&t=1892s. Accesed, September 19th, 
2019. 
24 See Fig. 5. 
25 George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press 2003) p. 3.  
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Fig. 5. Tierra. Regina José Galindo, Digital colour video, with sound, 33 min., 30sec. Photo 

Bertrand Huet, 2013.  

 

Galindo develops an interesting manner to think and link site-related and site-

specific art with political contexts. She claimed on different occasions that 

she doesn’t want to be pictured as the other just because she comes from an 

exoticized place. She doesn’t want to be treated as the other because she is 

not. She wants to function as a human bridge to open conversations about 

things that concern all of us, because violence, death and injustice exist 

everywhere. She comments “...I am interested that the death is the same in 

Guatemala, as well as in the United States or Russia. Individual’s pain is the 

same in the third world or in the first world. I think, I believe, and I work 

because the art is a human bridge that allows us to make those connections 

between different sites, between different individuals. Because in the end, 

the individuals are the same, we feel the same and we all are 

interconnected”.26 

 

 
26 Regina José Galindo, “Artist interview: La víctima y el victimario” (English captioned), 
YouTube, 5:44:00, posted by Guggenheim, August 4th, 2015. 
https://youtu.be/oeDytcs-wsk. Accesed, September 19th, 2019. 
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Political and site related art works act as historical containers, most of the 

time bringing up narratives that have been dismissed, hidden, altered or 

avoided from the main chronicle. Bringing up this notion of historical 

narratives, I wanted to relate this aspect to one of my recent site-specific 

pieces, called Thorfinn Karlsefni, which was exhibited at the Einar Jónsson 

Museum in Reykjavík. 

This piece was made with the intention of bringing up other “truths” and 

historical facts that concern Einar Jónsson’s practice which consists mainly of 

sculptures and public monuments. I focused on a replica of Jónsson´s 

monument for Thorfinn Karlsefni in relation to the original of which had been 

recently vandalized in Philadelphia. My work was performed by Viktoría 

Jóhannsdóttir the museum's docent, who recited a script I wrote. In which 

the sculpture Thorfinn Karlsefni from 1920 owned by the museum was re-

introduced into the collection from a new perspective.27 For me the work 

provides evidence in relation to how meaning is transformed in relation to 

national heritage, history and context. 

 

The narrative in the script touched upon how this piece was commissioned 

from Jónsson by the Samuels, a Jewish couple, at the former Fairmount Park 

Art Association in Philadelphia in 1917. This commission allowed me to bring 

up different aspects regarding how historical events are narrated and how 

history is often conceived from individual incentives and not communal 

perspectives. This fact becomes problematic and should be questioned in the 

society we live in, because history remains a form of power, which is 

sustained by chronological events, hierarchy and capital, and does not 

represent a communal agenda but represents those who retain economic 

sources and political power.  

 

 

 

 
27 See Fig. 6. 
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An example of this is the Columbus narrative based on facts that took for 

granted many other discoveries that happened before, but it served to deliver 

a message of nationalism, colonisation and subjugation to the “new lands” 

and to the western history in general. Although, my piece was not specifically 

based on a critique of the discovery of America, there were many political 

layers implicit like this one. 

 

 
Fig. 6. Thorfinn Karlsefni. Hugo Llanes, as part of the group exhibition “Intermission – A 

temporary interference at The Einar Jónsson Museum”, Reykjavík, 2019. 

 

Mostly, in this work I put into context the Karlsefni statue’s own historical 

narrative and how it became a rallying point for neo-Nazis and white 

supremacists which in turn provoked anti-fascist groups. The piece was 

vandalized, toppled and dragged into the Schuylkill River at the Fairmount 

Park in Philadelphia in 2018.28 

 
28 See Fig. 7.  
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Fig. 7. Video Still, Philly's Thorfinn Karlsefni Statue toppled into Schuylkill River, NBC 

Philadelphia, Published Oct 2, 2018.  

The performance involved the public with this history behind the 

representation of Thorfinn Karlsefni as a Viking, the monument´s shifting 

meanings and its link between Iceland and the USA. The work was site-

specific, site and context related as well as non-object oriented. Its 

performative presentation implicitly works with the immateriality of the 

situation by being an encounter with digital and research-based material 

situated in the museum that was built to house Einar Jónsson’s work. I 

wanted to restrain myself to use his practice as the main material source for 

my own work. 

 

...the work no longer seeks to be a noun/object but a verb/process, 
provoking the viewers’ critical (not just physical) acuity regarding the 
ideological conditions of their viewing. In this context, the guarantee 
of a site-specific relationship between an artwork and its site is not 
based on a physical permanence if that relationship...but rather on 
the recognition of its unfixed impermanence, to be experienced as 
an unrepeatable and fleeting situation...29 
 

 

 

 

 
29  Miwon Kwon, One place after another  (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2004) p. 
24. 
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There are some immateriality subjects on which my work relies and operates 

because of the nature of its format. As a performance, it supplies certain 

aspects that other experiences such as painting or sculpture don´t have, like 

ephemerality and the activation of cognitive senses by real-time experiences, 

which possibly might make the viewer’s mind react in relationship with the 

theme touched in the script. 

 

This piece also provided me with new ways in which I can relate to the site, 

site-specific practice, the public, and my personal perspectives that are rooted 

in Mexico.  Roots that in this case are link to racism, minorities, 

dispossession, appropriation, and migration. 

 

By employing non-object-based practices that merge the poetic and the 

political spheres of life, I am very interested in taking my practice to a new 

level. The ephemeral and site-specific have become my most important 

points of departure. I want to suggest personal symbolic forms, keep true to 

my roots in the global south and create works that despite their meaning or 

message could be understood in any region of the world. I relate this part of 

my practice to what Cuauhtémoc Medina said about how Francis Alÿs’ work 

happens: “within a practice that occurs in relation to a specific mobilization of 

social and contextual agents”.30 So, by taking these contextual agents I 

proceed to the realization of any cultural product for its exposition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
30  Cuauhtémoc Medina and Michael Taussig, Francis Alÿs: A story of Negotiation (Mexico City: Museo 
Tamayo, 2015,) p. 28.  
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Towards the public space 
 

The work Toilet, also exhibited in the Einar Jónsson Museum, was a 

collaborative piece with the poet A.W. Strouse, and was a reply to Led 

Zeppelin’s Immigrant Song that was inspired by Norse mythology. This 

folktale is carved on the shield of Thorfinn Karlsefni’s statue also located 

inside the museum. The verse on the shield is written in the runic alphabet 

and in English it reads:  

From the Island of the north of Ice and Fire  
Of blossoming valleys and blue mountains  
Of the waking sun and the dreamy mists  
The home of the goddess of the northern lights 

After Led Zeppelin came to Iceland in 1970, they released Immigrant Song, 

which has a similar lyrical construction to the previous verse:  

We come from the land of the ice and snow  
From the midnight sun, where the hot springs flow  
The hammer of the gods  
We’ll drive our ships to new lands  
To fight the horde, and sing and cry  
Valhalla, I am coming.31  

I was intrigued by the gap in between these lyrics, their meaning and the 

shift from medieval times to the contemporary, and I wanted to correspond 

with the representation of how the Vikings were moving from one place to 

the other, but overall how the migratory conditions that happened 

historically from the northern hemisphere towards the south aren’t 

perceived the same as from the south to the north. Therefore, I wanted to 

put this in context with the migration that is so present today, caused by 

political, economic and war-related problems in the different countries 

where the immigrants are coming from to Iceland. 

 
31  Led Zeppelin, Immigrant song, track 1 on Led Zeppelin III (Los Angeles: Atlantic Records, 
1970). 
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For the presentation of this piece the verse was written in black ink on the 

wall of the Museum’s toilet.32 

 
Fig. 8. Toilet. Hugo Llanes, as part of the group exhibition “Intermission – A temporary 

interference at The Einar Jónsson Museum”, Reykjavík, 2019. 

My intentions in using such a tiny space were to put the visitor face-to-face 

with the little verse handwritten on the wall, a gesture and message that 

couldn’t be dismissed.33 That’s how the space brought the viewer almost 

too close to the verse making the piece even more personal.  

I chose the restroom, and not the exhibition or any other space in the 

museum, because I thought about giving the same importance and 

function to the toilet as the exhibition spaces. The poem delivers an 

important message in the context of this exhibition, but is also a 

metaphorical reference to the attention, respect and protection migrants 

deserve in society as well as any other citizen. For me this tiny, almost 

unnoticed space provides the whole building a service and makes it 

function to represent the position migrants are in.  

 
32 See. Fig. 8. 
33 See. Fig. 9. 
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This was my first piece in a national museum, and it was important to use 

the opportunity to create an artistic device in a public setting to stimulate 

civic responsibility and interest.  

 

Fig. 9. Toilet. Hugo Llanes, as part of the group exhibition Intermission – A temporary 

interference at The Einar Jónsson Museum, Reykjavík, 2019. 

Overall, this counterpoint in between the personal and the public domain 

allowed me to play around with my work and it brought forth valuable 

features like: 1. Empathy, by using everyday gestures that blur the line 

between daily life and public art practice. 2. A dialogue between historical 

sources and actual events that coexist and create organic relationships 

though conceptual-aesthetic principles. These principles are the ones I am 

learning to strategically apply and relate to different contexts. 
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Observing culture as observing ourselves 
 

Re-thinking how neoliberalism affected my surroundings growing up 

especially in regard to pop-culture opened up for me new fields, topics and 

media to produce cultural content. In this context I relate to what Susan Miller 

declares to be her point of departure. 

 
My decision always to use cultural materials as starting points, 
almost always materials from our society, was provoked equally by 
anthropology and by modern art history. In both these fields, looking  
at the ‘other’ yields misunderstandings which are valuable primarily 
for what they can tell us about ourselves.34 

 

Made in the US, The Simple Life (2003) was a reality TV series that exposed 

two wealthy socialites and heiresses, Paris Hilton and Nicole Richie who 

were taken from their commodities and money and made to struggle and 

hustle alongside ordinary, hard-working people.35 They were exposed to the 

audience doing low-paying jobs such as cleaning rooms, farm work, fast-food 

restaurant services and office jobs among others.  

 

I consider the first season the most remarkable of all five seasons which I 

watched during my research. It took place in Althus, Arkansas, a small town 

where white populism prevails. Hosted by a local family, they spent a month 

trying and failing in their duties, which brought up the absurdity and 

humoristic approach to their living and working conditions. Incredibly, its 

premiere brought thirteen million viewers. 

 

Looking at it as an anthropological exercise, it left those millions of viewers 

socially divided but also allowed them to identify with both the rich and the 

working class by laughing at both sides. The humoristic, simplistic and 

realistic side of the series was what made this the first of its kind. 

 
34 Susan Hiller, “´Truth´ and ´Truth to Material´“(1998), Susan Hiller, The provisional 
texture of reality: selected talks and texts, 1977-2007, edited by Alexandra M. Kokoli 
(Zürich: JRP/Ringier, 2008) p. 55. 
35 See Fig. 10. 
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What calls my attention here is having three different possibilities of looking 

at the other, the celebrities towards the inhabitants of Althus, the inhabitants 

of Althus towards the celebrities, and we the viewers looking at this 

produced or arranged, almost real-life scenario in which they interact. It was 

so interesting getting all these perspectives and ways of perceiving 

differences between each other, how they collide and become critical by 

using simplistic humour. 

…anthropology is prized as the science of alterity... it is the discipline 
that takes culture as its object, and this expanded field of reference is 
the domain of postmodernist practice and theory (thus also the 
attraction to cultural studies and, to a lesser extent, new historicism). 
… ethnography is considered contextual, the often automatic demand 
for which contemporary artists and critics share with other 
practitioners today, many of whom aspire to fieldwork in the 
everyday… anthropology is thought to arbitrate the interdisciplinary, 
another often rote value in contemporary art and criticism…the recent 
self-critique of anthropology renders it attractive, for it promises a 
reflexivity oft he ethnographer at the center even as it preserves a 
romanticism ofthe other at the margins. For all these reasons rogue 
investigations of anthropology, like queer critiques of psychoanalysis, 
possess vanguard status: it is along these lines that the critical edge 
is felt to cut most incisively.36 

In order to use social critique as a communicative mechanism, it is important 

to have a certain notion of “the other” in terms of contemporary anthropology 

and ethnography. By exposing how society functions by using allegories such 

as the rich elite doing ordinary jobs The Simple Life was a pioneering reality 

TV series where contemporary critic was implicit. 

 

Hal Foster localized an important danger of anthropological exercises in social 

critiques like this, which also applies to art practices:  

 

No doubt the othering of the self is crucial to critical practices in 
anthropology, art, and politics; at least in conjunctures such as the 
surrealist one, the use of anthropology as auto-analysis (as in Leiris) 
or social critique (as in Bataille) is culturally transgressive, even 
politically significant. But clearly too there are dangers. For then now 

 
36 Hal Foster, “The Artist as Ethnographer,” The return of the real: the avant-garde at the 
end of the century  (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1996) p.182. 
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self-othering can flip into self-absorption, in which the project of an 
"ethnographic self-fashioning" becomes the practice of a narcissistic 
self-refurbishing.37 

 

 
Fig. 10. The Simple Life (Promotional advertising), season 1, FOX, 2003. 

 

Taking this into account, The Simple Life’s perspective—and somehow the 

extrapolation of classes that it exposes—might act against the rhetoric of a 

positive projection of who is the other, the possibility of bridging a critical 

perspective of stepping into the other’s position and the responsibilities that 

should be assumed of objectifying culture. Of course, what shall we expect 

from a series that was created for entertainment and to produce fame, 

success and exposure? But it is a good example of how mass culture could 

work as a way to picture realities and produce sociological exercises. 

      

 
37 Ibidem 
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Fig. 11. Kind of life (Video still), Hugo Llanes, HD Video without sound., 1:10 min, 2019. 
 

Following the idea of otherness and keeping track of global political concerns, 

I created a video art piece38 based on subtitles, made up of five different 

Spanish translations from the English intro-song of The Simple Life. This 

piece pictures translations made by five Latin American immigrants who are 

based in the US. They were asked to translate with their own cultural 

background, vocabulary and experience what the lyrics mean to them in their 

mother language.  

 

Let's take two girls 
Both filthy rich 
From the bright lights 
Into the sticks 
From velvet robes 
To cattle poles 
 
Lets take away their limousines 
Their credits cards and shopping sprees 
Well they're both spoil rotten 
Will they cry when they hit bottom? 
Heaven knows who can survive 
This simple country kind of life.39 

 

 
38 See. Fig. 11. 
39 The Simple Life Theme Song. We 3 kings, FOX, 2003. 
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The lyrics follow the narrative of how the protagonists Paris Hilton and Nicole 

Richie are deposed from luxury, opulence and privilege to be placed in 

another social condition. This song invites us to analyse and re-think from the 

perspective of the other by using the immigrant’s first language from when 

they relocate (in the case of this piece) from the global south in Latin America 

to countries with more economic development. The lyrics investigate also 

how language affects the experience of cognitive senses by living in a new 

context provoking the use of two different ways of translating reality (in this 

case Spanish/English). 

 

Monumental (Report) 

 

After a full year in Iceland, I decided to have a break and go back to my 

hometown. My time in the MA programme had shaped my personal interests 

with the help of theory and artistic research in a decisive way, linking political 

themes with aesthetic outputs. So, I wanted to bring this process, knowledge 

and experience into the field of political performance and to my hometown. I 

planned to use my homecoming for my solo show, but also, I remained open 

to chance to see what materials and forms would arise from an artistic 

experiment using performance art.  

 

Then, I harnessed public sculpture-monuments as a frame for thinking about 

political-economy which is something I discovered in my work Thorfinn 

Karlsefni. I looked at how concepts of site and place are shifting and swirling 

around in contemporaneity. I undertook Monumental as a prominent political 

gesture to engage with the work La Araucaria (Chilean pine), a monumental 

sculpture that symbolizes the cartel violence and political corruption 

happening in my hometown Xalapa, Veracruz.  

 

The video performance, recorded with a drone and a digital camera, narrates 

when I first arrived at the public site, which is a roundabout, and how I was 
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elevated to the height of the enormous sculpture with an electric crane 

without official permits. I cleaned the dirt off of the sculpture with white 

cloths, using the same rhetoric that is employed by the authorities when 

doing maintenance on public sites, and subverting that rhetoric into a 

monumental act of political resistance.40 

 

 

Fig. 12. Monumental,  Hugo Llanes, Performance, Xalapa, Veracruz, México,  2019. 
 

A few weeks before my arrival I started to work on the logistics regarding 

how to perform, thinking about the site conditions, the surroundings and 

technical aspects of the performance. My sister, who pretended to be my 

assistant, hired a crane without any trouble or questions. She explained the 

use of the machinery as an academic-official mission. I guess that, because of 

the magnitude, and because of the apparent purpose of the action and the 

public site in which it occurred, the crane rental agency didn’t ask for more 

information. 

 

 
40 See. Fig. 12. 
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In this period, important durational and narrative aspects of the performance 

emerged. How to decide how long it will last, what would be the deciding 

factor in its ending? How does a performance like this start?  

 

First of all, in order to avoid any confrontation with the authorities, I 

determined to make the action early in the morning. Secondly, cleaning the 

whole sculpture wasn’t the point, and it would probably attract the attention I 

was avoiding. I wanted to focus on the gesture of cleaning and be able to 

document the process because in my practice I have been exploring and 

researching the potentiality of gestures as artistic methods. I decided to clean 

the sculpture for 15 minutes. I wanted to be pictured as a regular worker 

doing maintenance, and that influenced the kind of outfit I wore. To make the 

production of the performance possible I decided to perform my role at 7am 

the 30th of December of 2019. I was sure fewer police would be likely to 

surround the site at this time. 

 

That morning at the site my nerves were everywhere. I was tracking every 

movement as everything seemed suspicious. I felt I was being watched 

every minute because there was an official security CCTV in front of the 

sculpture tracking the traffic. There was adrenaline rushing through all my 

body in a way that I had never felt before while performing. But also, 

something very emotional happened to me up there. Facing the sculpture 

wasn’t only an act of confrontation, but it also become an act of forgiving 

myself for being so far from my family, maybe an act of payback for my 

absence. I cried for my mother and sister, for their living conditions as 

women in Xalapa, where political retaliation from the government towards the 

inhabitants happens on a daily basis.  

 

I do not blame my absence, as I believe I moved away to look for a better 

understanding of myself as an artist and to grow intellectually. So it seemed it 

was a kind of a personal negotiation and of course an act of political 
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reclamation and resistance towards something that is unacceptable from a 

place. 

 

Afterwards I travelled back to Iceland with the cloths to develop and exhibit 

the documentation through an installation that derives from a set of 

conceptual pieces in different formats (videos, abstract paintings 41  and 

sculptures). The visitors were informed about the way in which neoliberal 

capitalism operates in underdeveloped environments with total opacity 

concluding in huge public indebtedness.  

 

 
Fig. 13. Monumental,  Hugo Llanes, Installation view, dirt on white sheet, Kubburinn Gallery, 
Iceland University of the Arts in Laugarnes,  2019. 
 

 
41 See. Fig. 13. 
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The fact that concepts such as corruption or the narco-state (the link between 

the official and the criminal state) are so rooted or interwoven in our 

everyday, causes a chain that is hard to tear apart and difficult to unravel. In 

that sense, what do we have left as citizens? How do we reply to these 

scenarios that not only affect our personal positions but the whole society? 

As a political artist, what is my responsability to address this context and how 

I do I address it when I don’t live there? 

 

Experiencing and creating for the first time a political performance that replied 

to those concerns and that included my own body and the body of the state, 

was a tremendous step in my young career. Being able to develop something 

new out of that encounter brought me questions: Does resistance come 

first? How does resistance happen or take place in environments where 

inhabitants are displaced, forced or influenced to passively let their 

government decide the conditions in which they have to live? How to deal 

with a performance that happened in the past and came along with a show 

that is focusing on displaying the work without taking the whole exhibition far 

from the original source? 

 

It was exciting to have all the material in the studio and figure out the 

possibilities of displaying a political work that is not often presented in a 

context like Iceland. 

 

A few weeks prior the opening, I made digital sketches in 3D, helped by the 

floor plan of Kubburinn.  That allowed me to stage the kind of spatial relation 

within the white cube, its light conditions, the location of each piece and the 

space between them. 
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Fig. 14. Monumental, Hugo Llanes, Sketch (still), Kubburinn Gallery, Iceland University of the 
Arts in Laugarnes,  2020. 
 

Not surprisingly, once in the space, the plans changed. I produced pieces and 

ideas which I didn’t show42. It was a refinement process in which the lighting 

conditions were determinants for the kind of work I showed and their display. 

 

The central piece was the large video recorded with a drone. I wanted to 

show the majesty of the image, the panoramic view, the scale of the site and 

the sculpture’s monumentality. That was also a key point to the setting: 

everything had to co-relate to the large video or in relationship with the video. 

43 

 
42 See. Fig. 14 
43 See. Fig. 15. 
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Fig. 15. Monumental, Hugo Llanes, Installation view, Kubburinn Gallery, Iceland University of 
the Arts in Laugarnes,  2020. 
 

After having a series of conversations with my advisor and friends, I decided 

to emphasize the exhibition in unveiling the performance for the first time to 

the public, to which the role of the exhibition was documentative. For 

instance, I persisted in only adding elements for a better reading of the work 

and not to create new works that will remove me from the performance 

itself. 

 

I ended by adding metal structures that help to sustain the sheets but also 

that brought a sculptural and site-related element to the conversation 

accompanied by the green lighting which delivered a way to read the whole 

exhibition differently, more towards a warlike environment or post-human. 

Organic elements such as the araucaria (Chilean pine) seed and a two-year 

old araucaria 44  did take a special role in connecting with the idea of 

“proposing” beyond only criticising, a kind of hope or thrill that I wanted to 

stand up for with the whole comment that my installation was introducing.  

 

 
44 See. Fig. 16. 
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Fig. 16. Monumental, Hugo Llanes, Installation view, Araucaria (Chilean pine) Kubburinn 
Gallery, Iceland University of the Arts in Laugarnes,  2019. 
 

In this part of the project, I wanted to talk about some political aspects that 

are important which are 1. The relationship of the state in the creation and the 

use of subliminal iconography based on nature and animalia added to its 

language (slogans, logos, emblems, flags).  2. The role of this relationship in 

the construction and function of a place´s “official” identity. 

 

 
Fig. 17. Florece Xalapa, Xalapa’s Official slogan, 2018-2021. 
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Historically, colonization happened through the use of animal and nature 

iconography in banners, national emblems and flags as forms of authority. 

Nowadays this colonization, submission, dispossession, is still occurring 

under modern paradigms in underdeveloped societies. It happens when 

governmental agencies (in this case the municipality of Xalapa and the state 

legislature of Veracruz) acknowledge the potential of natural contexts by 

exploiting and transfiguring them into subliminal language and putting them 

into the collective imaginary. This was exemplified in the abstracted use of 

the pine tree as something that represents Xalapa in a sculptural form, or in 

the case of the slogan, the use of a flower in relationship with the word 

“florece” (blooms), giving a sense that the city is flourishing or socially 

prospering but also because Xalapa is locally known as “The city of 

flowers”.45 

 

Here I propose to read these kinds of subliminal images as excuses to frame 

and gain control, as well as to promote political interests that are unattached 

to the community and pretend to show empathy.  

 

I wanted to reclaim this space with a textual representation in order to 

capitalize on the same aspects and subvert its political purpose, and with this 

to articulate my own critique towards a structure that tries to over-represent 

the citizens. These aspects finally ended as an engraved text with a personal 

statement that played along with the actual official slogan of my hometown. 

This act of political resilience stated a critical reflection upon historical 

architectural heritage, public spaces and monuments, and the cultural-

economic-value made by politics.  

 

I concluded that in Monumental, two important agents appeared: the body 

and the text. They appeared subversively to operate organically from the 

interior of “official languages.” They established a complex relationship 

between political resilience-resistance and political critique-accomplishment 

 
45 See. Fig. 17. 
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because, somehow it is not completely clear what is official or what is 

proposed as art and that’s my purpose, to appear unnoticed for the state. 

 

Locating my practice within the field of public art, political art, bureaucracy, 

maintenance art and performance in the public space, one of the most 

important art references is Washing, Tracks, Maintenance: Outside 46  by 

Mierle Ukeles. This work presented a clear manner of working within the 

institutional space as well as exposing the association with its authority 

through the relationship with domestic maintenance (because of Ukeles’s 

role as a mother). This action took hours to be completed and people had to 

pass around the artist performing, maybe without knowing they were 

experiencing a conceptual piece of art. At the same time through her body 

and the cleaning of the space she wanted to address her individual position of 

being artist-mother and the act of caring but also a political position about 

labour conditions and maintenance workers as part of a wider sphere of 

institutional critique.  

 

Highlighting these simple gestures of cleaning, sweeping, assisting a space, 

she managed to jump from the family perspective to the institutional 

(museum), and concluding later in a series of works that addressed the 

sanitation department of New York City, focusing on the perspective of the 

city workers of the sanitation department who preserved and cared for the 

space. 

 

We usually conceive art as something objectual, but it is clear that these 

references in art history have helped to develop a wider notion of art as an 

action, as a series of thoughts, complex bureaucratic processes, the 

immaterial, the everyday, the gesture and the artist´s presence. This is where 

I am fortunate to situate my practice. 

  

 
46 See fig. 18. 
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Fig. 18. Washing, Tracks, Maintenance: Outside, Mierle Ukeles. Performance at the 
Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, CT. 1973. Courtesy of the artist and Ronald Feldman Fine 
Arts, NY.  
 

I am very satisfied with where my process has taken me this year. It has 

allowed me to clear concepts, find coherence and explore new media and 

avenues to take. For me the solo show was a way to show persistence and 

acknowledge the power of performative intransigence towards structures of 

power, how power is built and affects society in different forms, and how, as 

an artist, I can reply with my own body by the use of a simple gesture. The 

next journey might be, then, finding outputs to relate to those rooted themes 

by the use of performance art, installation or participatory art that, have 

become important parts of my practice.  
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Conclusion 

 

In this paper I brought forth different aspects of my practice from participation 

to site-specific approaches and the power of the immaterial to bring forth the 

experience of political situations. I analyse those artistic components with 

historical references. The processes of going through my ideas and 

researching the works of other artists and their practices has allowed me to 

compare, locate and re-think my position as an artist in the contemporary 

scene. 

 

Living in a European country has allowed me to use the quality of the 

personal gaze, to look from a distance to my home country, a distance that is 

not only geographical but also cultural, mental and emotional. I found out that 

Iceland is not as it is pictured or talked about in the media, a representation 

that usually embraces the romanticism of a culture, its natural resources and 

landscape conditions. That process of realising social archetypes through 

living in another culture was very interesting to experience (maybe I should 

say) as an anthropological or sociological experience. I guess something 

similar happens with all cultures and societies.  

 

The condition of being a foreigner, an immigrant, also helped me to figure out 

the potential in the problems that emerge in my country as well as the ones 

we have here and how the faculty of contemporary art can and should 

address those problems. 
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